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Preface


Criminal psychology covers a range of fascinating topics. For centuries people have been very interested in crime, and in the last hundred years psychology has grown from a fledgling discipline to one of great importance. In several countries around the world (e.g. the USA, the UK), psychology is now among the top three most popular subjects to be studied at university or college.

It is now recognized that psychology is highly relevant to many aspects of life, especially those to do with offenders, prisons, the police, witnesses and the courts. This book has been written for members of the general public who wish to have a better understanding of criminal psychology than that which can be provided by the popular media such as newspapers and television. In this book we have explained in a reader-friendly way the research (and theory) which underpins modern criminal psychology. Thus the book will also be of interest to those commencing their studies of criminal psychology (e.g. in college or the final years of school).

We authors of the book have used everyday language to explain the many facets of criminal psychology. We have described the complexity of the issues and explained why, therefore, there are rarely simple answers or rules regarding criminal psychology (e.g. why harsh punishment may not reduce offending, that liars may not look away when deceiving you, that coercion may not produce reliable confessions).

The contents of this book would not have been possible without the help of all those people around the world who have participated in the thousands of relevant psychological studies. We would like to thank the police officers, witnesses, victims, offenders, prison officers and others who have given up their time, often in very difficult circumstances, to make a contribution. We would also like to thank Julie Blackwell-Young for her assistance with chapter eight and Aimee Jones for, among other things, collating the chapters.

Ray Bull
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Criminal psychologists: within which settings do they work?

Introduction

If you were asked the question ‘What do criminal psychologists do in their everyday working life?’, what would you answer? If you were to believe the latest television dramas you might think that the main role of criminal psychologists involves helping the police to catch criminals or engaging in the ‘profiling’ of offenders. If, however, you had watched films such as The Silence of the Lambs, then you might believe that criminal psychologists attempt to gain a better insight into the minds of serious offenders by talking to convicted offenders about their crimes, like the chilling interviews conducted by Clarice Starling.

These popular conceptions of the work of criminal psychologists, while they may be true for a small number, do not represent the wide variety of roles that those trained in criminal psychology can, and do, work. From assisting the police in investigations, providing advice on interviewing of suspects or witnesses, working as expert witnesses in court cases, working in the rehabilitation of offenders, conducting criminal psychology research or working in academia, the work of criminal psychologists is varied and wide reaching.

This chapter aims to present a balanced view of the profession of criminal psychology and to introduce the reader to the variety of roles within which criminal psychologists can, and do, work. It will guide you through the criminal justice process and provide a brief overview of how criminal psychologists may contribute their expertise at each stage. Further and more in-depth information can be found in the following chapters.

What is criminal/forensic psychology?

The term ‘criminal psychology’ has been defined in a number of different ways. Even today there is no accepted definition. For example, ten years ago two leading criminal psychologists in the UK defined it as ‘that branch of applied psychology which is concerned with the collection, examination and presentation of evidence for judicial purposes’ (Gudjonsson and Haward 1998, p. 1). It would seem from this explanation that criminal psychology is concerned with investigative (those to do with the police) and court processes. However, with the growth in the last quarter of a century in the involvement of criminal psychologists in the assessment and treatment of offenders following their sentencing, it would not be surprising if there were some disagreement with a definition which would exclude these groups of professionals from being called criminal psychologists.

It would seem therefore that a wider definition of the term is needed. A leading American psychologist has gone some way to provide this. He described criminal psychology as ‘any application of psychological knowledge or methods to a task faced by the legal system’ (Wrightsman 2001, p. 2). This more inclusive definition involves the whole of the legal system. As you will see in the coming pages, criminal psychologists can be involved in all areas of the judicial process (including post sentence) and a broad-based definition is needed to encompass all of this work.

