Chapter 3

The interpretation and utilisation
of offender profiles: a critical

review of ‘traditional’ approaches
to profiling*

Laurence Alison, Emma Barrett and Louise Almond

In this chapter, one of the most prominent approaches to constructing
‘offender profiles” is reviewed and the social psychological reasons
for its continued but, we argue, largely unwarranted popularity are
explored. It is important to emphasise at the outset that this review
considers the type of profiling that has been most prominent in the
past decade and has attracted the most media attention. The profiling
we review involves the extrapolation of lists of characteristics of
offenders, based upon an evaluation of a ‘type’ of offender as derived
from a profiler visiting a crime scene. Hereafter, we refer to this as
the “traditionalist’ perspective. Other recent papers consider the many
positive steps forward in behavioural investigative advice (Almond
et al. 2007; Alison et al. 2004; Bennell and Canter 2002; Fritzon and
Ridgway 2001; Hanfland ef al. 1997) but we do not concentrate on this
activity here. The interested reader will find that these and a number

of other papers highlight different approaches to the provision of
advice, recognising the need for systematic research, justification of

the claims made and the requisite ethical standards. Indeed, ACPO

(Association of Chief Police Officers) requirements in the UK (ACPO
2000) have resulted in significant restrictions on the way in which
advice is provided to and employed by the police, thereby making
traditional profiling methods more and more difficult to apply in

*Support for the preparation of this chapter was provided by Economic and

Social Research Council Grant PTA-030-2002-00482, awarded to the second
author.

I

The interpretation and utilisation of offender profiles

tice. Why then is it important to review a form of profiling that
ractice. i
: a in ‘recession’ ' B
= P?Dsl:;blfnutlhe mind of the public, and indeed 'many_prachnc;ne'rs,
Ffl'rliny,is typically associated with an approach in which ty%o ogies
- gders are derived from observations of a crime scene ( oug1 las
. UHES%) Yet there is, as we show, a lack of ev1der.1ce for the utility
et al. .1 .e of advice, as well as a host of theoretical reasons why
?f-thll?kgp to prove unproductive (Alison et al. 2002). In this chalftfer,
i ol : sizer why such profiles nevertheless hold so much appea }Sr
e 'Lou ad public alike. Canter and Youngs (2003) ha?re termed this
OIIC’(;ISH ufood Effect’ and it is clear that its seduction extenc}ils to
thed ts )x:vho are eager to learn about profiling. We therefﬁre oli;]et
o T}Ts chapter will serve as a ‘reality check’ for students who Imlg
e ; l'se hold unrealistic views both of the present state of profiling
Dt}f;\}l what is taught on forensic and investigative psychology
an
it f the advice contained within
dly, we suggest that much o 2 ‘
?i?"c:g;alyperspectﬁfges is ambiguous, unverifiable and contains many
tIﬂ_ L ous ‘lay’ beliefs about the consistency of humanl l::eh.aw1ou1;L
engnt;e abilit’y to classify individuals into discrete ‘types .(Jihson e
a’? 2003a). As such, it affords us the opportunity to hlghllg t ‘iﬁiﬁ
;teresﬁng psychological phenomena that relate to the way in
. dividuals perceive human behaviour. - o
mdl-}i‘;:ﬁl: Serliquiries in which profiles are sought a11e, by deiﬁ)r(\mq(;r;
@ i faced with complex @

i d complicated cases. Wh_en :
Siﬁ;oﬂ invest?gative data, investigators tend tof ei]lngigf ?;mti;z
; i 3 the data

i e narratives to make sense O nnes
B it files, by offering plausible ‘explanations
2002). We suggest that profiles, by o

’ i ference to the supposed psy :
of an offender’s actions by re th R pHsie e

i chavi d by providing otherwise

aetiology of such behaviour, an ng R
nder’ help to fill important gap

as to an offender’s characteristics, j : iy

i lanations and hints are par
narratives. Furthermore, these exp ' ‘ s
i be consistent with generally
elling because they tend to . )
;Zﬁlegs ah%ut behavioural consistency and the 1?}},1) perc((ieg;(;ﬂ3 tlt;?e
i i ference to es,

behaviour can be explained by re ’ i
iri i text has a strong impact upon

empirical evidence that conte ' s Jos
i tation of a profile may

Cervone 1999). The creative interpre . 1 Yy <

Eco ela;1vmore fazzourable assessment of. ambiguous, unv&xﬁa;lied;ie

potentially erroneous accounts than is Warrantedbbl)./f ioncemjng

(Alison ef al. 2003b). We further suggest that cia}l; he :ieoi g

i ivati eha ,
‘ * of offenders, their motivations and behavi may be
i;m&yﬁﬁzuenﬁd in many other decisions in criminal investigations
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The content and structure of such beliefs is therefore an appropriate
and important area for further psychological enquiry.

