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Series Preface

The Wiley Series on the Psychology of Crime, Policing and the Law
publishes integrative reviews of important emerging areas of contem-
porary research. The purpose of the series is not merely to present
research findings in a clear and readable form, but also to bring out
their implications for both practice and policy. In this way, it is hoped
that the series will not only be useful to psychologists, but also to all
those concerned with crime detection and prevention, policing and the
judicial process.

The current volume has a focus on offenders’ memories of violent
crimes. This is a relatively new and challenging topic not only for
psychologists but also for investigators and the courts. For a consid-
erable number of years some people seem to have accepted the notion
that victims in certain types of cases (e.g., violent rapes) may have
difficulty in providing a comprehensive account of what took place, so
can the same notion be applied to offenders?

In the opening chapter the editor (and co-authors) sets the scene for
the remaining 14 chapters and asks whether empirical and theoret-
ical foundations are actually available for the notion of offenders being
unable to remember their crime. A following chapter then presents an
innovative approach that emphasises the roles of emotions and indi-
vidual differences. The major results from a very substantial, recent
study of violent crime perpetrators are then reviewed, with the instru-
mentality of violence emerging as an important factor.

Young offenders commit violent crimes. Analyses of the accounts
provided years later by such perpetrators noted that many of them
had intrusive memories of their crimes, some of them appeared to
have amnesia (at least partial) for the events, but few seemed to have
full amnesia (i.e. could remember nothing). Of course, when appearing
to have difficulty remembering their violent crimes, offenders may be
trying to deceive. A chapter in this volume quite rightly addresses this
crucial issue.
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After this, the volume considers the possibility of whether in the
near future brain imaging techniques could be used in violent crime
investigations (e.g. of suspects) and the extent to which there might
be a neural basis for criminal behaviour.

The role of malingering (e.g. feigning amnesia for a crime) is then
extensively considered. In one chapter this is interestingly set within
a particular murder case, and in another chapter a broader overview
is presented, which notes that simulating amnesia seems to be quite
a popular strategy for trying to minimise responsibility for a violent
crime and that severe emotional arousal on the part of the offender
and/or the taking of drugs/alcohol should not too readily be accepted as
evidence for amnesia. A further chapter has a focus on how to assess
the authenticity of crime-related amnesia.

How best to interview offenders is a crucial question regarding
their (apparent) recall of violent crimes and one third of this volume’s
chapters are devoted to this issue. While the general public in most
countries in the world could be under the impression that their police
officers receive appropriate training in how to interview suspects,
such training is relatively rare. One chapter overviews the exten-
sive training now available to police officers in the UK and the
contrasting approach that has historically been taken in the USA.
Another chapter examines research on the relationship between inter-
viewing and confessions, noting that some suspects’ vulnerabilities
may result in false confessions. A further chapter focuses on how best
to interview co-operative suspects.

Since some people claim to have no memory of the violent crime
they are being accused of having committed, interviewing to detect
deception is a topic of high relevance to this volume. A comprehensive
overview of this topic is therefore presented. Also of importance is the
under-researched notion that aspects of the crime (e.g. the behaviour
of the offender at that time) could act as a guide concerning how to
interview the alleged offender (i.e. the suspect).

This volume concludes with a thought-provoking chapter that
suggests that interviewing alleged violent crime offenders in a human-
itarian way could be more effective than doing so in a coercive way.
While such an idea could make sense from a psychological point of view,
investigators (e.g. police officers), lawyers, politicians, and the general
public may find it initially hard to grasp why this should be. This book
will succeed in its aim when such readers come to realise the complex-
ities of the topic of gathering offenders’ memories of violent crimes.

RAY BULL
University of Leicester



Preface

Although research on offenders’ memories has been relatively sparse,
especially compared to research on victims’ and witnesses’ memories,
it hardly constitutes a new theme in psychological research. Experi-
mental and clinical studies have been conducted on this issue for
almost 100 years, yet work on offenders’ memories has never been
compiled into a comprehensive volume. In recent years, researchers
and practitioners have shown increasing interest in offenders and in
the way offenders remember and tell about their crimes. The present
volume is the first of its sort; its aim is to provide an up-to-date account
of the current state of knowledge in the area of offenders’ memories.
It goes without saying that forensic psychology is a rapidly growing
field, and the present book should prove to be a timely and valuable
source for the increasing number of psychologists and other practi-
tioners who have professional interests and responsibilities relating to
crime, criminals, the police and the legal system.

