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Case Formulation: Emma
[bookmark: _Int_mGz3Mce9]A forensic case formulation can prove to be highly beneficial to forensic psychologists, enabling them to successfully create an intervention plan in an attempt to rehabilitate an offender. However, many factors must be considered when conducting a forensic case formulation as accuracy is critical in its risks and implications for the offender (Davies et al., 2013). This case formulation will discuss the offending circumstances of Emma, utilising the method of the four P’s to highlight the predisposing, precipitating, perpetuating, and protective factors of this situation. Then, this forensic case formulation will conclude with a suggested rehabilitation intervention for Emma, to prevent further offending in the future.
Background Information
To provide some foundational information, Emma is a 27-year-old female from Southwest England. Emma experienced a difficult childhood as the eldest child of three; she took on the role of the primary caregiver of her siblings when she was around nine years old. This was due to her father being convicted of theft and drug possession offences, and subsequently, her mother undertook extra jobs to provide support for her children. However, Emma’s mother, although described as ‘loving’, was ultimately absent from her children’s lives, as a consequence of the family’s financial difficulties. Financial hardship has been highlighted as a key contributing factor to higher psychological distress in employed single mothers (Dziak et al., 2010). Emma displays ‘high-average intelligence’ and her performance during education was strong.
[bookmark: _Int_ALrPcx3q]At the age of 25, Emma had the opportunity to work in the position of administrative assistant in a nearby estate agency. She began diverting company profits into her own financial account, which totalled approximately £15,000.
Predisposing Factors
As previously referred to, Emma was raised by a single parent, her mother, for most of her childhood, which could have influenced her actions as an adult. Her father was charged for theft and drug possession. In the UK, the consequences of theft vary depending on the extent of the offence, for instance, the maximum sentence for theft is 7 years imprisonment (Crown Prosecution Service, 2024). Possession of a controlled drug can also result in a maximum sentence of 7 years in custody in the UK (Crown Prosecution Service, 2025). Thus, Emma’s father would have been absent from her life for a fairly long duration, depending on the severity of the crimes he committed. 
Emma was nine years old when her father was arrested; his absence could have had critical consequences during Emma’s key developmental stages, in addition to her future relationships and behaviour. Studies show that families, including children, who have experienced parental imprisonment may experience loneliness, unstable childcare arrangements, and reduced income (Murray et al., 2012). It is suggested that children with imprisoned parents are 10% more likely to carry out antisocial behaviour (Murray et al., 2012). Also, it could be argued that Emma may have been exposed to factors during her childhood that made her at risk of delinquent behaviour (Aaron & Dallaire, 2010). However, Murray et al. (2012) note significant methodological issues in the research involved in their meta-analysis, potentially reducing the generalisability of their findings.
[bookmark: _Int_1AMLedAd][bookmark: _Int_ndywVej5]Emma and her father both committed theft, suggesting that parental conviction during childhood may influence the likelihood of future offending in adulthood. Murray & Farrington (2005) found that children of imprisoned parents are more likely to display antisocial and delinquent behaviours, up to the age of 32. However, the relevance of this study to Emma’s case is debatable, as the sample consisted exclusively of boys. This could reflect the increased likelihood for males to be imprisoned, in comparison to females (Lewis, 2006). Additionally, the study is dated, which can reduce its applicability to current psychological literature. Burgess-Proctor et al. (2016) similarly found that parental imprisonment increases adult offspring involvement in the criminal justice system, with stronger effects in same-sex parent-child relationships. This suggests the association may be weaker in Emma’s case, as she does not share the same gender as her father, potentially reducing her likelihood of future reoffending.
[bookmark: _Int_yzlO7bXu]Emma’s mother worked ‘multiple jobs’ to provide for her family. However, as mentioned, this made her less physically available for her children, including Emma, who took on the role of ‘primary caregiver’ as a young child. Emma’s family were experiencing financial difficulties due to being a one-income, single-parent family, which can often lead to negative parental psychological well-being (Stack & Meredith, 2018). This made Emma’s mother less emotionally available for her children. Many single parents report isolation, struggling to pay bills and afford food, anxiety and depression (Stack & Meredith, 2018). This indicates the significant role of financial stress on a single parent’s psychological well-being. Bruno et al. (2023) highlight that parental income can influence both parents' and children’s resilience, with lower financial security linked to lower resilience. Perhaps, Emma struggled to maintain her resilience going into adulthood, as a result of her family’s financial hardship, which could have made her more vulnerable to offending behaviour.
Bowers & Yehuda (2015) illustrate that parental stress can transfer to their offspring, potentially explained by Bandura’s Social Learning Theory (1971). This theory posits that individuals learn behaviour through observation of their external environments, such as within the family (Woszidlo & Kunkel, 2017). Thus, Emma may have observed the stress her mother experienced as a consequence of financial strains, and developed the same behaviour, failing to implement strong coping strategies, increasing her vulnerability to crime.
