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The Contribution of Psychological Theory and Evidence in the Understanding of Offender Profiling.
Offender profiling (OP) involves the analysis of behavioural evidence from a crime to infer likely characteristics of a perpetrator, which in turn aids investigators in refining their search for suspects (Kapardis, 2024). The general focus of offender profiling has evolved over time from intuition to a more scientific, empirical, evidence-focused approach (Vettor et al., 2013). Criminal profiling (CP) is a crucial tool to reduce uncertainty in offender identification in difficult investigations (Muller, 2011). However, some argue against the use of CP as it has yet to be statistically validated (Ribeiro & Soeiro, 2021) and due to its lack of scientific support (Snook et al., 2008).
There are two principal approaches to offender profiling: typological profiling (TP) and geographical profiling (GP). Typological profiling involves predicting the likely characteristics and demographics of offenders, using psychological evidence (Crighton, 2021). In contrast, geographical profiling applies psychological theory to estimate an offender’s base or residence using information about previous offence locations (Canter et al., 2013).
Although psychological theory has produced several valuable frameworks, the practical efficacy of OP remains contested, with limited empirical evidence supporting its validity (Goodwill et al., 2014), particularly regarding the scientific distinction between geographical and typological approaches.
This essay will evaluate psychological contributions to the understanding of OP. It will first discuss the theoretical foundations of profiling, followed by descriptions and critiques of both TP and GP. Finally, it will compare the efficacy of these approaches in understanding offender behaviour.
Offender profiling aims to predict certain offender characteristics based on crime scene behaviour (Beauregard & Field, 2008). It is an essential tool used to refine the range of possible suspects by identifying links between the type of crime committed and the typical characteristics of offenders who commit those crimes (Fox & Farrington, 2018). The origins of OP are found in criminology and psychology, with researchers examining the connections between the origins of crime and offender behaviour.
In order for OP to succeed, certain assumptions must be made. For instance, one assumption is that criminal behaviour is consistent, demonstrating similar patterns regardless of time (Canter, 2010), shown in research concerning the spatial behaviour and patterns of offenders. Johnson (2013) demonstrated that offenders maintain self-imposed spatial and temporal boundaries of proximity, contributing to identifiable ‘signature’ patterns in their offending behaviour and crime location selection. Oziel et al. (2014) also found support for the consistency of criminal behaviour, particularly serial stranger sexual offences.
Additionally, Bouhana et al. (2016) draw attention to the factors that enable offenders to be differentiated as a result of their offence behaviour, highlighting the assumption of distinctiveness. For instance, offenders’ perceptions of risk when selecting targets, the specific target characteristics that motivate offending, the extent of planning, and their responsiveness to situational factors (Tonkin & Woodhams, 2015). 
A final assumption is that offender behaviour is likely to display homogeneity (Bouhana et al., 2016), which proposes that offenders who exhibit similar behavioural patterns during crimes will also share comparable personal or psychological characteristics, though empirical evidence for this link remains weak (Mokros & Alison, 2010, Bouhana et al., 2016).
The development and application of OP are closely tied to psychological theory, which informs the assumptions about consistency, distinctiveness, and the link between behaviour and personality. Trait theory suggests that personality characteristics are expressed in consistent and unique patterns of behaviour, allowing offenders to be distinguished based on their crime scene actions (Miller, 2024). Research has shown a link between personality characteristics and criminal tendencies. For example, Tharshini et al. (2021) demonstrated the role of individual personality traits in criminality, namely psychopathy, difficult temperament, and low self-control. 
Furthermore, Eysenck’s theory of personality can be applied to the understanding of offender behaviour. Research has demonstrated support for Eysenck's criminality theory, that individuals exhibiting higher scores in neuroticism, psychoticism, and extraversion are more likely to display criminal behaviour (McGurk & McDougall, 1981). This provides an explanation for how the assumptions of behavioural consistency and distinctiveness play a role in offender behaviour and typologies.
However, it could be argued that theories based on personality often disregard the role of situational factors in behaviour by solely attributing the cause dispositionally, which can also be a criticism of offender profiling (Wu, 2025). Another critique of the assumptions of OP is that they promote an oversimplification of human behaviour, failing to consider the interaction between individual differences and the environment (Wu, 2025). 
