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Forensic Case Formulation: Ryan T.

	Forensic case formulations are a structured, theory-informed method of understanding offending behaviour through the integration of psychological, social, and developmental influences. Within forensic and clinical practice, formulation serves not only to explain behaviour but also to guide intervention and risk management strategies. The 4 P’s model – presenting, predisposing, precipitating, and perpetuating factors - offers a comprehensive framework for organising these influences and examining how they interact across the lifespan.
	This essay provides a case formulation of Ryan T., a 16-year-old male subject to a Youth Rehabilitation Order (YRO) following convictions for burglary and handling stolen goods. His offending behaviour occurred in the context of educational disengagement, peer influence, and familial adversity. The formulation draws upon established psychological and criminological theories, including Social Learning Theory (Bandura, 1971), Attachment Theory (Bowlby, 1969), General Strain Theory (Agnew, 2019) and Developmental Taxonomy (Moffitt, 1993). 
	The aim is to critically evaluate the factors contributing to Ryan’s offending behaviour using the 4 P’s framework and to propose an evidence-based intervention plan. In doing so, the formulation emphasises the interaction between individual vulnerabilities and environmental influences, recognising that offending behaviour is rarely attributed to a single cause, but rather emerges from complex, collective processses.
	Ryan’s presenting behaviour is characterised by his involvement in multiple burglaries alongside older peers, involving forced entry into residential properties and the theft and resale of goods. This pattern of offending reflects both instrumental motivations (financial gain) and social motivations, including peer approval amd status. A key feature of Ryan’s presentation is his minimisation of responsibility, as evidenced by statements such as “I just went along”. This aligns with the concept of techniques of neutralisation (Sykes & Matza, 1957), whereby offenders justify their behaviour to reduce guilt and preserve a prosocial self-image. Research suggests that such cognitive distortions are particullarly prevalent among adolescent offenders and can act as barriers to rehabilitation (Maruna & Mann, 2006).
	Ryan also demonstrates a pattern of external locus of control, attributing his behaviour to peer pressure rather than personal choice. While peer influence is significant during adolescence, the extent to which Ryan relies on this explanation may indicate limited insight and accountability. This is important, as responsibility-taking is a key predictor of desistance (Ward & Maruna, 2007). Behaviouraly, Ryan presents with a history of conduct-related difficulties, including aggression, school exclusion, and truancy. According to developmental criminology, early behavioural problems are associated with increased risk of persistent offending (Moffitt, 1993). His disengagement from education by age 15 is particularly concerning, as exclusion from school has been consistently linked to increased contact with the criminal justice system (Farrington, 2005).
	Psychologically, Ryan appears guarded and emotionally restricted. Poor eye contact and reluctance to engage may reflect underlying issues related to trust, self-esteem, or attachment insecurity. While his cognitive functioning is within the average range, his literacy difficulties may contribute to frustration and avoidance of structured environments such as school or formal interventions. Importantly, Ryan’s identity appears closely tied to his peer group. Adolescence is a critical period for identity formation, and individuals who lack prosocial sources of validation may seek approval through deviant means (Prinstein et al., 2011). This suggests that his offending behaviour may serve both practical and psychological functions.
	Ryan’s developmental history reveals multiple predisposing factors that increase his vulnerability to offending. One of the most significant is his early exposure to domestic violence between the ages of 6 and 8. Exposure to a parental conflict has been linked to a range of adverse outcomes, including emotional dysregulation, aggression, and later antisocial behaviour (Widom, 1989). 
	From an Attachment Theory perspective (Bowlby, 1969), such experiences may disrupt the development of secure attachment relationships. Ryan’s father’s departure and subsequent inconsistent contact likely contributed to attachment insecurity, which has been associated with difficulties in emotional regulation and increased risk of delinquency (Hoeve et al., 2012). Insecure attachment may also impair the development of empathy and prosocial behaviour, further increasing the likelihood of offending. The role of Ryan’s father is also relevant in terms of intergenerational transmission of offending. His father’s history of criminal behaviour amd substance misuse may have normalised antisocial conduct, consistent with Social Learning Theory (Bandura, 1971). However, it is important to critically note that not all children exposed to such influences engage in offending, highlighting the role of protective factors and individual differences.