In 1981 Professor Lionel Haward, one of the UK’s founding fathers of criminal psychology, described the four roles that psychologists may perform when they become professionally involved in criminal proceedings. These are:

1. Clinical: in this situation the psychologist will usually be involved in the assessment of an individual in order to provide a clinical judgement. The psychologist could use interviews, assessment tools or psychometric tests (i.e. special questionnaires) to aid in his or her assessment. These assessments can inform the police, the courts, or the prison and probation services about the psychological functioning of an individual and can therefore influence how the different sections of the criminal justice system process the individual in question. For example, a psychologist may be asked to assess individuals in order to determine whether they are fit to stand trial or whether they have a mental illness which means that they would not understand the proceedings.

2. Experimental: this can involve the psychologist performing research in order to inform a case. This can involve carrying out experimental tests in order to illustrate a point or provide further information to the courts (for example, how likely it is that someone can correctly identify an object in the hand of an individual from a distance of 100 metres at twilight). Alternatively, it can involve psychologists providing the court with a summary of current research findings which may be relevant to the case in question.

3. Actuarial: in this instance the word ‘actuarial’ relates to the use of statistics in order to inform a case. One example of how a psychologist may act in an actuarial role is if they are required to present actuarial information relating to the probability of an event occurring to the court. For example, a court may wish to know how likely an offender is to reoffend before the sentence is decided. In such a case, a psychologist could be called upon in order to inform the presentence report to the court.

4. Advisory: in this role the psychologist may provide advice to the police about how to proceed with an investigation. For example, an offender’s profile could inform the investigation, or advice could be provided about how best to interview a particular suspect. Alternatively, a prosecution or defence lawyer may ask for advice on how best to cross-examine a vulnerable witness or another expert witness. This role involves the use of the psychologist’s expertise in order to advise the police, courts or prison and probation services.

As you can see, psychologists can be used in a variety of different scenarios within the criminal justice system and for a number of different reasons. The next few sections will examine in more detail how psychologists can and do contribute their expertise to aid the work of the criminal justice system. This list of roles, however, does not claim to be exhaustive – there are many more ways in which psychologists play their part. We have therefore chosen the most well-known roles in order to give an indication of what working in criminal psychology can involve.

Criminal investigations

The role of a psychologist in criminal investigations can take a variety of forms. Professor Laurence Alison of the University of Liverpool has suggested a number of ways in which the expertise of a psychologist could aid the police and support the work that they do.

It is important to appreciate that the ways in which psychologists can contribute extends well beyond the process of profiling offenders. Indeed the apprehension of the offender would be assisted by enhancing police decision-making and leadership skills, improving methods of interviewing witnesses and victims, developing accurate methods of recording, collating and analysing data on preconvictions of offenders, developing suspect prioritization systems based on empirical research and enhancing intelligence-led policing and the use of informants.

(Alison 2005)

From the list contained within this quote, it can be seen that the role of the psychologist in assisting the police can be wideranging. The next sections will focus on some of these roles in more detail.

Crime analysis

Crime analysis (sometimes also called intelligence analysis) is one field of work which draws upon criminal psychological methods. Crime analysts are generally employed by the police (or policing agencies, for example in the UK the National Crime and Operations Faculty and the National Crime Squad) in order to analyse crime data to aid the police to carry out their roles.

One of the most common roles of crime analysts is that of case linkage. This process involves the linkage of crimes based on the similarities in the behaviours of the offender as reported by the victim or as inferred from the crime scene. For example, let us examine a rape case committed by a stranger on a woman walking home alone after a night out with her friends. Crime analysts could use the details of this case – the fact that she had just left a nightclub, that the rapist took some of her clothing away from the scene with him, and the content of the threats used towards the woman – in order to check against an already established database of similar crimes to see whether there are any similarities to past crimes. If matches are found – the same threats were used, similar items of clothing taken by a rapist, and it was in a close geographical location to another rape – then this information can be used by the police to investigate the potential that the same individual offender has committed both crimes. This allows the focusing of the resources of the investigation in order to avoid duplication of work. (The case linkage work that crime analysts carry out, along with a case study of case linkage in relation to Jack the Ripper, is outlined in much more detail in chapter 2.)


