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ABSTRACT: To evaluate the influence of mesofacial, brachyfacial and dolichofacial facial patterns on 

giving an individual the profile of a crime suspect in the eyes of public security agents. This study had a cross-

sectional design, conducted with public security agents of both sexes (n=100), where images of facial 

composites (police sketches) of individuals with different facial patterns (mesofacial, brachyfacial and 

dolichofacial) were used. With these images in hand, a questionnaire was created, divided into three parts: the 

first in which all the images were presented together, allowing comparison among them; the second, in which 

each image was evaluated separately followed by questions and the third that consisted on a visual analog scale 

that presented a bar with marks going from 0 to 100, where 0 represented the untrustworthy individual, 50 the 

individual who could be trusted, and 100 a very trustworthy individual. When all the data had been obtained 

statistical analyses were performed using the Chi-square and Friedman tests. The level of significance adopted 

was 5% (α=0.05). The dolichofacial individual was associated with security agents as the most prone to commit 

crimes and became more insecure and distrustful when compared to the mesofacial and brachyfacial individuals 

(p <0.001). The dolichofacial profile had a negative influence on the judgment of security agents who attributed 

to it, a character suspected of a crime and a low level of trustworthiness. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

The face is the most apparent component of 

the human body and consequently, the most judged, 

so it is not an exaggeration to say the persons are 

judged more by the way they appear to be than by 

what they really are (NAINI et al., 2008; 

PALOMARES et al., 2012). Although human being 

rapidly performs a variety of social categorizations 

by means of the face, understanding the exact nature 

of this process continues to be a challenge because 

the face acts as a transmitter of a multiple and 

complex amount of social information (JACK; 

SCHYNS, 2015).  

The term criminality may convey the 

propensity to commit crimes, however, researchers 

also use the term to indicate the influence that the 

appearance of a person triggers about criminal 

stereotypes (LOMBROSO, 1896). Cesare Lombroso 

may be considered the founder of modern 

criminology when studying autopsies of criminals, 

he believed that certain physical stigmas were 

evident and this was proof of biological 

predisposition to commit crimes (CARRA; 

BARALE, 2004).  

The Cross-Race Effect (CRE) on memory 

(also referred to as the Other Effect of Race or 

Racial Prejudice Itself) is described in the literature, 

and explains that human beings more favorably 

evaluate the facial profiles that bring characteristics 

similar to those of their racial group, in comparison 

with other groups (MALPASS; KRAVITZ, 1969). 

There are also evidences that there is a better 

memory of faces of our own age group (RHODES; 

ANASTASI, 2012). In spite of this theory, there is 

still no true consensus with respect to why this 

happens (HOURIHAN et al., 2013). 

It is known that one of the most critical 

decisions that a security agent can take is to shoot or 

not to shoot at a criminal suspect, seeing that the 
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death of an innocent person is sufficient reason for 

justifying the investigation into the factors that 

determined the decisions of this professional 

(MILLER et al., 2012). Although the aesthetic 

implications of malocclusion and facial profiles are 

generally considered important (SHAW et al., 
1985), no research has been directed to studying the 

influences of these characteristics on contemporary 

criminology. Therefore, the aim of the present study 

was to evaluate whether the mesofacial, 

brachyfacial and dolichofacial facial patterns give 

individuals a suspicious profile in the eyes of public 

security agents, through the application of 

questionnaires based on the evaluation of police 

sketches. 

 

MATERIAL AND METHODS 

 

The present research was a cross-sectional 

study conducted with security agents of both sexes, 

in the city of Jequié, Bahia, Brazil who were 

prepared to evaluate whether the facial patterns 

were characteristics that made an individual 

suspected of having committed a crime. Security 

agents who had ophthalmological/visual 

disturbances that would hamper their evaluation of 

the images, and those who refused to participate in 

the Study, were excluded from the sample. 

Initially, the sample size calculation was 

made by using nQuery Adviser (Version 7.0, Cork, 

Ireland). Based on an (α=0,05) the level of 

significance of 5%, the sample size calculated was 

to attain the power of 80%. The sample size 

calculation showed that the number of 100 security 

agent would be necessary. 

Before the data collection began, the project 

was sent to the Research Ethics Committee, from 

which it received a favorable report. All the 

participants who answered the questionnaires signed 

the Free and Informed Term of Consent. 

Specialists in police sketch designed for this 

study the same individual with three different facial 

patterns (mesofacial, brachyfacial and dolichofacial) 

(Figure 1). With these in hand, a questionnaire was 

created and presented in a Notebook (Toshiba, 

Tokyo, Japan) with a 15 inch Light Emitting Diode 

(LED) screen that was kept at a distance of 30 cm 

from the evaluator.   Before analysis of the images, 

the evaluators were asked some questions with 

regard to sex, age, rank and time of service in the 

police.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1. Police sketchs used in the present study: A - Mesofacial individual; B - Brachyfacial individual; C - 

Dolichofacial individual. 