[bookmark: _Int_PMq95gGn]Bowlby’s Attachment Theory (1978) can be used to explain the relationships between Emma and her parents, for instance, this theory focuses on the parent-child dynamic. It can be presumed that if Emma shared an ‘attachment’ relationship with her father, the separation during childhood may have seriously impacted her perspective of crime and her romantic relationships. An attachment relationship can provide individuals with a safe and secure environment, therefore an attachment figure, such as a parent, is beneficial for stress relief in difficult situations (Thompson et al., 2022). Extended separation from an attachment figure, which in Emma’s situation would be the conviction of her father, can result in detachment in young children, potentially leading to psychopathy (Savage, 2014). Similarly, if Emma had a strong, attachment relationship with her mother, her physical and emotional absence during Emma’s childhood may have impacted Emma’s psychological well-being, resulting in difficulties with coping with stress as an adult.
Precipitating Factors
Several factors may have contributed to Emma’s offending behaviour. A primary contributing factor is her financial situation; Emma was significantly struggling with her financial security, especially as her partner was recently unemployed. Aaltonen et al. (2016) suggest that debt issues and criminal behaviour are associated, indicating that Emma was likely to offend as she was experiencing ‘credit card debt’ problems. Individuals are more likely to commit fraud when advantageous opportunities arise, including a new job with access to company funds, in addition to incentives, such as financial gain and security, relating to Emma’s circumstances (Hashim et al., 2020).
Another potential factor that may have led to Emma’s offending behaviour is her romantic relationship with her partner. Emma was ‘physically and emotionally abused’ by her partner, which could have affected her psychological state, as research shows that women who experience domestic abuse often experience high levels of anxiety, depression and PTSD (Ferrari et al., 2014). Also, Alejo (2014) demonstrates that women who experience domestic violence and abuse consequently suffer from long-term health issues more frequently than men. Romantic partner abuse and violence have been found to strongly predict crime involvement for women (Burgess-Proctor et al., 2016). These studies indicate the role that emotional and physical partner abuse plays in shaping an individual’s mental and physical well-being, including long-term health, and likelihood to exhibit criminal offence behaviours, particularly in women.
Emma’s partner was described as ‘controlling’, restricting her finances and inhibiting her social contact with others. For instance, Emma mentions feelings of fear of ‘losing everything’ and feeling ‘trapped’, which could explain her desperation to remove herself from her financial strain and abuse by her partner. This could also explain Emma’s offence behaviours to alleviate her stress caused by these difficult environments.
Perpetuating Factors
In Emma’s situation, there are a number of factors that may prevent her from ceasing offence behaviour, such as her financial problems. Young adults are more likely to experience debt issues, for instance, from student loans, or, for Emma, credit cards (Hoeve et al., 2014). Debt problems are correlated with low self-esteem, poor social functioning, financial stress, and a lack of perceived control towards finance management (Hoeve et al., 2014). These behaviours align with Emma, particularly financial stress, along with poor social functioning, which is a consequence of her partner’s restrictive actions.
Due to Emma’s issues concerning her finances, it may be beneficial to seek support from her family, such as her mother, who was described as her ‘social support’, or perhaps her siblings. However, research demonstrates that individuals struggling with financial hardship often find financial service provision difficult to access (Barnes et al., 2017). It can be inferred from her offence behaviour that Emma is struggling with her financial security. Thus, seeking financial support from government services or individuals important to her may benefit Emma in the long term, preventing her from reoffending, improving her mental health. 
By searching for support for her debt issues, Emma may be less likely to commit further crimes in an attempt to alleviate her financial debt. Also, this may benefit Emma’s physical and mental well-being and possibly encourage her to remove herself from stressful situations, such as the abuse she experiences from her partner, which could further reduce the likelihood of Emma reoffending in the future.
Protective Factors:
Emma lives in ‘a small, rented flat’ by herself. She is currently unemployed as a result of her convicted offences. Also, Emma appears to display symptoms of an anxiety disorder, particularly social anxiety disorder, as she ‘avoids social contact’ due to a fear of judgment from others. Carleton et al. (2010) demonstrate that a fear of negative evaluation is a predictor of social anxiety symptoms in a sample of 286 participants from Canada. This finding aligns with Emma’s worry of negative perceptions from others about herself. Social anxiety disorder involves intense fear and, therefore, avoidance, of social situations, frequently resulting in impaired cognitive ability in several domains, such as personal, social, and occupational domains (Dryman et al., 2016). 
Individuals with social anxiety symptoms are more likely to negatively interpret social situations, perceiving them as threatening, when compared to those without social anxiety symptoms (Voncken et al., 2010). Emma may be more inclined to perceive social situations as more negative than reality, further distancing her from socialisation and reaching out for social support. Individuals with social anxiety often overestimate negative consequences, view their social skills as inadequate, focus on their anxiety, and believe that they have limited control over their emotions when facing a difficult social situation (Hofmann, 2007). Consequently, these individuals tend to utilise maladaptive coping mechanisms such as avoidance behaviours, which further worsens the social anxiety symptoms (Hofmann, 2007). Thus, it can be inferred that Emma exhibits symptoms of social anxiety disorder (SAD), which can be alleviated with appropriate treatments such as cognitive behavioural therapy, and pharmacological treatment (Blanco et al., 2013). This psychological support could potentially contribute to Emma’s desistance of crime. 
