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OFFENDER PROFILING 
Specification: Top-down approach to offender profiling, including organised and disorganised types of 
offender. Bottom-up approaches to offender profiling, including investigative psychology and 
geographical profiling.  
 

h Describe the origins of the top-down approach to offender profiling. 
h Distinguish between organised and disorganised offenders and crime scenes. 
h Explain the processes involved in investigative psychology and geographical profiling. 
h Evaluate the use of top-down offender profiling and bottom-up offender profiling. 

 
Offender profiling is an investigation tool used by professionals to understand and catch criminals. By profiling offenders, it 
narrows down the list of traits and characteristics that police should focus on to find a suspect. There are two prominent 
approaches to offender profiling: top-down and bottom-up approaches. 
 

The Top-Down Approach to Offender Profiling 
Top-Down offender profiling originates from the work of the FBI in 1970s America. To understand the patterns of behaviours in 
offenders, they conducted extensive interviews with 36 sexually motivated serial killers. The aim of these interviews was to 
gather specific details about their behaviours, crimes and crime scenes so that a database of common characteristics could be 
developed. The FBI used this database to analyse patterns and trends in the samples' behaviour and to create templates of 
offenders: a framework of typical offender behaviours that they could use to make assumptions about current offenders. Top-
down offender profiling is, therefore, a technique that uses previous theory and findings to make sense of current crimes and to 
create a profile of who the police should be focusing their investigations on.  
 
The templates for offender profiling include a clear distinction between organised and disorganised offenders, a distinction that 
can be made between offenders after crime scene analysis has taken place. The FBI proposed that offenders are classified as 
organised when evidence suggests that the crimes are planned rather than spontaneous, when a victim appears to be chosen 
rather than random, and when a crime scene has little evidence left behind. They also propose that an organised offender is not 
likely to leave a weapon at the crime scene and is likely to follow the media closely to observe the investigation into their crime. 
In contrast, the FBI proposed that offenders are classified as disorganised when the crime scene appears chaotic with evidence 
left behind, such as blood, semen or fingerprints. Disorganised offenders typically commit unplanned crimes and are likely to 
leave a body (in a murder) at the scene and make few attempts to conceal the crime.  
 

 

  

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW 

 Organised Offender Disorganised Offender 

Crime scene 
Evidence of planning and control with 
little evidence left behind. 

Little evidence of planning, signs of 
spontaneity, likely to be evidence left 
behind. 

Victimology 
The victim appears to be chosen or 
even known to the offender. The victim appears random.  

Employment Likely to have a full-time job. Unlikely to have success in 
employment. 

Intelligence Average or higher intelligence. Below average intelligence. 

Childhood 
Likely to have experienced 
inconsistent discipline. 

Likely to have experienced harsh 
discipline. 
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Psychological explanations: 
EYSENCK’S theory 
Specification: Eysenck’s theory of the criminal personality.   
 

h Describe Eysenck’s theory of the criminal personality. 
h Evaluate the role of the personality in explaining offender behaviour. 
h Evaluate the use of the EPI (Eysenck’s Personality Inventory) in measuring personality.  

 
One view of offender behaviour is that it is the result of personality traits, which many argue are features that are fixed from 
birth. For example, some people have a ‘slow to warm up’ personality whilst others have an ‘introverted’ personality. This 
section focuses on the work of Eysenck and his proposal that there is a ‘criminal personality’ type.  
 

Eysenck’s Theory of the Criminal Personality  
According to Eysenck, criminal behaviour is likely to occur when someone has a specific combination of personality traits. He 
argued that these personality traits are biologically predisposed, and thus personality has roots in nature, despite this being a 
psychological theory of offender behaviour. 
  
In 1963, Eysenck devised a self-report tool that would measure traits of extroversion and neuroticism; psychoticism was added 
in the 1970s. This tool was used to quantify personality traits and determine if someone had a criminal personality or not.  
 
The self-report tool (EPI – Eysenck’s personality inventory) measured three parts of the personality on a scale: 

h Extraversion – Introversion: This measured the amount of sensations an individual sought. Biologically, extraversion is 
linked to arousal levels in the brain. 

h Neuroticism – Stability: This measured the amount of emotional activity experienced in an individual. Biologically, 
neuroticism is linked to a sensitive limbic system in the brain - the area that regulates our emotions. 

h Psychoticism: This measured the morals, remorse and guilt experienced by an individual. Biologically, these traits are 
influenced by hormones such as testosterone.  

