
ccording 
to the 
Federal 
Bureau of 
Investigation’s 
2019 Crime in the U.S. 
report, embezzlement 
was one of only two 
offenses where women 

were charged more frequently than 
men (FBI, 2019).

In 1989, the researcher Dr. Kathleen 
Daly published a study on fraud 
committed by women, noting the 
increase in women embezzlers (Daly, 
1989). She focused on the differences 
between white-collar crime 
(white-collar workers who commit 
embezzlement, fraud or forgery) and 
pink-collar crime (white-collar crimes 
committed by women) and found 
that pink-collar crime has distinct 
characteristics from white-collar 
crime.

Two differences relate to the 
economic gain and motivation. 
On average, women stole 10 times 
less money than men and the most 
common motive cited by women 
was their family’s financial need, 

while men experienced 
motivation based on 

personal and family need 
equally (Daly, 1989). 

More recent research continues 
to support differences. In 2014, 
Christopher Marquet, whose firm 
publishes the Marquet Report on 
Embezzlement, stated that the 
embezzlements committed by women 
continue to rise. He also posits that 
possible contributing factors to this 
pattern in embezzlement include 
that there are relatively more women 
in the workforce, more women are 
bookkeepers and women now have 
equal opportunity for fraud (Powell 
2014). In contrast, Marquet reports 
around 90% of Ponzi schemes are 
perpetrated by men.

In the 2018 Catch Her If You Can 
webinar, Kelly Paxton, a former 
federal agent, was interviewed by 
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Gary Zeune, a CPA who has a speakers 
bureau for white-collar criminals. 
Paxton said that women steal around 
$0.45 to $0.50 on the dollar compared 
to men. One possible reason is that 
women in lower-level positions have 
access to less money.

The main types of justification 
women give for embezzling are 
loyalty (family needs) and lifestyle 
(luxury), and women are more likely to 
have a gambling problem. Also, once 
women are caught, they tend to admit 
their guilt right away (Paxton 2018). 

The Fraud Diamond
There are several factors that lead 
to white-collar and pink-collar 
crimes. David T. Wolfe of the Glasgow 
Forensic Group and Professor Dana 
Hermanson formulated the fraud 
diamond2 model, which proposes 
perceived motivation, perceived 
opportunity, rationalization and 
capability as the four components of 
fraud (Wolfe and Hermanson, 2004).

The model extends the fraud triangle 
developed by criminologist Donald 
Cressey in 1950, which shows 
perceived motivation, perceived 
opportunity and rationalization as the 
three elements of fraud. Therefore, 
the fraud diamond adds capability 
to the fraud triangle as an essential 
element in determining whether 
opportunity will ultimately lead to 
fraud.

Perceived motivations are financial 
or non-financial factors that can 
pressure individuals, or provide 
incentives to individuals, to commit 
fraud. Examples of perceived financial 
pressures include falling sales, 
greed, living beyond one’s means and 
unexpected financial needs (Albrecht, 
Albrecht and Albrecht, 2008; Albrecht 
et al., 2010). Alternatively, fear of 
losing a job, ego, reputation and 
challenge to beat the system are all 
examples of non-financial factors 
(Kassem and Higson, 2012). Pressure 

can be further categorized into 
personal, employment and external 
pressure (Lister, 2007; Kassem and 
Higson, 2012).

Perceived opportunity represents 
the ineffective control or governance 
systems that enable fraud to take 
place. Factors such as related party 
transactions, ineffective monitoring, 
effectiveness of the board of directors 
over management activities and 
irregular job rotation can impact 
perceived opportunity (Abdullahi and 
Mansor, 2015).

Rationalization represents the third 
component of the fraud diamond. 
This represents the justification 
for fraudulent behavior due to the 
individual’s lack of moral reasoning 
and personal integrity (Rae and 
Subramaniam, 2008). Rationalization 
provides excuses for unethical 
behavior such as “I had to steal to 
provide for my family” and “I was 
entitled to the money because my 
employer is cheating me.” (Abdullahi 
and Mansor, 2015)

This third component of fraud 
bridges motivation with opportunity 
when the individual can rationalize 
the unethical behavior (Howe and 
Malgwi, 2006). In fact, auditing 
statement SAS No. 99 (AU Section 316, 

paragraph 7) states that the greater 
the pressure, the more likely the 
individual continues to “rationalize 
the acceptability of committing the 
fraud.” 

Capability enables a motivated 
individual to recognize the 
opportunity to commit fraud and 
have the ability and skills to carry it 
out. This element includes the traits 
and skills necessary to commit fraud.

Essentially, the major traits of 
fraudsters are the individual’s 
intelligence, experience, creativity, 
confidence, ability to influence others 
to participate in (or cover up) the 
fraud, ability to effectively lie and 
ability to deal with stress (Wolfe and 
Hermanson, 2004). Such a personality 
will have a strong understanding 
of the internal control system and 
know how to exploit its weaknesses. 
Consequently, fraudsters may get 
capability from their position in 
the company and are likely to be 
executives or managers.

