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Abstract

Geographic profiling (GP) is an investigative technique that involves predicting a serial offender’s home location (or some
other anchor point) based on where he or she committed a crime. Although the use of GP in police investigations appears
to be on therrise, little is known about the procedure and how it is used. To examine these issues, a survey was distributed
internationally to police professionals who have contributed GP advice to police investigations. The survey consisted of
questions designed to assess: (a) how geographic profiles are constructed, (b) the perceived usefulness and accuracy of
GP, (c) whether core GP conditions are examined before profiles are constructed, and (d) the types of cases in which GP
is used. The results suggest that geographic profiles are commonly used in operational settings for a wide range of crime
types. This appears to be true even when GP conditions are violated. In addition, general perceptions of GP accuracy and
usefulness appear to be high, but this is particularly true for respondents who use computerized GP systems (compared
with spatial distribution strategies, such as centroids, or educated guesses). Computerized GP systems are also the most
commonly used GP approach among our respondents, especially for those who have received formal training in GP.
Although preliminary in nature, the results from this study help enhance understanding of how GP is used in police
investigations around the world, and under what conditions. The survey also provides directions for future research.
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on as a tool for prioritizing potential suspects, with those
suspects living closest to the predicted home location being
focused on first (Rossmo, 2000). Although the use of GP in
police investigations appears to be on the rise, little is
known about the GP procedure and how it is used in opera-
tional settings.

Predicting home locations

Although there are many different strategies available for
conducting GP, most of them rely on the same two theoretical
assumptions: (a) most serial offenders do not travel far from
their home location to commit their crimes (distance decay),
and (b) most serial offenders live within the area covered by
their criminal activity (domocentricity) (Snook et al., 2002).
The various GP strategies in existence can be broadly classi-
fied as either spatial distribution strategies or probability dis-
tance strategies (Snook, Zito et al., 2005). Spatial distribution
strategies involve using the distribution of crime site loca-
tions to calculate a central location, which serves as the offen-
der’s predicted residence. Examples of spatial distribution
strategies include the calculation of the centroid, the center
of the circle (the diameter of which is defined by the two
crimes in an offender’s series that are farthest apart) and the
center of minimum distance (Snook, Zito et al., 2005). The
centroid is one of the most commonly used spatial distribu-
tion strategies with the predicted location being where the
mean of the x- and y-coordinates is located.

Probability distance strategies, by contrast, predict the
offender’s residence by applying a mathematical function
(e.g., linear, lognormal, truncated negative exponential)
to each of the crime sites in the linked series. The overlap-
ping functions produce a probability surface that specifies
how likely it is that the offender resides in each of the pos-
sible areas within his or her criminal activity space (Snook,
Zito et al., 2005). This surface can then be searched in a
systematic fashion for the offender’s residence (e.g.,
searching for the offender’s home by starting at the location
with the highest probability and ending with the location
with the lowest probability). The use of computerized sys-
tems that rely on probability distance strategies (e.g., Rigel,
CrimeStat, Dragnet) appears to be the most common way
of conducting GP currently (Snook, Zito et al., 2005).

Accuracy

Much research assessing the accuracy of various GP
approaches has been conducted. Rossmo (2000), for exam-
ple, used information from selected FBI serial murder cases
to evaluate a computerized system known as Rigel and
found a mean hit score percentage of 6% (i.e., on average,
only 6% of the total prioritized search area had to be
searched before the offender’s home location was found).

Similarly, Canter et al. (2000) examined the computerized
system known as Dragnet by using body disposal locations
of 79 American serial killers and found an average hit score
percentage across the sample of 11%.

Other research has compared the accuracy of simpler
spatial distribution strategies with that of more complex
probability distance strategies. For example, Snook, Zito
et al. (2005) rated 11 different GP strategies (six spatial dis-
tribution and five probability distance strategies) in terms
of their complexity (measured by number of computational
steps required to calculate a predicted home location) and
assessed their accuracy using crime data from 16 UK serial
burglars. They found that strategy complexity was not cor-
related with accuracy, suggesting that complex GP strate-
gies are not necessarily better than simpler strategies. In
another study, Paulsen (2006a) compared several GP sys-
tems (Rigel, Dragnet, CrimeStat) with spatial distribution
strategies using crime series of various types and found that
the more complex probability strategies did not generate
substantially more accurate geographic profiles than the
simple spatial distribution strategies.

