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Abstract
Given public perceptions about those who have sexually offended, there tends to 
be a focus on offence-specific intervention programs in a bid to address re-offending 
risk. With a significant portion of the literature on sexual offending focused on the 
development and evaluation of interventions targeting this behavior, there is little 
that considers community maintenance programs (CMPs) or those programs in the 
community where those who are released from prison are attempting to reintegrate. 
Further, there is no known research considering the theoretical underpinnings of or a 
framework for delivering CMPs. This paper offers Transformative Learning Theory as 
a potential framework for the delivery of CMPs and offers that adult learning theory 
needs to be considered in the delivery of offending interventions.
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Sexual offending is a crime with serious short- and long-term social and financial 
repercussions. Sexual offences take a significant toll on the physical and psychologi-
cal wellbeing of victims and their families with broader ripple effects (George & 
Marlatt, 1989; Ullman & Filipas, 2001). No other type of offending attracts as much 
community concern and fear as does sexual offending. This places sexual offending at 
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the forefront of political and legislative policies with increased efforts over the past 
few decades made to try and protect the community from those who have sexually 
offended. Increased efforts include a range of offender management approaches 
including electronic monitoring, scheduling, restrictions, extended supervision orders, 
mandated intervention, and sex offender registers (see McAlinden, 2006, 2007). There 
is clearly importance in considering the re-entry and reintegration process for those 
who are being released from prison to the community, given this is the inevitable out-
come for most of those who are incarcerated.

Given public perceptions of, and fears about those who have sexually offended, 
there tends to be a focus on custodial offence-specific intervention programs in a bid 
to address re-offending risk, often at the exclusion of considering community-based 
reintegration programs. Indeed, a significant portion of the literature on sexual offend-
ing is focused on the development and evaluation of interventions targeting this behav-
ior. Despite some studies suggesting that treatment for men who have sexually 
offended has some effect in reducing sexual and non-sexual recidivism (e.g., Lovins 
et al., 2009; Olver et al., 2008), there continues to be conflicting evidence regarding 
the efficacy of current treatment programs (e.g., La Fond, 2005; Marques et al., 2005; 
Schmucker & Lösel, 2015; Seager et al., 2004).

While there is a strong focus in the literature on the efficacy of custodial and com-
munity treatment programs aimed at addressing offending behavior, these studies sel-
dom mention a maintenance component, and on the rare occasion if they are mentioned, 
there tends to be no breakdown of the efficacy of the maintenance component (see 
Youssef, 2013, 2022). Furthermore, there is little information regarding how those 
who have completed an offending behavior intervention program go on to implement 
those learnings and maintain those assumed changes in the community. There are also 
no known studies examining the efficacy or delivery of community programs that 
released inmates may participate in upon their re-entry into the community.

The importance of developing an understanding of how people who have been to 
prison, maintain changes they may have made in a custodial program, successfully (re)
integrate upon release to the community and ultimately, desist, is imperative. Not only 
is this relevant for policy makers, the general community, and possible victims but also 
for the very people who have engaged in behavior that has caused considerable harm. 
In light of these outstanding questions and gaps in the literature, it would be remiss not 
to consider the role of ongoing support and maintenance for men who have sexually 
offended who are re-entering the community.

Community maintenance programs (CMPs) are described as community programs 
for released inmates who have generally completed an offence-specific custodial treat-
ment program (Youssef et al., 2016). For the purposes of this paper, CMPs will be used 
to refer to psychological intervention programs/services, as opposed to non-psycho-
logical services in the community (e.g., probation and parole, supportive community 
services, after-care, and pre-release programs), volunteer or mentor-like programs 
(e.g., Circles of Support and Accountability; CoSA), or monitoring and surveillance of 
those who have offended. CMPs for the purposes of this paper will also refer to pro-
grams offered to those who have been in custody and completed a custodial program, 
rather than something akin to a community treatment program.
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CMPs seem to be tasked with the goal of assisting those who have previously 
offended to “maintain” something (i.e., adaptive changes made because of interven-
tion) and desist from something else (i.e., sexual offending behavior). As mentioned, 
CMPs are conceptually different to “treatment” programs, however a clear definition 
of what these programs are remain vague at best (see Youssef et al., 2017). Two pri-
mary targets have been suggested as important for CMPs; reintegration and the main-
tenance of treatment gains (Youssef et al., 2017). The first is in assisting those released 
from custody with the re-entry stage and reintegration into the community, which 
entails stability in basic areas such as accommodation, employment (or regular 
income), and social support and specifically providing psychological support during 
this stage. The second is maintaining treatment gains so that those who are released 
can identify and then manage their risk; CMPs would provide additional support and 
“revision” as needed as participants face situations that increase their vulnerabilities or 
susceptibilities for reoffending.