 

First stage of the questionnaire 
Three images were presented together, 

followed by the questions (1) Which of these 

individuals do you think maybe the author of some 

crime? (2) Which of these individuals gives a 

stronger impression of insecurity/mistrust? In the 

sequence of the questionnaire, the same images 

were presented again in changed positions, followed 

by the same questions. The purpose of this initial 

stage of the questionnaire was to evaluate the 

reliability of the responses given by the evaluators. 

 

Second stage of the questionnaire 
In sequence, each image was presented 

individually, and the following questions were 

asked: (1) During an approach, would you consider 

this individual as a suspect of committing a crime? 

(2) Does this individual appear to be an honest 

person?  (3) If this individual had committed a 

crime, which crime or crimes would you attribute to 

him?  (4) Do you believe that this person would 

react with violence when approached by the police? 

(5) In a situation in which you and this individual 
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were unarmed, would you be reluctant to face him 

in a fist fight? 

 

Third stage of the questionnaire 
After answering these questions, the 

evaluators were invited to attribute a score related to 

the confidence transmitted by the image of the 

police sketch, using A Visual Analog Scale (VAS) 

0-100mm for this purpose. This scale presented a 

bar with marks ranging from 0-100, where 0 

represented the untrustworthy, 50 trustworthy and 

100 very trustworthy individual. The corresponding 

numerical value was noted to be tabulated and 

statistically evaluated. To respond to all the 

questions, the evaluators had the following 

alternatives: no, yes and I don’t know.  It is worth 

mentioning that in question 3, which had the most 

common crime options, the evaluators were allowed 

to indicate more than one crime alternative. 

 

Statistical analysis  
The frequencies of the responses given by the 

evaluators were compared by means of the chi-

square test. The scores of grades attributed to the 

image were compared by means of the Friedman 

test. The level of significance adopted was 5% 

(α=0.05). The data were tabulated and analyzed in 

the software program IBM SPSS Statistics for 

Windows (SPSS Inc, v.21, Chicago, IL, USA). 

 

RESULTS 

 

The participants’ ages ranged from 26 to 65 

years with a mean of 38.2±6.2 years. The mean time 

of professional service was 13,9 ± 5,5 years (3 to 30 

years).  In Table 1 the other characteristics of the 

sample are presented.  

 

Table 1. Sociodemographic data of study participants.  

Variables n % 

Sex   

Male 80 80.0 

Female 20 20.0 

Rank   

Private 72 72.0 

Sargent 13 13.0 

Lieutenant 9 9.0 

Captain 6 6.0 

 

In Figure 2 to, the perception of the research 

participants is presented, with respect to the 

possibility of committing a crime and 

insecurity/mistrust corresponding to the images 

presented. According to the perception of the 

security agents interviewed, in the two images 

evaluated, the dolichofacial individual was 

associated with the greater possibility of committing 

a crime and transmitting more insecurity/mistrust, 

when compared with the mesofacial and 

brachyfacial individual.  

 

 
Figure 2. Responses of the study participants to the questions: (A) Which of these individuals do you think 

could be the author of some crime? (2) Which of these individuals transmits a stronger impression of 

insecurity/mistrust?  
* Chi-square Test  
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Table 2 presents the research participants’ 

perception with respect to questions asked about the 

profiles of the individuals, according to the type of 

face. No significant differences were observed 

between any of the facial types for any of the 

questions asked.  

 

Table 2. Responses of study participants, according to the survey questions on the profiles of the individuals shown 

in the images. 

Question 
Image 

p-value* 
Mesofacial Braquifacial Dolicofacial 

Suspected of crime     

Yes 40 (40%) 42 (42%) 48 (48%) 

0,702 No 22 (22%) 20 (20%) 15 (15%) 

Don’t Know 38 (38%) 38 (38%) 37 (37%) 

Appears to be honest     

Yes 24 (24%) 21 (21%) 15 (15%) 

0,160 No 18 (18%) 28 (28%) 32 (32%) 

Don’t Know 58 (58%) 51 (51%) 53 (53%) 

Crime assigned: simple robbery     

Yes 26 (26%) 23 (23%) 21 (21%) 
0,702 

No 74 (74%) 77 (77%) 79 (79%) 

Crime assigned: aggravated robbery     

Yes 15 (15%) 17 (17%) 26 (26%) 
0,111 

No 85 (85%) 83 (83%) 74 (74%) 

Crime assigned: simple filch     

Yes 37 (37%) 43 (43%) 27 (27%) 
0,058 

No 63 (63%) 57 (57%) 73 (73%) 