Finally, several studies have been conducted to examine
whether clinical (i.e., human-based) forms of GP are as
effective as more complex (i.e., computer-based) forms
of GP (Bennell, Snook et al., 2007; Paulsen, 2006b; Snook
et al., 2002, 2004; Taylor et al., 2009). Bennell, Taylor and
Snook (2007) conducted a review of this research and
found that training participants in simple GP strategies
(i.e., heuristic training) resulted in significantly more accu-
rate predictions. In addition, this training often, but not
always, allowed human judges to perform as well on GP
tasks as a range of computer-based forms of GP.

This latter finding (i.e., that human judges can perform
as well as computer-based GP systems) has been hotly
debated (Canter, 2005; Rossmo, 2005a; Snook, Taylor and
Bennell, 2005). Much of the debate rests on the fact that the
finding was established using error distance as the measure
of GP accuracy. Recall that “hit score percentage” refers to
the percentage of an area (produced by a GP system) that
has to be searched (when working from the highest to the
lowest probability point) before the offender’s home base
is located. “Error distance”, however, refers to the distance
between the highest probability point produced by a GP
technique, which marks the offender’s likely home loca-
tion, and the location of the offender’s actual residence.
Critics of the research focusing on human judges have
argued that error distance is not a statistically sound mea-
sure of GP accuracy and that the use of hit score percentage
better reflects how geographic profiles are used in police
investigations (Rossmo, 2011). By contrast, users of error
distance have pointed out that it can be easily calculated
and readily applied to all methods of GP, including those
that do not produce search areas (i.e., strategies that result
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in a single prediction point; Snook, Zito et al., 2005). Both
measures have been recommended for use in a National
Institute of Justice funded proposal of how to evaluate
GP systems (Rich and Shively, 2004), although this recom-
mendation has also been debated by individuals working
within this field (Levine, 2005; Rossmo, 2005b).

Conditions

According to Rossmo (2000, 2005a), GP is only feasible
when the following five conditions are met:

1. the offender has committed a minimum of five
crimes,

2. the crimes are linked to the same offender and the
series is relatively complete,

3. the offender committing the crimes has not com-
muted into the area of criminal activity,

4. the offender has not moved anchor points (or oper-
ated from multiple anchor points) during his or her
crime series, and

5. the distribution of suitable targets (i.e., the target
backcloth) is relatively uniform around the offen-
der’s home.

It is often challenging to determine whether all of these
conditions have been met at the time of the investigation.
For example, consider the task of deciding whether the
offender is a commuter or a marauder. Marauders can be
described as those offenders whose home location (or
anchor point) is within their area of criminal activity,
whereas commuters commit their crimes in a different area
from their home (Canter and Larkin, 1993). Paulsen (2007)
found the “best guess” rate of commuter/marauder predic-
tions to be 60%, which suggests that accurate commuter/
marauder predictions may not be possible at the time of the
investigation. However, prediction accuracy did increase to
81% when designated predictor variables, which were all
known or could be calculated at the time of the investiga-
tion, were used. The three significant predictor variables
were all geographic or temporal in nature. By contrast, the
traditional modus operandi-related variables (e.g., victim
type, crime type and night-time activity), which are more
readily available at the time of the investigation, were not
significant predictors of commuter/marauder classification.

In addition, these conditions have not always been met
in previous GP research. For example, studies examining
GP accuracy have often included offenders who have com-
mitted a minimum of only three crimes (Paulsen, 2006a;
Snook et al., 2004). As well, many GP accuracy studies
have included both commuters and marauders in their anal-
yses (Canter et al., 2000; Paulsen, 2006b). Rossmo (2005a)
suggests that these GP studies bear little resemblance to

actual police investigations, emphasizing the need for
research examining the GP procedure and how it is used
in operational settings.