CASE STUDY

Sarah is a criminal psychologist who is employed by a national police agency within the UK. Sarah has received information from a local police force on a serious undetected stranger rape. She will read through the statements and reports relating to the case and pick out information relating to the behaviour of the perpretator. This will then be compared to the behavioural indicators recorded from similar crimes, to look for any indications that the same person committed more than one crime.

Sarah will then prepare a report for the police, summarizing as to whether the behavioural evidence indicates that the undetected crime was likely to have been committed by the same individual as any of the crimes held on the national database. This information can be used by the police force to focus their investigation, or if the crime on the database is solved, the police can use Sarah’s report to aid them when building a case to arrest this individual for the undetected rape.



Offender profiling or criminal investigative analysis

Offender profiling has received a great deal of attention from the media in recent years. Media reporting of the utilization of criminal psychologists in high profile cases has introduced the general public to the notion of offender profiling. While this has raised the profile of the field, it could be argued that the (largely) sensationalist portrayal of profiling has resulted in a general confusion of what profiling actually is, how often it is done and who does it. This uncertainty amongst the general public is not altogether surprising however, as there is an absence of an agreed definition of the term ‘profiling’, even in academic circles.

What we can be clear about is that profiling uses information gleaned from the crime scene relating to the offender’s behaviour during the crime. This can be pooled with other information, such as victim statements (if available), in order to draw conclusions about the nature of the person who committed the crime. Was the crime planned meticulously or was it impulsive? Does the offender live locally to the crime scene? What age range is the offender likely to fall into? What gender is the offender? This information can then be used to aid the police in investigations and in targeting resources.

But how exactly is a profiler able to look at the scene and use this to specify the characteristics of the offender? The answer to this question is not entirely clear, mainly because different people involved in offender profiling can, and do, use a variety of techniques in order to reach their conclusions. Even those individuals who claim to be working from the same theoretical standpoint can still vary in how the theory is applied to any given case. Chapter 2 describes the different approaches of clinical and statistical profiling in detail.

Interviewing, detecting deception and eyewitness research

One of the most important tasks during an investigation is collecting reliable evidence in order to put together a case of what happened during the event in question. One of the main sources of this evidence is the people who were eyewitnesses to the event. In order to gain this information, an interview needs to be conducted by the investigating police officers with the aim of gaining as much accurate information from the witness as possible. In addition, once a suspect has been identified, he or she too is interviewed in order to gain his or her view of events and possibly to extract a confession to the crime. Hence the interview (whether with a witness or suspect) and the manner in which it is conducted can be crucial to a case.

It is not surprising, therefore, when you think of the processes (those relating to memory and the retrieval of memory) that are involved in the interview situation, that psychologists have been interested in this area for years. Given research findings such as those that state that the recall of events by witnesses can be manipulated by the interviewer (either intentionally or unintentionally – for example, by the type of questions asked), it is clear that those carrying out the interviews need to receive training in how to conduct the interviews appropriately. Psychologists have been instrumental in developing guidance and advice on how best to interview witnesses and suspects and have also provided training to various police forces on these techniques. (For more on this see chapter 4.)

The police can also use psychologists in order to gain advice on how to interview particular types of witnesses or suspects. For example, psychologists have conducted research into interviews with vulnerable witnesses such as the young, the elderly and learning disabled witnesses. This research can be used to inform the police on how best to retrieve the information that they require from such witnesses without causing them too much stress while at the same time ensuring that the information received is as accurate as possible.

Research performed by criminal psychologists investigating the detection of deception also has useful applications for the police when interviewing witnesses and in particular suspects. How do people behave when they are lying and what cues can police officers look out for that might indicate that the suspects are lying about their whereabouts during the crime? Is it possible to tell with a level of accuracy when someone is lying? And are polygraphs reliable in detecting deception? These questions will be discussed in more detail in chapter 5.


CASE STUDY

Robert is an academic who works within the field of criminal psychology. He specializes in the interviewing of vulnerable witnesses, such as the elderly and the young, and has been carrying out active research within this area for a number of years. The police have asked him to provide them with some advice in relation to a case they are working on.

