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The fine line between fame and ethics; when a profiler goes wrong by Donna Speckhard

“…But Peter Smerick, a former FBI profiler …disappointed by the on-air performance of his brethren stated that whatever any of us say on TV, take with a grain of salt. It's utter speculation.  Before you or I can reach any conclusions about why these individuals did what they did, there needs to be a deep study. I can't offer an insight into the minds of the individuals because I don't have the facts…" – The Washington Post (Oct. 2002)
Introduction
My first brush with criminal profiling came when I read a book called “Red Dragon” by Tom Harris in 1991.  It was a riveting look inside the mind of a fictional serial killer.  From that came the infamous movie “Silence of the Lambs”.  Who can ever forget the relationship between Jodie Foster’s character (FBI agent using criminal profiling) and Sir Anthony Hopkin’s Hannibal (who assisted in the development of the profile)?  I was hooked.  I was inspired then to read the book by John Douglas called “Mind Hunter” and which was published in 1997 (amazon.com).  It was a nonfiction book written by Law Enforcement’s legendary profiler.  The character of Scott Glenn in “Silence of the Lambs” was modeled on John Douglas and his book gave me an inside look at the FBI Behavioral Science Unit and took me into the minds of the world’s most infamous serial killers.  

I have lost a little faith in John Douglas since those early days of being fascinated by any information I could get about him and his world.  I remember Waco and that John Douglas caved to pressure in my opinion causing him to side with career vs. ethics.  I will admit to holding profilers up on a pedestal – where at arms length I could admire their skill and stand in awe of how they could process all that horrible information and be able to model/profile an offender.  They were faultless and then after Waco, and the Sniper that terrorized the D.C. area, I realize they too, are only human.  I live in the DC area and have shopped at that Home Depot where one of the sniper’s victims was shot.  The term forensic science, criminal profiler, and FBI expert was thrown around by many who were posers and others that had respected names in their fields (Farhi & Weeks, 2002, Oct. 25).

I will examine both Waco and the Sniper case in this paper to point out the ethical issues that were tossed aside in pursuit of fame, fortune, ego, and career.  Finally, I will point out that even though the author of our textbook, Brent Turvey, despises these breaches of ethics, he too has succumbed on occasion to temptation.  These ethical responsibilities are what every criminal profiler must face when the case takes on a life of its own and thus threatens to test the ethics that guide this profession.    
Ethics in Criminal Profiling 
This profession has many ethical responsibilities.  There is not enough time to go into all of them, so I am choosing the one I find has the most importance.  Each profiler has an ethical responsibility to avoid conflicts of interest.  The sensationalism of a given crime will expose them to media attention and the entertainment industry’s interest.  This holds a high value to some and also attracts students in droves to study forensic science.  Consumers will flock to books, movies and other sources on this subject, out of curiosity and interest.  You can only imagine the amount of money a speaking engagement, consulting on a movie or writing a book can be made.  So this makes criminal profilers highly desirable to the media and corporations in the entertainment business (Turvey, 2006).

A profiler must consider if they are qualified enough to make an opinion on a case in the media.  Is there enough public information out there regarding the case?  Will their opinion harm the case or be an advantage if known publically?  This question can lead to delaying the apprehension of the correct suspect, pointing law enforcement in the wrong direction, and harming the personal life of someone who is innocent (Turvey, 2006).  Does anyone remember what happened to Richard Jewell who was accused of planting a bomb at the Olympics in 1996 (Wikipedia.com)?  He was innocent but he fit the “profile”.  They should remember that media attention is not a form of public validity.  This has led to numerous inflated egos and a need to see their name in print more often or possibly seeking out media attention by creating attention.  The FBI’s Behavioral Science Unit suffered a hit to its reputation by allowing author Thomas Harris access to its lab and agents.  By consulting on projects, that take Hollywood liberties with criminal profiling – on a psychic level for example, it represents a “public endorsement of misinformation about the field” (Turvey, 2006).      

