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Introduction

KEVIN D. BROWNE, ANTHONY R. BEECH,
LEAM A. CRAIG AND SHIHNING CHOU

Research and practice in forensic psychology involves a wide range of activities
within secure and community settings. Secure settings include Her Majesty’s Prison
Service, private prisons, Local Authority homes for young people and secure units
for adult and young offenders with mental health issues and/or personality disorders
run by the National Health Service (NHS) or private organizations. Furthermore,
there are similar secure services offered to adults or young people with intellectual
disabilities who are also deemed to be a danger to themselves or others. Community
settings involve psychologists working with the police, social services, youth
offending services, and community health services, especially in the areas of vio-
lence in the community, domestic violence, child abandonment, abuse, and neglect.

The aim of psychological interventions in forensic settings is to reduce the
possibility of harmful behavior directed toward self or others or that threatens the
rights and safety of adults and children. This involves the prevention of violent and
antisocial behavior and helps with the detection and identification of those perpetra-
tors who have already committed a violent or antisocial offense. These activities are
usually carried out in community settings.

Forensic psychologists working in secure settings are usually working with
people who have already committed an act of violence and/or antisocial behavior.
The aim of their work is to assess the factors that led to their index offense and
ameliorate or reduce the chances of the same behavior being repeated within the
secure setting or after release. Risk factors associated with violent and antisocial

Assessments in Forensic Practice: A Handbook, First Edition. Edited by Kevin D. Browne,
Anthony R. Beech, Leam A. Craig, and Shihning Chou.
© 2017 John Wiley & Sons Ltd. Published 2017 by John Wiley & Sons Ltd.
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acts include mental health problems, addiction and substance misuse, intellectual
disabilities, personality disorders, and adverse experiences in childhood.

Hence, one of the most frequent activities of a forensic psychologist, in both
community and secure settings, is to carry out “psychological assessments” in rela-
tion to the risk of violent and antisocial behavior (including acquisitive crime) and
the formulation of criminogenic needs that direct interventions in terms of treatment
and rehabilitation. The formulation balances the assessment of dynamic risk and
background static risk factors, with protective factors that may help prevent people
in conflict with the law from reoffending.

Furthermore, forensic psychologists advise law enforcement agencies and the
criminal justice system on behavioral assessment in the investigation of offenders,
eyewitness testimony, psychological influences on jury decision-making, and the
preparation of vulnerable children and adults in court.

Similar to clinical psychologists, forensic psychologists must be proficient and
competent in skills such as clinical/forensic assessment, interviewing and observa-
tion, written and verbal communication, and psychological report writing. Often,
they are invited as expert witnesses into court and/or to make case presentations
informing courts about an offender’s ability to stand trial, about Parole Board
hearings, and about the multidisciplinary teams who are making decisions about the
future placement of offenders.

With respect to victims of crime, forensic psychologists are involved in the
assessment of re-victimization and victim support, child custody evaluations,
parenting assessments, counseling services to victims, and the assessment of post-
traumatic stress disorder and its relation to the victim to offender concept.

The criminal justice system and the professionals, policymakers, politicians, and
the general public often see offenders and victims as a strict dichotomy, that is a
person is either a victim or an offender. However, in reality, the distinction is blurred
if current and life histories are taken into account. In fact, the majority of offenders
have been previously victimized and a significant proportion of victims later develop
behavior harmful to themselves or to others. This can be within their family
environment only or it can be within the family and the community.

STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK

This book contains four sections, covering the assessment of various client groups
in different legal and professional contexts.

Part One covers psychological and risk assessment in investigations and in the
criminal justice system:
Risk assessment and formulation
Violent offenders and murderers
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Sexual offenders

Firesetters

Parole assessments

Behavioral assessment in investigative psychology.

Part Two focuses on the assessment of clients in mental health and specialist health
services:
Assessing risk of violence in mentally disordered offenders
Assessing mental capacity in offenders with intellectual and developmental
disabilities
Offenders with personality disorders
Offenders and substance abuse.

Part Three covers the assessment of violence in the family and the community and
its relevance to prevention:
Community approaches to the assessment and prevention of intimate partner
violence and child maltreatment
Parental assessments in childcare proceedings
Perpetrators of domestic violence.

