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Neuropsychological abnormalities in serial offenders
I will be discussing the neuropsychological abnormalities that exist among serial offenders and it is important to understand these aspects in order to better understand deviant behavior, where it originates, and to develop treatment options in order to reduce crime. Neuropsychology especially in terms of criminals is a relatively new field in psychology which requires more research in order to better understand it.
Literature review
For this paper, I have selected four articles that have to do with the neuropsychological aspects of offenders. Hanlon, Brook, Stratton, Jensen, & Rubin (2013) researched different types of murderers and their brains as well as measuring their intelligence and neuropsychological functioning and comparing these findings. The results indicated that there are significant difference between affective/impulsive murderers and predatory/instrumental ones and while this study focused on these two groups, the article also includes comparisons to normal individuals. Hanlon et al. (2013) use a small sample size (N=26) of male homicide offenders which does limit the generalizability of the authors’ findings. The offenders were incarcerated in Missouri and Illinois and might not be representative of other homicide offenders. The study did not examine other cognitive domains such as memory or intellectual functioning. In addition, the authors chose the Meloy criteria to classify participants into predatory/instrumental and affective/impulsive groups which may limit the comparison between this study and other researches as they might use distinct classifications. In addition, all the participants were found not guilty by reason of insanity (NGRI) which means that other violent, serial offenders who were found guilty and who might have brain abnormalities are not included in this study which make the findings even less generalizable. While this study was an important one, I would use a larger sample size of participants from various countries in Europe and the US, who committed different violent crimes and have received different sentences, and I would also use classification criteria that are widely used so that my findings can be generalized and compared to other studies around the world. 
Hanlon et al. (2013, p.934) conducted an exploratory study as well as there has been no prior study that researched “whether offenders who commit proactive versus reactive types of murder are characterized by distinct neurocognitive profiles.” The sample size was made up of 77 women and men who are charged or convicted of first-degree murder in Missouri and Illinois. Every participant was referred for a neuropsychological evaluation by either the court or attorneys. These evaluations were conducted between 2000 and 2007 and 68% of the participants were African American and 90% were male. The methods used in the study include Meloy’s forensic criteria to classify participants, a neuropsychological test battery, and statistical analyses to examine their findings. Hanlon et al. (2013, p.936) hypothesized that “affective/impulsive homicide offenders are characterized by significant neurocognitive dysfunction and manifest lower overall intellectual functioning, relative to predatory/instrumental homicide offenders” as well as that predatory/instrumental homicide offenders do not have significant neurocognitive dysfunction and “perform within normal limits on most standardized neuropsychological measures.” Since this study was the first of its kind, the exploratory design was appropriate for this study. A cohort design would not be appropriate for this study because this study simply compares the findings between two groups and does not measure potential causes as is typical for cohort design (USC Libraries, 2016). A causal design would be appropriate if the hypothesis stated that every person with brain abnormality is criminal. However, Hanlon et al.’s (2013) study looked at differences between two offender populations and thus a causal design would be useless. Hanlon et al. (2013) state that all participants consented to the evaluation and the study, reported their research results, and did not plagiarize as they were the first ones to conduct this type of study. They did report the research results, took credit only for their own work, and shared their research data for verification (American Psychological Association, 2010). It does not say if the participants received a debriefing or any form of inducements and I therefore cannot say whether they adhered to the APA Ethical Principles of Psychologists.
Miller (2014) describes in his article the psychological and neural development of serial offenders. More precisely he indicates that there is a lot of evidence that points to neuropsychological abnormalities when trying to understand criminal aggression and sadistic behavior. He also suggested that the frontal lobes seem to be involved in self-control and self-awareness while the temporal lobes are linked to aggression and sexuality (Miller, 2014). Abnormalities in these regions could therefore explain violent, sexual, and reactive behavior. Limbic regions of the brain also seem to be involved. This article focuses mainly on serial killers and theories about forensic psychology. The author refers to other studies when making claims and overall this work is rather a meta-analysis. One limitation is that the other studies that are used are partially from the 80s and 90s and the findings from these researches might be obsolete. The author does not go into a lot of detail on the studies he references to which means that perhaps the studies were biased or that the violated APA’s ethical principles. This restricts generalizing the results from the article. This article influenced me to use more recent studies and to provide as much information as possible in my own research in order to be as detailed as necessary and possible. Miller (2014) collects information from various previous studies and presents his findings in a meta-analysis which is appropriate for the type of article he published. Any other type of research design such as experimental or descriptive would not be appropriate for summarizing findings.