Fraudsters are likely to be egotistic, 
which can affect the individual’s cost-
benefit analysis of committing fraud, 
as they may believe there is a low 
probability of being caught. Relatedly, 
the fraudster may crave power and 
delight in showing how superior 
they are to others by successfully 
navigating the fraud (Wolfe and 
Hermanson, 2004).

Furthermore, a fraudster might be 
a persuasive leader or “bully” who 
forces others to participate in the 
crime and/or cover it up. Finally, the 
fraudster functions well under stress 
and is able to lie consistently and 
effectively (Wolfe and Hermanson, 
2004). 

The components of the fraud 
diamond are clearly inter-related. For 
example, an individual’s traits may 
enable the individual to rationalize 
the unethical behavior. The traits 
may also provide motivation for 

The fraud 
diamond adds 

capability to the 
fraud triangle 

as an essential 
element in 

determining 
whether 

opportunity will 
ultimately lead  

to fraud.
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Name Year Company Job Responsibility Crimes Loss Motivation

Stephanie K. 
Gragg

2021 Shangri-La Management 
LLC

Cash Collections Embezzlement, 
signing false tax 
return

$55k Family/gambling; e.g., 
personal and family 
expenses, gambling

Lisa 
Kwapniowski

2019 Children’s Hospital and 
Medical Center

Director of Pharmacy 
Services

Submitting fraudulent 
invoices; creating 
reimbursement 
requests to 
false company; 
committing wire 
fraud

$4.6m Lifestyle; e.g., student loan 
debt, lavish lifestyle

April Drake 
Greer

2019 Wildfire Defense 
Systems, Inc.

Director of HR & 
Controller

Making unauthorized 
transfers; altering 
records

$1.2m Lifestyle; e.g., increased 
personal bank account

Monica Rigsby 2018 Georgia Pediatric 
Cardiology

Office Manager Being reimbursed 
for illegitimate 
expenses; altering 
accounting system

$1.1m Family/lifestyle; e.g., 
daughter’s college tuition, 
car, jewelry and clothes

Janet West 2018 Cox Communications Vice President Creating illegitimate 
expenses; making 
unauthorized 
transfers; falsifying 
conflict of interest 
certifications

$2.4m Lifestyle; e.g., house 
payments

Cristyne 
Gilleland

2018 TJT Enterprises LLC Accounting/ Financial 
Management

Filing false tax 
return; making 
unauthorized 
transfers; writing 
unauthorized 
checks; altering 
records

$2.8m Lifestyle; e.g., yacht, condo, 
vehicles

Allison Haley-
Brown

2018 Zeigler Auto Group Accountant Embezzlement $222k Family, e.g., food, bills

Teresa 
Blankenship 
Barringer

2017 J & R Manufacturing, Inc. Vice President Forging check/
draft; using false 
pretenses to gain 
money/property; 
using identifying 
information to 
defraud; committing 
credit card theft 
and fraud; receiving 
goods/services 
fraudulently; forging 
documents

$2.4m Family; e.g., payments to 
family members

Karen Dimitrie 2014 Clinton Valley Little 
League

Treasurer Embezzlement $300k Gambling; e.g., withdrawals 
from casinos

Table 1:  
Selective Examples of Recent Pink-Collar Crimes
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committing a fraud. It is also 
conceivable that an individual’s 
capability, such as to design, set 
up, monitor or change the internal 
control system, can help him/her 
to create opportunity. The fraud 
diamond can be used to assess the 
risk and help prevent or detect fraud. 
Figure 1 depicts the Pink Fraud 
Diamond.

Pink-Collar Crime and the Fraud 
Diamond
We use the fraud diamond to 
demonstrate factors that can lead to 
pink-collar crimes. 

Rationalization: According to the 
National Women’s Law Center and the 
Census Bureau, women earn $0.80 
for every dollar that men earn for full-
time work. The center also describes 
several factors that contribute to this 
wage gap beyond women being paid 
less than men for the same job.

First, career choice has a significant 
impact on income. Women are 
underrepresented in higher paying 
jobs and overrepresented in lower 
paying jobs. Second, it is common for 
women to take on more caregiving 
responsibilities at home and face 
bias in the workplace because of 
it, commonly referred to as the 
“motherhood penalty.”

Also, women with more caregiving 
responsibilities may experience 
financial consequences when 
workplace policies are not family 
friendly (National Women’s Law 
Center, 2018).

Regardless of why it happens, the 
disparity in wages and the bias 
present in organizations can serve as 
a rationalization for fraudulent acts.

