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Presentation Agenda
Ex-offenders face unique challenges when transitioning from 
corrections to work.   Already significant barriers are often 
overshadowed by antisocial thinking and behavioral patterns that 
helped them succeed in the chaotic world of criminality --  but 
sabotage attempts to gain employment.   Psychologists refer to the 
need for “code-switching,” or mentally shifting from the mindset of 
criminality to one of work.

GOALS:
1. Describe the predictors of criminality and the approaches proven 
to be most effective in addressing them;
2. Identify thinking patterns justifying ex-offenders' self-defeating 
behaviors, in contrast to the unspoken expectations of employers in 
the workplace;
3. Identify successful cognitive-behavioral strategies to 
address these issues.

Part I:  INTRODUCTION
A. Predictors of Criminality
B.  What Actually Works?

Part II:  THE PROBLEM
C.  Antisocial Thinking
D.  Employer Expectations

Part III:  THE SOLUTION
E. Stages of Change
F. Cognitive Skill Building
G. Cognitive Restructuring
H. Principles of Intervention
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Predictors of Criminality
What elements of ENVIRONMENT or 
PERSONALITY will predict criminality?

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

Research shows that the 
top six predictors of criminality are:

6.  ________________________________________

5.  ________________________________________

4.  ________________________________________

3.  ________________________________________

2.  ________________________________________

1.  ________________________________________
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AntiSocial Thinking Cycle
Our beliefs, attitudes, and perceptions determine our probable 
behavior in any given situation.  In high risk situations, many 

offenders rely on automatic antisocial thinking which provides short-
term payoffs at the expense of long-term consequences.

Source:  Bush, J. (1995, August).  Cognitive self change:  A program 
manual.  Burlington, VT:  Vermont Department of Corrections.

Antisocial  

BELIEFS

High Risk

Situation

Suspicious
THOUGHTS
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Impulsive  

BEHAVIOR
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AntiSocial Thinking Traps

1.   “I decide for myself what I will or won’t do.  No one 
TELLS me what to do.”

2.  “Most of my mistakes were really not my fault.  I was 
just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

3.  “I am who I am.  I’m not going to put on a front, or 
change to make someone else happy.”

4.   “You have a right to GET EVEN with people who mess 
with you first.”

5.   “After what I’ve been through, I don’t have to listen to 
crap from ANYONE.”

Addiction, violence, poverty and criminality often create self-centered 
patterns of thinking.  These patterns make it easy for offenders to behave 

in ways that ultimately perpetuate their cycle of incarceration.   

Situation  Thoughts/Feelings           Neg Behavior

Randy is at his 
mother’s home for 
Thanksgiving 
dinner.  His older,  
successful brother 
asks: “So what are 
your plans now that 
you’re finally out?”

Randy begins  
thinking that: 

and feeling:

As a result, he might: 

Negative Thinking Cycle

This situation 
activates Belief # __.

Neg Consequences
Leading to:
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Employer Expectations
In addition to their written policies and procedures, employers frequently 
have a set of unspoken rules and expectations which they simply assume 

new employees will understand and abide by.

A.  Be courteous to customers or the public, even when 
they  are unpleasant to you.

B.   Do what you are asked to do, even if you don’t want to.

C.   Don’t talk back to your supervisor.  If you’re confronted 
about a problem, accept it without getting defensive.

D.   Do your best to fit in.  Don’t look or act too different.

E.   Don’t make excuses when you mess up.   Accept 
responsibility and learn from your mistakes.   

Situation  Thoughts/Feelings           Pos Behavior

Sarah is working  
the cash register at 
the Mini Mart, and 
is having problems 
with the credit card 
machine.  A hurried 
customer says:
 “What’s taking so 
@#$% long?”

Sarah begins  
thinking that: 

and feeling:

As a result, she might: 

Positive Thinking Cycle

This situation 
activates Belief # __.

Pos Consequences
Leading to:

6



Copyright © 2006  by Steve Parese, Ed.D.  
May be printed for informational purposes only.  Not for training of staff or offenders.
  For more information, contact us at   SBParese@aol.com    www.WorkinItOut.com

Personal vs Work Beliefs
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1.  Randy gets a maintenance job at a major hotel 
chain.  He has a disagreement with his supervisor 
when she asks him to cover his tattoos.