The book presents a mixture of literature reviews, recently published
or unpublished findings and theory on such topics as memorial
patterns in perpetrators, instrumental and reactive offenders, trau-
matized offenders, crime-related amnesia, crime-related brain activa-
tion, detecting lies and deceit, confabulation and false confessions,
expert witnesses’ and lay people’s opinions, and interviewing tech-
niques. The present volume also discusses methodological difficulties
and ethical dilemmas associated with different paradigms and proce-
dures currently used to study offenders’ remembering of and narratives
on violent crimes. Furthermore, the book presents broader theoret-
ical perspectives to guide future research on offenders’ memories and
testimonies.

The book is divided into three sections. The first section includes
chapters that focus on theoretical aspects of offenders’ memories. Some
of the specific questions discussed include the following: What is the
nature of eyewitness memory in offenders? Have offenders’ memories
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special characteristics that differ from those of victims and bystander
witnesses? What factors can explain different memorial patterns in
perpetrators’ memories for violence? Are acts of instrumental violence
remembered differently than acts of reactive violence? Do offenders
with heightened levels of antisocial psychopathology remember differ-
ently than other offenders do?

The second section is concerned with aspects of assessment and eval-
uation, and explores offenders’ memories, with particular emphasis
on crime-related amnesia. Specific questions to be discussed are: How
can we explain memory loss for criminal offences? What methods can
be used to evaluate the authenticity of crime-related amnesia? What
factors play the most crucial role in malingered amnesia? Is there a
neural basis for criminal or antisocial behaviour and will different
amnesia conditions show different brain activation patterns when
studied using functional imaging techniques? How do intoxication,
personal characteristics, expectations or lowered levels of intelligence
affect offenders’ memory? What are the beliefs among lay people and
mental health professionals regarding offenders’ memories and crime-
related amnesia?

The final section contains chapters on interviewing issues. Among
the specific questions discussed are: What factors can enhance the
possibilities for suspects to provide useful investigative information?
What interviewing techniques are effective in terms of accurately iden-
tifying suspects as truthful or untruthful? How can the interviewer
recognize confabulation and false confessions in suspects? Can crime-
scene features be used to predict interrogation behaviour among homi-
cide offenders? What is the impact of offenders’ well-being on their
remembering of and narration on violent offences?

In taking on this book project, I attempted to bring together as
strong a team of international researchers as possible, whose research
covers a broad spectrum of topics concerning offenders’ memories
and narration. Fortunately enough, almost everyone I approached
chose to participate, and all contributors have shown the greatest
co-operativeness imaginable. The study of offenders’ memory of violent
and sexual crimes is an interdisciplinary undertaking of interest to
clinical and experimental psychologists, psychiatrists, psychothera-
pists, social workers, judges, lawyers as well as police forces, penal
institutions, probation services and other agencies that deal with
offenders. In the process of editing this comprehensive volume, I have
learned a great deal. I have also become convinced that the content
of this book will further the knowledge and understanding of criminal
behaviour of both students and professionals working in the areas of
clinical psychology, forensic psychology and law enforcement.
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and I would like to thank Matthew Duncan, Ruth Graham, Gillian
Leslie, Carole Millett, Claire Ruston, and associates for their assis-
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Theoretical Aspects of
Offenders’ Memories





