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Critically discuss the role of offender profiling in the investigative and judicial processes associated with crime.

Offender profiling is an investigative technique that aims to identify the range of potential suspects in a crime to predict factors such as personality, behaviours or demographic characteristics that the potential offender may exhibit. This offender profiling is based on information collected from the crime scene (Fox et al., 2020). Offender profiling has a crucial role within judicial processes and investigations because it helps to focus the investigation, allocate resources efficiently and provide behavioural insights, which can all help contribute to public safety for the community and provide closure for victims and their families (Ainsworth, 2013). There are two main types of offender profiling used: the geographical 'bottom-up' UK approach and the typological 'top-down' USA approach. According to Mburu and Helbich (2015), the UK bottom-up approach focuses on looking at crime scene details to figure out what the offender might be like, finding patterns within the crimes and finding the potential area of residence of the perpetrator. While the UK geographical approach uses evidence, theory and data to understand and identify criminals, the USA takes an alternative approach. The USA uses a typological approach that categorises crime into two types: organised or disorganised. This categorisation helps to aid the understanding of offender behaviour to help catch the perpetrator (Barrow et al., 2013). Geographical offender profiling is a valuable tool used in law enforcement, demonstrating effectiveness in identifying criminals across various crimes such as serial rape, arson, robbery, and vandalism according to Emeno et al. (2016). This essay will discuss the role of offender profiling in the investigative and judicial processes associated with crime, with a specific focus on the UK's geographical approach.

There are many theories used to explain criminal behaviour, which can present valuable frameworks to enhance offender profiling strategies in the UK. Cornish and Clarke (1987) adapted the rational choice theory to explain criminal behaviour. The rational choice theory suggests that individuals make decisions by weighing the potential benefits and costs of their actions. In the context of crime, it suggests that offenders choose to commit crimes after considering the rewards and risks, aiming to maximise personal gain while minimising potential negative consequences. In the area of UK offender profiling, this theory proves invaluable as it provides insights into the decision-making processes of criminals and informs strategic approaches to investigations (Cornish & Clarke, 1987). Offender profiling can be helped by this theory's principles, involving an examination of the perceived benefits sought by offenders, such as financial gain or power, and an evaluation of the costs involved, including the risk of apprehension and legal consequences. Rational choice theory also acknowledges the potential for repeat offending when the perceived benefits outweigh the costs, enabling profiling to identify patterns and devise strategies to identify offenders. 
           A recent study by Loughran et al. (2016) found that people generally make choices based on what makes sense to them, supporting rational choice theory. They found that this also applies to various types of crimes, including aggressive acts. The study also looked at differences related to gender, race, and the level of offending risk. It was found that each group still considered potential risks, costs, and rewards in their choices. These findings not only support the theory but also explain how it applies to understanding crime in different situations and among various groups of people. 
           Despite these findings, the rational choice theory may not be applicable to all cases of crime. Research by Dhami and Mandel (2012) found that the rational choice theory is ineffective in predicting youths' intentions of engaging in criminal or risky behaviours. It was stated that this may be because youths tend to engage in risky or criminal behaviours without fully understanding the risks that may be associated with them; instead, they focus more on the benefits of their actions (Dhami & Mandel, 2012). This is because the prefrontal cortex, responsible for decision-making and impulse control, is still developing during adolescence, leading to a tendency for impulsive and sensation-seeking behaviours (Arain et al., 2013).
           This indicates that whilst the rational choice theory could be used in geographical offender profiling, adopting a comprehensive approach that accounts for diverse factors, including age, is essential for a more profound understanding of criminal decision-making. Thus, enhancing the ability to identify patterns and gain insights that contribute to effective offender identification.