Barbosa & Monteiro (2008) conducted a study to analyze executive functioning among recurrent, non-violent offenders and compared the findings to a healthy control group. The authors used two groups of 30 male participants each. One was the control group (CG) which consisted of men between the ages of 19 and 67 from the Oporto Region, Portugal, and were recruited from the Initial Professional Training Centers of the National Institute for Employment and Professional Training (Barbosa & Monteiro, 2008). They selected individuals who matched the samples best in terms of socioeconomic background and academic qualifications. The experimental group (EG) was made up of inmates convicted of crimes against property. Individuals of this group were recurrent inmates between the ages of 23 and 70 and they were from two different prisons in northern Portugal. The participants of both groups were informed about the study and every individual volunteered to the neuropsychological tests. The researchers also obtained informed consent from all the participants and it seems as if the researcher’s adhered to the Ethical Principles of the APA. The offender group did in fact perform significantly worse and it was suggested that these individuals have abnormalities in the prefrontal cortices that causes executive dysfunction. A limitation is the biased sample which is why I would want to use a bigger sample involving various people and not just males from one area of the country as this small and biased sample size will make it difficult to generalize the findings. The authors used an experimental design for this study which is appropriate since they have a control group and an experimental group and this type of design allows the researcher to identify a cause and effect relationship between two or more variables (USC Libraries, 2016).
Dolan (2012) published a study which looked at criminals who were diagnosed with antisocial personality disorder (ASPD) and also had psychopathic traits. More specifically, he wanted to research the prefrontal functioning in these individuals. The researchers informed the participants about the study and every participants provided informed consent which is why the researchers adhered to the APA’s Ethical Principles. The study used 96 male offenders who were diagnosed with ASPD and they were recruited from high- and medium-security forensic hospitals and prisons in the North West of England. They were also screened for other disorders such as schizophrenia and also for addiction and significant head injuries. The mean age was 37.18. The control group was made up of 49 male volunteers who were healthy and were screened for disorders, substance abuse, medication use, and history of head trauma. The mean age in this group was 33.69 and consisted of volunteers from the University of Manchester and forensic hospitals. He concluded that offenders with ASPD and psychopathic traits were not associated with an increased executive dysfunction in comparison to the control group, but individuals with ASPD did have set-shifting impairments (Dolan, 2012). The limitations of this study are that “the findings may not be representative of community samples with ASPD, where co-morbidity is common” and that the sample group was biased as only males took part in the research (Dolan, 2012, p.1722). This means that it is also limited in terms of generalizing the findings. As mentioned earlier, it would be important for me to use a diverse population in order to include as many people from different backgrounds as possible. The author conducted an experimental study and he used a control group, experimental group, and several tests were administered to the participants to screen for head trauma, psychopathy, etc. The experimental design was appropriate for his research because the researcher was able to maintain control over the factors that could affect the results which enabled him to predict the findings. This design is useful when the researcher wants to know what causes a behavior to take place (USC Libraries, 2016).
If I were to conduct a research that examines the brain abnormalities of serial offenders in comparison to a non-offender population, I would choose the exploratory design because it is the most appropriate for my research question. The exploratory design of my study will be beneficial because new assumptions and ideas can be generated as well as hypotheses and tentative theories developed (USC Libraries, 2016). By refining the issue, a more systematic investigation can be conducted as well as new research questions formulated (USC Libraries, 2016). In the long run I would like to find ways to treat criminals and to “heal” their brain which is why exploratory studies are needed in order to build upon these findings. Bertsch et al. (2013) studied the structural abnormalities of antisocial offenders in comparison to non-offenders and their findings suggest that there are correlates of psychopathological differences between two offender groups and is suggested that these findings have to be replicated in a larger sample size. Their study has indicated that certain brain abnormalities among antisocial individuals result in certain abnormal behaviors. Hanlon et al. (2013) wanted to research the neurological differences between affective/impulsive and predatory/instrumental murderers and these new findings concerning neuropsychological functions and intellectual status are important to understand criminals even though the study only used a small sample size of murderers. Further studies can now build on and expand on these findings. While I would like to focus on serial, violent offenders, I can see how this research design that was used in both studies will help me to effectively address my research question. 