These theoretical foundations have been interpreted and applied in distinct ways within the two primary methods of OP: the American typological approach and the British geographical approach.
[bookmark: _Int_Y8oMx5ct]The American typological approach to offender profiling was developed in the 1970s. Members of the Behavioural Science Unit (BSU) in the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) conducted qualitative research on several serial offenders through interviews (Kapardis, 2024). The research’s purpose was to examine the crimes, personality characteristics, and behaviours of 32 serial murderers, the majority of which sexual offenders (Kapardis, 2024). These interviews allowed the FBI to understand the motivations of these serial offenders, creating a foundation for future analysis of criminal behaviour. Two typologies of offenders were identified: ‘organised’ and ‘disorganised’. According to TP, this reflects personal information about the offender.
An organised offender exhibits careful planning of the crime, leaving little to no evidence, such as the murder weapon (Kapardis, 2024). Typically, an organised offender is intelligent, socially competent, lives with a partner, and disguises their antisocial or psychopathic traits (Kapardis, 2024). Such offenders often commit crimes to fulfil a need for power and control (Helfgott, 2013). Conversely, a disorganised offender displays less planning, often using weapons found at the scene, leaving evidence, and targeting known victims (Helfgott, 2013). Comparatively, the two typologies differ greatly, with disorganised offenders exhibiting a chaotic appearance, lifestyle, and psychological state (Kapardis, 2024).
It can be observed that psychological theory has played a significant role in the development of TP. This approach relies on the influence of personality characteristics on offender behaviour to appropriately identify a perpetrator, assuming that behaviour, and therefore, personality, are consistent (Miller, 2024). This can be supported by empirical research, for instance, a link between violent offenders and high levels of Extraversion, but low levels of Agreeableness have been found (Shimotsukasa et al., 2019).
The debate on the validity and efficacy of OP, particularly typological, continues. Some argue that few studies have produced clear, empirical evidence of a link between crime scene actions and offender characteristics (Goodwill et al., 2014). However, Goodwill et al. (2014) illustrate that OP can be a reliable and valid approach to offender identification when crime scene behaviours are interpreted within an effective decision-making process. 
A strength of the TP approach is that there are several studies supporting the approach’s ability to predict offenders' characteristics. However, some argue against the quantity of strong, empirical supportive evidence (Goodwill et al., 2014). Goodwill et al. (2009) provide support for the effectiveness of a specific FBI model in predicting an offender’s previous criminal convictions from crime scene information. Similarly, Kocsis et al. (2002) demonstrate support for OP, in the analysis of 62 incidents of serial sexual assault, utilising a statistical procedure. Kocsis et al. (2002) were able to identify a central cluster of behaviours, representing comparable behaviours to all patterns of serial rape, along with four prominent outlying patterns illustrating distinct offence styles, such as, brutality, intercourse, chaotic and ritual. These findings enable future research to further explore and identify distinct offender characteristics, studying the link between the five-cluster model of serial rapist behaviour and future incidents of serial rape (Kocsis et al., 2002).
However, the FBI is aware of the limitations of their profiling approach; for instance, they acknowledge the use of TP as an investigative tool only (Turvey, 2011). Trait-related offender profiling is often deemed non-viable as research often struggles to find evidence of offender homology (Kocsis & Palermo, 2013). Profiling concerning the belief that certain personality characteristics cause criminal behaviours implies a causal relationship between an offender’s traits and the crimes they commit (Kocsis & Palermo, 2013). This is a significant issue as it oversimplifies the complexity of human behaviour, therefore emphasising the importance of the use of TP as a technique in combination with other investigative methods.
The British geographical approach to offender profiling operates on a different basis to the American typological method. Recognising methodological and conceptual flaws in the TP approach – particularly its unrepresentative sample and assumptions about offender consistency – David Canter proposed the geographical method as an alternative (Canter, 2003). GP is employed by police agencies for suspect identification and information collection purposes in serial crime cases (Rossmo, 2022).