Canter and Larkin (1993) introduced a pioneering theory known as the Circle Theory of Environmental Range, laying the groundwork for the practice of geographical offender profiling in the UK. This influential theory remains a foundational element in the field, shaping the way criminal investigations are approached and analysed. This theory is primarily used within UK geographical offender profiling and focuses on the idea that criminals have different ranges within their environment, with varying degrees of comfort and familiarity. The theory establishes a 'criminal range' by connecting the outermost crimes in a circle shape, and all other crimes committed are expected to be within this circle. Canter and Larkin (1993) also proposed two critical terms within this theory: marauder and commuter. They stated that if the criminal lives within this circle of criminal range, they will be categorised as a marauder. However, if they do not live within this criminal range, they will be categorised as a commuter. This theory helps to understand where criminals live and commit crimes, making a significant contribution to the field of geographical offender profiling (Canter & Larkin, 1993).
The circle theory of environmental range has gained increased attention and recognition in academic research. Canter et al. (2013) conducted a study that aimed to address limitations in current geographical offender profiling methods by testing the efficacy of five ideographic models, including the circle theory of environmental range proposed by Canter and Larkin (1993), by comparing them to alternative methods such as nomothetic and Bayesian models. The study utilised data from 63 burglaries in London and employed the DragNetP profiling system, where the home locations of perpetrators were known. The results revealed that while no single ideographic method emerged as universally superior, collectively, all ideographic models consistently outperformed existing geographical profiling methods, including nomothetic models. These ideographic models demonstrated enhanced prediction efficacy, consistently predicting shorter distances between the crime and the suspect's base location, showcasing their overall superiority over existing methods (Canter et al., 2013). 
Despite the observed outcomes, it is essential to assess the ideographic models' effectiveness across diverse crime types and locations. This is crucial because different crimes can be influenced by various factors, including the physical environment, such as lighting, surveillance, spatial layout and socio-economic conditions, such as poverty. Therefore, the findings from this study may not be universally applicable to other crimes or locations. Testing the models in varied contexts is necessary for a more comprehensive understanding of their reliability and applicability.

In addition to the findings of Canter et al. (2013), research conducted by Öhrn (2016) aimed to identify if geographic profiling can be a useful tool for the law enforcement and investigated its effectiveness in burglaries. For this study, a review of existing literature was carried out alongside interviews with two intelligence analysts working in Sweden. The results of this study outlined that there is strong evidence supporting the effectiveness of geographic profiling as a valuable tool for identifying offenders, including burglars, provided it is utilised appropriately. It was also stated that instances, where the method has shown inaccuracies within the literature reviewed, are likely due to offender profiles generated by untrained individuals.
Öhrn (2016) also stated that whilst geographic profiling proves valuable for investigators, it doesn't serve as admissible evidence in court, only as a supplementary tool in investigations.

Geographical profiling, though predominantly used in the UK, has demonstrated effectiveness in other countries. The technique has proven valuable even in smaller suburban areas of African countries. A recent study by Mburu and Helbich (2015) focused on testing the effectiveness of geographical profiling in Dandora, Kenya. The study used data from 1,422 solved crimes to establish the average number of crimes committed and the distance offenders travelled to commit these crimes. This sample contained both non-violent crimes, such as burglary, and violent crimes, such as murder. The results of the study showed that in around 75% of these cases, the criminal activity occurred within a two-kilometre radius of the offender's residence. It was also found that the distance between the offender's home and the site of the crime largely depended on the type of crime. Drug-related offences tended to occur closest to the offender's home, while vehicle thefts occurred at a greater distance from the offender's home. 
           Despite these findings, this study is not without limitations. The study solely relies on data from solved crimes, which may introduce a bias by not including unsolved cases. This exclusion of unsolved cases introduces a potential bias in the findings because it only considers the behaviour of offenders who have been apprehended and ignores those who remain unidentified. Unsolved cases may involve different patterns of criminal behaviour, modus operandi, or spatial dynamics, which are crucial for a comprehensive understanding of offender behaviour. Therefore, these results may not be generalisable to all criminal cases. 
These findings suggest that geographical profiling can be effective in certain contexts; however, it also highlights the importance of considering the type of crime when applying geographical profiling techniques, acknowledging that the effectiveness may vary across different offences (Mburu & Helbich, 2015).