Randy:  “What’s wrong with showing my tattoos?   
I’m proud of them!  I’m not going to pretend to be 
somebody different just to keep this stupid job.” 
Which personal belief is he using? ______________

Supervisor: “He doesn’t understand that all those tattoos and piercings 
can scare off some of our more conservative guests.  In our business, 
you have to keep up a certain image.”
What workplace expectation is the supervisor using?_______________

2.  Maria works as a clerk in a convenience store.  
Her 19-year-old supervisor Sarah tells her to clean 
up a spill in the back, and complains later that 
Maria never took care of it.

Maria: “I’m not going to let some KID tell me what to 
do.  If she’d asked nicely, I might have said yes, but 
@#$% that!”
Which personal belief is she using? ______________

Sarah: “I know I’m only 19, but I’ve worked hard to get where I am.   
I shouldn’t have to justify myself or walk on eggshells every time 
something needs to be done.” 
What workplace expectation is the supervisor using?_______________

3.  Damon works as a flagman on a road crew.  One day, a driver 
zoomed by him too close.  Damon cursed him out and threw a rock 
at the car.  When the driver called the owner of the company, 
Damon was let go.

Damon:  “He nearly ran me down!  Was I supposed to let 
him get away with that?”
Which personal belief is he using? ______________

Owner:  “Sometimes drivers are rude or even unsafe 
around our guys.  It’s not right, but it happens.  But that 
doesn’t justify that kind of profanity!  And throwing a 
rock ??  He’s lucky they didn’t press charges!”
What workplace expectation is the supervisor using?_______________
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Stages of Change
Lasting change takes time.  Ex-offenders attempting to change lifelong 
addictive habits, including habits of thinking, often go through these 

predictable stages.  (Prochaska, Norcross, & DiClemente, 1992.)

Stage 1: RESISTANCE
It isn’t that we can’t find a 
solution, it’s that we don’t see the 
problem.  The Resistance stage 
can last for years.

Stage 2: THINKING
We are aware of the problem and 
its consequences.  We may plan 
to do something in the next 6 
months or so, but haven’t made a 
real commitment to it yet.  

Stage 3: PLANNING
Sometimes it takes a major event 
to move us from just thinking 
about change to seriously 
planning for it.  In this stage, we 
intend to make a real change in 
the next 30 days.  

Stage 4: ACTION
We take action by changing our 
behavior, our experiences, and 
our environment.   This stage 
usually lasts for the first 6 months 
after making a change.  

Stage 5: MAINTENANCE
We’ve been fairly successful in 
making change during this period, 
and new habits are fairly well 
established.  We enter this stage 
about 6 months after making a 
change.  

B.  Maria struggles with 
addiction to crack. “It’s a 

day-by-day thing. I’ve 
been clean and sober for 
nearly a year now, going 

to NA meetings and all, 
but there was a time 

when I thought I wasn’t 
going to make it.”

Which Stage?  ______

A.  Randy admits he has a 
problem with fighting.  
“I DO lose my cool from 
time to time. I know I 
ought to do something 
about it, cuz I get in 
trouble all the time for it, 
but nothing seems to 
work for me.  I guess I’m 
just hotheaded by 
nature.”

Which Stage?  ______

C.  Damon smokes 
marijuana daily.  “But 
only for fun,” he says 
with a wink.  “I could 
quit anytime I want to.  
I just don’t WANT to.  
Besides, it’s NOT like 
crack, you know...”

Which Stage?  ______
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Cognitive ÒSoft SkillsÓ
What personal and interpersonal “soft skills”  are needed 

to find and hold a job in today’s world of work?  

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

CBI #1:  COGNITIVE SKILLS 
INSTRUCTION 

When antisocial behavior is 
due  to a lack of prosocial 

skills.

Skill Training Methodology 
Cognitive Skills Instruction is generally provided in small group 

classroom settings, typically by presenting a  challenging situation, 
breaking down the skills needed to handle it prosocially, then 

demonstrating and role playing skillful responses.

Step 1:  Describe It:  Break skill into steps; establish value
Step 2:  Show It:  Instructor dramatically demonstrates skill
Step 3.  Try It:  Participants role play skill in lifelike situation
Step 4: Coach It:  Participants give & receive feedback
Step 5:  Use It:  Participants attempt skill in real life

Based upon work by Arnold Goldstein (1985). The Prepare Curriculum.  
Champaign, IL: Research Press.

9



Copyright © 2006  by Steve Parese, Ed.D.  
May be printed for informational purposes only.  Not for training of staff or offenders.
  For more information, contact us at   SBParese@aol.com    www.WorkinItOut.com

10

CBI #2:  COGNITIVE
RESTRUCTURING 

When antisocial behavior is due 
to entrenched antisocial beliefs 

or distorted perceptions.