Part Four engages readers in discussions on policies and practice issues in forensic
assessment:
Assessment of hostage situations and their perpetrators
Assessing the sexually abused child as a witness
Working with young offenders
Ethics of risk assessment.
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Case Formulation and Risk
Assessment
PETER STURMEY AND WILLIAM R. LINDSAY

INTRODUCTION

Effective and appropriate assessment is the cornerstone of offender management and
treatment. Thus, mental health professionals often assess risk of recidivism and con-
duct case formulations to identify the most effective intervention for a specific
offender. Risk assessment and case formulation are interdependent clinical activities.
Case formulations may result in interventions which produce both beneficial changes
in offender behavior and may also subsequently impact risk assessment. For exam-
ple, teaching an offender generalized problem solving and vocational and alcohol
management skills that are based on the formulation of their case may well reduce
the offender’s risk and may result in an increased likelihood of less restrictive place-
ment. Alternatively, an inappropriate, ineffective, or iatrogenic treatment plan may
result in increased offender risk and result in an increased likelihood of restrictive
placement and continued costs of incarceration and of treatment. For example, an
inappropriate cognitive treatment plan might inadvertently teach an offender to mini-
mize his or her problems by teaching that person to describe his or her private verbal
behavior in a manner consonant with treatment progress, even though his or her pri-
vate verbal behavior has not truly changed. Thus, risk assessment and formulation
for treatment planning are two central aspects of the assessment of offenders.

This chapter will provide an overview of risk assessment and case formulation
within the context of offender services. The first section will describe risk assess-
ment and illustrate the application of the risk assessment of offenders. The second
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section will describe case formulation generally and its application to offenders,
and will specifically illustrate its application to persons with personality disorders.
The final section will summarize outstanding issues in risk assessment and case
formulation when working with offenders.

RISK ASSESSMENT

Risk assessment refers to the evaluation of a risk and the likely cost of such risk.
Diverse fields such as economics and public health, and ensuring the safety of food,
use risk analysis. Thus, in forensic psychology risk analysis involves the estimation
of the costs of reoffending and violence to others, and the costs of such risks to
individuals and society. Traditionally, forensic risk assessment involves assessment
of static/historical risks and dynamic risks. Static/historical risk assessment con-
tains unchangeable factors in the person’s history and, since one cannot change
one’s history, the value of a static risk assessment for a particular individual will
never reduce but will increase if they commit another offense. Dynamic risk assess-
ment refers to the assessment of variables that are more open to change through
clinical intervention and other variables.

Static/Historical Risk Assessment

Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, it became clearer that clinical judgment was
extremely poor in predicting who would and would not reoffend in cases where
there was a judicial or mental health review (Quinsey, Harris, Rice, & Cormier, 1998;
Steadman, Fabisiak, Dvoskin, & Holohean, 1987). There were many reports in the
literature concerning the poor predictive validity of clinical judgment when clinical
judgment is unsupported by any actuarial prediction (Elbogen, 2002; Litwack,
2001; Quinsey et al., 1998). Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, research appeared
using statistical prediction instruments applied to forensic issues. In relation to gen-
eral criminal recidivism, predictive accuracy, based on actuarial prediction, rose to
around 60-80% (Andrews & Bonata, 2010). Research on the prediction of violent
and sexual recidivism also produced a range of promising variables (Harris, Rice, &
Quinsey, 1993; Monahan, 1981). Harris et al. (1993) studied 695 men submitted to
a maximum security psychiatric institution for varying lengths of time. These
authors followed up all but a few of the participants and compared recidivists
(N=191) with non-recidivists (N=427) on a range of variables which might predict
future violence. These variables subsequently formed the basis of several of the risk
assessment instruments used at present. For example, work on the Historical/
Clinical/Risk Management (HCR-20) (Webster, Eaves, Douglas, & Wintrup, 1995),
cites Harris et al. (1993) as evidence for eight of the ten historical actuarial variables
in the HCR-20.
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In Harris et al. (1993), several childhood variables emerged as showing highly
statistically significant differences between recidivists and non-recidivists, such as
childhood aggression and maladjustment in early schooling, being expelled or sus-
pended from school, and being arrested before the age of 16 years. All of these vari-
ables can be considered to be indications of violence and disruption in childhood,
and this cluster of predictive variables has continued to feature in all subsequent
historically based risk assessments. Another childhood predictor was whether or not
the individual had been separated from their parents prior to the age of 16 years. All
these predictors may perhaps be assessed reliably and accurately, at least under
some circumstances; however, these variables may be thought of as proxies for
learning experiences. For example, although separation from parents prior to the
age of 16 years is a fairly easy item to assess, it probably points to a range of devel-
opmental and attachment difficulties which the individual may have experienced
associated with parental separation, the subsequent effects of that separation, and
pathways to offending.