CHAPTER 1

Searching for Offenders’
Memories of Violent Crimes

SVEN Å. CHRISTIANSON, INGRID FREIJ AND EVA VON VOGELSANG

Some 15 years ago, Professor John Yuille notified the first author
about a book entitled The Violent Years of Maggie MacDonald (Gould
& MacDonald, 1987). In the mid-sixties, Margaret MacDonald, a 33-
year-old citizen of Toronto, stabbed her abusive common-law husband
to death. Margaret claimed to be amnesic for the crime. She claimed
to have no memory whatsoever of the act of killing, but remembered
events immediately before and after the killing (Gould & MacDonald,
1987; Porter, Birt, Yuille & Herve, 2001). The case attracted enor-
mous media attention, and it was revealed that Margaret had been
abandoned and abused as a child, experienced life as a sex-slave, pros-
titute, alcoholic and drug addict, and had been exposed to violence
throughout her life. Due to her history of longstanding abuse, Margaret
herself and the women’s movement in Canada regarded her as a
victim rather than a perpetrator. Eventually, she was acquitted
of murder and received a probation sentence. Less than a year
later, she killed her second husband and was sentenced to life
imprisonment.

Offenders’ Memories of Violent Crimes. Edited by Sven Å. Christianson.
© 2007 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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Among laypeople, a large majority believe that it is perfectly
possible for an offender to develop complete amnesia for a crime
and that, in certain types of homicide, dissociative amnesia is a
highly plausible scenario. Mental health professionals who appear
as expert witnesses in such cases often assume that this type of
memory loss is the joint effect of strong emotions and excessive
drug or alcohol use. The question is whether there is an empir-
ical and theoretical foundation for such assumptions. The outcome
of Maggie’s case reveals the importance of, and need for, a more
thorough understanding of offenders’ memories and shows that a
naive understanding of violent behaviour and the effects of crime-
related trauma on memory may result in immense personal, social
and financial costs to society. The more we learn about the individ-
uals who commit violent crimes, the better society can investigate
such crimes and assess the likelihood that a violent criminal will
re-offend.

The case of Margaret MacDonald taps into many of the theo-
retical and applied issues covered in the present volume, such as
understanding the relationship between emotion/trauma and memory,
post-traumatic stress disorder, crime-related amnesia, offender
characteristics, forensic interviewing, detection of deception, develop-
ment of criminal behaviour, recidivism and treatment prognosis. In
this introductory chapter, we will discuss some of these issues and,
at the same time, outline the content of the other chapters in this
volume.

EFFECTS OF EMOTION AND TRAUMA ON MEMORY

Understanding the effects of trauma on memory is crucial if we are to
evaluate offenders’ accounts of violent events. During the past decades,
an interest in understanding the relationship between emotion and
memory has gradually increased among researchers and practitioners
in diverse disciplines such as the cognitive, neurological, clinical and
forensic sciences. For both theoretical and applied reasons, the need
for scientific research on this issue has been particularly evident in
forensic psychology. Numerous studies have been conducted on arousal
and memory, emotional stress and memory, eyewitness memory, and
trauma and amnesia (see Christianson, 1992a, b; Reisberg & Heuer,
2004, for reviews). These studies have shown that there is no single
effect of trauma on memory, but instead a variety of patterns, where
memories for details vary in both amount and accuracy. As pointed out
in the comprehensive model presented by Hervé, Cooper and Yuille in
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this volume (Chapter 2), there are a variety of predisposing, precipi-
tating and perpetuating biopsychosocial factors that interact to guide
an offender’s memory.

The vast majority of existing research on memory and emotion
concerns non-violent settings, and with respect to violent settings, the
research in forensic psychology has focused on bystander witnesses
and victims of crime. Only a few studies have focused on offenders’
memories, and the topics of trauma and offenders’ memories have most
often been studied separately. Moreover, although it is not unusual
for offenders to develop post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) symp-
toms in response to their own crimes (Pollock, 1999, see also Evans
& Mezey Chapter 4, this volume), the trauma literature and inter-
national conferences on psycho-traumatology seldom include research
on trauma and PTSD in offenders. This limited body of research on
trauma and memory in offenders is partly due to the interests of
researchers and partly to practical obstacles. First and foremost, clin-
icians and other practitioners in the field of psychological trauma
are focused on victims of accidents, catastrophes and crime. Our
understanding – based on discussions with professionals engaged in
clinical practice and research regarding, for example, rape victims,
battered women, children who witnessed domestic violence or been
beaten or subjected to sustained sexual abuse – is that professionals’
empathy with the victims more or less excludes any mental involve-
ment in the offenders’ reactions and possible trauma development.
That is, as a scientist, you either have the victim or the perpe-
trator perspective, and because trauma is inherently associated with
victims, few scholars with an interest in psychological trauma end up
studying perpetrators. Thus, among the several rationales for writing
this book is the need for a compiled source of knowledge regarding
the effects of emotion and trauma on offenders’ memory of violent
crimes.