Crime types

Although originally developed for the investigation of
serial murder, GP has subsequently been applied to numer-
ous other serial crime types, such as rape, arson, robbery,
bombings, burglary, fraud, auto theft, and kidnappings
(Rossmo, 2012). However, research suggests that GP accu-
racy can be expected to vary depending on the crime type to
which it is applied. For example, in Paulsen’s (2006a) study
where the accuracy of several GP systems was compared
with that of spatial distribution strategies, he found that
crime type did indeed influence the accuracy of the GP pro-
file, regardless of what GP profiling strategy was used.
Specifically, certain crime types (auto theft, street robbery,
and residential burglary) yielded substantially more accu-
rate results than other crime types (commercial robbery and
larceny). In addition, findings from other research suggest
that offenders of interpersonal crime are more likely to
be marauders than offenders of property crime (Canter and
Larkin, 1993; Kocsis and Irwin, 1997; Santtila et al., 2007).
Given that GP is most likely to be accurate when applied to
marauding offenders, it can be expected that GP will be
more accurate when applied to interpersonal crimes than
when applied to property crimes.

The current study

Little is known about the GP procedure and how it is used
in operational settings. The goal of the current study is to
examine the use of GP in operational settings by collecting
survey responses from geographic profilers around the
world. The current research is exploratory, allowing for a
preliminary examination of real-world geographic profi-
lers’ views and experiences of GP.

Method

SurveyMonkey(® was used to create an online survey that
was distributed to police professionals in Canada, the USA,
the UK, Germany, Australia, Japan, the Netherlands, and
South Africa, who have personally generated a geographic
profile in order to assist with a police investigation (this
was assessed via self-report). Recruitment for participants
involved direct contact with colleagues and GP researchers,
contact through various police and crime-mapping elec-
tronic mailing lists and online discussion groups, and con-
tact through word of mouth at police-related conferences.
The recruitment message described the study, the survey,
and the requirements to participate. The recruitment
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message also included a link to the online survey with the
survey remaining available for completion for 10 consecu-
tive months (September 15, 2011 to July 15, 2012).

Survey

The survey, which was developed by the authors, required
~ 20-30 minutes to complete and contained a total of
47 questions that were primarily closed (i.e., multiple choice)
and were designed to assess:

1. how geographic profiles are constructed,
the perceived usefulness and accuracy of GP,

3. whether core GP conditions are examined before
profiles are constructed, and

4. the types of cases where GP is used.

Although the survey consisted of 47 questions in total,
the exact number of completed questions varied across the
respondents depending on their answers to the branching
questions (e.g., if a respondent answered “No” to having
received training in GP then they automatically skipped the
follow-up question where they were asked to specify the
type of training received, thus reducing the total number
of questions answered). A copy of the complete survey is
available upon request from the first author.

Sample

Thirty-five individuals began the online survey. However,
four were excluded from completing the survey because
they had not personally generated a geographic profile in
order to assist with a police investigation, which was a
requirement for participation in the study. An additional
nine respondents abandoned the survey midway through
and as a result, their partial responses were also excluded
from the analysis. The final sample for the current study
consisted of 22 individuals (16 males, 6 females) who had
personally constructed a geographic profile (mean age =
44.6 years, SD = 9.2; age range = 29-65). Fifteen of these
individuals worked for a police department, with another
two having some background experience in policing. The
remaining five participants were professors, researchers,
and/or psychologists with no background experience in
policing. Almost three-quarters of respondents (73%)
worked in North America (USA n =9, Canada n = 7) with
the remainder working in the UK (n = 2), South Africa
(n = 2), the Netherlands (» = 1), and Italy (n = 1). The
level of experience in generating geographic profiles varied
greatly within the sample with a little over half of respon-
dents (55%, n = 12) having generated 10 or fewer, 18%
(n = 4) having generated between 11 and 20, one respondent
having generated ~ 70, and 14% (» = 3) having generated
100 or more; two participants did not respond to this

question. In addition, 77% of respondents (» = 17) had some
form of GP training.

Given the method of survey dissemination (i.e., survey
link sent out to an unknown number of potential partici-
pants via electronic mailing lists, online discussion groups,
and email), it is not possible to determine an exact response
rate. However, the small sample size (N = 22) suggests that
the response rate was low, which is certainly not uncom-
mon in research surveying police personnel. Burrell and
Bull (2011), for example, surveyed 72 crime analysts in
order to examine their views and experiences of compara-
tive case analysis and reported that only 18 responded, for a
response rate of 25%. In another study, Jamel et al. (2008)
investigated specialist police service provided to male rape
survivors by sending surveys to 300 officers and received
just 19 responses (response rate = 6.3%). Although it is
recognized that the findings of this research will not necessa-
rily be generalizable to all geographic profilers working in
operational settings, recall that the purpose of this study was
to offer a preliminary examination of real-world geographic
profilers’ views and experiences of GP. Consequently, it was
decided that the current, albeit small, sample was sufficient
for achieving the primary aims of this research.