An adult male has been found murdered and the only known witness is a little boy. The police wish to gain as much accurate information from the child as possible in order to help their case but are unsure as to how much they can rely on his statement due to his age and the trauma he has been through. The police also need advice on how best to approach the little boy so as not to traumatize him any further. They therefore need the help of an expert in this area and contact Robert, who is able to use the findings from his research to advise the police.



Police psychology

The information in this section has, thus far, been concerned with the application of psychological knowledge to assist in police investigation. However, there is another field within which the work of psychologists, and the application of their knowledge, is useful to the police. Like many organizations, the police force itself presents its own challenges – what type of person makes a good police officer? What is the best way to train police officers? How might the attendance at unpleasant scenes of crime, or repeated exposure to negative events, impact on an individual and how are those affected in this way best treated?

This area of work is not a new one – psychologists, both occupational and criminal, have been advising the police on such matters for the last twenty-five years or so. Psychologists have contributed their knowledge to the process of police officer recruitment through the introduction of psychometric tests which measure psychological characteristics that may be important in relation to such work. These could assess, for example, whether a person is an assertive individual, open to persuasion, and conscious of detail. Psychologists have also provided advice on the composition of interviews and assessment centres which will eliminate those who do not have the necessary qualities for the role as well as providing an indication of those who will prosper in such a role.

Another important area of police interest where psychologists have an ongoing input is the moderation of police stress. The stress faced by police officers is somewhat different from that in other types of employment. Whereas stress can be elevated in most jobs through organizational change, such as decreased workload or a pay rise, the police can be faced with unexpected, perhaps threatening, situations at any time during their daily work. These events, due to their unpredictable nature, cannot necessarily be mediated by organizational change so the police also need stress management measures that can assist at an individual level, as and when they are needed. Psychologists have been instrumental in advising the police on what mechanisms would be beneficial (such as peer counselling and self-help programmes), but will also provide professional services to police officers who require more intensive stress management.

Expert witnesses

Court cases can involve complex issues including the presentation of information that is judged to be beyond the knowledge of the average layperson who may sit on a jury. In such situations, the court permits the calling of an expert witness who, by definition, has an expertise relating to the issue in question. Under these circumstances expert witnesses are permitted to provide their opinion (rather than the facts) on the issue being discussed. The way that expert witnesses are called to the court, however, varies from one jurisdiction to another. For example, in some countries within Europe, an expert witness is called by the court itself in order to provide information as and when it is needed. However, in the UK and USA, the expert is instructed by either the defence or prosecution in order to provide extra strength for their version of events.

The use of the psychologist as an expert witness has, in the past, been constricted by the notion of the expert having to provide information that is beyond the knowledge of the average person. Historically then, the admissibility of a psychologist’s opinion was often limited to providing evidence relating to mental impairment or the psychological functioning of an individual. However, in recent years, the psychologists’ expertise has been increasingly recognized and can now be called upon as evidence in relation to a wide variety of issues. Some examples of these are the impact of interviewing techniques on a suspect or witness, the reliability of eyewitness testimony, the clinical assessment of a suspect or witness, or the use of profiling techniques during an investigation.


Criminal psychologists and assessment and treatment of offenders


Criminal psychologists, especially within Australia, Canada and the UK, are heavily involved in work concerning the assessment, rehabilitation and management of offenders, either in the community or when held in incarceration. This role can involve working with the offenders to reduce their likelihood of reoffending in the future or a more clinical role addressing the psychological needs of offenders. These psychological needs may (or may not) result from the effects of crime they committed (for example, the development of post-traumatic stress disorder or realization of the impact of their offence on their victim) or the environment within which they are held (for example, developing depression due to being away from the family or anxiety brought on by repetitive bullying from other prisoners). This work can be both varied and challenging in nature.