Crime assigned: aggravated filch     

Yes 15 (15%) 17 (17%) 21 (21%) 
0,526 

No 85 (85%) 83 (83%) 79 (79%) 

Crime assigned: simple homicide     

Yes 19 (19%) 18 (18%) 20 (20%) 
0,937 

No 81 (81%) 82 (82%) 80 (80%) 

Crime assigned: aggravated homicide     

Yes 17 (17%) 17 (17%) 19 (19%) 
0,912 

No 83 (83%) 83 (83%) 81 (81%) 

Crime assigned: gun illegal possession     

Yes 34 (34%) 25 (25%) 23 (23%) 
0,178 

No 66 (66%) 75 (75%) 77 (77%) 

Attributable crime: drug trafficking     

Yes 36 (36%) 38 (38%) 48 (48%) 
0,180 

No 64 (64%) 62 (62%) 52 (52%) 

Attributable crime: robbery followed by death     

Yes 13 (13%) 15 (15%) 19 (19%) 
0,493 

No 87 (87%) 85 (85%) 81 (81%) 

Violent reaction to an approach     

Yes 24 (24%) 26 (26%) 31 (31%) 

0,238 No 27 (27%) 20 (20%) 14 (14%) 

Don’t Know 49 (49%) 54 (54%) 55 (55%) 

I'm afraid to face in wrestling     

Yes 17 (17%) 19 (19%) 19 (19%) 

0,963 No 57 (57%) 55 (55%) 52 (52%) 

Don’t Know 26 (26%) 26 (26%) 29 (29%) 
* Chi-square test. 
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Comparison of the grades between the 

different facial types as regards the confidence 

transmitted is shown in Figure 3. In the perception 

of the policemen interviewed, the dolichofacial 

individual transmitted less confidence when 

compared with the mesofacial individual. Whereas, 

the score of confidence of the brachyfacial 

individual did not differ significantly from the 

scores of the mesofacial and dolichofacial 

individuals.     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

Figure 3. Grades attributed by the study participants with regard to confidence transmitted by individuals 

represented in the images. Columns represent means and the error bars of errors of interquartile 

deviations.  
*Friedman Test; a,b values with the same letter did not differ statistically between them.  

 

DISCUSSION 

 
Persons infer reliability from certain faces in 

a rapid manner and with a high level of consensus 

(WILLIS; TODOROV, 2006) and this is observed 

even when behavioral information is available 

(TODOROV; OLSON, 2008; RUDOY; PALLER, 

2009). The faces are classified as being less 

trustworthy when they exhibit anger or have 

morphological characteristics that connotate anger, 

being also evaluated as having a criminal 

appearance. It must be taken into consideration that 

evaluation of facial attractiveness is subjective 

(PECK; PECK, 1970) and depends on multifactorial 

reasons, such as genetic, environmental and cultural 

foundations (NAINI; MOSS, 2004). 

The physical characteristics of criminals are 

generally stereotyped, and the authors of crimes are 

hardly considered attractive. Criminal identification 

by an eye-witness must be based on memory, 

however, the criminal stereotypes may influence the 

result of identification, in which the witnesses select 

persons according to their personal conceptions of 

criminal traits (HILLS et al., 2008). 

The purpose of the present study was to 

evaluate whether the facial patterns (mesofacial, 

brachyfacial and dolichofacial) give individuals the 

character of a crime suspect in the eyes of public 

security agents. The idea for the study started from 

the presupposition that from a social perspective, 

faces are important visual stimuli, and according to 

Frowd et al. (2014) they are the main sources of 

visual information about the identity, emotion, and 

intention of another person.  

To conduct the study, images of the police 

sketch of one and the same individual were used 

with the purpose of making available to the 

evaluators (public security agents) the tool most 

commonly used by them to capture a fugitive - the 

police sketch. The use of the police sketch made a 

higher level of impartiality possible than other 

factors such as race, color or sex, which would 

interfere in the judgment of the security agents.  

According to Frowd et al. (2013) it is 

common practice for the police to invite witnesses 

to help them resolve the crime, and these witnesses 

and victims may be a valuable resource in the initial 

stage of an inquiry when there is no other apparent 

evidence available for locating a criminal. 

When evaluating the police sketches of the 

individual available for evaluation in the present 

study (mesofacial, brachyfacial and dolichofacial), 

the security agents associated the dolichofacial 

individual with being the one with most propensity 

to commit crimes and transmitting most insecurity 

and mistrust, when compared with the mesofacial 

and brachyfacial individuals (Fig. 2) (p<0.001). 

Other studies, such as that of Flowe et al. (2012) 
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were conducted with the aim of understanding how 

is make judgments of criminality from facial 

appearance. The authors analyzed how 

morphologically mature traits are judged as being 

physically stronger, more dominant and less honest 

as opposed to faces that have morphologically 

infantile traits. These results corroborate those of the 

present study since the dolichofacial individuals 

presented stronger traits when compared with the 

mesofacial and brachyfacial individuals, in addition 

to being an elongated profile that attributed less 

attractiveness to it (ABU ARQOUB; AL-

KHATEEB, 2011). 