 
Eysenck claimed that any personality type could be explained with high or low combinations of these three measurable 
dimensions. For example, someone who is optimistic in day-to-day life may score highly for extroversion but low for 
neuroticism, whilst someone who is pessimistic in day-to-day life, may score highly for neuroticism but low for extraversion. 
Eysenck used this approach to highlight that criminals were likely to have a ‘PEN’ personality, meaning that someone with high 
psychoticism, high extroversion and high neuroticism, would be more likely to commit criminal behaviours than someone with 
another personality type.  
 
He claimed that people with the criminal personality 
(‘PEN’) are more likely to engage in risk-taking 
behaviours as a result of their high levels of extraversion; 
they are more likely to be impulsive as a result of their 
neuroticism and they are more likely to lack guilt and 
empathy as a result of their psychoticism. Eysenck 
claimed that these combinations of personality are the 
reason why some people commit crime.  
 

Evaluating Eysenck’s Theory of the 
Criminal Personality  
h One strength of this theory is that there is research 

to support the role of psychoticism in offenders. 
Heaven (1996) conducted a study and found high 
levels of psychoticism were a precursor to offender 
behaviour. This suggests that the theory has some 
credibility and that high levels of psychoticism are 

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW 
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4. Identify and explain two limitations of the personality explanation of offender behaviour. (6 marks)  
Exam Hint: You are required to offer two limitations here, and again keep focused on offender behaviour. If you choose to 
focus on methodology, then make sure you make direct links to the topic and avoid giving general research methods based 
answers.   
 
5. Explain the link between a criminal personality and criminal behaviour. (3 marks)  
Exam Hint: This question does not require you to explain the criminal personality, but you should be able to explain why 
people with the criminal personality tend to commit crime. Avoid anecdotal answers here, and stick to Eysenck’s theory. 
 
6. Josh and Khalid are discussing the TV programme ‘Dexter’ where the main character commits multiple crimes, and whether 

or not Dexter has a criminal personality. Josh says that Dexter does because he has high levels of psychoticism and 
extraversion. Using your knowledge of criminal personalities, explain what Josh is referring to. (4 marks)  

Exam Hint: You do not need to have watched the TV programme to answer this question, but you do need to ensure that you 
comment explicitly on what Josh has said and refer to Dexter as the offender. This will ensure you demonstrate the 
application skills that this question is assessing.  
 
7. Kelly is completing a self-report tool that measures her levels of neuroticism and her levels of extraversion. She has scored 

low for extraversion and low for neuroticism. Explain why Kelly is not showing a personality predisposition to offending. (4 
marks)  

Exam hint: This question is assessing your knowledge and your application skills, so make sure that your answer is referring to 
Kelly directly. For four marks, you can make a point and add brief elaboration about each of the personality traits mentioned 
in the question.  
 
8. Outline and evaluate the role of the criminal personality in explaining offender behaviour. (16 marks) 
Exam Hint: This is an extended essay writing question. You should spend approximately 20 – 25 minutes on it but also spend a 
few minutes thinking ahead about what you will include in your essay. Make sure that you offer more evaluation than 
knowledge, and throughout the whole essay, keep focused on both personality and offending, not just one or the other.  
  

Psychological explanations: 
Cognitive explanations 
Specification: Cognitive explanations of offender behaviour: levels of moral reasoning and cognitive 
distortions, including hostile attribution bias and minimisation.  
 

h Outline the role of moral development in offender behaviour. 
h Explain how cognitive distortions are linked to offender thinking patterns/thought processes. 
h Evaluate the cognitive approach to explaining offender behaviour. 

 
Piaget (1932) proposed that children develop their cognitive skills as they grow older and that their thoughts and perceptions 
alter as they mature. More recently, cognitive psychologists have considered the role of cognitive distortions and problems with 
moral development to be a more accurate theory of how cognitive development is linked to offender behaviour.   
 

Cognitive Distortions and Offender Behaviour 
According to Gibbs (1995), criminals display common cognitive distortions. This means that they are thinking irrationally and as 
such, have an altered view of reality. Examples of cognitive distortions and how they link to criminal behaviour can be seen in 
the table below: 

 

Moral Development and Offender Behaviour 
According to Kohlberg, criminals have different levels of moral 
development in comparison to non-criminals. He proposed that 
moral development correlates with age and an individual’s 
awareness of the world. He argued that moral development might 
be stunted or problematic in offenders.  
 