In order to ensure that my research aligns to the expectations of the APA Ethical Principles of Psychologists, I would obtain informed consent which is required by Standard 3.10 and also inform the participants about their right to decline participation and that they can withdraw at any time, the purpose of the research, procedures, expected duration, and the consequences of withdrawing or declining (American Psychological Association, 2010). In addition, I would also have to inform the participants of limits of confidentiality, whom to contact if they have questions, any prospective benefits from the research, incentives for participation, and foreseeable factors that could influence their willingness to participate in the study, including discomfort, potential risks, or adverse effects (American Psychological Association, 2010). As a researcher, I also have to obtain informed consent when recording images and voices in research (American Psychological Association, 2010). Furthermore, I should not offer inappropriate inducements for participation, and I should not make use of deception unless it is determined that the use of such a technique is justified by the scientific value of the study (American Psychological Association, 2010). Debriefing is also an important aspect of conducting a research that adheres to the ethical principles of the APA (American Psychological Association, 2010). After the research has been conducted I should not fabricate data and should take steps to correct significant errors in published data. Plagiarism is to be avoided and I should only take credit for the work I have actually performed (American Psychological Association, 2010). If I conduct a research with prisoners, then the Institutional Review Board (IRB) has to review the research.
Thesis Statement
I expected that serial offenders have neuropsychological abnormalities in comparison to law-abiding citizens because the root for their behavior must be found in neuropsychological factors.
The hypothesis is closely related to the reviewed literature as the studies look at different brain structures and how offenders with certain mental disorders have brain abnormalities when compared to non-offenders. Raine’s (2014) book was the first scientific published work that I read and it dealt with various biological abnormalities of offenders, including neurological and psychological ones. Based on this book and other research articles by him, I have always wanted to find out more about the brains of criminals and if there is a way to effectively treat them. In terms of psychology, murderers have been also found to have a wider range of serious psychopathology, avoidant personality characteristics, borderline, and higher chronic anger for instance (Hanlon et al., 2013). In addition, decreased regional cerebral blood flow in the orbitofrontal and anterior cingulate cortices have been found in homicide offenders (Hanlon et al., 2013). Miller (2014) states in his article that neurochemistry is an important factor when trying to understand violence and aggression among humans, and he also states that dysfunctions in the frontal and temporal lobe have been found among violent, sexual offenders.
Method
Participants
The research participants of my study will include 70 individuals who are convicted serial offenders who committed and were convicted of the crimes. In order to have something to compare the findings to, I will also include 70 individuals who have never committed a crime. Both groups will have 35 men and 35 women each in order to have an equal number of male and female participants. There are no specific requirements that have to be met in order to be part of the study in terms of sexual orientation, level of education, or sexual orientation but it will be documented and included in the findings in order to see if there are similarities among the population. Concerning racial group, I would like to have an equal number of African Americans and Caucasians in both groups as well as other ethnical groups if possible. The age range of both groups will be between 18 and 60 years. The second group, which includes non-criminal individuals, will be people who have not been diagnosed with a psychological disorder and who volunteer to have brain scans taken. The requirements that exist for the offender group will be the same for the non-offenders. Both groups will be individuals from every corner of the U.S. and the offenders will be volunteers who have been convicted of a series (at least 2) of either rape, torture, murder, or all of them. I will send out a pamphlet about the study to correctional facilities throughout the U.S. in order to recruit the offender population. Offenders should freely volunteer for this study. The non-offender population will be recruited by publishing information on various volunteer websites. After signing up for the study, a background check will be conducted in order to be sure that no one of the non-offender population has been convicted. Experienced psychologists will interview all participants and will also use International Personality Disorder Examination (IPDE), intelligence testing, the Temperament and Character Inventory (TCI), and other tests for the non-offender population in order to control for and exclude individuals who may have psychological problems.