However, while CMPs appear theoretically to have a solid place within offender 
rehabilitation (Cumming & McGrath, 2005; Day & Casey, 2010; Whisman, 1990; 
Youssef, 2013) as purportedly consolidating treatment gains made through a custodial 
program and implementing those changes in their lives post-release, very little research 
has explored the conceptualization or operationalization of such programs (see Day & 
Casey, 2010; Youssef, 2013). Furthermore, how people who have offended make these 
very changes and then maintain them upon release from prison is something that has 
not been thoroughly explored in the literature (Youssef, 2013).

This paper will start with a review of literature and a summary of two recent quali-
tative studies that have explored one of Australia’s largest CMPs for high-risk men 
who have sexually offended, this will be followed by a brief consideration of human 
change and learning before outlining and proposing a learning theory as a framework 
for the delivery of CMPs. There will also be a consideration of implications for prac-
tice as well as future research.

Existing CMP Research

While CMPs are often referred to, or implicitly assumed to be, an imperative compo-
nent of intervention for those who have offended, the literature fails to provide any-
thing comprehensive regarding the theoretical underpinnings or definitions (see Day 
& Casey, 2010; Youssef, 2013; Youssef et al., 2017). Grafting traditional treatment 
models onto CMPs to inform their theoretical underpinnings or delivery may not nec-
essarily provide an adequate knowledge base for understanding how these interven-
tions should be delivered at the release stage (Jonson & Cullen, 2015).

Given the lack of research in this field it is important to ground any preliminary 
work in theory to guide data collection and analysis, whilst also allowing for the explo-
ration of emergent concepts (Glaser & Straus, 1967). There are only two known studies 
examining CMPs specifically; these studies are two qualitative studies exploring 
Australia’s largest maintenance program, which interviewed CMP service providers 
and participants (see Youssef et al., 2022a, 2022b). This research adopted an explor-
atory, qualitative design to generate ideas about the conceptualization, and theoretical 
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underpinnings to enable CMPs to be examined further in future research; they also 
provided some information in relation to how best CMPs can be facilitated and what 
approach seemed most effective.

Adaptive Theory (Layder, 1998) was used as the methodology that recognizes that 
relevant extant theories exist before data collection. As Figure 1 shows, the incoming 
data from the empirical works from interviews with CMP participants and service 
providers (i.e., emergent theory) were interpreted through existing concepts and theo-
ries (i.e., extant theories such as desistance theories and behavior change theories), 
leading to adaptations and refinements to existing theories (i.e., “adaptive theory,” in 
this case, Transformative Learning Theory). From this process, adaptive theories 
related to maintenance generally were identified. For the purposes of this paper, the 
focus will be on the adaptive theory that was proposed as a possible framework for the 
delivery of CMPs, which is Transformative Learning Theory (Mezirow, 1996).

The literature points to several key areas to consider as relevant to CMPs and to 
how people change from offending to nonoffending behavior including desistance 
theories (see Maruna, 2006; Maruna & LeBel, 2010; Weaver, 2019), reintegration fac-
tors (McAlinden, 2006), environmental influences such as social support (Fox, 2016; 
McNeill, 2006), the therapeutic alliance (Sandhu & Rose, 2012; Walij et al., 2014) as 
well as certain internal factors such as hope (Moulden & Marshall, 2009; Snyder et al., 
2002), identity (Healy, 2010; Markus & Nurius, 1986; Maruna, 2001), and a sense of 
agency (Serin & Lloyd, 2009; Woldgabreal et al., 2014).