One of the first and ongoing concerns of a criminal psychologist working with offenders post-sentence is the assessment of the offenders. This encompasses an in-depth analysis of their risk of reoffending, their risk of harm (to others as well as themselves) and their needs (such as accommodation, finances and mental health, for example). These assessments can be used in the management of the offenders’ highlighted risk and needs, informing the planning of the activities that the offenders will undertake during their sentence. This could include the provision of basic skills courses, treatment programmes, one-to-one work on particular issues, and so on. In addition, if an offender is on a community sentence and has been assessed to be a high risk to the public, then it may be the case that the offender becomes subject to monitoring arrangements in order to reduce the risk that he or she poses. Psychologists can provide an input to each of these arrangements on an operational level but can also provide managerial and advisory support to those delivering such interventions.


CASE STUDY

Claire is a criminal psychologist who is employed to work with offenders within prison environment. She is currently organizing an offending behaviour programme for twelve convicted offenders which will address why they committed crimes and what measures can be put in place to prevent further offending on their release from prison. She is responsible for assessing offenders to ensure their suitability for the programme and so carries out a number of interviews and assessments with each potential programme attendee. For the duration of the programme she will spend four hours a week with her co-facilitator working through the programme exercises and will prepare reports detailing the progress of each offender through the programme.

Claire is also responsible for one-to-one work with offenders who have a tendency to carry out self-harm behaviours and those who are at risk of attempting suicide. She will meet with these on a regular basis in order to monitor their psychological state.



Over recent years there has been a growth in the use of treatment programmes with offenders (see chapter 10 for more detailed information). Criminal psychologists have been active in this development, contributing to the design, delivery and management of programmes which attempt to address the offenders’ thoughts, attitudes and behaviours that contribute to their offending behaviour, and prevent further offending. Psychologists are also involved in the management of these programmes, ensuring that the right offenders are placed on such programmes and that the programmes are delivered in the manner in which the designer intended. Research has shown that badly delivered programmes can at best be ineffective but at worst be damaging.

However, the role of the prison or probation psychologist is not limited to rehabilitation-related work. Criminal psychologists within these settings can also be involved in undertaking research, overseeing training of prison or probation staff, preparing reports for the courts detailing the risk level, needs and other information relating to the individual offender, attending court, attending team and area meetings and the inevitable administration!

Criminal psychologists and academia/research

With the growth of interest in criminal psychology over recent years, there has been an increased demand for courses which teach the theory and practice of criminal psychology. With the inevitable growth in criminal psychology courses, there has been a corresponding increase in the number of criminal psychologists working within academia.

So what do those people actually do? Well, the obvious answer is that they teach students about criminal psychology: about the psychology of criminal behaviour, of the courtroom, psychology and investigation, the assessment and treatment of offenders and also about how to carry out criminal psychological research. This teaching can be at undergraduate or postgraduate level and can be delivered in a variety of different ways.

However, the role of the academic criminal psychologist is not only limited to teaching. The other main role of academics is to carry out research within their field of interest. Most academics have their own research interests that develop over time and they are usually encouraged by their employers to expand their knowledge of these specialisms by researching them further. The ability to do this can often be dependent on a variety of outside forces, however, such as the availability of funding and access to privileged data or to imprisoned individuals. From a personal point of view, while at times this work can be frustrating, tedious and time-consuming, it is also very interesting and hugely rewarding. Most criminal psychologists who work in universities also are required to be involved in professional practice such as giving advice in some of the many ways outlined in this chapter.


CASE STUDY

John trained in the field of criminal psychology a number of years ago, completing a postgraduate qualification and working as a criminal psychologist within the secure estate for five years. However, he has always been interested in disseminating knowledge to others and so recently made the decision to move into academia. He is now responsible for delivering academic courses in criminal psychology to individuals who have already studied at undergraduate level and wish to go on to work within this field.

John is also very interested in offenders with severe learning disabilities and their understanding of their crimes. He and a colleague have just secured funding to carry out some research investigating this notion. They plan to hire a researcher to work with them on this project and will publish their findings once the work is complete. He hopes that this research will inform not only those working with learning-disabled offenders but also court decisions in relation to how these individuals are processed and sentenced. It is also possible that at some point in the future he may become an expert witness in a case where a defendant is severely learning disabled. He could be asked to testify as to whether, in his professional opinion, the defendant had the intention to commit an offence.