Analysis

Given the small sample size (N = 22), the survey data are
examined primarily in terms of descriptive analyses, such
as frequencies and means, across each of the four themes.
Although survey non-completers were removed from the
analyses, respondents were permitted to skip (i.e., not
respond to) questions. In addition, not all questions were
relevant to all respondents. As a result, the total number
of responses varied by question.

Results

Predicting home locations

The vast majority of respondents indicated that they typi-
cally or always construct a GP individually (91%, n =
20) rather than in a group (9%, n = 2). In terms of the
GP methods used to generate geographic profiles, 77%
reported that they had used computerized GP systems
(n = 17), followed by spatial analysis techniques and edu-
cated guesses (e.g., eyeballing a map and estimating an
anchor point) with both having been used by 27% of
respondents (n = 6).

There were some interesting differences among those
respondents who had received GP training compared with
those who had not (recall that 77% of respondents, n =
17, had some form of GP training). Specifically, a greater
proportion of trained respondents (94%, n = 16) had used
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computerized GP systems to generate a profile than
untrained respondents (20%, n = 1). In addition, a greater
proportion of untrained respondents (60%, n = 3) reported
having used an educated guess to generate a geographic pro-
file compared with the trained respondents (17.6%, n = 3).

Among the 17 trained and untrained respondents who
had used computerized GP systems, Rigel was the most
popular at 53% (n = 9), followed by CrimeStat at 47%
(n = 8), and Dragnet at 18% (n = 3). Of the six respondents
who had used spatial analysis techniques to generate a geo-
graphic profile, the center of the circle was the most popu-
lar (67%, n = 4), followed by the median (50%, n = 3),
centroid (50%, n = 3), and center of minimum distance
(50%, n = 3). Respondents reported having used a variety
of information sources to generate their geographic profiles
with crime site locations being the most commonly cited
(73%, n = 16) (see Figure 1 for frequencies of the addi-
tional information sources used). GP has most frequently
been implemented as an investigative tool by increasing
patrol intensity in the area where the offender might live
or work (77% for both, n = 17) (see Table 1 for frequencies
of the additional uses of GP as an investigative tool).

Perceived accuracyl/usefulness

On average, respondents reported GP to be useful in mov-
ing the investigation forward in approximately half of the
cases where it was used (M = 53.2% of cases, SD =
28.4). Computerized GP systems were ranked the highest
with 75% of respondents ranking these systems as produc-
ing both the most accurate and operationally useful pro-
files. Spatial analysis techniques were ranked second by
70% and 60% of respondents in terms of producing the
most accurate and operationally useful profiles, respec-
tively. In comparison with the other two methods, 76% and
80% of respondents ranked an educated guess as producing
the least accurate and least useful profiles, respectively.
Approximately three-quarters of respondents (77%, n =
17) indicated that training should be required for individu-
als constructing geographic profiles. Almost all of the
respondents (91%, n = 20) would consider constructing a
geographic profile again in the future and all respondents
(n = 22) reported that they would consider using GP as
an investigative tool again in the future.

Conditions

Recall that Rossmo’s (2000) five conditions of GP are: (1)
the offender has committed a minimum of five crimes, (2)
the crimes are linked to the same offender and the series is
relatively complete, (3) the offender committing the crimes
has not commuted into the area of criminal activity, (4) the
offender has not moved anchor points (or operated from

Crime site locations
Road layout

Land use

Housing type
Victimology

Target/victim distribution

Public transit routes
0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Percent of Respondents

Figure 1. Information sources used to generate geographic
profiles.

Table I. Response frequencies for how geographic profiling has
been implemented as an investigative tool (total N = 22).