Data for these two studies were collected across three separate groups utilizing in-
depth qualitative interviews with two separate groups of CMP participants and the 
service providers who facilitated an Australian CMP for men who have sexually 

Figure 1. Process of adaptive theory.
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offended.1 Youssef et al. (2022a) interviewed two groups of CMP participants includ-
ing those who had not sexually reoffended post-release (n = 13) and those who had 
sexually reoffended either during their CMP participation or following its completion 
(n = 13). Both groups were considered important to interview to explore whether there 
were differences in the needs and experiences of those who reoffended and those who 
did not. An open-ended recursive style of questioning was adopted to explore how 
participants conceptualized the role of maintenance, their perceptions and experiences 
of the CMP, and its relationship to reintegration and desistence. Youssef et al. (2022b) 
also explored the perceptions of CMP service providers (n = 11).2 Understanding these 
professionals’ lived experience and perceptions of the program they facilitated was 
considered important for advancing further understanding about the delivery of main-
tenance programs.

For the first study, Youssef et al. (2022a) found that the CMP participants felt the 
therapeutic relationship with their therapist was crucial to their experience in the CMP. 
CMP participants felt that there needed to be a focus on “community” and “reintegra-
tive” factors rather than having a containment or risk focus. CMP participants high-
lighted the role of support, trust, and hope as key factors to their successful reintegration. 
A significant finding was that those who had sexually reoffended seemed to have 
internalized the identity of “sex offender” in comparison to those who had not sexually 
reoffended. Those who had reoffended also struggled to transform the way in which 
they perceived their purpose in the community, leading to a preference to return to 
prison as compared to those who had not reoffended (Youssef, 2022). This difference 
was largely related to those who had reoffended lacking a general sense of purpose and 
meaning in their lives whilst in the community. Finally, those who had not reoffended 
seemed to be better able to use the skills they had learned in custodial treatment, which 
was evident in by them having better coping strategies and an ability to adapt to com-
munity living compared to those who had reoffended (Youssef et al., 2022a).

Interviews with the service providers, revealed that reintegration related topics 
such as social interactions and social supports, identity, and meaning making were all 
recurring topics arising in the CMP group discussions, suggestive of their importance 
for participants in the community (see Youssef et al., 2022b). There was agreement 
amongst the service providers that the CMP participants who reintegrated more suc-
cessfully and therefore were less likely to reoffend, were better able to implement the 
coping skills they were taught in a custodial offence-focused treatment program, 
which was also consistent with the findings from the CMP participants (Youssef et al., 
2022a). Participants who did not go on to reoffend were also observed by the service 
providers to be able to develop a sense of meaning in comparison to those who did 
reoffend (Youssef et al., 2022b). A focus away from pure risk-management to a posi-
tive psychology approach also emerged as crucial when working with those who have 
been released from prison and trying to reintegrate in both studies.

These two studies highlighted the general lack of information and knowledge 
regarding CMPs, including limitations in an understanding of their theoretical under-
pinnings, most appropriate mode of delivery, and focus and content, which unfortu-
nately often resulted in an inconsistent delivery of the program and an unclear focus 
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amongst the CMP groups. The development of a framework for the delivery of CMPs, 
including what to address and how, emerged as an urgent need particularly given the 
inconsistencies in relation to how the program was delivered, and the topics being 
discussed (see Youssef et al., 2022a, 2022b). Service providers and CMP participants 
alike agreed that the maintenance program was unclear in its goals, objectives, and 
therefore, its delivery.

Taken together, these findings highlight the importance of adult learning theories 
and in particular transformative learning, which presumably leads to more stable shifts 
in one’s understanding of themselves and their worlds. This seems to be salient at the 
point in which someone released from prison is reintegrating and reconnecting with 
the community and ideally, moving away from an offending identity to one that is not 
offending. Indeed, most of those released from prison have an intention not to return. 
The goal then is to assist these people to develop new ways of being in the community 
and transform. The following section will explore human change and learning.