	Ryan’s mother, while described as caring, faces significant challenges due to financial strain and long working hours. This has resulted in inconsistent discipline and limited supervision, both of which are strongly associated with youth offending (Patterson et al., 1990). The lack of consistent boundaries may have contributed to Ryan’s early behavioural difficulties and reduced internalisation of social norms. Socioeconomic disadvantage is another important predisposing factor. Financial strain can contribute to stress, reduced access to resources, and increased exposure to high-risk environments. General Strain Theory (Agnew, 2019) suggests that such stressors can generate negative emotions, which may be expressed through delinquent behaviour. Educational difficulties also play a critical role. Ryan’s literacy issues and early behavioural problems likely contributed to negative school experiences, including conflict with teachers and exclusion. According to strain-based models, repeated academic failure can lead to frustration and disengagement, increasing the likelihood of antisocial coping strategies (Hawkins et al., 2013).
	While predisposing factors create vulnerability, precipitating factors act as immediate triggers for offending. In Ryan’s case, the most salient precipitating factor is his involvement with an older, antisocial peer group. Adolescence is characterised by increased sensitivity to peer influence, with research showing that individuals are more likely to engage in risk-taking behaviours in the presence of peers (Steinberg, 2011). Social Learning Theory (Bandura, 1971) provides a clear explanation, suggesting that behaviour is learned through observation and reinforcement. Ryan may have observed his peers engaging in burglary and perceived it as rewarding, particularly if it resulted in financial gain or increased status.
	Differential Association Theory (Nickerson, 2024) further supports this, proposing that criminal behaviour is learned through interaction with others who hold favourable attitudes towards offending. Ryan’s immersion in a peer group engaged in criminal activity likely increased his exposure to such attitudes. Ryan’s claim of being “pressured” by peers may reflect both genuine influence and an attempt to minimise responsibility. Research suggests that peer pressure often operates subtly, through expectations and norms rather than explicit coercion (Prinstein et al., 2011). Therefore, Ryan’s behaviour may be better understood as a desire for acceptance and belonging rather than direct coercion.
	Disengagement from education also played a key role in precipitating offending. Without the structure and supervision provided by school, Ryan had increased opportunities for unstructured socialising. Routine Activity Theory (Cohen & Felson, 1979) highlights the importance of opportunity in crime, suggesting that offending is more likely when supervision is absent and suitable targets are available. Financial strain may have further contributed to the burglaries, providing a motivational context for offending. The resale of stolem goods suggests that Ryan’s behaviour was not purely impulsive but involved some level of planning and goal-directed behaviour.
	Several factors may contribute to the maintenance of Ryan’s offending behaviour over time. His continued association with delinquent peers remains one of the most significant risks. Peer reinforcement can normalise offending behaviour and create barriers to disengagement (Warr, 2002). Ryan’s cognitive distortions, including denial of responsibility and minimisation of harm, also perpetuate offending. Without addressing these beliefs, he may continue to justify his behaviour and resist change. Cognitive distortions are therefore a key target for intervention (Maruna & Mann, 2006).	
	His lack of engagement in education or employment further increases risk. The absence of structured activity is associated with higher levels of offending, as it provides both opportunity and motivation (Osgood et al., 1996). Additionally, ongoing academic difficulties may reduce his confidence and limit future oppurtunities. Emotional regulation difficulties may also play a role. Individuals who struggle to manage emotions are more likely to engage in impulsive and risk-taking behaviour (Roberton et al., 2012). While not explicitly stated, Ryan’s bhistory of aggression and behavioural issues suggests this may be a relevant factor. Family dynamics continue to influence his behaviour. Inconsistent supervision and financial stress may limit the effectiveness of informal social controls. However, the presence of a supportive caregiver represents a potential protective factor that can be strengthened through intervention.
	An effective intervention plan for Ryan should adopt a multi-systematic and evidence-based approach, guided by the Risk-Need-Responsivity (RNR) model (Andrews & Bonta, 2010). A Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT)-based intervention is strongly recommended. CBT has been consistently shown to reduce recidivism among young offenders by targeting cognitive distortions, improving problem-solving skills, and enhancing emotional regulation (Clark, 2010). For Ryan, CBT would focus on increasing accountability, challenging justifications for offending, and developing alternative coping strategies.
	Given the importance of peer influence, interventions should also target social skills and peer resistance. Programmes that teach adolescents how to resist peer pressure and develop prosocial relationships have been shown to be effective (Dishion & Tipsord, 2011). However, care must be taken to avoid grouping high-risk individuals together, as this can lead to peer contagion effects. Re-engagement with education or vocational training is critical. Providing Ryan with structured activities and opportunities for achievement can support identity development and reduce reliance on antisocial peer groups. Educational support should also address his literacy difficulties.
