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Objectives

• Analyze deviations in the norm of the “typical” crime.

• Articulate what is meant by modus operandi and how it applies to specific crimes.

• Determine what we can use from the science of “profiling” in the tactical analysis 
world.

• Analyze what we can expect when a pattern is interrupted.

A typical robbery

Scenario A

• Approached victim on street at night

• Pulled a knife

• Demanded money and smartphone

• Made victim unlock the phone

• Took wallet, phone, and fled on foot

• Later used victim’s credit card to buy 
gift cards

Scenario B

• Approached in an alley during the day

• Brandished a machete

• Demanded purse

• Fled in waiting car

• Later opened accounts in victim’s 
name with credit card companies
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A typical burglary

Scenario A

• Smashed front plate glass window, 
crawled in

• Seems to have only gone through 
living room and kitchen

• Stole 45-inch television and DVD 
player

• Ate some cookies on kitchen counter

Scenario B

• Kicked rear door

• Ransacked living room and bedroom

• Stole jewelry and cash

• Took a pillowcase

• Exited the way he came in

Changes in the “normal” crime.
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May 2005 – September 2005

Northeastern Massachusetts

Vehicle Thefts

At least 53 cars stolen from at least 16 communities

No consistency in make and model of car

Roughly 40 miles from furthest points of series (Lexington and Gloucester)

Cars typically stolen between 23:00 and 03:00 on weekdays

Wealthy areas with single-family houses, often in cul-de-sacs

No geographic pattern of movement or consistency

Other cars on same street were broken into, had small items (change, cell phones, 

chargers, wallets) stolen during the same night (average value < $100)

Most cars stolen had keys in vehicle or hanging in garage nearby
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Almost all vehicles recovered

Lynn Highlands (SE of series)

Cars recovered within 24 hours, sometimes within 4 

hours. Evidence suggests offender driving directly to Lynn 

and dumping them.

Only small items stolen from cars. No parts missing.

No damage to cars.

No reports of cars being used in other crimes.
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• Location of entry

• Method of entry

• Tools used

• Weapon used

• Property stolen

• Words spoken

• Injury inflicted

• Property damage

• Staging

• Undoing

• Signature

How: Modus operandi

• How does the offender commit the crime?

• What’s unusual about the way the crime was 
committed?

• What’s unique about the way the crime was 
committed?

• Do these factors tell you anything about the 
offender’s characteristics?

• Do these factors help lead to a response 
strategy?

• Are all of the offender’s actions necessary to 
commit the crime (signature)?

Modus operandi questions
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Criminal profiling

An assemblage of information, some 
known, some inferred, about a crime, crime 
series, person, group, or location, with the 
goal of providing information to support 
offender apprehension, offender conviction, 
offender rehabilitation, and crime 
prevention.

Known offender Unknown offender

The building blocks of criminal profiling

Criminal Profiling

Criminal investigations Psychology

Criminology Crime Analysis Crime Fiction
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Generic 
Classification 

System

PracticalPsychological

Personal Political

Inferring Characteristics

A C
Actions of the 

offender (incl. 

evidence at scene)

Characteristics of 
the offender

Processes of Inference
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Elements of “A”

• FBI’s four elements
• Choice of the victim

• Crime scene and evidence

• Organization level

• Pre- and post-offense 
behavior

• Five Ws of crime analysis

• What the offender did not
do

Things to consult

Physical evidence
Victim testimony
Witness testimony
Recordings/Imagery
Contextual information

Elements of “C”

• Physical characteristics
• Race
• Sex
• Age range
• Build

• Social characteristics
• Family background
• Marital status
• Employment
• Criminal history

• Psychological characteristics
• Mental illness
• Sexual maturity

• Behavior before, during, and after crime

• Motivations

• Geographic location
• Residence or home base
• Before or after crime

• Future plans
• Likelihood
• Specific location or target

• Likely reactions
• To various interventions
• To interrogation
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Inferring Characteristics

A C
Actions of the 

offender (incl. 

evidence at scene)

Characteristics of 
the offender

Processes of Inference

Intelligence
Data
Logic
Experience
Research

How to get better at profiling

• Always ask what you might infer from the know facts

• Merge crime and intelligence capabilities, improve access

• Learn more about crime, criminals, and their environment
• How can a car with an electronic fob be stolen?

• Why do thieves target catalytic converters?

• What are the origins of drugs sold in your community?

• Ensure that you have open access to your RMS data in its original relational form

• Get plugged into a service that allows you full-text access to research articles

• Practice your logical inference skills

• Show products to officers and investigators before publication
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Series interruption

Sees police officer

Nearly gets caught

Has to exert more violence than usual

Suffers injury

Loses a tool or weapon

Encounters unexpected resistance

Sees media coverage of pattern

Cessation Resumption Adaptation
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Displacement and Diffusion
DiffusionDisplacementType

Street robberies decrease both inside and 

outside of the target zone

Robbers move to other streets 

outside of the target zone

Geographic

Both daytime and nighttime robberies 

decrease

Robbers switch to the daytime in the 

target zone

Temporal

Both street robberies and commercial 

robberies decrease

Robbers strike commercial

establishments instead

Target

All types of thefts and robberies decrease 

in target zone

Robbers adapt by purse snatching 

instead of “mugging” targets

Tactical

All types of crime decrease in the target 

zone

Former robbers switch to shoplifting

from stores

Crime type

Objectives

• Analyze deviations in the norm of the “typical” crime.

• Articulate what is meant by modus operandi and how it applies to specific crimes.

• Determine what we can use from the science of “profiling” in the tactical analysis 
world.

• Analyze what we can expect when a pattern is interrupted.
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Thank you!
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