The plausibility of traditional approaches to offender profiling

Offender/behavioural /investigative /criminal profiling has variously
been referred to as ‘a technique for identifying the major personality
and behavioural characteristics of an individual based upon an
analysis of the crimes he or she has committed” (Douglas et al. 1986:
405); the ‘process of inferring distinctive personality characteristics of
individuals responsible for committing criminal acts’ (Turvey 1999: 1)
where, according to Pinizzotto and Finkel (1990), an offender profile
‘focuses attention on individuals with personality traits that parallel
traits of others who have committed similar offences’ (p. 216) and
where the ‘interpretation of crime scene evidence can indicate the
personality type of the individual(s) who committed the offence’
Rossmo (2000: 68). According to Douglas ef al. (1992), ‘The crime
scene is presumed to reflect the murderer’s behavior and personality
in much the same way as furnishings reveal the homeowner’s
character” (p. 21).

However, as Alison et al. (2002) have pointed out, the concept that
reliable ‘personality traits’ of an offender(s) are based on observations
of a crime scene is at odds with contemporary conceptualisations of
personality and behaviour, where, in contrast, behaviour is explained
in terms of conditional patterns that depend on the individual and
his or her specific situation (Shoda et al. 1994).

Assumptions underlying traditional approaches to profiling

Some of the most widely recognised and oft-employed experts
in the USA, the UK and several other European countries have
previously made claims that clusters of behaviours can be derived
from crime scenes and converted into some taxonomic framework.
Further, from this classification, background characteristics may be
derived (Asgard 1998; Boon 1997; Douglas et al. 1992; Douglas et al.
1986; Britton 1992). It has been argued that the inferential process
can be represented in the question series, ‘What to Why to Who?”
(Pinizzotto and Finkel 1990). Based on the crime scene material
(What), a particular motivation for the offence behaviour is attributed
to the perpetrator (Why). This, in turn, leads to the description of the
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etrator’s likely characteristics (Who). This simplg jWhat Fo Why
erPl / inference assumes that the supposed specific motivations
2o K')ve the initiation of the offence are consistently assoc1atedlw1t'h
o iré types of background characteristics of the offender (e.g., ‘... if
i eC_I a’dén X then characteristics A, B, C and D’). _
mo’[t'llve idea of inferring background characteristics from crime scene
i 115 relies on two central assumptions about offence behavmqr. The
oy the assumption of behavioural consistency: the variance in .the
T f serial offenders must be smaller than the variance occurring
FI’J.I‘HES Odom compatison of different offenders. This is exemplified in
i ;aﬁnitions of proﬁling outlined at the outset of this chapter and
Fhe Li ments such as ‘profiling rests on the assumpﬁor} that a't least
e Eoffendel‘s have consistent behavioural traits. This consistency
Fer:;:m ht to persist from crime to crime and also to affect various
" m;;gninal aspects of their personality and lifestyle, thus making
lt}f;:}"tcrto some extent, identifiable’ (Homant and Ke‘n.nedy 1998: 32?1).
Simil;arly, the traditional view of personaht.y dispositions lez;d; to :_1 le
wption that ‘individuals are characterised by stfable and broa g
assu*?arljised dispositions that endure over long periods of time an
tjf::tL generate consistencies liriggaeiilzc))cial behaviour across a wide
rarflzv:i\?é:'uaatl;or;lis(g\lf:;d(ile%& points out, there is little eviderEce
to support fthis notion. As long ago as 1928, a numbc?r of S;Lucilee’z
examining behavioural consistency (tested .by c)bs,ex‘\v';m;,r1 ;::em}; .
social behaviour as it occurred across a variety gf natura ‘Sing !
demonstrated that inter-correlations among behaviours (?olrfilpix hofne
particular trait concept tend to be low (Dudycha 19:’:\6, arts o
and May 1928; Newcomb 1929). This 1ed.many theorists to quel%s.
not only popular trait theories (e.g., Mlscl}el }968; %ete:spnn 1979)'
Vernon ’1964), but the concept of persm?ahty itself ( é)suel Smd.
More recently, studies such as the often—_ated Carleton : f{') egte ﬁon)sr
also failed to allow predictions of behaviour across specific situa
i Peake 1982). _
(M;;C}tl:jrr?: if consistenc;f in offence behaviour, a 'number of Smf}llei
have revealed some evidence, albeit rather wea].& in most cases,b a
offenders are somewhat consistent. Most of this resealu:ch hals : 9639&:;
conducted on samples of rapists (Bennell 1995; Grubin etha . ai
Mokros 2000) although there is also some ev‘ldence of be C:jlvuc)lurﬂl
consistency in other offences such as domestic b}n‘glary (hoc? v:he
2000). What is most revealing about these: studies tho%g tlsation
finding that individual behaviours are subject to some tluctu
from crime to crime, due perhaps, as many of the authors argue,
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to situational influences and the dynamic features of re-offending.
The most significant aspect of behavioural consistency appears to
relate to location, with proximity being the most effective element
for linking and the actual behaviours occurring within the crime, the
least effective.