It is also important to acknowledge some of the methodolog-
ical and experiential differences associated with studying the rela-
tionship between memory and emotion in offenders as opposed to
victims and bystander witnesses. As pointed out by Porter, Wood-
worth and Doucette in this volume (Chapter 5), there are several
practical, methodological and ethical obstacles to conducting research
on offenders. These obstacles concern collecting any in-person data
from incarcerated offenders or problems associated with offenders as
a vulnerable population, problems in advertising the study or encour-
aging participation in the absence of monetary gain, potential self-
selection bias, the need for minimising the presence of security staff
during the research interview (to maintain anonymity/confidentiality),
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and ensuring the safety of interviewers. The problem of credibility is
always present in forensic settings, but it is reasonable to assume that
guilty suspects and perpetrators may choose to withhold or distort
information about their experiences to a higher degree than do victims
and witnesses, even in a confidential research interview.

EMOTIONS IN REACTIVE AND INSTRUMENTAL OFFENDERS

It is important to understand how emotional reactions in response
to crime can vary among victims, bystander witnesses and offenders.
While victims and bystander witnesses almost exclusively experience
negative emotions in response to violent crimes, perpetrators’ expe-
riences may vary from trauma to extreme pleasure between and
during crimes. Some offenders experience extremely negative emotions
during and after criminal acts, and this is especially significant among
offenders who have committed reactive violent crimes as opposed to
instrumental violent crimes (Dodge, 1991; Pollock, 1999). In reactive
homicide, the violence leading to the death of another person can be
construed as some sort of impulsive response. The attack is sponta-
neous, immediate and emotion driven. Victim provocation is evident,
but there is no apparent external goal other than to harm the victim
following a provocation/conflict (e.g., rage and despair associated with
crimes of passion). A purely reactive homicide is an immediate, rapid
and powerful affective response (e.g., manslaughter). However, in some
cases, the crime may contain some degree of planning. For example,
the offender may leave the scene to get a weapon and return for
revenge, but without a ‘cooling off ’ period between provocation and
attack. Victims are typically a spouse or someone well known to the
offender. The offender experiences a high level of angry arousal at the
time of the violent event. The fact that reactive homicide tends to evoke
extremely negative feelings in perpetrators is illustrated by statistics
showing that 58% of them develop PTSD symptoms in response to their
own crimes (Pollock, 1999). Of course, it can not be ruled out that at
least some of these perpetrators fake PTSD symptoms (e.g., Rosen &
Phillips, 2004). Nevertheless, PTSD symptoms can be found among
offenders and are an under-researched theme.

In instrumental homicide, the violence leading to death is planned
and proactive. A homicide is purely instrumental when the murder
is clearly goal directed (e.g., a means to fulfil sexual or material
needs or to experience a thrill), with no evidence of an immediate
emotional or situational provocation, and when the victim is of little
personal significance to the offender (e.g., robberies, rape or sexual
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homicide). Self-reported lack of arousal and anger during the offence
are common in this group of offenders. Thirty-four per cent of instru-
mental homicide offenders developed PTSD symptoms subsequent to
their crime, which is fewer compared to reactive homicide offenders
(Pollock, 1999), but still a significant number. However, many instru-
mental offenders may also experience neutral or even positive emotions
before, during and after the crime, and some phases of the crime may
also be associated with negative emotions, while other phases are asso-
ciated with positive emotions. For example, a rape may originally have
been a planned event (i.e., an instrumental crime). However, during
its execution, an unexpected complication (e.g., victim resistance) may
have created a reactive situation such that the rapist became so aggra-
vated by the victim’s response and his own inability to dominate and
control the victim that he felt compelled to kill the victim. Thus,
some components of a crime event may be instrumental and others
reactive (cf., instrumental–reactive violence), and this may result in
differential memory for different parts of an event. The analysis of
a memory (e.g., its level of detail, affect, etc.), accordingly, must be
coordinated with the instrumental/reactive aspect of each part of the
event. Evidently, the instrumental–reactive dichotomy is not always
easy to make (see for critical review, Bushman & Anderson, 2001), but
we do believe that it helps with conceptualising links between types of
violence and their psychological consequences.