Implementation Frequency (n) %

Increase patrol intensity in the area where 17 773
the offender might live or work

Limit the suspect pool 14 63.6

Provide a starting area for door-to-door 13 59.1
canvassing

Generate new tips by broadcasting the 8 364
prioritized search area to the public

Identify an area for mass mail outs 5 22.7

Help determine probable body dump sites 3 13.6

Identify areas for DNA testing 3 13.6

Serve as evidence to help obtain a search or 2 9.1
arrest warrant

Other 2 9.1

multiple anchor points) during his or her crime series, and
(5) the distribution of suitable targets (i.e., the target back-
cloth) is relatively uniform around the offender’s home.
Figure 2 compares the percent of respondents who only use
GP if a particular condition is met to those who use GP
even if the condition is violated. Note that for conditions
3, 4, and 5, the gray bar consists of both those respondents
who do not attempt to determine whether the offender is a
commuter, the offender has moved anchor points, or the tar-
get backcloth is uniform prior to constructing the GP profile,
as well as those respondents who do attempt to determine
those things, but still use GP even if the condition is violated.
Note that condition 2 is not included in Figure 2 because it
was not assessed using a closed yes/no question.

With respect to condition 2, the results suggest that
respondents had to be fairly positive that the same offender
committed the series of crimes under investigation before
they would use GP (M = 74.1% positive that the series
of crimes was committed by the same offender, SD =
21.3). The majority of respondents reported that they would
check with neighboring police forces to see whether they
had crimes that could potentially be linked to the same
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Figure 2. Graph comparing percentage of respondents who use
geographic profiling if various conditions are violated with those
who do not.

offender prior to constructing the geographic profile (65%,
n = 13) or that they already had access to crimes committed
in nearby areas so contacting neighboring police forces was
unnecessary (25%, n = 5). These results suggest that
respondents took steps to ensure that the crime series was
relatively complete and that the crimes were linked to the
same offender. However, it is still possible that GP is used
in operational settings when condition 2 is violated given
that it is not always possible to determine at the time of the
investigation whether the series is complete and whether all
crimes in the series were committed by the same offender.

In regard to the remaining four GP conditions, Figure 2
indicates that the majority of respondents still use GP even
when these conditions are not met. This is particularly the
case for conditions 3, 4, and 5 where 96%, 96%, and 91%,
respectively, reported that they still use GP even if that par-
ticular condition is violated. The sample was more split
over condition 1, with 48% reporting that they only con-
struct a geographic profile if there are at least five crimes
in the series, compared with 52% reporting that they use
GP even if there are fewer than five crimes in the series.
When broken down by GP training, a greater proportion
of trained respondents (56.3%, n = 9) would only use GP
if there were a minimum of five crimes in the series than
untrained respondents (20%, n = 1).

Crime types

Many respondents reported using GP to generate profiles
for a variety of crime types, such as burglary (59.1%,
n = 13), robbery (50%, n = 11), murder (36.4%, n = 8),
auto theft (31.8%, n = 7), rape (31.8%, n = 7), and arson
(27.3%, n = 6). Approximately one-third of respondents

(31.8%, n = 7) used GP most often in murder cases
followed by burglary and robbery (both at 22.7%, n = 5).
Table 2 contains the frequencies for all crime types
included in the survey. The majority of respondents (68%,
n = 15) indicated that they used GP in cases where the crime
series contains more than one crime type. The factor cited
most commonly for increasing the likelihood of GP being
used as an investigative tool was a large crime series
(86.4%, n = 19) and the officer in charge of the investigation
thinking that GP would be useful (81.8%, n = 18) (see
Table 3 for additional factors and associated frequencies).

Discussion

Although the results from the current study are only pre-
liminary, they begin to enhance our understanding of how
GP is used in police investigations around the world, and
under what conditions. For example, the findings indicate
that computerized GP systems are the most popular
method of generating geographic profiles, at least among
our survey respondents. Training in how to predict home
locations was also common, with approximately three-
quarters of respondents indicating that they had received
formal training in GP.

Interestingly, a greater proportion of trained (versus
untrained) respondents had generated profiles using com-
puterized GP systems. This finding could speak to the spe-
cific positions held by these respondents. For example, they
may be employed in positions (e.g., within police agencies)
where formal training is offered (or required) and where
computerized GP systems are available for use. Alterna-
tively, this finding might simply suggest that geographic
profilers are more likely to receive training on how to use
computerized GP programs rather than other procedures for
carrying out GP (e.g., spatial distribution techniques).