The second assumption is the homology assumption (Mokros and
Alison 2000). In its most basic form, the assumption is that the more
similar two offenders are in terms of characteristics, the more similar
their behavioural style during the commission of the offence. Thus,
two rapists who are, for example, both married, have pre-convictions
for robbery and a history of alcohol abuse should be more likely to
commit an offence in the same way than if their offence style was
compared with an offender who is unmarried, has no pre-convictions
and no history of alcohol abuse.

Davies et al. (1998) had some success in linking specific actions
to particular characteristics. For example, they found that rapists
who break into a victim’s house are five times more likely to have
a previous conviction for burglary than those who do not enter a
victim’s house by force. However, Davies et al.’s attempt to integrate
sets of crime scene variables into logistic regression models in order
to predict the characteristics of rapists was unsuccessful. Similarly,
House (1997) generated four thematic foci (aggression, criminality,
pseudo-intimacy and sadism) from a sample of 50 rapists and, while
achieving some success in linking particular behaviours to particular
actions, was unable to develop lists of probable characteristics
(specifically pre-convictions) of offenders based on the thematic foci.
Neither study tested whether particular configurations of crime scene
actions are associated with particular configurations of characteristics
other than pre-convictions.

In Knight ef al.’s (1998) clinically oriented classification scheme (the
Massachusetts Treatment Center Rapist Typology Version 3; MTC:
R3), typologies are derived on the basis of primary motivations.
Motivations include opportunity, pervasive anger, sexual gratification and
vindictiveness. These are further differentiated through the degree of
social competence and the amount of sadism implicit in the offence.
While these have been used productively for clinical interventions,
Knight et al. concede that one of these data sets contains ‘extensive
coding of crime-scene information but minimal offender data’, while
the other one comprises ‘extensive offender data but minimal crime-
scene data” (Knight et al. 1998: 46). So, for clinical reasons and as a
result of its focus on motivation, the taxonomy does not consider the
types of characteristics commonly outlined in offender profiles. For
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example, it does not link actions to age, socio-demographic.: status
or previous convictions — all characteristics that are most likely to
pe of use in actual investigations (Annon 1995; Ault and Reese 1980;
Grubin 1995; Homant and Kennedy 1998). .

In an attempt to investigate the homology assumption Mokros and
Alison (2002) conducted a study on a sample of raplsts (.N = 100), for
whom they had access to details both of the behaviours in the offence
and the background characteristics of offenders. In terms of support
for the homology assumption, results were not encouraging; neijther
age, socio-demographic features, nor previous convictions could be
reliably linked to themes within offence behaviour. .

In summary, there seems to be little evidence for the conlis%steflc.y
and homology assumptions. Why, then, dc')es ’oj?fenc.ler proﬁl'mg in
this form appear to enjoy such public and investigative attention?

The evaluation of profiles

Evaluations of offender profiling have commonly focused.on police
officers’ claims of satisfaction with the advice _received (Britton 1992;
Copson 1995; Douglas 1981; Goldblatt 1992; Jackson 'e.t ﬂf.. 19933). These
reviews concluded that there was some perceivesi utility in using such
reports but that they rarely led to the identification of thg offender.

