The role of offender profiling in investigative and judicial processes associated with crime

One definition of offender profiling is ‘an investigative tool that aid the identification, apprehension and conviction of an unknown offender by providing the police with a description of the likely social and mental characteristics of the offender.’ (McLoed, 2021).  Where a detective will look to gather physical evidence to solve what happened in the crime and who committed it, offender profilers will look to predict when the offender is likely to commit their next crime and what kind of person the individual who committed the crime is. Although offender profiling cannot tell police who exactly committed the crime, it helps give police an understanding of certain characteristics the individual may possess. This can help police narrow down their search to certain areas or individuals. Offender profiling is a helpful tool for investigators; however, their usefulness is dependent on the information available to the investigators.  Offender profiling was popularised in the United States in the 1970’s by members of the FBI-Ressler, Burgess, and Douglas. They interviewed a number of murderers in order to better understand what lead to these individuals committing these murders and certain characteristics that these individuals share (Ressler et al, 1986). This essay will critically discuss two approaches of offender profiling, the top-down American approach, and the bottom-up UK approach, by discussing both their similarities and differences and also their strengths and weaknesses when it comes to their approaches to profiling. 

The first offender profiling approach this essay will discuss is the UK bottom-up approach first proposed by psychologists David Canter and Paul Britton in 1990. This approach is scientific and geographically based and looks at the locations and timing of the crimes in order to gather an idea of where the offender lives and where they work in order to aid investigators in understanding the characteristics of the criminal. This approach looks at the intricate details in order to build up to the bigger picture. The bottom-down approach can be used for a number of crimes such as rape, murder, arson, burglary etc. A famous case which involved the use of the bottom-up approach was the case of John Duffy who was dubbed ‘The Railway Rapist’ who committed numerous sexual assaults and murders in London in the late 1980’s. David Canter aided investigators by analysing the evidence and where and when the crimes were committed in order to draw up a profile of the man they were looking for. The profile was accurate, and although it did not directly lead to Duffy’s arrest, it did help police narrow down their search by providing an idea of the type of person they were looking for and where he could possibly live. Canter suggests that criminals commit crimes in areas that they are familiar with. The approach suggests that there is a connection between an offender’s crimes and how they live their daily lives. It also suggests that criminals who demonstrate an understanding of the investigative process are likely to have a criminal history. Canter suggests that there are two types of offenders- Marauders and commuters. Marauders offend close to where they live as they feel comfortable and have knowledge of the area. Commuters commit crimes over large areas further away from where they live. According to research, marauding criminals are more commonly serial rapists and serial arsonists (Canter & Larkin, 1993). An analysis technique used for geographical profiling is known as ‘Dragnet’. A circle is drawn around where the crimes have been committed by suspected serial offenders and if done correctly, the perpetrator will live inside the circles (Canter, 2004). The bottom-up approach is extremely helpful for police when it comes to focusing their resources and helps narrow down potential suspects. There is quite a bit of support for the bottom-up approach. A study by snook et al (2005) looked at the location of murders committed by 53 serial killers in Germany, and they found that in 63% of cases, the serial killers lived within 6 miles of where their victims were found. This shows that there is evidence for the spatial consistency and the geographical element of the bottom-up approach to offender profiling. Another study that supports the Bottom-up approach was conducted by Lundigran and Canter in 2001 as they analysed 120 murder cases committed by serial killers in the United States. They found that a large number of these serial killers displayed spatial consistency in their murders and where they disposed of the bodies. This again supports the bottom down approach as it supports the idea that criminals commit crimes in areas where they are knowledgeable and feel comfortable (Lundigran & Canter, 2001). This highlights a strength of the bottom-up approach, and that is its scientific approach to offender profiling due to its use of previous research and police computer databases. This means there is much less chance of human error when creating a profile for the offender. However, there is also some evidence against the bottom-up approach. One very famous case that highlights the failures of the bottom-up approach was in the case of the murder of Rachael Nickell in 1992. The brutality of the murder put a lot of pressure on the police to find the killer and they turned to psychologist and offender profiler, Paul Britton, to help provide a profile of the killer. After a number of suspects were interviewed, and the police turned their attention to Colin Stagg, as he lived in the area and fit the profile provided by Britton. However, they had no evidence to convict Stagg and so the investigators set up a honey trap to get a confession out of him and despite not committing the crime, Stagg confessed, leading the police to believe they had caught their killer. Due to a lack of evidence, Stagg was not convicted, and Rachael’s killer was still at large (Ormerod, 1996). In 2008, a man named Robert Napper was convicted for Nickell’s murder. This case highlights the weaknesses of the bottom-up approach as although profilers are knowledgeable on how criminals act, their profiles are not always accurate and can lead to wrongful arrests and convictions. This also shows that just because an individual fits the profile, does not mean that they are the suspect the police are looking for. This weakness is also highlighted by a study where detectives who had worked with offender profilers. The study found that in only 3% of cases had offender profiling directly led to catching offenders and was more of a helpful guide during the investigation and in only 14% of cases did the approach offer direct help in solving the crime (Copson et al, 1997). This again shows that there are weaknesses to the bottom-up approach as the police and investigators do not use it as full-proof technique of catching criminals. Overall, the bottom-up approach to offender profiling is a particularly useful tool for investigators when it comes to offender profiling. The scientific approach it uses towards profiling allows for less human error and more accuracy when it comes to profiling, as shown in the case of John Duffy. However, its ability to directly lead to catching offenders is low and has also led to wrongful convictions due to innocent people matching the profile offered by profilers. Therefore, the bottom-up approach is a useful tool for investigators in order to focus their resources and narrow down their search but is not a completely accurate way of catching offenders.