One of the most prevalent issues for modern policing is the increase in cybercrime, which encompasses illicit activities conducted through digital means, including hacking, fraud, and identity theft (Sarre et al., 2018). Research has indicated that geographical profiling is also beneficial in cybercrimes. A recent paper published by Butkovic et al. (2019) focused on the use and effectiveness of geographic offender profiling for serial cybercrime cases, with a specific focus on credit card skimming and spear phishing in Bosnia, Herzegovina and Croatia. For this research, geographical profiling was carried out on actual cybercrime samples obtained by law enforcement agencies using GeoCrime software to aid in mapping, spatial analysis and statistical examination of patterns associated with cybercrime. 
Butkovic et al. (2019) stated that certain types of cybercrimes are successful in geographic profiling because cyber criminals tend to show a non-random nature when committing the crimes. However, it was also stated that applying this method to cybercrime comes with challenges due to variations in the data and behaviour of offenders, who may adapt their methods. The virtual nature of cybercrimes also poses difficulties, as determining the exact location of a cybercrime scene is not always straightforward due to the use of virtual private networks (VPNs) for example. Additionally, obtaining real and diverse datasets for testing can be a general challenge in studying cybercrime patterns due to cybercrimes often involving sensitive and confidential information, making it challenging to access real-world datasets without compromising the privacy and security of the individuals. Overall, they found that despite these limitations, the use and effectiveness of geographic profiling for cybercrime were positive overall, particularly when there is an element of physical dimension within the crimes (Butkovic et al., 2019). 
           Despite these findings, the results may not be universally applicable as they are based on a specific geographic region, potentially limiting the generalisability of the results to a wider context. This is because criminal behaviours can vary significantly across different countries due to a range of factors, including cultural, socio-economic, legal, and technological advances or influences.

Although the main purpose of geographic profiling is to identify suspects in criminal cases, it has been found beneficial in aiding other aspects of criminal investigations, including identifying body deposition sites. In a recent study by Berezowski et al. (2023), existing literature was reviewed on the utilisation of geographic profiling for identifying clandestine or illegal graves alongside a geographical offender profile being created of Ivan Milat – a known serial killer, to test out the applicability and validity of the findings. The findings of this study concluded that geographic profiling can be used in identifying body deposition sites because the location is usually important to the offender, and most deposition sites have a strong relationship with the offender's home. They also found that serial killers usually commit these crimes in proximity to an anchor point, such as their home or place of work. In the case of Ivan Milat, it was concluded that he could be considered a 'troller', which is a combination of a marauder and a commuter due to where his crimes were committed (Berezowski et al., 2023).
However, it is crucial to understand that geographic profiling doesn't directly resolve crimes; rather, it serves as a tool to assist investigations by offering investigative strategies or suggesting potential search areas (Berezowski et al., 2023).

In contrast to the research discussed, an article published by Chifflet (2015) questioned the validity of offender profiling. The article highlights the lack of empirical evidence supporting the validity and effectiveness of offender profiling. It suggests that despite its widespread use in criminal investigations and legal proceedings, there are fundamental gaps and uncertainties in the theories underlying profiling. It was stated that geographic offender profiling may encounter limitations and prove ineffective in certain scenarios, such as in one-time crimes or crimes of passion. This is because geographic profiling methods are usually based on patterns observed in serial offences, meaning that it may prove difficult to generate predictions or identify a suspect when confronted with isolated incidents. Thus, highlighting the importance of recognising the contextual factors and crime characteristics that influence the applicability and success of geographic offender profiling (Chifflet, 2015).

In conclusion, offender profiling, particularly geographic offender profiling, plays a significant role in investigative and judicial processes, aiding law enforcement in identifying potential suspects and guiding their efforts. The rational choice theory (Cornish & Clarke, 1987) can be used to offer valuable insights into criminal decision-making, enhancing the strategic approaches to investigations. The Circle Theory of Environmental Range, introduced by Canter and Larkin (1993), serves as a foundational element in geographic profiling, demonstrating its efficacy in predicting offender locations. While studies have shown the effectiveness of geographic profiling in various crimes and even cybercrimes, its application must be context-specific, considering diverse factors such as the nature of the crime and the socio-economic environment. However, it is crucial to acknowledge that geographic profiling is not a conclusive solution and should be used as a supplementary tool in investigations, as highlighted by Berezowski et al. (2023). Despite its success, concerns about the validity of offender profiling underscore the need for ongoing research and validation (Chifflet, 2015). Additionally, limitations in applying geographic profiling to one-time crimes emphasise the importance of recognising contextual factors that influence its effectiveness. Overall, while offender profiling, particularly geographic methods, proves beneficial in various scenarios, its role should be approached with caution, recognising both its strengths and limitations in contributing to the investigative and judicial processes associated with crime.
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