In a US study, Pinizzotto (1984) examined 192 proh]‘ed cases, 88
of which had been solved. Of these, a profile was perceived to have
helped in the identification of a suspect in 15 cases (17 per cent).
In a number of other cases, the responding agencies reported that
profiling helped to focus the investigation or to locate or prosecutg
a suspect. Over a decade later, Bartol (1996) conducted a survey
of 152 police psychologists. In this study, 70 per cent of the POllCE
psychologists did not feel comfortable with profiling and serlo_usly
questioned its validity and usefulness. Another st.udy examined
UK police officers’ perceptions of usefulness of profiles aI}d fomd
that fewer than a quarter were judged as being of any assistance in
solving the case, and profiles were perceived as opening new }mes th
enquiry in fewer than one in five cases (Copson 1.995). Despite tljus.,
in over 60 per cent of cases, profiles were perceived as furthering
officers’ understanding of the offender and in over half of the cases
they reassured the officers’ own judgements about the ‘offend.er.
There is, therefore, mixed evidence from these studies: whﬂe.pohce
officers may not regard profiling as crucial to their investigations, a
high number appear to find the advice of profilers useful.
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In order to investigate the validity and therefore accuracy of
offender profiling, several studies have examined whether profilers
produced qualitatively superior reports to those produced by other
occupational groups, e.g. students or investigators. Kocsis and
colleagues (see Kocsis 2003 for a review of validity studies) conducted
several comparative studies; from these studies Kocsis identified four
major conclusions important to the validity of profiling. First, he
claimed that profilers made a greater number of correct predictions
than any of the other occupation groups. Profilers were better at
identifying psychological processes, physical characteristics, lifestyle
characteristics, social history and offending behaviours than the
other groups. However, psychologists were better at determining
personality characteristics of the offender. Second, he argued that the
poor performance of police officers fails to support the arguments
that investigative experience is a key skill necessary for proficient
profiling. Third, he states that logical reasoning is crucial to success
in profiling. Fourth, he states that there is little support for the use of
psychics and the intuition they represent. To summarise, Kocsis and
his colleagues concluded that professional profilers can produce more
accurate predictions about an unknown offender in comparison with
police officers, psychologists, students and psychics.

More recently it has been argued that the conclusions reached by
Kocsis and his colleagues are too premature. Bennell ef al. (2006)
conducted a critique of Koesis and his colleagues’ studies. First, they
argued that Kocsis’s measure of profile accuracy was unsound and
highly dependent on the interpretation of the respondent. Second,
they criticised Kocsis for not actually assessing his participant groups
to ascertain whether they possessed the skills he attributed to them.
Finally, Bennell et al. (2006) argued that Kocsis’s data collection
procedures and methods of analysis were biased. The number of
profilers sampled by Kocsis across his studies was low and not
representative of profilers in general and the participant groups were
not tested under the same conditions.

The content of profiles has also received criticism. Alison et al.
(2003a) applied Toulmin's (1958) philosophy of argument as an
evaluation process to 21 profiles produced from 1997-2001. They
found that 80 per cent of the approximately 4,000 claims made in
the profiles they sampled were unsupported. The claims lacked
appropriate grounding in psychological knowledge, contained no
warrants (specific examples of supportive research), were provided
with no estimation of their veracity (e.g. probability) and less than a
third were falsifinble. However, a contemporary study conducted by
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(2007) of behavioural investigative reports produced by
Alm;gioig P{olicirig Improvements Agency (NPIA) found that there
e very large positive difference between this contemporary isamp].e
g vr'K)us non-NPIA expert advice in terms of the substantw.eness
e arguments. They found that contemporary NPIA be_havmural
?f ﬂletlir ati%i advice has clearer boundaries around the .clalms made
m\f; Sthgey present material in a more coherent and evidence-based
an

format than previous expert advice.

The interpretation of profiles

i + al. (2003b) have argued that a contributory flactor in the
Aé;sc?a;t;:mﬂlof( LISEfBllneSS of g;aditional .profiles, deSPlFe e;rlign?fl
to ‘the contrary, concerns th];e psycioloiiliaidlg;;?;sz? a;nsf?e‘r:der "
' i information. Even when ] :
tﬁ:ﬁlf;?fug; t];:aftc;rmined, there exists a disﬁnctlzrf sugjecg;zsfil:r?in:

i decidi iven person fits an otfender .