In relation to adult variables, Harris et al. (1993) found that employment history,
previous violence, absconding from institutions, failure of prior conditional release,
and whether or not the individual had previously been in a relationship all distin-
guished recidivists from non-recidivists. Again, these variables were incorporated
into subsequent assessments.

In relation to the index offense, perpetrator age distinguished the groups and this
variable was retained in subsequent assessments. The Psychopathy Checklist —
Revised score (Hare, 1991) was higher and a diagnosis of personality disorder was
more common in the recidivist group.

While considering the Harris et al. (1993) study, it is worth noting the somewhat
counterintuitive predictors which had not been included in some later risk assess-
ments. For example, victim injury was significantly lower in the recidivist group.
The percentages of offenses against women and in which the perpetrator knew the
victim were also lower in the recidivist group. In other words, more violent offenses,
offenses against strangers, and offenses against women were more frequent in those
who did not reoffend. Interestingly, a diagnosis of schizophrenia occurred more
than twice as often in the non-recidivist than the recidivist group. Harris et al. (1993)
also included two proximal or dynamic variables including pro-criminal values and
attitudes unfavorable to convention, which were both more common in the recidi-
vist group.

These authors then combined these variables into a successful predictive instru-
ment that included the following variables: separation from parents when under
16 years, whether or not the person had been married, elementary school maladjust-
ment, failure in prior conditional release, age at index offense, diagnosis of person-
ality disorder, alcohol abuse history, victim injury in the index offense, diagnosis of
schizophrenia, whether or not there had been a female victim, and offense history.
The Psychopathy Checklist — Revised was also included in the item list. This risk



10 ASSESSMENTS IN FORENSIC PRACTICE

assessment was called the Violence Risk Appraisal Guide (VRAG) (Quinsey et al.,
1998). Because of its extensive empirical derivation, the VRAG and its accompany-
ing assessment for sexual offenses, the Sex Offender Risk Appraisal Guide (SORAG),
have become standard instruments against which other risk assessments have been
compared for predictive accuracy. Both the VRAG and SORAG have been cross-
validated on a variety of forensic psychiatric populations and prisoner samples
(Harris, Rice, Quinsey, & Cormier, 2015). These authors found that the VRAG pre-
dicted those who would and those who would not perpetrate a future violent offense
with significant accuracy and a medium to large effect size, and produced signifi-
cantly more accurate predictions than unstructured clinical judgment.

Around the same time, Structured Clinical Judgment was developed by Webster
et al. (1995) in the form of the Historical/Clinical/Risk Management — 20 Items
(HCR-20) Assessment. This is the most widely used Structured Clinical Judgment
and is organized into three sections: historical (ten items), clinical (five items), and
risk (five items). The clinician rates each item on a three-point scale: 0, no evidence
of the variable; 1, some evidence of the variable; 2, clear evidence of the variable.
The total score is the sum of the items. The authors do not generally recommend
making decisions on the basis of the total score; rather, they recommended that the
items are structured in order to help the consideration of a comprehensive range of
variables with a view to arriving at a final judgment. In this way, actuarial, historical
variables are combined with an assessment of current clinical status and considera-
tion of future risk variables.

The HCR-20 has been revised more recently to accommodate changes in clinical
practice. The HCR-20 V3 (Douglas, Hart, Webster, & Belfrage, 2013) is a much
expanded manual that accommodates shifts that have occurred in clinical and foren-
sic practice, and principally incorporates greater attention to formulation and risk
management plans. The HCR-20 V3 describes a seven-step process of gathering
case information, evaluating the presence of the 20 risk factors, evaluating the rel-
evance of risk factors, developing a risk formulation, developing future scenarios
relevant to the person being assessed, considering risk management strategies, and
concluding on the seriousness and imminence of the risk. The 20 items have also
changed significantly since first published according to clinical experience and new
research over the years.

Several groups of researchers have compared the predictive accuracy of both the
VRAG and the HCR-20 (original versions) on a range of databases. Generally, stud-
ies have used Receiver Operator Characteristics (ROC) to evaluate the significance
of risk prevention. A ROC curve is a two-dimensional plot of the true positives on
the y-axis and false positive on the x-axis. Researchers use the Area Under the Curve
(AUC) to measure the accuracy of a prediction. An AUC of .7 indicates a significant
prediction with a medium effect. For example, Kroner and Mills (2001) followed up
79 male offenders who had been convicted of various violent offenses, excluding
sexual offenses. In their comparison of predictive accuracy, they found that the