Motivation: Frequent pressures 
experienced by female fraudsters 
are related to loyalty and lifestyle. 
Loyalty refers to women trying to 
meet their family’s needs. Examples 

of large expenses that create pressure 
to commit fraud are medical bills and 
college tuition (National Women’s 
Law Center, 2018). In such situations, 
the money women steal is spent on 
others, typically family members.

On the other hand, some women want 
to experience or maintain a luxurious 
lifestyle. Paxton refers to the “three 
Cs” of lifestyle pressure, which 
include cars, clothes and casinos. 
As mentioned previously, women 
are more likely than men to have a 
gambling problem (Paxton, 2018). 

Opportunity: Embezzlement, which 
is also committed more frequently 
by women than men, happens 
more often in small businesses and 
nonprofit organizations. Typically, 
these companies have fewer 
employees, which means that an 
individual can have responsibility for 
several duties that would ideally be 
assigned to multiple people (Powell, 
2014).

In 2009, about 75% of workers in the 
nonprofit sector were women (The 
White House Project, 2009). This may 
be a contributing factor to the high 
number of female embezzlers.

Also, there are relatively more women 
than men who are bookkeepers 
(Powell, 2014). Generally, bookkeepers 
have access to the company’s books, 

checks and bank accounts. This puts 
a bookkeeper in the prime position 
to commit fraud, particularly if they 
are in a small organization without 
proper segregation of duties. 

Capability: More women are pursuing 
higher education. In the 2015-2016 
school year, 57% of the bachelor’s 
degrees were earned by women 
(NCES, 2016). This is helping women 
reach top-level positions in their 
organization. In 1980, women held 
25% of management positions, but by 
2010, 40% of management positions 
were held by women (Scarborough, 
2018).

Unfortunately, along with this 
progress comes higher cost 
embezzlements. The Association 
of Certified Fraud Examiners’ 
2020 Report to the Nations notes 
a correlation between education 
level and median loss, such that the 
higher the position a fraudster has 
in a company, the higher the dollar 
amount of fraud (ACFE 2020). Table 1 
shows several cases of embezzlements 
committed by women.

Lisa Kwapniowski’s case exemplifies 
many common elements of pink-collar 
crime and the fraud diamond. She 
worked for a nonprofit organization, 
the Children’s Hospital and Medical 
Center, in Omaha, Nebraska.

Kwapniowski worked in a higher-
level position as a pharmacy director. 
A Senior U.S. District Court Judge 
commented on her intelligence, 
which contributes to her capability 
to commit a complex crime. Her 
attorney shared that she “came clean” 
quickly once the investigation began. 
Finally, an assistant U.S. attorney 
reasoned that Kwapniowski stole the 
money because she wanted a lavish 
lifestyle (Anderson, 2019).

Prevention of Pink-Collar Crime
According to the Association of 
Certified Fraud Examiners’ 2020 

Regardless of 
why it happens, 
the disparity in 
wages and the 
bias present in 
organizations 
can serve as a 

rationalization for 
fraudulent acts.
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Report to the Nations, businesses 
lose an estimated 5% of annual 
revenue due to employee fraud 
(ACFE, 2020). Additionally, companies 
can experience a loss of customers, 
difficulty gaining new customers, 
a loss of partners and a damaged 
reputation (Hiscox, 2018). Therefore, 
it is essential to have strong internal 
controls in place to prevent fraud, 
including pink-collar crime.

Internal controls such as segregation 
of duties can reduce the opportunity 
for fraud. Functions that should be 
carried out by separate employees 
include the custody of cash, 
accounting for cash operations, 
monitoring performance of cash 
operations and financial statement 
preparation (Lindquist and Goldberg, 
2009).

Employee rotation, mandatory 
vacations, an employee hotline and 
internal audit procedures can also 
help prevent pink-collar crimes 
(Lindquist and Goldberg, 2009). This 
can be especially important in smaller 
organizations, which hire a high 
percentage of women. Furthermore, 
researcher Clare Tilton provides 
information that supports the 
argument that whistleblower hotlines 
that offer financial incentives could 
provide a strong deterrent for women 
who wish to commit fraud. This is 
because although women may be 

less likely to be motivated by money 
in their whistleblowing decision-
making, they may expect financial 
remuneration to play a bigger role 
in the decisions made by their work 
colleagues. 

Fraud may be committed by 
employees who find themselves in 
difficult situations and women may 
encounter different situations than 
men. Thus, despite strong internal 
controls, motivated employees may 
still find a way to commit fraud, 
particularly women who feel pressure 
to carry out fraud to protect and care 
for their families.

To help reduce the likelihood of 
pink-collar crimes, employers should 
consider implementing programs 
that support employees and their 
families. For example, companies 
should consider providing adequate 
insurance to employees to help 
support employees and their families 
in times of need. Employee Assistance 
Programs (EAPs) to help women with 
personal and family issues may help 
prevent fraudulent behavior. 