= dﬁcégﬁ':gl: ?}?n‘c\:lﬂ%\]%l;i groﬁlez, Alison et al. (2003a) de.monstrateg

EEhmaet1 24 per cent of the profiling preiljction?thwer;:f;rgl;;ggvoiﬁs ha;:,r :
ubiective interpretation (such as, )

322? ﬁgt;ros]ocial skil]s’)?"[his figure was 13 per cen; fc; a sgénpii

f contemporary NPIA profiles (Almond et al. 2007). Fur er,Cl .ff.p .
Dent of statements in non-NPIA profiles would be extren:\ely i 1c(:111
fo verify, even if the offender was caught (for instance, the céfen er
will havé fantasised about the act in the weeks 1ead1r'1g up ,’;0 ;3 ég;gg).
This figure was 21 per cent in the NPIA sample. Alison ; a .Ous i
suggested that one of the possible dangers of sur_jn am tlgure’cation,
unverifiable information is that it facilitates “creative interp

rt of the investigator. .
0111%\ eefglore this rLDtionig Alison et al. (2003b) .coqd%:te? tw?m;;éleoé
studies. Participants included police offlf:grs, indivi uaﬁ .mantq <
in the legal profession and forenfsiiic clmt:la;séﬁ"lfthewgzr Cl;;i tru;;ted
irst study were all police officers. ofile .
iﬁit ﬁzgntaineglr ambiguous and unveriﬁab.le Jrfformatlon land :\;?:
provided to participants who were to imagine tl.nat f’ney a\C e
investigating a murder. Participants were given details of an e
offence,! the constructed profile and a suspect. Two gr(mft-S o
participants each received the same Proﬁle Put dlfferentt sulslge;f en'del-
one group, participants received a brief outline of. tlhe actua aknpier
(genuine suspect), while in the other group participants v:rrh ¢ égo !
a hypothetical suspect constructed for the study (bogus). gu
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suspect was constructed so as to be quite different on key demographic
features while still enabling him to be a possible suspect (the suspect
had to be male and of an age where it was physically possible to
have committed the offence). Participants were asked to rate the
accuracy of the profile based on the suspect that they were given.
Despite being given quite different suspects (one was twice as old
as the other, one had many pre-convictions, the other none, one had
a history of psychiatric problems, the other did not, etc.), the mean
accuracy rating for both groups was 5.3 (where 1 = very inaccurate
and 7 = very accurate). The median for both groups was 6; the mode
for the genuine suspect was 5, and for the bogus suspect it was 6.
Over 40 per cent (9 of the 22) of the ‘genuine’ group rated the profile
as a generally-very accurate fit, while just over 50 per cent (13 of the
24) in the ‘bogus’ group rated the profile as generally—very accurate.
None of the participants rated the profile as either generally or very
inaccurate. Alison ef al. also examined the qualitative justifications
for the scores given. One group (genuine offender) focused on
relationship issues and the offender’s sexuality (as mentioned in the
profile), while relationship issues and the motivation of the offender
appeared to justify scores given in the other group (bogus offender).

In a second exploratory study, involving police officers and
individuals involved in the legal profession, Alison et al. employed
a profile used in an actual enquiry. In this study, they also asked
whether the profile would be useful in an enquiry. Twenty-nine of
the 33 participants in study two stated that the profile would be
useful if they were investigating the crime, with the most common
justification relating to the idea that the profile could narrow down
a suspect search. Using a similar design (two suspects: one bogus,
one genuine, different demographic features in each) overall mean
accuracy scores were 5.4 for the genuine offender and 5.2 for the
fabricated offender with no differences between ratings for the two
contrasting suspects.