Emma’s mother is defined as her ‘social support’. However, Emma has limited support, excluding her mother. Her mother was not frequently physically present or emotionally available for her children, including Emma. This suggests that Emma’s anxiety and psychological issues may have developed during her childhood. Leeves & Banerjee (2014) show that parents and peers are more likely to be sought after by children aged 11 to 12 years old for social support. It can be inferred that as Emma’s mother was not frequently available for her as a child, potentially during this age, this may have resulted in an increased likelihood for Emma to develop psychological issues as an adult. Thus, it could be argued that social support is currently more crucial due to a limited quantity as a child, which may have led to Emma’s offence behaviour.
The combination of mental health support, such as cognitive behavioural therapy and social support from those important to Emma, including her mother, could collectively improve Emma’s psychological state, alleviating her stress concerning her finances, thereby reducing the probability of Emma to reoffend (Goldin et al., 2014). Also, research demonstrates the significance of online support groups for individuals with social anxiety and a lack of social support (Ruppel & McKinley, 2014).
Rehabilitation Intervention
There are two key crime reduction models; the risk-need responsivity model (RNR) and the good lives model (GLM). The purpose of these models is to aid offender assessment and treatment (Andrews et al., 2011).
The risk-need responsivity model (RNR) was developed by Andrews, Bonta & Hoge in 1990 (Bourgon & Bonta, 2014). It consisted of four critical principles; the risk principle, the need principle, the responsivity principle, and the override principle (Bourgon & Bonta, 2014). Each principle aimed to improve understanding of offender behaviour, and consequently, treatment of offender behaviour. The risk principle encompasses the importance of the treatment’s intensity in correlation to the risk level of the offender; that an increasingly intense treatment should be given to an offender with the highest risk (Bourgon & Bonta, 2014). The need principle concerns the criminogenic needs related to the function of the offender’s behaviour, for instance, this would be Emma’s financial instability. The responsivity principle suggests the use of cognitive-behavioural therapy (CBT) strategies to encourage change in an offender's behaviour, considering individual differences (Bourgon & Bonta, 2014). Finally, the override principle posits that where behaviour cannot be explained with existing psychological knowledge, professional discretion is required (Bourgon & Bonta, 2014). These principles support the central purpose of the risk-need responsivity model.
From this, the good lives model was proposed. The focus of this model is to encourage and improve the offender’s personal goals and strengths, in addition to reducing their risks of future offending (Chu et al., 2013). Complementary to the risk-need responsivity model, the GLM model follows similar principles to reduce reoffending behaviour (Chu et al., 2013). Also, the good lives model provides a valuable framework that enables numerous techniques designed to increase motivation to participate in offender rehabilitation programmes (Willis & Ward, 2013). These techniques are naturally combined to treat an offender’s life goals and motivators (Willis & Ward, 2013). 
Gannon et al. (2011) highlight the effectiveness of the good lives model, demonstrating that it successfully led to treatment progress in a sample of mentally disordered male offenders with a history of sexual offending. Their results indicate the significance of the notice of each offender’s individual life goals and motivations in relation to increasing patient engagement of the treatment (Gannon et al., 2011).
It is proposed that the good lives model may be more beneficial for Emma, as this would address her personal goals, and reasons for committing her offences. This treatment has the potential to reduce her risk of reoffending. Emma’s primary issues are her low self-esteem and financial instability, as highlighted in the case study. It can also be seen that Emma’s personal motivators to commit theft and fraud from her job at her local estate agency may have been the need for financial security. As discussed throughout this case formulation, Emma has developed disadvantageous coping strategies for managing stress, particularly financial-related stress. This may be obtained from her mother, who demonstrated a difficult relationship with finances during Emma’s childhood. For instance, this behaviour may have been learned through her mother, which can be explained by social learning theory. Alternatively, Emma may have inherited her mother’s proneness to stress, which increases surrounding financial matters; Xu et al. (2017) illustrate the role of genetic influences on financial distress.
To conclude, Emma’s offence setting of community supervision following a suspended prison sentence, along with 150 hours of unpaid work, is appropriate for the offences committed. Perhaps with the correct treatment, Emma will have the opportunity to cease from recidivating. It is recommended that Emma engages in an offender rehabilitation programme that aligns with the principles of the good lives model, for instance, that it supports and promotes Emma’s personal goals, including financial stability, as an alternative to offending. Therefore, Emma’s requirement to attend a women’s rehabilitation programme may be a significantly beneficial opportunity to alleviate Emma’s stress and receive support, potentially decreasing her likelihood of reoffending.
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