Behavior Change and CMPs

Change requires practice for it to be embedded in behavior and even then, there is a 
likelihood that behavior change will diminish if practice is not reinforced on a regular 
basis. Within a forensic context, new skills can be practiced within a clinical environ-
ment, such as in the group room in prison, however this seldom replicates the environ-
ment in which the relevant cues/triggers for the problem behavior(s) are present 
(Evans, 2013). It is more productive to practice new skills in the setting within which 
they will be used, or when confronted with stimuli that will likely trigger the old, 
unwanted behavior or response(s). As change becomes more active in nature, true 
maintenance cannot be assessed if the individual has few chances to engage in the 
behavior (Martin, 2012).

While those in custody may feel or think they have changed due to treatment inter-
ventions, the absence of exposure to the triggers, negative influences, and stressors 
they may normally encounter in their daily lives, makes it difficult to determine 
degrees of change. Subsequently, some may believe they have changed upon re-entry 
into the community when they have not had the opportunity to put their suppositions 
to the test. CMPs however, can provide support during this process as well as assist the 
individual to adjust approaches to life situations that in custody may have seemed 
appropriate but are not applicable when faced with the reality of living in the commu-
nity (Youssef, 2022).

CMPs provide practical support for behavior change because the programs provide 
psychological support whilst those released from prison engage in rehearsal of new 
skills and the implementation of skills as needed, while in the community (Evans, 
2013). While custodial interventions can provide the tools for change and have some 
opportunity for practicing these skills, in the absence of being able to rehearse and use 
the skills appropriately in a “real life” setting, effective change may remain limited. 
Once the individual is released into their natural environment, they are afforded the 
opportunity to “try out and test” changes and skills in the very setting that may trigger 
them, all while being supported in the CMP.
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One may argue that a CMP is no different to a community treatment program, how-
ever the focus of a CMP is on the implementation of skills already taught, and to a 
degree changes already assumed to be made. According to Youssef et al. (2017), who 
attempted to define CMPs:

“[M]aintaining behaviour change requires generalisability and transferability, in the 
absence of therapeutic factors which may have resulted in the change initially . . . 
community maintenance programs for offenders can ideally provide an opportunity for 
the enhancement of skills acquired in treatment to be actively rehearsed in a genuine 
setting (i.e., the community or natural setting). If possible, maintenance would constitute 
a period of reintegration which allows offenders an opportunity to demonstrate ‘newly 
acquired’ behaviours” (p. 110)

CMPs for the purposes of this discussion refer to programs that are offered to 
inmates upon their release. Therefore, a primary target of CMPs in addition to the 
maintenance of treatment change is reintegration, unlike an offence-specific program 
which focuses almost exclusively on offending behavior and the dynamic factors asso-
ciated with that behavior.

Factors Assisting Behavior Change

There is often consideration of how to change people’s behaviors and thoughts, with 
little consideration however for how these changes are then maintained or reinforced. 
Factors that have been identified as being related to behavior change and its mainte-
nance, include self-efficacy, hope, coping, identity, and social support (Youssef, 2022). 
Each of these will be briefly mentioned, before a focus on adult learning given the 
focus of the current paper.

Self-Efficacy

Bandura (1997) first introduced the concept of self-efficacy and its importance in 
behavior change. Self-efficacy refers to a person’s sense of capacity and control to 
perform a particular behavior or action. Individuals with high levels of self-efficacy 
tend to feel more in control of their lives, enjoy better psychological well-being and 
possess better decision-making capabilities (Bandura, 1997). Self-efficacy has been 
identified as an important construct for desistance from offending behavior (Healy, 
2010; Maruna, 2001; Sheldon et al., 2010). For example, a recent review by 
Woldgabreal et al. (2014) examined the importance of self-efficacy to parolees, who 
had re-offended found that treatment withdrawal (attrition) rates were higher among 
those with lower self-efficacy ratings (see Youssef, 2022).