Although the largest percentage of respondents has used
GP in burglary cases, they reported using GP most often in
murder cases. In addition, the majority of respondents indi-
cated that they would use GP in cases in which the crime
series contains more than one crime type (e.g., burglary and
armed robbery). Although further research needs to be con-
ducted to examine the feasibility of using GP on versatile
offenders, preliminary research suggests that the inclusion
of multiple crime types in a series does not negatively
impact GP accuracy, and can even result in more accurate
and precise profiles (Leitner and Kent, 2009).

The results also indicate that geographic profiles are fre-
quently generated even when GP conditions are violated.
Specifically, GP appears to be used in investigative settings
even when the crime series contains fewer than five crimes,
the offender may be a commuter, the offender may have
moved anchor points during the crime series, and the distri-
bution of suitable targets is non-uniform around the
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Table 2. Response frequencies for crime types where geographic profiles have been generated (total N = 22).

Have used GP

Have used GP most often

Crime type Frequency (n) % Frequency (n) %
Burglary 13 59.1 5 227
Robbery I 50.0 5 227
Murder 8 36.4 7 31.8
Auto theft 7 31.8 | 4.5
Rape 7 31.8 | 4.5
Arson 6 27.3 0 0
Theft from motor vehicle 3 13.6 2 9.1
Bombings 2 9.1 | 4.5
Shoplifting 2 9.1 0 0
Kidnapping | 45 0 0

Table 3. Response frequencies for factors associated with increased likelihood of geographic profiling being used as an investigative

tool (total N = 22).

Factor Frequency (n) %

Crime series is long (five or more crimes) 19 86.4
Officer in charge of investigation thinks GP would be useful 18 81.8
More severe crimes were committed 12 54.5
Other investigative leads are not available or are scarce I 50.0
GP software is readily available Il 50.0
High degree of pressure to solve the crime series 10 45.5
Crime series has been unsolved for a long period 10 45.5
Interpersonal crimes were committed 8 364
Property crimes were committed 6 27.3

offender’s home. There are various ways to interpret the
finding that respondents commonly generate geographic
profiles even when GP conditions are violated, and each
interpretation has different implications. First, respondents
could have inappropriately used GP in problematic cases
when they should not have done so, which points to a train-
ing issue. Second, respondents could have taken a calcu-
lated risk and knowingly used GP in problematic cases,
resulting in a geographic profile that was potentially help-
ful, but not as accurate as it would have been if the condi-
tions had been met. In other words, accuracy might have
been knowingly sacrificed in order to use GP in more cases
(i.e., cases where the conditions were not met). Third,
respondents used GP in problematic cases and found an
effective way to manage the violated condition(s) (see
Rossmo and Velarde, 2008). Such an approach would high-
light the importance of sharing best practices in managing
the violation of GP conditions. Regardless of the interpre-
tation, this finding indicates that assessing GP accuracy
using crime data where one or more of the GP conditions
are violated may actually provide a more realistic assess-
ment of real-world GP accuracy. This is in contrast to
Rossmo’s (2005a) suggestion that GP studies that rely on

crime data where these conditions are violated bear little
resemblance to actual police investigations.

Our results also suggest that perceptions of GP accuracy
and usefulness were mostly positive among the sample,
with almost all respondents agreeing that they would con-
struct and use geographic profiles as an investigative tool
again in the future. Computerized GP systems were used
most frequently and were considered to produce the most
accurate and useful profiles in comparison with spatial
analysis techniques and educated guesses. This finding is
interesting given research cited previously (using error dis-
tance as the measure of performance), which suggests that
simple GP strategies, such as the use of simple heuristics
and spatial distribution methods, can often make GP pre-
dictions that are just as accurate as more complex proce-
dures, such as computerized GP systems (Bennell, Snook
et al., 2007; Paulsen 2006a; Snook et al., 2004; Taylor
et al., 2009). This pattern of responding might reflect biases
among our respondents, whereby they favor computerized
GP systems even though they should not. Alternatively,
as we allude to above, this might speak to the inappropriate
use of error distance in evaluation research (i.e., error dis-
tance does not allow research to reveal the superior
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performance of computerized GP systems; Rossmo, 2005b)
or a lack of knowledge about this research. Although we are
unable to determine which of these arguments have merit, it
is important to point out that only a quarter of our survey
respondents reported having used educated guesses or spa-
tial analysis techniques to generate GP profiles; thus, three-
quarters of respondents have never had the opportunity to
directly compare the accuracy of computerized GP tech-
niques with those of non-computerized approaches in
operational settings.