Methodology
For this study I used an exploratory design as I wanted to test my hypothesis and find out whether the research results would either confirm or refute my theory. The exploratory design was fitting for the type of study I wanted to conduct because “the focus is on gaining insights and familiarity for later investigation or undertaken when research problems are in a preliminary stage of investigation” (USC Libraries, 2016, §29). In addition, this type of research design is beneficial when generating new assumptions and ideas, developing a well-grounded picture of the topic, developing tentative hypotheses or theories, refining the issue, and develop the direction for future researches (USC Libraries, 2016). Furthermore, exploratory design is flexible and different research questions can be addressed as well as clarifying existing concepts and defining new terms. This flexibility is beneficial when studying newer areas as researchers are not bound to older and perhaps obsolete concepts and theories.
Data Collection
Sampling Frame
The sampling frame for my study will include convicted serial criminals between the ages 18 and 60, from both genders, and from all ethnicities if possible. The control group will contain law-abiding citizens within the same age range, male and female, and from all ethnicities as well.
Instruments
For my study I will use the Questionnaire for Factors of Aggressiveness (FAF), Temperament and Character Inventory (TCI), International Personality Disorder Examination (IPDE), Psychopathic Checklist Revised (PCL-R), mental health assessment, and an intelligence test as a data collection instruments because they provide me with information about the personalities and characteristics of my participants. The brain scans of the participants will be collected by using functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) scanner and a three-dimensional sagittal isotropic Magnetization Prepared Rapid Acquisition Gradient Echo (MPRAGE). The collected data will address my hypothesis in that the brain scans will reveal brain abnormalities among offenders and the tests should also reveal interesting findings in terms of the participants’ mental health. These two aspects will then support my hypothesis that criminals are different than non-offenders in terms of neuropsychological aspects.
Protection of Participants
In order to ensure the protection of participants, I will inform every single participants about the study’s goals and risks, obtain institutional approval as well as informed consent from the participants, offer appropriate inducements, and I will not be biased when running tests or analyzing the results (American Psychological Association, 2010). Since the prison population is a vulnerable one, it is particularly important to adhere to the ethical principles and make sure that these individuals are treated with the utmost care (UC Berkeley, 2011).
Discussion
The evidence presented by the previously mentioned authors and their studies support my research proposal because they all suggest that individuals who commit crimes have brain abnormalities in comparison to non-offenders. For instance, Miller (2014) suggests that offenders of violent crimes have frontal lobe dysfunctions and sex offenders had temporal lobe dysfunction. Bertsch et al. (2013) found that there abnormalities in the prefrontal cortex, amygdala, and hippocampus among violent criminal offenders. Other researchers found that criminals have “reduced glucose metabolism in the prefrontal cortex, superior parietal gyrus, left angular gyrus, and the corpus callosum, as well as abnormal asymmetry of activation…in the amygdala, thalamus, and medial temporal lobe” (Hanlon et al., 2013, p.935).
When conveying my research findings to my audience I would avoid technical terms and make the presentation as easy as possible. I would use scans from offenders versus non-offenders that show a significant difference so that even the general public can see and understand that the brains are different. I would explain the goal of the research, what populations were used, what the current findings mean, and I would also tell them that further research needs to be conducted and that the audience should be careful with generalizing these findings as there is still more to be studied.
Additional research would be necessary and beneficial and they should include focus on various types of crimes. For instance, it would be important to know how the brain of a serial thief may look different from a serial killer. By understanding even more how the brain structures differ from one type of criminal to the next, researchers might be able to develop specific treatment options for each offender population. That being said, it would also be beneficial if there were studies that tested different therapies in order to see if it has an effect on the offender in order to reduce recidivism rates and to turn him or her into a law-abiding citizen. Based on the previously mentioned articles, there also seems to be a need of studies that provide findings concerning clear links between a certain brain abnormality, mental disorder, and a specific behavior.
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