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Evidence-Based Offender Profiling

Offender profiling is an investigative tool used to narrow down the range of potential suspects for a crime by predicting the personality, behavioral, and demographic characteristics that an offender is likely to possess, based upon information collected at the crime scene. While offender profiling has been popularized by TV shows and movies such as Criminal Minds, Silence of the Lambs, and Mindhunter, the real-world impact of offender profiling is largely unknown. This book discusses the history of offender profiling, summarizes research on offender profiling methods, and reviews offender profiling evaluations of accuracy and applied impact.

This book also describes a promising new offender profiling methodology called evidence-based offender profiling. This new method relies upon empirical data and scientific methods to develop, evaluate, and replicate offender profiles, thereby increasing offender profiling’s accuracy and utility for active police investigations. It uses prior information about statistical regularities between types of offenders and types of offenses to predict the characteristics of offenders in unsolved cases. A discussion of the future of offender profiling research and implications for law enforcement is also included.

This book also explains how practitioners can benefit from the use of empirically tested and validated profiles in their unsolved investigations and how the use, continued research, and evaluation of evidence-based offender profiling can advance the quality, prestige, and utility of the field of offender profiling.
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Foreword

The rise of evidence-based policing over the past half-century has taken many forms (Sherman, 2013). None of them is more compelling than the idea that criminology can contribute to catching criminals and even convicting them. The promise of this very welcome new book, Evidence-Based Offender Profiling, is to do just that.

Since 2008, the University of Cambridge has offered the largest postgraduate course on evidence-based policing in the world. The Institute of Criminology’s part-time master’s degree for police leaders and analysts currently enrols about 150 students per year, many of whom go on to lead large police agencies. In the United Kingdom, more than 1 in 10 of the current chief officers (some 233 Chief Constables, deputy constables, and assistant chief constables) are already graduates of the Cambridge course. Police executives from Canada, Australia, Denmark, New Zealand, and Sweden join their UK colleagues to study the latest research findings that can improve police effectiveness under the rule of law. They also contribute their own research by master’s theses to such global publications as the Cambridge Journal of Evidence-Based Policing.

It is in that context that the material in this book has been tested and triumphed. With most of our students under relentless pressure to raise their agency’s clearance rates, the prospect of doubling or tripling those rates seems almost impossible. Yet with a growing body of experimental evidence proving that such gains are possible, our students have seized on the idea of offense–offender profiling as a framework for gathering and digitizing new kinds of data. The articles that precede this book have been the subject of our students’ intense interest. Several have gone on to produce research extending these findings, exploring with large data sets the questions of consistency of MOs and the limited number of suspects who share similar modus operandi.

There will, of course, always be differences across cultures and communities in the kinds of crimes that new offenders are recruited – or independently decide – to commit. Burglary rates have dropped in many countries for reasons that are not entirely clear, while frauds appear to have increased with a changing criminal opportunity structure. What one offender may do over many years may be something other offenders do only once before desisting or moving on to more lucrative crimes.

None of these considerations, however, detract in any way from the value of the framework presented in this book. Whatever the patterns of crime faced by any local police establishment, there will be opportunities to use evidence-based offender profiling. The basic logic of comprehensive and systematic analysis of all crimes of a certain category is the polar opposite of what has often been called “offender profiling”, but which I would call a “speculation-based” method of looking for suspects for any given crime. This polarity leads us to a rigorous comparison of the people linked to solved crimes and unsolved crimes committed with the same MO. This radically empirical approach requires no speculation. Rather, it requires perspiration and correlation to generate a digital process of elimination.

In the growing digital infrastructure for criminal justice, many more investigators will be able to check whether a suspect was in prison on the date of an offense. Artificial intelligence might even do it for them, producing a list of suspects who can be eliminated, and why – despite their having a history of a similar MO. The upshot will be even greater value for the generation of digital profiles of offender behavior in cases for which they were detected.

Who should read this book? It is a “must-read” for any police professional who is committed to raising the clearance rate for any given offense category. It may be an inspiring read for young people considering careers as investigators. It may be an excellent investment for anyone managing police budgets, so they can judge the potential value of creating “digital shoe leather” of the kind this book describes.

As for criminology, the book is a welcome reminder that criminology is as essential to reducing crime as biochemistry is to reducing illness. Criminology is many things to many people. As this book shows, criminology is certainly an intellectual home for evidence-based policing.