The second approach to offender profiling this essay will discuss is the top-down American approach first proposed by FBI members Ressler, Douglas, and Burgess in the 1970’s. Where the bottom-up approach looks to look at the smaller details and use computer databases and previous information to form a profile, the top-down approach looks to use the evidence gathered from the specific crime scene in order to understand the characteristics of the offender in order to create a profile. In order to gain an understanding of what characteristics and personality traits to look for in serial killers, The FBI interviewed 36 convicted serial killers including Ted Bundy and Ed Kemper. After analysing the data, they gathered that serial murderers usually fit into two types of offenders, also referred to as ‘typologies’. These two typologies are organised and disorganised and organised (Douglas et al., 1986). This is different to the bottom-up approach as it places all serial murderers into one of these two pre-existing categories rather than starting from the bottom and making no assumptions like the bottom-up approach. Organised offenders plan their crimes, and the victim is targeted deliberately targeted by the offender. They are usually intelligent and have an understanding of the forensic process and leave little to no evidence behind and enjoy the control they have over the victim when committing the crime. Disorganised offenders on the other hand commit crimes in the heat of the moment and the crime is not premeditated. They tend to have lower intelligence and are more likely to leave evidence at the crime scene. The research conducted by the FBI suggests that disorganised criminals are less socially and sexually competent than organised offenders. When constructing a profile using the top-down approach, there are 4 stages. The first stage is data assimilation, where evidence from the crime scene is reviewed. The second stage is crime scene classification, where the crime scene is categorised into organised of disorganised. The 3rd stage is crime reconstruction. This is where investigators use the evidence to hypothesise about what took part during the crime, such as the behaviour of the offender and the victim. The 4th stage is profile generation. The profilers put together a profile of the offender. The profile includes what the offender might look like and certain personality traits the offender may possess (Hazelwood & Douglas, 1980).  Another difference between the top-down approach and bottom-up approach is the type of crime for which they are used. The bottom-up approach can be used for a number of crimes ranging from murder to burglaries, whereas the top-down approach is almost solely used for sexually motivated murders and rapes (Gordon, 2005). This could perhaps suggest that the bottom-down approach is more useful as it can be applied to a wider range of crimes than the top-down approach. One weakness of the top-down approach is its reductionist view and is based on assumptions. This is a very big difference to the bottom-up approach which is scientific. The top-down approach uses qualitative data by using interviews whereas the bottom-down approach uses quantitative data by using data from computer databases. However, the use of qualitative data is not necessarily a weakness for the top-down approach, as due to the large number of offenders interviewed, the researchers garnered a very strong understanding of why offenders of serious crimes behave the way they do on an individual basis and then can apply it to future offenders when creating a profile (Kim et al., 2014). The top-down approach does not account for offenders that perhaps start as disorganised and then become more organised as they go along. Criminals may also commit some organised crimes and some disorganised crimes and not just one or the other. Due to its unscientific design, there are a sparse number of studies that can support the approach. However, a study by Canter in 2004 looked at the cases of 100 murders using small space analysis to try and gather evidence for the idea of organised and disorganised criminals. Canter found that there was support for the organised typology but no evidence for the disorganised typology as even disorganised murders have some elements of organisation.  Therefore, Canter’s findings suggest that profilers should focus on the individual characteristics of the offenders rather than categorising them into one of these typologies (Canter, 2004). One similarity between the top-down approach and the bottom-up approach to profiling is its usefulness to investigators as a study by Holes and Holmes in 1998 found that in only 17% of cases did the use of the top-down approach led to an arrest. Similarly to the bottom-up approach, the top-down approach is used as a helpful guide for investigators rather than a full proof way of catching offenders. Like the bottom-up approach it helps investigators narrow down their search on the sort of individual they are looking for. Another weakness of the top-down approach is it is deterministic, by assuming that all murderers and rapists fit into one of the two typologies and does not account for the fact that an offender can change over their criminal career cand commit both organised and disorganised crimes. The top-down approach again assumes that the behaviour of offenders is shaped by stable personality traits, however it has been suggested that the actions of offenders are very complex, and their crimes should not be categorised as organised or disorganised criminal as some offenders who are usually organised may experience a period of anger and commit disorganised crimes (Alison et al., 2003). Another similarity between the two approaches is that both are mainly only applicable to their respective countries as both approaches were produced by studying criminals in the United States and the United Kingdom and therefore, they may not be able to be applied to other countries and cultures as offenders in other countries may offend in different patterns to America and the United Kingdom. On a similar note, the top-down approach was gathered by interviewing men and therefore there is no data when it comes to profiling women. 
In conclusion, both approaches are useful tools for investigators when investigating a crime and looking to create a profile of the offender. Both the top-down and bottom-up approaches have been built on data gathered from previous offenders and therefore both are useful predictors for future offenders. Having discussed and compared both approaches to offender profiling they play a small role when in the investigative process associated with a crime. As shown previously in this essay, studies have shown that when it comes to contributing to the arrest of offenders their usefulness is rather low, with the approaches contributing to arrests in 14% and 17% of cases respectively. However, this is not an insignificant contribution as it is impossible for profiling to be 100% accurate, but investigators can use it to narrow down their suspects and focus their investigation into the right areas. After comparing and contrasting both approaches, the bottom-up approach is a more reliable and useful approach when it comes to offender profiling. Its scientific approach can be more useful to investigators and does not group offenders into groups like the top-down approach. The Bottom-up approach can also be applied to a wider range of crimes and therefore it plays a bigger role than the top-down approach in the investigative process.
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