SEARCHING FOR OFFENDERS’ MEMORIES ALONG PATHS TO
VIOLENT CRIME

In order to extend our distinction between instrumental and reac-
tive violence, we may break down the commission of violence into
even smaller parts. Violence is a process of discrete, sequential and
recognizable behaviours, a process that can be envisioned as a path
leading from the initial grievance to the ultimate violence (Calhoun &
Weston, 2003). According to Calhoun and Weston, individuals of
violent intent ‘move from developing the idea for committing violence
through various individual steps leading to the violent act’ (p. 57).
These actions are only noticeable if we knew where to look and what
to look for. In their model, the authors discuss a method of assessing
threat, as threat is frequently part of an escalating spiral leading
to violence. Seeing the requisite behaviours in their entirety and in
sequence further enhances the threat manager’s ability to identify
potential problems, assess the actual degree of risk, and decide on
the best strategy for managing that risk. A number of telltale signs
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in each step may help an investigator to identify possible actions. We
use Calhoun and Weston’s model of the path to intended violence to
understand and analyse steps of discrete, sequential and recognisable
homicide actions, which should be possible for the offender to recall.
Assessing homicide offenders’ memories of these steps provides insight
into their motives and intents.1 The first step, Grievance, which always
must exist, concerns, for example, feelings of anger, frustration, jeal-
ousy, revenge, sense of loss, injustice or sense of mission, or any other
reason for being aggravated or wronged in some way. The next step,
Ideation, is about deciding to use, consciously selecting, and accepting
the use of violence to correct the wrong or to fulfil sexual fantasies
or material needs or to experience a thrill. As examples of signals
of violence, some offenders discuss their fantasies, needs or thoughts
with others, some identify with other assailants, and some fixate on
violence in general or specific acts of violence and regard violence as
the only alternative to solving their problem. The third step includes
Research and Planning. That is, once an individual decides on violence,
he or she must do some planning regarding the best way to execute the
assault (where to find the target, type of weapon, etc.). As discussed
by Calhoun and Weston, research and planning may be extensive and
elaborate, but not every case involves extensive planning or research,
which was obvious in John Hinckley’s attempt to assassinate President
Ronald Reagan: Hinckley’s decision was made the very same morning,
when he learned from the Washington Post that Reagan was sched-
uled to make a luncheon speech at the Washington Hilton, which was
not far from his hotel. Typical signs of research/planning are informa-
tion gathering, target research (daily activities of the target), suspi-
cious inquires (e.g., among the target’s relatives or fellow workers) and
target surveillance.

After the completion of research and planning, the offender moves
on to the fourth step, the stage of Preparations. Preparations are
activities (e.g., practising firing a gun) that can be disguised, carried
out in secret, but that are most often noticeable and often involves
interaction with others. Common preparation activities are assembling
equipment, acquiring a weapon, arranging for transportation, choosing
clothing (costume), etc. Because the offender knows that the path to
violence has an end point, he or she can prepare for achieving that end
(e.g., planning for suicide, leaving written messages to various family
members, or making out a last will and testament).

1 The steps described in this chapter are a mixture of descriptions from Calhoun and
Weston (2003) and our own elaborations made to suit the actions of homicide offenders.
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In the fifth step, Breach, the offender must position him/herself in
proximity to the target. Getting close can be as simple as strolling the
streets at night as potential victims are heading back home from an
evening downtown, or driving an unregistered, illegal taxi or deliv-
ering newspapers early in the morning. Getting close to a victim is
both noticeable and potentially preventable, and it requires consid-
erable effort by the offender to avoid detection. The sixth and final
step of the Calhoun and Weston model is the Attack. Taking this step
requires considerable commitment and nerve. As discussed by Calhoun
and Weston, a number of intended assassins did not become actual
assassins because the assassination simply proved to be too difficult. In
interviews with several rape and homicide offenders, the first author
has learned that the attack itself often deviates from what was planned
or is aborted due to the behaviour of the victim or surrounding circum-
stances.