To investigate moral development and form his stage theory, 
Kohlberg created the moral dilemma paradigm - a series of moral 
dilemma questions that he gave to 72 boys aged 10 – 16 to 
investigate where they were up to in their moral development. One 
famous moral dilemma is the Heinz dilemma: 
  

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW 

Cognitive distortion What is it? Relevant example 

Minimisation 

When someone minimalises the consequences 
of their actions by underplaying the severity. 
They may do this to rationalise their behaviour 
and to protect themselves from emotions. 

An offender may not believe that they have 
done anything wrong, or they may believe 
that what they did to someone was ‘not that 
bad’. 

Hostile Attribution Bias 
When someone is trying to explain their 
behaviour and uses anger to justify it; they 
may also place the blame on others. 

An offender may think the victim was to blame 
and made them commit the crime. 

Differential Association 
When someone is exposed to pro-crime 
attitudes and learns criminal behaviour from 
someone else. 

An offender may find crime socially easy, as 
they have been exposed to pro-crime more 
than anti-crime attitudes or behaviours. 
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Outline and evaluate one or more approaches to offender profiling. (16 marks) 
 
One approach to offender profiling is the ‘top-down’ technique which was first proposed in America. This 
method of profiling offenders uses templates from interviews with sexually motivated killers to understand the 
characteristics of offenders. For example, one significant difference that the templates are able to differentiate 
between is whether a crime scene or criminal behaviour is organised or disorganised. The top-down approach 
suggests that an organised offender will leave little evidence at a crime scene and that the acts will be 
premeditated, whereas a disorganised offender will appear spontaneous and be more likely to leave evidence 
at the scene.  
 
Another approach to offender profiling is the ‘bottom-up’ technique which was first proposed in the U.K. and 
focuses on statistical analysis of crimes in order to profile an offender. This method uses investigative 
psychology and geographical profiling, rather than templates, to determine the characteristics of an offender. 
For example, geographical profiling is used to mark the location of crime scenes and analyse patterns in the 
areas they occurred in to determine whether the offender operates in a localised area or whether the offender 
is travelling to commit crimes. In addition, the bottom-up technique uses statistical data and information held 
in crime databases in order to understand and profile offenders.  
 
One limitation of using either of these approaches to offender profiling is that they could be criticised for social 
sensitivity and unintentionally derailing a police investigation. This means that whilst profilers are working 
alongside police to catch an offender, it is possible that resources are being distracted away from other avenues 
that could be important. In addition, there are instances where profiling has led to the wrong suspect being 
imprisoned, which casts doubt on the accuracy and use of either profiling technique.  
 
Despite this limitation, there is evidence to suggest that profiling can be helpful. One case that supports the use 
of the bottom-up approach to profiling was conducted by David Canter. In 1986, Canter provided a profile for 
the ‘railway rapist’ (John Duffy) who had sexually assaulted and murdered women near railway stations in 
London. After a conviction in 1988, it was confirmed that 12 out of the 17 characteristics in the profile provided 
by Canter were accurate. This confirms that the bottom-up approach to offender profiling does have useful 
applications in fighting crime. 
 
On the other hand, critics suggest that profiling offenders with either method is reductionist. This is 
particularly aimed at the top-down method of profiling, since many propose that it is unlikely that all offenders 
can fit into rigid templates or be categorised as either organised or disorganised offenders. Instead, it is 
suggested that offenders can demonstrate traits that span across several templates. Godwin (2002) states that 
there are five types of serial killers and that it would be impossible to identify which type of serial killer could 
be classified as either organised or disorganised; it is more likely that traits of each classification would be 
evident.  
 
In contrast to the top-down method of profiling offenders, the bottom-up approach is praised for its usefulness 
in a wider range of criminal behaviours. Whilst top-down approaches are limited to extreme offender 
behaviours such as rape and murder, bottom-up approaches are successfully used in more day-to-day crimes, 
such as theft and vandalism. Therefore, there is more opportunity for the bottom-up profiling techniques to be 
applied, making this a more suitable method of offender profiling.  
 
(~550 Words) 
Examiner style comments: Mark band 4 
 
This is an effective essay that demonstrates a sound knowledge of approaches to offender profiling. Evaluation 
is thorough, and criticisms are relevant to how they support or challenge offender profiling. The answer is 
structured effectively and demonstrates good use of specialist terminology throughout. The answer also 
demonstrates a good understanding of how each method of profiling compares to the other and this is used 
effectively to make sound arguments.   