Both studies indicated that the majority of participants rated the
profile as at least somewhat accurate despite the distinctly different
suspects that they were given. Of course, there are many limitations
of this type of study, including the questionable ecological validity of
paper and pencil tests of this sort, the fact that there is a non difference
between groups, the relatively low numbers in each group and so on.
However, Alison et al. argue that these preliminary studies highlight
the need to conduct further research to test more comprehensively
the hypothesis that participants were selectively noting aspects of the
profile that can be easily applied to the suspect, ignoring those aspects
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hat are not applicable, and constructing meaning from amttlgmty.
; ahjs is the case, then such ‘creative interpretation’ of a}n_‘lblgugus
'Ff ftwrmation is reminiscent of the so-called ‘Barnum 1;.Efj?ea:t m'wl'uch
. le tend to accept vague and general personality desgr:ptx.ons
afog)eing specific to themselves (Forer 1949; Furnham and Schofield
; 1 1956).
19%2;%53151 resea)rch has examined the role of the Bamu@ Effetct
in how individuals interpret feedback frqm ps.ychometrlc It(esns,
horoscopes, as well as handwriting analysis (Dickson andff i: y
1985; Fichter and Sunerton 1983.; Snyder' et al. 1.976).'The s‘ ec 1ss
articularly prominent when the information provided is am iguous,
Y e difficult to verify and comes from an authoritative source.
ffr;%; éffect, and the closely related process of ‘personal vahd‘ahon
in which individuals classify hﬁcarmqtion that lcould be agl?lledhto
anyone as being particularly descriptive 'of theu’ own qu[;ihhesl,w;)s.
much in common with processes of attribution theory ( ;J;; 19955
the notion of scripts and schemas (Schank and Abelson 1 I, )
and narrative approaches to personah’Fy (McAdams 1993). 1 Cr11 eac
case, researchers argue that in attempting to make the wor 'mczre
predictable, individuals rely on pre-existing, cas.e-based :expe'ﬂe?}:e%
when interpreting new information. Incoming 1%1formatm;1 is : ub
structured according to familiar patterns and beliefs that aved i;r;
informed by personal experiences, social cultural norms faIﬁ
media, and which include beliefs about the regularity Of‘l' uman
behaviour. Beyond the application of th'e.se processes to profiling, we;
believe that such issues may be of significance to the wider arena o
i igative decision-making. .
mvl\e/ls;lrgigl‘{ and Alison (2007)gwent on to explore‘ how offepder p'rofl'les
might influence the way in which individu'als interpret }nvest}gatlve
information dependent on its congruence with -the 1n-vest1gatc_)r s ;)Wg
beliefs. This study comprised an online questionnaire and involve -
participants receiving a profile which' was either congn:jept 011
incongruent with an atypical or stereotypical suspect. In an ad zitlon.all
condition, the participants were presented with the suspect etaus},
either before or after the profile. Participants aPpeal'ed to use severa
different cognitive strategies when interpreting the investigative
information. The two main strategies identified were representativeness,
which refers to judgements based on the suspects res.emblance to a
preconceived stereotype, and cognitive elaboration, wh1ch'refers tto a
preference for generating causal links between chunks of information

in order to justify the basis for a particular judgement.
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Individuals relying on the representativeness strategy were more
influenced by a profile challenging their views (incongruent) than
one supporting them (congruent). Whilst individuals who invested
more cognitive effort, i.e. cognitive elaborators, were more resistant
to changing their views in light of an incongruent profile, this
is tentative evidence to suggest a confirmation bias is occurring,
Marshall and Alison (2007) also found that a profile was perceived as
more influential when it was presented before the suspect description
than after. They suggest that the risk of decision-making errors such
as belief persistence and confirmation bias might be minimised by
presenting an offender profile early in an investigation.

Thus far, our studies have focused on the use of traditional profiles
in isolation, as one particular source of information available to
investigators engaged in a complex criminal investigation. However,
we believe that similar processes are at work as investigators attempt
to make sense of a whole range of complex, ambiguous and incomplete
information in the course of their enquiries. In the following section, we
present evidence from a range of psychological research dealing with
the cognitive mechanisms by which individuals deal with complex
information. This evidence indicates that the general mechanism by
which individuals make sense of such information, in particular, social
information, is one of story generation. The creative interpretation of
offender profiles by investigators may be a specific application of a

more general story generation mechanism, employed as a heuristic
strategy for dealing with ambiguous and complex information.

The process of investigation

The idea that people use stories both to store and to explain information
about the world has received much attention from researchers in a
variety of fields, including cognition (e.g. Schank and Abelson 1995),
social psychology (e.g. Read 1987; Wyer and Radvansky 1999) and
personality psychology (e.g. McAdams 1993). The discussion here
is largely confined to the notion of story generation as a cognitive
heuristic employed when attempting to comprehend an otherwise
confusing situation.