Hope

Hope is often cited as being at the core of change efforts amongst humans. There is a 
strong correlation between the degree of hope one has and the success of change 
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(Kottler, 2014). Hope appears to be universal and relevant to all therapies, all types of 
people and all modes of change (Moulden & Marshall, 2009). Those who have sexu-
ally offended have consistently been identified as having poor coping skills, often 
using avoidance-focused coping. Given that hope is associated with enhanced coping, 
increasing hope seems particularly relevant to interventions with those who have sexu-
ally offended (Marshall et al., 2005), especially at the maintenance phase when they 
need the most support. Hope helps people to see a chance for them to change and 
indeed, maintain those changes (see Youssef, 2022).

Coping

Coping is defined as “constantly changing cognitive and behavioral efforts to manage 
specific external and/or internal demands that are appraised as taxing or exceeding the 
resources of the person” (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, p. 141). How one copes is known 
to play an important meditating role between the individual and their environment. 
Learning to adopt and maintain more appropriate coping strategies is paramount in 
sustaining adaptive changes. To maintain change and sustain desistance, individuals 
must be capable of maintaining their new identities in the face of life’s stressors and 
obstacles. Healy (2014) interviewed men in the process of desisting from crime and 
found that those with authentic desistance narratives experienced the highest levels of 
agency and used coping styles consistently and effectively when faced with problems 
(see Youssef, 2022).

Identity

Identity, which is a sense of who someone is, is crucial for a myriad of reasons, not the 
least of which is the provision of motivation and a direction behavior change 
(Paternoster & Bushway, 2009). Those who have offended are often called upon to 
explain themselves and thereby reconcile multiple selves, usually the “offending per-
son” they were with the “good and responsible person” (Presser, 2009). They are likely 
to have developed theories about themselves that are unhelpful and that may have 
consolidated over time making them potentially difficult to access and address (West, 
2007). Healy (2010) notes that desisters were more likely to regard their possible 
selves as achievable, which implied that they had higher levels of self-efficacy, hope, 
and feelings of control over their lives. A balance between both the positive and the 
negative possibilities increased motivation to achieve the desired self (Healy, 2010). 
Successful behavior change requires the development of a new self-theory, that is, 
explicit, provides meaning and enables adaptive goals to be identified, with ways to 
accomplish them (see Youssef, 2022).

Social Support

Social support is often considered essential for people who are trying to maintain 
change and many scholars have noted its important in triggering or supporting the 
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desistance process (Fox, 2016; Maruna, 2011; McNeill, 2006). Specifically, Sampson 
and Laub (1993) emphasized social bonds, which they saw as providing “turning 
points” for those who had offended. Social supports can provide support to those who 
are trying to desist from offending by providing support, monitoring, encouragement, 
and structure (Laub & Sampson, 2003; Youssef, 2022). Social supports generate social 
capital, which can move someone away from antisocial peers and closer toward desis-
tance (Crank, 2014).

Learning

The contextual differences between a custodial treatment program and a community 
maintenance program should encourage program differences (Casey et al., 2005). 
CMPs for those who are released from prison may need to take a different approach, 
different to those which custodial interventions take; the needs of those who have 
offended and are in the community are vastly different to those wh o are still serving 
their sentence in custody. CMPs should address the unique features of re-entry and 
reintegration and these programs are in a unique temporal position of being able to 
assist with the desistance process, in a way that custodial treatment programs are not.

An understanding of how people make changes and then maintain those changes 
requires a review of learning theories to allow for a consideration of the processes 
involved in change and its maintenance and the implications for a program designed 
to maintain changes people make. Specifically, when looking at how those who have 
offended move on from offending to non-offending, there is a transformation that pre-
sumably takes place, a change in one’s self view as well as their world view. One 
shortcoming of interventions for those who have offended has been the tendency to 
overlook traditional learning theories or consider how it is that people learn new infor-
mation and skills and then go on to maintain those changes. Often it seems that pro-
grams are developed and then implemented with little consideration for what learning 
theory underpins a program.

The goal of an offence-specific intervention program is to teach new knowledge, 
correct misunderstandings, or errors in thinking and, assist those participating to 
understand this knowledge and in turn internalize it, with the hope that this knowledge 
will translate to practice and ultimately be maintained. In essence, the goal of offender 
intervention appears to be to transform those who have offended from an offending 
person to someone who no longer feels the desire or need to offend, thus desisting. 
With this in mind, it seems logical to consider those who are participating in offend-
ing-related intervention programs as learners.