As pointed out by Calhoun and Weston (2003), ‘ Since the process
resembles a path, the perpetrator can move in either direction along it,
reaching one level and then moving forward or retreating to a previous
level. Time means nothing along the path. Traversing it can take
months, even years, or it can be covered in hours, even minutes ’ (p.
58). While the description above concerns instrumental violence, the
model may also be applicable to reactive violence.2 However, in reactive
violence, the two steps of ‘research/planning ’ and ‘preparation’ are not
involved, that is, the offender moves directly from ‘ideation’ to ‘action’,
and for reactive homicide offenders, it is often but a small step from
idea to action.

In addition to the translation of Calhoun and Weston’s six steps
above, the present authors suggest that homicide offenders may also
proceed into two additional steps or recallable actions, such as actions
upon the victim’s body post-mortem and disposal of the body. We
call step seven Realisation. After the attack, and when the perpe-
trator has incapacitated or killed his/her victim, thereby gaining
control, he/she can, if desired, act out his/her fantasies. These may
be sexual and/or violent in nature, and for some perpetrators they
can be likened to a constant companion along the path leading to
the violent act. In the perpetrator’s mind, thoughts surrounding the
violent act are refined to the point of perfection. If the location and
situation allow (i.e., no witnesses present), the perpetrator can act out

2 The corresponding term for reactive violence in Calhoun and Weston’s (2003) model is
‘impromptu violence’, which is defined as a spontaneous, unplanned usually emotional,
violent outburst spawned by the circumstances of the moment.
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his/her fantasies through sexual acts, insertion of objects into bodily
orifices or by mutilating or damaging the victim’s body.

Post-crime Behaviour is our term for the eighth and final step.
The perpetrator’s behaviour following the crime is commonly aimed
at avoiding discovery. For example, the dead body may be moved,
the crime scene cleaned and the weapon and other technical evidence
removed from the scene or destroyed. It happens that the crime
scene and the body are arranged so as to mislead (so-called ‘staging’)
and make the crime appear to be something else, e.g., an accident.
Manipulation and moving of the body may also be part of the perpe-
trator’s fantasy. Perhaps he/she wishes the discovery of the body to be
shocking. This can be achieved by, e.g., placing the naked body in a
public place and in an obscene posture, with legs spread open.

Just as analyses of the perpetrator’s behaviour in the first six steps
can help us identify the motives and driving forces underlying the
crime, post-crime behaviour and strategies can provide information on
the perpetrator and his/her possible personality disorders and mental
capacity. For example, efficient and rational post-crime behaviour may
indicate that the perpetrator’s mental capacity is sound.

As previously mentioned, the model is also applicable to perpetrators
who have committed reactive acts of violence, thus perpetrators for
whom the step between thought and action is probably short. These
steps may even converge into the same sequence. Certain steps in
the process may not occur, and this also applies to our proposed step
seven, Realisation. Step eight, Post-crime Behaviour, is probably found
to varying extents in reactive perpetrators as well. Active post-crime
behaviour is rational behaviour, which would seem to require some
degree of presence of mind on the part of the perpetrator. In cases
where the perpetrator of a reactive crime claims memory loss, the
prerequisites for recovering memory for step eight would seem to be
better than those for recovering memory for the previous, often more
impulsive and emotional steps.

In searching for offenders’ memories, it is important to focus not
only on the content, but also, as pointed out by Evans and Mezey in
this volume (Chapter 4), to look at the different forms of memories of
violent crime (e.g., amnesia versus intrusive memories), the different
aspects of the violent event at different times of recall, and memories
at different phases of the crime (e.g., the type of cognitive processing
preceding, during and after the assault). The path of violence presented
above may be useful in analysing and assessing offenders’ memories
of violent crime in more detail. For example, a homicide offender who
claims amnesia for his/her crime should be asked about each step
along the path to the homicidal violence. We consider that it is highly