The suggestion that individuals construct stories as a means of
understanding a situation has also received support from the study of
Naturalistic Decision Making (NDM), an area of research concerned
with the ways in which individuals and teams use their experience
to make meaningful decisions in dynamic, uncertain and often time-
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ituati ok 1997). According to one of the most
IeSEﬂ'eritSzﬁztl?vnifiélzysagsied NDh)d models, gKlein’s Recogpition—
rgmjg Decision Model, when tackling complex e?nd ambiguous
e s, a decision-maker engages in story building to create a
-.rol:llefﬂré resentation of the problem situation, drawing on existing
e ci}fjic domain-specific and general knowledge from lpng-term
e a;n::‘l ilntegratjng it with perceived information (I(lemr 1999).
memmy;nber of researchers have argued that story generation is a
2icr::llarlv useful tool for understanding social informanotllwl. For
” e, in his approach to causal reasoning, Reac.i argues at in
mStanCt ; comprehend the behaviours of others, individuals need to
i r01 undgrstandiﬁg of how conditions initiate particular gpals
hazehzw people’s actions are performed as part of plans to achieve
?l?ose goals (Read 1987; Read and _Mil]er 1993, 19951). N
There is good reason to believe that people ;ey il
-onstruction to help them understand comphc.ate info ; :
Lonki in general and in the more specific case of mf_ormahon abou
Eg:nes agnd criminals, because storiesi summarise 1mp0}'tan:i Oia:;
about the development of other people’s goals apd th&l gxticlljlemeen
their plans, and help us understand what underlies conflic i ST
individuals with differing goals ‘and plans. As suc‘h,hstory gake ation
can be thought of as an heuristic stFategy by- whic J?we IT(l) e sense
of complex and ambiguous information. Desp}te th_e focus ol
in Kahneman and Tversky’s well-known h.EL%I“lSthS an ]
rogramme (e.g. Kahneman et al. 19-82),.heur15uc strateglflsd 51;)99)
Emt be seen as inherently irrational (Gigerenzer and Tct>5 L the.
Indeed, there is a significant body of work.that sugges oy
use of heuristic strategies is essentially e?daptixfe. Story gene;rafonow
a good ekam‘ple of an adaptive heuristic: in general, eEen s o
one another in an understandable sequence, qutcomes . ave.caweni
and, in a general sense, people often {?lo predictable thmgs‘m o
defined circumstances. Thus far, the evidence suggests th:alt Nfeip
decisions based on heuristics are pretty good, pretty often’ (Markman
i 2: 424).
an?&’?ﬁj lr1119.-2110r0i5tir: u)se has important bengﬁts, it can also ]c:ﬁve
significant costs: stories may be helpful ve}ucles for 1,11:1derstarif 1&11%
social information, but they are not necessar%ly alwa_\}'fs accurate. e
perception of new information is faulty, or if the existing kncti'uw e ;gal
with which it is combined is unsound or mcomplgte, ﬂa"we _men
models of the situation will result. Equally, defect.we social situation
models may result if the comprehender hol.ds blased' or errofm_almsg
views on the meanings of particular behaviours, or if they fai
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take account of important factors such as situational variables (e.g.

Cervone 1999).

Stories and profiles

Our argument has important implications for our understanding of the
cognitive processes that often lead investigators to hold a favourable
view of traditional offender profiles, despite a lack of evidence
for their utility. Firstly, the readiness to believe that psychologists,
popularly believed to be ‘experts’ in the study of human behaviour,
may have something to offer in a police investigation probably owes
a lot to police officers’ recognition that the understanding of the
behaviour of others is crucial in an investigation. Believing a source
of information to be both credible and useful is, of course, likely to
predispose officers favourably towards the information itself.

Secondly, the use of a ‘story generation’ heuristic strategy may be an
inevitable consequence of the complexity of the task at hand. Bringing
coherence to the sort of intricate and ambiguous material available
in a criminal investigation involves significant cognitive effort. Thus,
it may be unsurprising that investigators will tend to fill gaps with
assumption-based reasoning and to rely on the informed speculation
of others, particularly those considered ‘experts’, to bring coherence
to an otherwise confusing situation. These suggestions have some
empirical support: for instance, Horowitz et al. (2001) report that when
presented with trial-like information of increasing complexity, mock
jurors appear less able to process such information systematically.

Thirdly, it is possible that the overly positive view individuals
hold of the type of profiles and profilers frequently mentioned in the
press is, in part, influenced by the use of ‘technical’ psychological
terms in such profiles. Horowitz et al.’s participants seemed to find
expert witnesses to be more credible when the language they used
was more technical, probably because such language use conforms to
lay expectations about the nature of expert testimony.

Fourthly, there is some evidence that highly stressful, highly
ambiguous situations tend to promote superstitious beliefs and the
readiness to invoke simplistic views of behaviour (Vyse 1997).