To facilitate transformative learning, the learner needs to be helped to become 
aware and critical in their own and others’ assumptions (Mezirow, 1997). Learners 
also need to be assisted in participating effectively in discourse and CMPs can provide 
an opportunity for that discourse to take place. Discourse within this context refers to 
a dialogue “devoted to assessing reasons presented in support of competing interpreta-
tions, by critically examining evidence, arguments, and alternative points of view” 
(Mezirow, 1997, p. 6). An important condition of being human is that people must 
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understand the meaning of their experiences. For some people, any “uncritically 
assimilated explanation by an authority figure will suffice . . . in contemporary societ-
ies we must learn to make our own interpretations . . . transformative learning devel-
ops autonomous thinking” (Mezirow, 1997, p. 5).

When considering the changes that are required for those who are released from 
prison, one could argue that there needs to be a transformative process that needs to take 
place for successful reintegration. One can also argue that it is imperative that those 
released from prison learn autonomous thinking as sooner or later, they will be required 
to make their own decisions and be autonomous agents in their own lives. Most impor-
tantly, thought needs to be given to how those who are released from prison learn and 
then go on to transform themselves. The learning that they may encounter could be in 
the custodial treatment programs that they participate in, the education they may receiv-
ing in custody, and/or other reflective process that the individual may engage in. 
Transformative learning offers a theory of learning that is especially adult, abstract, 
idealized, and grounded in the nature of human communication (Taylor, 1998).

Transformative Learning Theory and CMPs: A 
Framework for the Delivery of CMPs

Traditionally, TLT has been applied to adult learning contexts, such as university 
training, though more recently the theory has been implemented in the field of health 
sciences (Wilner & Dubouloz, 2011). TLT offers a practical framework that facili-
tates an understanding of how people change their assumptions, beliefs (meaning 
structures) and behavior, where “learning is understood as the process of using a prior 
interpretation to construe a new or revised interpretation of the meaning of one’s 
experiences in order to guide future action” (Mezirow, 1996, p. 162). According to 
Mezirow, TLT explains how adult learners make sense of their experiences, how their 
experiences are influenced by social and other structures, and how the dynamics 
involved in modifying meaning undergo changes when people find them to be dys-
functional and maladaptive.

Two Domains of Learning

According to proponents of TLT, change in people’s meaning structures evolve via 
instrumental and communicative learning. Instrumental learning focuses on that which 
occurs through learning task-oriented problem solving, such as learning a new skill 
and is acquired deductively. Communicative learning concerns understanding the 
meaning of what others “communicate concerning values, ideals, feeling, moral deci-
sions, and such concepts as freedom, justice, love, labor, autonomy, commitment and 
democracy” (Mezirow, 1991, p.8). In instrumental learning, the “truth” of an assertion 
can be established through “empirical” testing, such as cause-effect relationships, 
whereas in communicative learning, one needs to understand purposes, values, beliefs, 
and feelings. In communicative learning, it becomes imperative to become critically 
reflective of the assumption(s) underlying intentions, values, beliefs, and feelings. The 
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focus of communicative learning is increasing insight and attaining common ground 
usually through symbolic interaction (Kurnia, 2021). The aim of TLT is to assist peo-
ple to challenge the current assumptions upon which they act and, if they find them 
wanting or unhelpful, to change them. This requires a psychological shift as well as a 
behavioral one. TLT operates from a philosophy that better people will build a better 
world (Christie et al., 2015), and seems particularly suitable to those who are released 
from prison.

In light of these principles, TLT would appear to be particularly relevant to CMPs 
given the goal of reintegration and desistance is for those who have offended to recog-
nize that their interactions with their world have been unhelpful. In so doing, transfor-
mative learning incorporates the development of skills and an understanding of values, 
ideals, feelings, and moral decisions and, in so doing, assists those who have offended 
with both a psychological and behavioral shift to live a better life. This better life is 
less likely to result in a need to reoffend, if their needs are adequately met (Laws & 
Ward, 2011; Ward & Stewart, 2003). Most people who offend recognize that their 
behaviors have resulted in less-than-optimal consequences and life circumstances, 
such as being incarcerated, losing relationships, work, freedom, and implications for 
their sense of identity within the community and subsequent acceptance.