There are two principal components of offenders’ geographical behaviours that allow inferences of their most likely home location to be drawn from the knowledge of where they commit their crimes (Canter et al., 2013). The first concept is propinquity, referring to the tendency for offences to occur closer to an offender’s home, with likelihood decreasing over distance, a pattern often described as an aggregate-decay function. The other is morphology, which denotes the tendency for offences to be spatially distributed around the offender's home or operational base (Canter et al., 2013).
Another key principle of GP is that of Marauders and Commuters (Canter & Larkin, 1993). As noted by Hamm (2022), the circle theory predicts that most offenders will reside within the smallest circle that encloses an offence location pattern. A marauder pattern offender refers to those who reside within the crime location range, aligning with the circle theory, while the other offenders reflect a commuter decision pattern (Hamm, 2022). A marauder offence style is more likely to be adopted by sexual offenders, while a commuter offence style is typical in burglars (Meaney, 2004).
Routine activity theory highlights the significance of routine behaviours for an understanding of crime patterns (Rossmo & Summers, 2015). This theory proposes three core elements that must integrate for a crime to be committed; a motivated offender, a suitable target and an absent guardian (Rossmo & Summers, 2015). In relation to the GP method, offenders often operate within their routine spaces, and analysis of spatial and temporal patterns of their crimes allows prediction of the likely geographic base of an offender.
The geographical method of OP has been empirically supported by a number of scientific studies. For instance, Canter & Larkin (1993) demonstrate that among a sample of sexual assaulters, 87% perform their offences in a specific region around their home location base. Similarly, Bennell et al. (2007) highlight advantages of actuarial strategies of GP, while advocating for the use of clinical predictions drawing on heuristic principles or personal experiences.
Additionally, GP is beneficial for analysing spatial patterns of victim disposal site location choices of serial murderers (Berezowski et al., 2021). Lundrigan & Canter (2001) illustrate that amongst a sample of serial killers; the logic of body disposal site choice was supported by four hypotheses, including that the offender’s operational area would be close to their home base and relate to familiar travel distances.
However, it could be argued that GP lacks efficacy when used alone, therefore when utilised with other investigative methods, such as TP, it is more likely to result in successful offender identification. For instance, Marsden (2025) employed the principles of TP to study the environmental factors of the body disposal process of disorganised murder offenders, highlighting that area familiarity plays a crucial role in disposal location choices, often being previous residential areas. The implications for this study include the potential for implementation of GP and TP in future investigations.
This approach to offender profiling is scientific and replicable. However, the predictive precision is yet to be determined, particularly among human profilers as opposed to mathematical algorithms (Bennell et al., 2009); therefore, it is more beneficial as part of a broader investigative approach. 
To summarise, both methods of OP offer valuable frameworks for understanding offender behaviour and supporting investigative processes (Petherick & Brooks, 2020). However, methodological variation between approaches has led to inconsistency and ongoing debate regarding OP’s overall effectiveness (Petherick & Brooks, 2020). GP employs statistical models, such as the Bayesian approach, to produce data-driven behavioural inferences (Canter, 2009), whereas TP draws on personality theories, including Trait theory, to interpret offender characteristics. Conversely, GP draws on environmental and behavioural theories to predict an offender’s base location (LaPradd, 2024). Despite these contributions, OP remains limited by subjective interpretation and potential cognitive biases, such as confirmation bias, which may influence investigator judgement (Rassin et al., 2010). These issues underscore the need for greater empirical validation and consistency of OP. 
In conclusion, offender profiling can be highly beneficial to investigators by providing insight into offender behaviour and characteristics. Both TP and GP offer advantages, yet each approach has notable limitations. Paulsen (2006) highlights the weak accuracy of GP methods while emphasising that factors such as crime type and city type influence profiling outcomes. Similarly, Godwin (2002) notes that the organised and disorganised offender typologies can explain certain psychodynamic motivations, including revenge or sadistic tendencies. Overall, while offender profiling has received empirical research attention, debate continues regarding its true accuracy. Consequently, investigators and future researchers may benefit from combining both TP and GP to improve predictive efficacy and generate more reliable offender assessments.
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