Lawrence W. Sherman
Editor-in-Chief, Cambridge Journal of
Evidence-based Policing
Cambridge, UK
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1 Introduction to Evidence-Based Offender Profiling


Introduction

Offender profiling is arguably one of the most popular and salient topics in the field of criminology. We have all seen offender profiling portrayed on hit TV shows and films such as Criminal Minds, The Silence of the Lambs, Cracker, and Mindhunter, and heard the legendary tales of “profilers” catching elusive serial killers and other horrific offenders. In each case, profilers are depicted as having psychic-like talents used to predict features of an unknown offender based upon behaviors at the crime scene alone. So, how accurate is this portrayal?

Consider the case of the Mad Bomber, who terrorized New York City in the 1940s to 1950s until police, at their wits’ end, asked psychiatrist James Brussel to develop a “profile” to help them catch the responsible offender. As the story goes, Brussel reviewed the files and then provided police an incredibly detailed description of the bomber: a middle-aged man of Eastern European descent living alone in Connecticut; a disgruntled former employee of Con Edison, the city’s utility company. Before he left the police station, Brussel told the detectives, “When you catch him, and I have no doubt you will, he’ll be wearing a double-breasted suit. And it will be buttoned”.

A month later, George Metesky, an unmarried man of Lithuanian descent living in Waterbury, Connecticut, who was previously employed by Con Edison until a dispute in 1931, was arrested by police as the mastermind behind the New York City bombings. When police came to the door, Metesky was in his pajamas and went upstairs to change. When he came back downstairs, he was wearing a double-breasted suit, fully buttoned, just as Brussel predicted.

Stories like these leave us thinking that profilers are a godsend to police work and routinely solve the cases that they work on. However, many experts in the fields of psychology, criminology, and law enforcement have raised serious concerns about the practice, particularly in light of research which suggests that offender profiles are no more accurate than a coin toss. This has led many experts to call offender profiling “less than useless”, a total “waste of police time”, and other terms that indicate a strong skepticism towards the practice.

So just how accurate are profilers at solving crimes? This important question, first raised in 1976 by former Psychology Today Editor Colin Campbell, is critical to determining if profiling is as beneficial as pop culture would lead us to believe. Or, as Colin Campbell wondered, are profilers any better at predicting behavior than a bartender?

This book aims to address this important question, and outlines the development and results from a new approach to offender profiling called evidence-based offender profiling (EBOP). In the chapters that follow, we describe the need for data, statistics, and evidence in the offender profiling field; the EBOP approach and philosophy; and results from empirical studies and evaluations of EBOP. Before that, we provide some background information on the field of offender profiling, its origins, assessments of its accuracy and utility, and the existing approaches to offender profile development. We then describe the state of the offender profiling field and how EBOP can be used to improve the validity and utility of profiles developed and applied in active police investigations around the globe.
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2 Development of offender profiling


Introduction

The work of law enforcement around the world is becoming more challenging as criminals are becoming more adept. This emphasizes the need for more sophisticated criminal investigation methods, such as computerized offender profiling. Although clearance rates for different crimes will vary, generally speaking, offenders are caught by police for one of the following reasons: they admit to the crime; police receive a credible tip or have a valid eyewitness; the offender is arrested in the act; there is CCTV footage of the offender at the crime scene; there is forensic evidence such as fingerprints, footprints, or DNA at the crime scene that can be linked to them; or, finally, because the police link multiple crimes to a single known offender. When none of these options are available, investigators are left with very little to generate leads or help solve the case. In those cases, police are left with few opportunities to identify a suspect while new cases come piling in, leaving many crimes to remain unsolved.

Consequently, law enforcement and academics have strived to develop new methods and tools to help identify suspects in cases, based upon behavioral evidence consistently available at crime scenes. One such method is offender profiling. Although different definitions of offender profiling exist, generally speaking, offender profiling is a technique used to identify key personality, behavioral, and demographic characteristics of an offender based on an analysis of the crimes that he or she has committed (Douglas, Ressler, Burgess, & Hartman, 1986). Behavioral data evident in a crime is used to assist a police investigation by seeking to infer attributes of probable offenders, thus narrowing the police search for suspects (Kocsis, 2006; Crighton, 2010).

Many law enforcement agencies across the world already request profiling services on difficult cases, from a Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) profiler, a trained law enforcement agent, a profiler in private practice, or an academic consultant trained in psychology, profiling, or behavioral analysis (Kocsis, Hayes, & Irwin, 2002; Trager & Brewster, 2001). While profiling may be used to prioritize and focus police investigations of offenders, a profile does not constitute trial evidence or justify an arrest of an offender; probable cause is still needed to legally arrest a suspect in any given case (State v. Stevens, 2001).

Offender profiling has been popularized by films such as Silence of the Lambs, television series such as Cracker and Criminal
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