The truth about
offender profiling

Crime psychology expert David Canter describes how the search
for scientific offender profiling became investigative psychology
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get into the mind of a violent criminal to
solve crimes that flummox detectives. This
has confused the reality of psychological
contributions to investigations because these
accounts owe far more to Sherlock Holmes
and his fictional successors than to any real
scientific activity.

FBI offender profiling

I became aware of the mythology of offender
profiling in 1986 when I was asked by senior
police officers at Scotland Yard to contrib-
ute to a major investigation into a number of
rapes and murders around London. Senior
police officers at Scotland Yard had heard
about FBI ‘offender profiling’ and were appro-
priately sceptical, considering either that it
was oversold or that it may not have been
applicable to crimes in the UK. I therefore
looked closely at what the FBI special agents
were proposing and the sort of evidence they
were providing in support of their exotic
claims.

The FBI agents promulgating ‘profiling’
claimed it was only relevant to bizarre crimes
that defied conventional explanations.
They implied there was a need for some
sort of psychological insights into these
otherwise inexplicable offences. It was clear
that these ‘special agents’ had no formal
scientific training and only a limited grasp
of popular psychological ideas. The evidence

they offered, although interesting, was based
more on their own personal experiences and
a few limited interviews with those serial
murderers who had volunteered to talk to
them.

Moving beyond offender profiling

The FBI approach made little sense to me.
Criminals are human beings. The reasons for
their actions may be difficult to fathom but
the processes that shape their determination
to commit their crimes and avoid capture
could surely be understood and modelled as
with any other aspect of human behaviour
and experience. In order to respond to the
request from Scotland Yard, I therefore drew
more on ideas from social and environmental
psychology than a clinical or psychiatric
interpretation of offenders’ mental states.

Round up the usual suspects

Two aspects of the series of rapes and
murders around London seemed particularly
important. One was what they indicated
of the offender’s previous criminality. This
draws on the well-established principle that
the best predictor of future behaviour is
previous behaviour. This is an idea the police
are used to, encapsulated in the famous
line from the film Casablanca — ‘round
up the usual suspects’. The Scotland Yard
investigative team had already identified
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Figure 1 The locations of John Duffy’s rapes and murders in Greater London
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about 2,000 possible suspects from police
records and house-to-house enquiries. When
they approached me they were going through
the painstaking process of tracing, identifying
and eliminating each of these individuals.
From reports provided by the rape victims
it was clear that the culprit was willing and
able to talk to his victims and lull them into
a false sense of security before raping them.
What I call the ‘consistency principle’ led
me to hypothesise that this indicated a man
who was able to relate to women and would
therefore have had some recognisable prior
relationship. However, here he was attacking
women so the same principle would lead to
the assumption that any previous relationship
would have been tumultuous, to say the least.

Consider the locations

A second aspect of the crimes was their
locations. I looked at these, drawing on
environmental psychology ideas that I had
developed in my book The Psychology of Place,
published in 1977. In essence, the idea is that
we build up mental representations of places
through our experience of them and this
in turn shapes how we make use of those
places. A striking aspect of the locations of
the crimes was how they seemed to radiate
from the Kilburn area of northwest London,
getting further away from this area as time
went on. The hypothesis was therefore that
at a minimum he had lived in the Kilburn
area when the early crimes were committed.
See Figure 1.

By the time I had formulated these views
the police had narrowed down their 2,000
possible suspects to just a handful. Only
one of them, John Duffy, was in the police
records for attacking his estranged wife and
had lived in the Kilburn area during the
early rapes. Therefore a major surveillance
was put on Duffy. This provided enough
background information to arrest him and
acquire evidence that led to his conviction.

Dispelling the myths

My contribution to the investigation that
ended in Duffy's arrest has taken on a rather
mythical patina. It is implied that I solved the



rapes and murders, identifying Duffy from
2,000 suspects. This, of course, is nonsense.
There is also an often-repeated claim that
I produced a profile that had 14 out of
17 aspects correct. This is also a very silly
and pointless calculation. A number of the
pointers I gave were simply a summary of
what the rape victims had described. Other
aspects were accidentally correct for the
wrong reasons. But most importantly of all,
the key issues the police worked with were
criminal history and home location.

Developing the science of
investigative psychology

The success of this contribution to a major
investigation opened up access to detailed
police data, which had been denied to nearly
all academics up until that point. These
allowed me to test some of the hypotheses
that had been central to the initial contri-
bution. From working with police material

I became aware that there was a whole area
of psychological research of great poten-
tial value to many types of investigations. I
called this ‘investigative psychology’ — see
Figure 2.