Limitations and future research

Our small sample size indicates that participant recruitment
was an issue. As of 2012, over 600 people worldwide had
been trained using a two-week geographic profiling analy-
sis course that is available through various universities and
police agencies internationally (Rossmo, 2012). It appears
that the current study was unsuccessful at reaching those
individuals (assuming all were active geographic profiling
practitioners at the time of this study), despite the multiple
methods of survey dissemination (i.e., word of mouth,
email, online discussion groups, electronic mailing lists)
and frequent survey reminder messages. Another problem
was the non-completion rate in the current study. Thirty-
one individuals who met the participation requirements
began the survey, but only 22 completed it. This represents
a 29% dropout rate. The small sample size potentially limits
the generalizability of our findings. It also limited the types
of statistical analyses that could be conducted. For example,
it was not possible for us to conduct meaningful analyses to
determine how various factors, such as police experience,
level of GP training, or geographic region influenced GP
practices or their perceived usefulness and accuracy.

There are at least two obvious explanations for the
recruitment issues we faced, and the reasonably high
drop-out rate. These should be taken into account by
researchers who plan to conduct similar surveys. First, the
length of our survey may have been an issue for potential
participants, or for individuals who began our survey, but
then dropped out. Our survey was quite long, containing
up to 47 questions depending on the answers given, with
some of these questions requiring open-ended responses.
Long surveys often decrease initial willingness to partici-
pate in a study and decreased completion rates (Galesic and
Bosnjak, 2009), presumably because they increase the
opportunity for respondents to lose motivation or become
distracted (e.g., by time pressure or other tasks at work),
and for technical problems to occur (RoBmann et al.,
2015). A more streamlined version of the survey may allow
future researchers to increase the sample size and comple-
tion rate without the loss of valuable information.

Second, our survey may not have asked the sorts of
questions that compelled professional geographic profilers
to participate in our study (or to complete the survey once
they began). Given this possibility, it may be useful in the
future to first conduct focus groups with geographic profi-
lers to identify survey questions that they perceive as useful
(e.g., questions that fill important knowledge gaps and
move the field forward). It may also be useful to investigate
similar issues with relevant professional associations (e.g.,
International Association of Crime Analysis, International
Criminal Investigative Analysis Fellowship). Obtaining the
support of relevant professional associations may also open
doors for greater access to participants.

In addition to sample size issues, there are also limita-
tions associated with the survey itself (beyond its length).
For example, it is important to highlight the fact that the
GP survey used in the current study was self-report in
nature. As with any research relying on self-report data,
there was the potential for participants in this study to be
deceptive in their responses (e.g., stating that they had pre-
viously contributed GP advice to police investigations
when they had not). There were also some issues with cer-
tain questions in our survey. For example, although we
asked participants if they would still use GP even if Ross-
mo’s conditions were violated, we did not ask if they have
found that violating these conditions impacted the quality
of the geographic profile produced. A future survey could
include a question such as this in order to determine
whether profiles violating the conditions are actually per-
ceived as less useful in practice than those not violating
those conditions. Greater interactions with geographic pro-
filers (and relevant professional associations) during the
survey construction phase will increase the chance that
researchers ask pertinent questions in future surveys.

Conclusion

Despite the above limitations, our survey provides a pre-
liminary examination of geographic profilers’ views and
experiences of GP. The results from the current study sug-
gest that geographic profiles are commonly used in opera-
tional settings even when GP conditions are violated. In
addition, computerized GP systems are viewed as the most
accurate and useful, and are used most frequently. We also
found that perceptions of GP accuracy and usefulness are
positive with all respondents indicating that they would use
GP in the future. Given that these results suggest that police
departments will continue using GP as an investigative
tool, further research of effective uses of GP appears to
be warranted and useful from an operational standpoint.
Thus, although these findings are preliminary in nature and
more research is needed, particularly with larger sample
sizes, they do begin to enhance our understanding of how
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GP is used in police investigations around the world, and
under what conditions.
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