Researches existent in this area have 

concentrated on situations in which the 

trustworthiness of the target is relevant for judicial 

judgment, as in the study of Wilson and Rule (2015) 

who used a preliminary methodology to evaluate the 

relationship between facial trustworthiness and real 

criminal sentences by means of two studies. In the 

first study, they were able to find that the perception 

of lack of trust predicted the death sentence of 

murderers convicted in Florida (n=742). Whereas, in 

the second study, it was verified that the link 

between the trustworthiness of the faces and the 

death sentence occurred even when the participants 

saw innocent persons who initially had received the 

death sentence, but were afterward exonerated. 

The results arising from the present study 

are joined to those of other researches about the role 

of facial information in the penal sentence (BLAIR 
et al., 2004; EBERHARDT et al., 2006). However, 

never before has the facial pattern been associated 

with criminal characteristics. Therefore, the study 

adds yet another alarming datum to high impact 

judgments (criminal sentences), with the object of 

diminishing investigation biases (WILSON; RULE, 

2015), and causing security agents to take political 

and professional decisions about the right to look 

carefully and attentively when judging eye-witness 

reports that approach persons with characteristics of 

the dolichofacial profile as suspects, since the 

results of the study could prove that this is a profile 

stereotyped as having more propensity to commit 

crime, and that transmits less trustworthiness. 

Therefore, it is of the utmost importance to make 

these professionals aware of the facial pattern and 

criminal profile relationship and the potential biases 

that it implies, reinforcing that other evidence 

should be used for to convict or acquit a person 

accused of committing a crime, to avoid unjust 

condemnation. 

In order to avoid that other characteristics of 

the people drawn in the police sketches could be a 

bias in the choice of the public security agents, 

single facial features were standardized, changing 

only the facial pattern among the three images. This 

was a methodology developed for this study, where 

the results are limited to the group where they were 

found, and caution should be taken to extrapolate to 

the general population. Nevertheless, further 

researches are necessary to determine the process by 

which appearance influences the criminal results 

and solidify the causal structure of this relationship. 

A parsimonious description of the factors on which 

criminal facial appearance are based would be of 

enormous theoretical and applied use, thus reducing 

the impact of bias of criminal faces in identifications 

by police sketches. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 
An individual with a dolichofacial pattern 

was associated with more propensity to commit 

crimes by the security agents; 

The individual with the dolichofacial pattern 

transmitted more insecurity and mistrust in the 

public security agents when compared with 

mesofacial and brachyfacial individuals. 

The dolichofacial profile was classified as a 

criminal profiler from the results of this study, 

however, further researches are necessary to go 

more deeply into the causal factor of classification 

of criminal profiles. 

There must be an awareness of the 

population in general, and more specifically of the 

security agents, in order to reduce stereotyped 

judgment, thus avoiding unjust acts or convictions 

of innocent individuals. 

 

 
RESUMO: Avaliar a influência dos padrões faciais mesofacial, braquifacial e dolicofacial em 

conceder um perfil de suspeito a cometer crimes aos olhos dos agentes de segurança pública. Este estudo teve 

delineamento transversal, realizado com agentes de segurança pública de ambos os sexos (n = 100), onde 

imagens de retratos- falados de indivíduos com diferentes padrões faciais (mesofacial, braquifacial e 

dolicofacial) foram utilizadas. De posse dessas imagens, foi criado um questionário, dividido em três partes: a 

primeira em que todas as imagens foram apresentadas juntas, permitindo a comparação entre elas; a segunda, 

em que cada imagem foi avaliada separadamente seguida de perguntas e a terceira consistiu em uma escala 

analógica visual que apresentava uma barra com marcações de 0 a 100, onde 0 representava o indivíduo não 
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confiável, 50 o indivíduo em quem se podia confiar, e 100 um indivíduo muito confiável. Após a obtenção dos 

dados, foram realizadas análises estatísticas utilizando os testes Qui-quadrado e Friedman. O nível de 

significância adotado foi de 5% (α = 0,05). O indivíduo dolicofacial foi associado pelos agentes de segurança 

como o mais propenso a cometer crimes e passou mais insegurança e desconfiança, quando comparado aos 

indivíduos mesofacial e braquifacial (p<0,001). O perfil dolicofacial influenciou negativamente no julgamento 

dos agentes de segurança que atribuíram-lhe caráter suspeito a cometer crimes e baixo grau de confiabilidade. 

 

PALAVRAS-CHAVE: Face. Percepção social. Julgamento. Crime. 
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