Example Waco


Waco was indeed a tragic event.  The Branch Davidians were holed up in a compound near Waco, TX in April 1993.  They were surrounded by law enforcement.  The end result is that law enforcement shot tear gas into the compound and as a result a fire broke out contributing too many unnecessary deaths and suicides.  Later papers and evidence has shown that then FBI Director Sessions and Attorney General Janet Reno were not getting the full picture of the situation.  There was an internal standoff between the tactical team that wanted action-oriented results and the behavioral science unit that cautioned the use of force and wanted to use a wait it out approach.  The negotiation team, led by John Douglas, was comprised of criminal profilers, analysts and psychologists.  During a meeting that took place in Washington one week before the ill-fated tactical operation took place, Douglas briefed Sessions on the possibility that David Koresh, the Davidians leader, could resort to violence if provoked.  He stated that as long as they kept the leader talking to negotiators that there was little chance of violence.  After he was ushered out of his briefing early on, he was told by lower agents his briefing was over and he would not be allowed to further brief Sessions.  They stated there were certain things they did not want the Director to know.  (Worden, 1999, Sept. 5)


FBI Special Agent Smerick wrote an initial profile stating that any act or escalation of tactical force would most likely result in tragedy.  He was pressured by his then boss, John Douglas, to recant his initial report and reword it.  Smerick caved to pressure from above and resubmitted his report which did not point out the escalation of tactical force would most likely cause a violent end.  John Douglas stated he feared for his career and therefore pressured Smerick into changing the report.  For shame John Douglas.  (Worden, 1999, Sept. 5)

Example the Sniper

When the sniper incident came to conclusion – it turned out most of the “experts” were wrong about who had been keeping the DC area in fear.  John Allen Mohammed – a 41 year old unemployed black man and gulf war veteran along with his step son, a 17 year old Lee Malvo were arrested for the shootings.  This was not at all what America expected to see.  The media had gone into overdrive after the first initial rampage.  Fox news, CNN, MSNBC, etc.. all had their own expert to help analyze who was doing this horrible crime.  Detective Bo Dietl told the New York Times, it was probably two skinny kids that were in a pact together.  Criminologist Jack Levin stated that the person doing this had other responsibilities in their life and he was most likely married.  Perhaps he was even part-time employed.    This speculation produced a dangerous undercurrent in this area.  When out and about people were looking for a 30ish white male acting suspicious in white vans.  Is it the media’s fault and these experts that perhaps allowed the actual suspects to go undetected for so long and resulted in the shooting of more people?  FBI profilers Robert Ressler and Clint Van Zindt, Patrick Brown and ex-FBI agent Chris Witcomb along with former New York detective John Baeza and criminologist James Alan Fox, among others, had been paraded on the various news channels offering their opinions.  These are actual experts – some legendary in their field!  No one offered any apologies or retractions afterwards. (Farhi & Weeks, 2002, Oct. 25)

  Peter Smerick – yes the same agent from Waco that was pressured to change his profile, commented how disappointed he was by his colleagues for their on-air speculations and he refused to be quoted further. (Farhi & Weeks, 2002, Oct. 25)

Conclusion
“The men and women who had been described on the air and in print as ‘forensic psychologists’ and ‘former FBI investigators’ took many swings at the who and why of the sniper case – and mostly missed.”  -- The Washington Post (Oct. 2002)

I have come to my conclusion that even the mighty will fall when faced with temptation.  Brent Turvey who so adamantly in our books points out the faults and flaws with today’s profilers (there is a hint of disregard tossed in John Douglas’s direction) in my opinion, has fallen into this very trap.  Tuvey, profiled the West Memphis Three case and was questioned about his resume.   He had added the “homicide of three boys” to his resume before he started on the case.  In the end, his actual profile was thrown out in part due to the fact, his resume had stated days after agreeing to do the profile pro bono, that he worked for a group called “Project Innocence”.  Later that was replaced with another title (www.wm3.org, p. 7).  While Mr. Turvey offered an explanation, it did not sit well with me.  I believe he started on this case already biased and knew it would be a big case.  I only point this out because it is very easy to come under influence, and bend ethical responsibilities especially when dealing with crimes of a violent nature or against children.  It is equally attractive to succumb to the influences that money and fame offer.  Criminal profilers must realize they are not without fault and are after all human unlike the minds they hunt.
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