Uncovering Core Beliefs
Maria gets to work 30 minutes late, and her supervisor writes her 
up.  Later that week, she has to stay 2 hours late  to cover for a 
co-worker who doesn’t get written up. Maria files a grievance 
with the district manager claiming she was treated unfairly.  
Maria:  “She wrote me up, so I wrote her up! She only did it 
because she knows I need this job to get my daughter back.  Well, 
@#$% her! I won’t put up with it!”               

What is the core belief behind Maria’s behavior?  
How does she justify her choice in her own mind?
___________________________________________

___________________________________________

Restructuring Methodology 
Cognitive Restructuring can be done individually or in small 

groups.  A select individual presents a challenging past or present 
situation. The facilitator and group ask probing questions to 

explore and benignly confront the underlying thinking used to 
justify a negative behavior.

Step 1:  Listen:  Participant describes situation and reaction.
Step 2:  Summarize:  Facilitator summarizes events.
Step 3:  Explore: Group explores underlying thinking, 

looking for thinking traps and a core belief.
Step 4: Challenge:  Facilitator & group expose false logic of 

core belief by examining undesirable outcomes.
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PRINCIPLE #1:  Build respectful relationships 
No significant intervention occurs outside the context of a 
relationship, especially with people from difficult backgrounds.  
Resist the temptation to be judgmental, and allow yourself some 
empathy for your most challenging customers.  Build relationships 
based on respect for their ability to survive in harsh circumstances.

PRINCIPLE #2:  Be a work-culture interpreter 
Understand that people from difficult backgrounds often view the 
world of work as an unfriendly foreign land, and themselves as 
unwelcome tourists.  Acknowledge their discomfort, and (as any 
good tour guide would) offer insights into the workings of the 
unfamiliar world or work.  

PRINCIPLE #3:  Actively teach and model skills
Provide safe opportunities to learn and practice vital soft skills using 
a direct teaching approach, a charismatic instructor, and a well-
organized curriculum.  Learning new interpersonal skills is daunting 
for adults, especially those accustomed to their own way of doing 
things.  Be open to questions and sensitive to learning anxiety.

PRINCIPLE #4:  Resist authoritarian discipline
Prevent problems whenever possible by establishing mutual goals 
with customers, and by clearly explaining rules and consequences.  
If/when customers violate these rules, avoid acting like an angry or 
disappointed parent, as this only encourages customers to act like 
petulant children.  Instead, ask for and listen to a brief explanation.  
Summarize their reasoning, then re-explain the rules in a factual, 
“Sorry, my hands are tied on this” tone of voice.

PRINCIPLE #5:  Reframe work problems 
Reframe work-related problems in professional terms, deliberately 
separating home and work.  “I understand that in your personal life 
you believe that no one has the right to TELL you anything. But at 
work, the rules are different, and your supervisor DOES have the 
right to assign you certain tasks... even if she’s only 19 years old.”

Principles of Intervention
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Key Points

This presentation was based upon concepts from the “Makin’ It Work” 
curriculum, a new addition to the successful “Workin’ It Out” soft skills 
training programs.  For further information about staff training in these 
classroom-based cognitive programs, contact:

Steve Parese, Ed.D.   SBP Consulting, Inc.
PO Box 336   Danbury, NC 27016

Tel: (336) 593-3533     Fax: (336) 593-2299
email: SBParese@aol.com      web: www.WorkinItOut.com

2.  Antisocial thinking allows ex-offenders 
to perceive ambiguous situations as hostile, 
thereby justifying hostile responses. These 
perceptions are often in opposition to 
employers’ unspoken expectations and can 
cause serious problems with co-workers 
and supervisors.

1.  The strongest predictor of criminality is  
antisocial thinking.  As a result, the most 
effective approaches are cognitive 
behavioral interventions (CBI) which 
target antisocial thinking and help ex-
offenders learn prosocial skills for handling 
challenging situations.

3.  Cognitive skill building is a successful CBI 
strategy which teaches ex-offenders 
prosocial “soft skills“ to replace antisocial 
behaviors in challenging situations.  Typical 
skills include anger management, logical 
problem solving, dealing with criticism, etc.

4.  Cognitive restructuring is a second CBI 
strategy which directly challenges 
antisocial thinking through a process of 
“benign confrontation.”  This process leads 
ex-offenders to see how their thinking 
ultimately leads them to make poor 
decisions in challenging situations.

Key Points