Strong internal controls may also 
be undermined by employees in 
positions to override controls, such 
as executives and managers, and 
by intelligent staff members who 
have sufficient understanding of the 
internal controls to circumvent their 

effectiveness. As women increasingly 
fill leadership positions in companies, 
their capability to commit fraud 
is correspondingly increasing. 
Furthermore, women with good 
business and accounting knowledge 
who are placed in positions of trust 
in companies with little internal 
controls have both an opportunity 
and the capability to carry out pink-
collar crime.

In addition to risk assessment and 
reviewing the effectiveness of internal 
controls, companies may wish to 
carry out background checks on 
new employees and provide regular 
mandatory fraud awareness and 
ethics training to all employees. Such 
training will include emphasizing the 
substantial reputational and financial 
cost of unethical behavior, both to the 
individual and to the company. This 
training can highlight the additional 
risk and cost to the family when the 
perpetrator is caught, which could be 
particularly effective in discouraging 
pink-collar fraud.

Forensic accounting can also be 
deployed to discover fraudulent 
behavior. The forensic accountants 
should have expertise in pink collar 
crime in order to detect this fraud as 
soon as possible. 

Although any unethical person could 
rationalize fraudulent behavior, 

Perceived 
Opportunity:
• Ineffective control  
or governance  
systems

Perceived 
Motivation:
• Financial and non-
financial personal, 
employment and  
external pressure
• Incentives to  
commit fraud

Capability:
• Ability and skills to  
execute fraud 
• Understanding of  
internal control system
• More likely to be  
executives or 
managers 

Rationalization:
• Justification for 
 fraudulent behavior
• Bridges motivation 
with opportunity
• Pressure increases 
 rationalization

Figure 1:  
The Pink Fraud Diamond

Source: Adapted from Wolfe and Hermanson (2004)
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employees with grievances may be 
more likely to do so. Women may 
have specific grievances such as 
inequity in pay and opportunities for 
advancement. Therefore, providing 
equal opportunities to all employees 
and making relevant employee 
services available to women could 
help prevent or reduce crimes. 

Recognition and Differences
Women continue to be charged with 
embezzlement more frequently than 
men (Powell, 2014). Therefore, it is 
important to pay attention to the 
differences between pink-collar crime 
and white-collar crime regarding the 
elements of the fraud diamond. 

Of course, the best way to manage 
pink-collar crime is prevention. 
By implementing strong internal 
controls, and considering women’s 
needs and grievances, employers will 
be better prepared to prevent pink-
collar crime.
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1.	 According to the fraud triangle developed by criminologist 
Donald Cressey, which of the following is NOT one of the three 
elements of fraud?
A. Perceived motivation
B. Perceived opportunity
C. Previous criminal behavior
D. Rationalization

2.	 Christopher Marquet reported that around _____ of Ponzi 
schemes are perpetrated by men.

	 A.	60%
	 B.	70%
	 C.	80%
	 D.	90%

3.	 In the fraud diamond, ________________ represents the ineffective 
control or governance systems that enable fraud to take place.

	 A.	Lack of communication
	 B.	Perceived opportunity
	 C.	Inadequate training
	 D.	Employee rationale

4.	Examples of non-financial factors that can pressure or provide 
incentives to individuals to commit fraud include:

	 A.	Ego
	 B.	Fear of losing a job
	 C.	Reputation and challenge to beat the system
	 D.	All of the above

5.	 According to the article, it’s important for whistleblower 
hotlines to offer financial incentives, which will make them a 
stronger deterrent for women who wish to commit fraud.

	 A.	True
	 B.	False

6.	 Which of the following is NOT one of the “three Cs” of lifestyle 
pressure Kelly Paxton refers to?

	 A.	Cars
	 B.	Casinos
	 C.	Compensation
	 D.	Clothes

7.	 The Association of Certified Fraud Examiners’ 2020 Report 
to the Nations says that businesses lose an estimated _____ of 
their annual revenue due to employee fraud.

	 A.	2%
	 B.	5%
	 C.	8%
	 D.	10%

8.	 Which Statement on Auditing Standards (SAS) states that the 
greater the pressure, the more likely the individual continues 
to “rationalize the acceptability of committing the fraud.”

	 A.	SAS No. 25
	 B.	SAS No. 47
	 C.	SAS No. 99
	 D.	SAS No. 107

9.	 Embezzlement is committed more frequently in large 
corporations than in small businesses and/or nonprofit 
organizations.

	 A.	True
	 B.	False

10. Regular mandatory fraud awareness and ethics training for 
all employees should emphasize:

	 A.	The substantial reputational and financial cost of unethical 
behavior

	 B.	The additional risk and cost to the family when the 
perpetrator is caught

	 C.	All of the above
	 D.	None of the above
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