	Family-based interventions, such as Multisystemic Therapy (MST), may be particularly beneficial. MST targets multiple systems, including family, peers, and school, and has demonstrated strong evidence in reducing youth offending (Henggeler & Schaeffer, 2016). Improving parental supervision and consistency would be key goals. A strengths-based approach should underpin all interventions. Ryan’s cognitive ability and lack of entrenched violent behaviour suggest a strong capacity for change. Building on these strengths can enhance motivation and support desistance (Ward & Maruna, 2007).
	After six months of consistent engagement with intervention, several positive outcomes may be anticipated. Ryan may demonstrate improved insight into his behaviour, with a reduced reliance on cognitive distortions such as denial of responsibility and minimisation of harm. Increased accountability is likely to support more meaningful engagement in intervention and reduce the likelihood of reoffending. Improvements in emotional regulation and problem-solving skills may also arise, enabling Ryan to respond in a more adaptive way to stressors and peer pressure.
	Engagement in education or vocational training could contribute to the development of a more positive self-concept, providing Ryan with a sense of purpose and acheivement that is not reliant on antisocial peer approval. This shift in identity is particularly important during adolescence, as the development of a prosocial identity is associated with desistance from crime (Maruna & Mann, 2006). Additionally, if family-based interventions are successful, improved communication and more consistent parental supervision may strengthen protective factors within the home environment.
	However, progress is unlikely to be straightforward, and there remains a risk of relapse, particularly given Ryan’s prior association with delinquent peers. Desistance is widely understood as a gradual and non-linear process, often characterised by setbacks (McNeill et al., 2012). If Ryan continues to maintain contact with antisocial peers, the reinforcing nature of these relationships may undermine the gains from the interventions. Equally, successful disengagement from such influences would significantly enhance the likelihood of sustained behavioural change.
	It is also important to consider responsivity factors that may influence outcomes. Ryan’s guarded presentation and initial reluctance to accept responsibility may limit early engagement in intervention. Therefore, the quality of the therapeutic relationship and the use of motivational techniques will be crucial in supporting his participation. Research suggests that strong practitioner-client relationships are associated with improved outcomes in youth justice interventions (Dowden & Andrews, 2004). Furthermore, broader structural factors, such as ongoing socioeconomic disadvantage, may continue to present challenges. While individual-level interventions can support change, they may be less effective if environmental stressors remain the same. This highlights the importance of a multi-agency approach, incorporating educational, social, and community support systems.
Overall, while there are clear risks for continued offending, the presence of protective factors and the implementation of a structured, evidence-based intervention plan suggest that Ryan has a realistic potentiall for positive change within a six-month period.
	This case formulation has applied the 4 P’s model to provide a comprehensive and theoretically informed explanation of Ryan’s offending behaviour. By integrating presenting, predisposing, precipitating, and perpetuating factors, it becomes evident that his criminal activity is not the result of a single cause, but rather the outcome of complex and interacting influences across his developmental path. In particular, early exposure to domestic violence, inconsistent parenting, and socioeconomic strain appear to have created a foundation of vulnerability, which later worsened due to educational disengagement and increasing association with antisocial peers.
	The application of psychological theories, including Social Learning Theory, Attachment Theory, and General Strain Theory, has allowed for an i-depth understanding of Ryan’s behaviour. Social Learning Theory highlights the role of peer modelling and reinforcement in the development of offending, while Attachment Theory provides insight into the impact of early relational instability on emotional regulation and interpersonal functioning. General Strain Theory further interprets Ryan’s behaviour as a counterproductive response to a variety of stressors and negative experiences. Importantly, no single theory fully accounts for his behaviour; rather, it is the integration of these perspectives that offers the most comprehensive explanation.
	Critically, while Ryan presents with multiple risk factors associated with continued offending, he also demonstrates several strengths that suggest a strong capacity for rehabilitation. His average cognitive ability, absence of embedded violent behaviour, and the presence of a caregiver who remains involved in his life all represent important factors. These elements indicate that his offending behaviour may be more consistent with an adolescence-limited pattern, rather than a life-course persistent trajectory, as proposed by developmental theories of crime. The proposed intervention plan, grounded in the Risk-Need-Responsivity model, emphasises the importance of addressing criminogenic needs through cognitive-behavioural approaches, family-based interventions, and re-engagement with education or vocational training. Such a multi-model approach is necessary to address both the individual and environmental factors contributing to Ryan’s behaviour. If effectively implemented, these interventions have the potential to support meaningful behavioural change and reduce the likelihood of reoffending.
	In conclusion, Ryan’s case highlights the importance of early intervention, full assessment, and evidence-based practice within forensic psychology. With appropriate and sustained support, there is a realistic and evidence-based expectation that Ryan can disengage from criminal behaviour and develop a more prosocial and adaptive life trajectory.
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