Conclusions


We have tried to present a definition of criminal psychology along with information about how various criminal psychologists may work, what roles they may perform and what institutions may employ them for this work.

The work of the psychologist within the criminal justice system can certainly take many routes depending on the specialism of the particular psychologist. From aiding the police in their investigations, advising in the selection of police officers, providing expert evidence to the court, working with offenders conducting assessments and interventions, carrying out research or imparting their own knowledge to future criminal psychologists, the work is varied and challenging.

Criminal psychology will continue to develop and psychologists are likely to become even more involved in the varied facets of crime and the criminal justice process. There is certainly much more to investigate and learn about how criminal psychologists could contribute to the understanding of crime and how they can aid the workings of justice systems. The remaining chapters of this book will look at current aspects of criminal psychology and provide information about the latest issues and developments within the various fields.
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Offender profiling and linking crime

The term ‘offender profiling’ is one with which most of us are familiar. Its recent appearances in the media have certainly raised the profile of criminal psychology and a number of students are keen to work in this area. Unfortunately, the media portrayal of offender profiling has often been far from accurate. As a result of its general popularity, much has been written on this topic and a comprehensive review of the literature is beyond the scope of this chapter: rather we aim to give you a more accurate introduction to the topic of offender profiling. It will also introduce you to the equally fascinating but relatively unpublicized practice of linking crimes, which has at times been considered a type of offender profiling. However, the aims of the two processes are quite different and therefore they are discussed separately within this chapter.

Offender profiling

Offender profiling is the inferring of an offender’s characteristics from his or her crime scene behaviour. For example, a profiler might try to infer a criminal’s age, gender or employment history from the way he or she has behaved during a crime. This practice has been referred to by other names including criminal profiling, psychological profiling and specific profile analysis. Offender profiling is typically used with crimes where the offender’s identity is unknown and with serious types of crime, such as murder or rape. Profilers are also likely to work on crime series, which are collections of crimes that are thought to have been committed by the same offender.

The different types of offender profiling can be broken down broadly into two types: geographical profiling and the profiling of an offender’s personal characteristics. The latter is what people most commonly associate with the term offender profiling.

The types of tasks that offender profilers might be asked to complete depend on the type of profiler they are. A geographical profiler could be asked to identify the likely location of an offender’s home from the geography of his or her known offences. An offender profiler might be asked to construct a profile of an unknown offender giving details of his or her likely characteristics as inferred from the offender’s behaviour at the crime scene. When an offender is apprehended the profiler might also be asked to advise the police on the way that particular suspects should be interviewed. As you can see, offender profiling is therefore an umbrella term for a number of different practices.

Having identified what offender profiling is, we should address the question ‘Who are offender profilers?’ In 1995, Gary Copson investigated this issue and found that the majority of profilers in Britain were typically academic or criminal psychologists. Psychiatrists, police officers and police civilian staff were also represented within his sample of offender profilers: clearly offender profilers are themselves a varied group of people.

It may come as a surprise to learn that offender profiling is rarely a full-time occupation. While the media tend to portray offender profiling as a job in itself, very few individuals, within the UK at least, conduct offender profiling full-time. Most offender profilers are called in as consultants: the role is not as widely practised as the media portray. For example, Copson’s study found only seventy-five instances of offender profilers giving advice in 1994, and this was the highest number recorded in one year for the time span of his study.

A number of different materials can be used by an offender profiler in constructing a profile or in geographically profiling an offender’s likely home. One of the most important sources of information for constructing a profile would be the victims’ or witnesses’ accounts of the crime. In some types of crime it is possible that a victim’s account may not be available, for example in the case of murder. In such cases, an offender profiler might instead have to rely on post-mortem reports, sketches of the crime scene and accounts from others about the victim. Regardless of the documentation used in constructing the profile, an offender profiler has a lot of information to absorb and process when trying to profile the offenders or their location.
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