I had experience of the development of
architectural psychology (later renamed
environmental psychology) that was intended
to contribute insights about human behaviour
to the planning and design of buildings.
This discipline never really connected with
architecture because it had been too focussed
on issues of interest to psychologists and took
too little notice of what architects actually
did. I therefore determined that investigative
psychology would be much more alert to the
investigative process. As a consequence, |
identified three broad areas of research that
relate to dominant aspects of a wide range of
enquiries into all sorts of offences.

Information

The first area is the collection, assessment
and organisation of the information available
to an investigation. This includes improving
the interview process, detecting deception
and considering such matters as false accusa-
tions and false confessions. Without this stage
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Figure 2 Investigative psychology is based
on the investigative cycle

being effective no further aspects of finding
culprits or proving their guilt is possible.

Inferences

The second area is making inferences about
the criminal that can be used to develop the
investigation further. This is a more formal
way of considering ‘profiling". What it consists
of is demonstrating the probabilities that any
set of actions is likely to have been committed
by a person with particular characteristics.
I summarise this as an A= C equation,
where A is the actions in the crime known to




Only the FBI agent can understand the
killer’s mind... (Clarice Starling from The
Silence of the Lambs)

1 Take any Sherlock Holmes story, or
another fictional insight into a criminal’s
actions, and consider carefully if any
explanations other than the one given by
the ‘expert’ are feasible. What evidence
would you need to support or challenge
your explanations or the expert's?

2 Ona map, indicate the major places you
go. What shape do those locations form?
What influences the pattern of those
locations? Where is your home within
them? Why?

investigators before the crime is solved and C
is the characteristics of the offender of utility
for solving the crime.

Solving the equation
Solving this equation turns out to be a lot
more demanding than the accounts of FBI
special agents or crime fiction. It opens
up a whole realm of research questions.
These include psychometric issues about
how to measure each side of the equation,
for example identifying the salient aspects
of criminals’ actions. Also, a simple one-
to-one relationship between actions and
characteristics is extremely rare. Many
contingencies influence that relationship,
for example the reactions of victims or the
availability of weapons.

There is also the challenging question of
offender consistency over time. Although in
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very broad terms, as studies of personality have
shown, people do tend to behave similarly
from one situation to the next, nonetheless
there are developments and changes in
their ways of dealing with the world. Put
simply, a burglar who is used to climbing up
drainpipes to enter a building will not do so if
he finds an open window on the ground floor.
Consequently an emerging area of research is
how to determine, in the absence of forensic
evidence, if two or more crimes have been
committed by the same person.

Geographical Offender Profiling (GOP)
One aspect of criminal activity has proven
more open to establishing links between
actions and characteristics: where the crimes
occur. This was the feature that was so fruitful
in the Duffy case. The study of the relation-
ship between an offender’s home (or ‘base’
or ‘anchor point’ as it is sometimes called)
and where crimes are committed has become
known as ‘Geographical Offender Profiling’
(Gop).

Once police data became available I was
able to test the locational hypothesis derived
in the Duffy case on many other offences. To
my surprise, it was possible in many cases
to show a clear relationship between where
crimes happen and where the offender lived
— not in all cases, but in enough to tell us
something about criminal actions and to be
of utility to police investigations.

Action

The third area is how to convert research
results into systems that will contribute to
investigative decision-making. Psychologists
wrongly assume that their research findings
will inevitably find their way into practice
without the need for any further intervention
from those who came up with the findings.
I became very aware that this is not usually
the case.

A whole area of research is necessary to
determine how findings can be converted
into decision-support tools. Given the power
of results from GOP research I set about
developing such a tool, which I called Dragnet.
This turns out to be a very useful research tool
as well, with a number of publications (and
even a television documentary series — see
Further reading) built around it.

Putting it together

The three areas shown in Figure 2 form a
coherent system. There is no point in thinking
of them independently. Poor information
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cannot be used for effective inferences. Those
inferences are no use if not formulated in a
way that investigators can act on.

Taken together they open up a
psychological approach to the consideration
of criminality. Thinking of criminals as
ordinary people doing illegal things provides
a very different perspective to the clinical
psychology viewpoint that used to dominate.
From a clinical point of view criminals are
odd, disturbed or mentally ill. This was
behind the FBI claim that profiling was only
relevant to ‘motiveless’ crimes. By contrast,
investigative psychology has been applied
to all sorts of crimes: arson, burglary, fraud,
terrorism and many others.

This, therefore, provides a model for
an investigative psychology — a problem-
solving psychology set up to deal with
real-world issues, not the abstractions of
university laboratories. It is applicable to
a wide range of investigations far beyond
crime. It has been applied to the location of
improvised explosive devices in Iraq, benefits
abuse, offensive letters and behaviour in
emergencies.
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