Finally, it should be acknowledged that there are pragmatic
reasons why police might commission profiles even if they believe
them to have little or no value. In the UK, the Criminal Procedure
and Investigations Act 1996 imposes on the police a statutory
responsibility to pursue ‘all reasonable lines of enquiry’. Add to this

i

The interpretation and utilisation of offender profiles

i i -ought to bear on the police in

ublic pressure that is so often broug .
m»e}Eprofilf cases and it is perhaps understandable that the police
hlf%en make significant efforts to be seen to have ep1ployed every
Oossible investigative resource, no matter how sceptical they might

pe in private about the efficacy of a particular technique.

Case-based reasoning in criminal investigation: novice and expert

Thus far we have made no clear di§ﬁn§ﬁon bgtw?en exper?encec}?
and novice investigators when considering their u:nterPrete?hon. o
-formation from profiles, and, indeed, other mvesngahv? information.
lFurther research is needed to determine whether and in i;vfhat w;ys
experienced investigators' greater store of domam—re'leva.mt. formaﬁ c?n
may facilitate effective processing of Fomplex folelnsm in orrt?a h?.
For instance, the acquisition of experience may allow inves gal ¢ }51
to develop a richer and more diverse: set'of stereotypes upopalwlr\c
they rely heuristically when processing mvesngat.wfe mattgrl ,Wh::rsl
reducing the need to rely on untested expert informa 102 e
doing so. Equally, greater experience may l.ead‘ to an mcFaeiasEe la d.ny
to resist the temptation to interpret Tnvestlgahv.e materi Qm. l; 1e§
profiles) creatively, and to recognise flaws in assumption-bas
reaﬁlosyg;%er, experience is not necessarily synonymous with expeﬁ.tlse:
as Yates points out, it is quite possible for an mc}gndual to afc 19\:;
‘experienced incompetence’ (2001: 24) by repetitive L}se‘ oﬁ Egve
strategies. What, then, does it mean to be a}q.expert in an investig i
context? An increased ability to think critically about mvesngaflve
material, including profiles, may not be a natural consequence of an
increase in domain-relevant experience but may fi.epend. in pa;t 0;1
the development of a particular set of meta-cognitive s‘kﬂls.. In'eﬁj ;
there is evidence from related fields that experts operating in ¥11g' y
pressured and ambiguous situations undergo a process of critiquing
the stories that they generate to help them un_derstand.such sﬂuaﬁtﬁc.ms
(Cohen et al. 1998). By correcting unreliable assumptions andl ﬁmg |
gaps with carefully considered evidence, as opposed. to SIT:'CE augrvl\;
such experts construct more reli_able and accurate stories, which a
more effective action.
the"?c: ::;Erl;farise, we suggest that investigators attempt to gene{‘ate
a mental representation of an investigati\:’e p?oblem 51E1uahon,
consisting of a coherent, convincing ;nd evidentially soun .itmg;
explaining the circumstances of the crime. Such a story consists
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a series of episodes in which are embedded arguments about the
actors (offenders, victims and witnesses) and their motivations and
plans, their actions and the cause-effect relationships between them.
An investigator’s mental model, the narrative of the crime, must be
complete and coherent. Where arguments are based on assumptions,
they must be valid, and robust enough to withstand the scrutiny of
the court. Where they exist, alternative stories should be shown to
be implausible, incoherent or unreliable. The process of constructing
such a representation is the process of investigation,

The clearer the incoming investigative data, and the more skilled
the investigator at interpreting such information, the more effective the
process is likely to be. Returning to the principal topic of this chapter,
ambiguous and unverifiable information is particularly dangerous
when it masquerades as scientific fact. Therefore, the concerns that
have arisen in the past few years with regard to clarity in profiles
and the increasing recognition that offenders cannot be neatly fitted
into types based on an analysis of the crime scene is a welcome
development. Work is gradually emerging within the social sciences
that will contribute to our understanding of criminal behaviour for
the purpose of assisting investigations. This now burgeoning field,
which has begun to embrace both experience and systematic research
as a way forward, promises stronger links between practitioners and
academics and a stronger footing upon which advice may be provided
(Alison ef al. 2004). However, it is important to articulate clearly the
reasons why the type of profiles that have had a very lengthy media
honeymoon have been so successful. Such knowledge may help
inform subsequent research into investigative decision-making and
into the guidelines for constructing investigative advice.

Note

1 The offence involved the abduction, sexual assault and murder of a male
youth in the 1970s.
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