Transformative learning and therefore change is likely to occur when one’s frame 
of reference is challenged; this is what usually occurs when someone offends, is appre-
hended and imprisoned. The ripple effects extend well beyond the person who 
offended, to those who surround them, such as family, friends, and colleagues, not-
withstanding the effect on those who are offended against. It is these frames of refer-
ence that provide people with a sense of coherence that enables one to understand their 
surrounds (Nogueiras et al., 2019). Therefore, when these frames are threatened, indi-
viduals can experience unpleasant emotions such as confusion, uncertainty, or anxiety, 
all of which can be a catalyst for transformative learning as they can assist the process 
of identifying and reconsidering obsolete assumptions about the world (Malkki, 2010).

When we consider offending behavior rehabilitation programs, the goal seems to be 
providing knowledge and skills to those who have offended and for them to learn and 
implement these into their lives and thereby reduce the need to reoffend. Knowledge 
and new skills are generally viewed as something outside of the learner to be taken in 
through the learning process. The meaning of what one learns rests with the accuracy 
with which one internalizes and represents this knowledge within one’s own cognitive 
schemas (Mahoney, 1990). This is informational learning which increases one’s skills 
or existing cognitive structures, thereby providing more available resources to an 
established frame of reference (Kegan, 2009). This would be akin to those who have 
offended completing an offending behavior program in custody, being taught skills 
(i.e., communication skills) and new information (i.e., consent and boundaries). 
Perhaps, in the maintenance phase of change, communicative learning becomes vital.

As a theory with constructivist underpinnings, transformative learning assumes that 
a person’s established and “taken for granted” frames of reference can change. This 
implies that people can habitually conceptualize and engage in behaviors they have 
intentionally or unintentionally assimilated as part of their context or worldview. 
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However, with suitable input, “transformative learning can begin with people first 
looking at old things in new ways, then moving through a process of looking at new 
things in new ways, and finally doing new things in new ways” (Schnepfleitner & 
Ferreira, 2021, p. 45). This would be an ideal change that would more likely be main-
tained, which would in turn increase the likelihood of desistance when considering 
those who have offended. For Mezirow (1991) the outcome of transformative learning 
reflects individuals who are more inclusive in their perceptions of their world, able to 
differentiate increasingly its various aspects, open to other points of view, and able to 
integrate differing dimensions of their experiences into meaningful and holistic rela-
tionships (Dirkx, 1998).

Perspective Transformation

Mezirow (1996) identified ten phases of perspective transformation which inform the 
process by which people revise and change their meaning structures, namely: disori-
enting dilemma; self-examination of emotions; reflection on assumptions; relating 
discontent to others; exploring options for new roles and relationships; planning a 
course of action; acquiring knowledge and skills for implementing one’s plans; experi-
menting with new roles; building competence and confidence in new roles; and rein-
tegration (see Christie et al., 2015). Figure 1 illustrates how these ten phases can be 
applied to CMPs, leading to transformative lasting change. These phases can be 
grouped into four main steps (Figure 2):

1. Occurrence of a disorienting dilemma: The individual struggles with a disso-
nance of views because their current frame of reference no longer “works.” 
This leads to confusion and/or annoyance because meaningful solutions cannot 

1. Disorien�ng 
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discontent
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6.Ac�on planning

7. Acquisi�on of new 
knowledge and skills

8. Trying out new roles

9. Building 
competence and 

confidence

10. Reintegra�on

e.g., offending behaviour 
consequences – prison, parole, 
supervision, loss of support and 

freedom, s�gma

Through mastery, mo�va�on, 
voli�on, engagement, posi�ve 
feedback, the development of 
competence and confidence

Accep�ng that there is an 
issue; need for autonomy, 
competence, relatedness

Planning for changes to life, work, rela�onships, 
working with therapist – development of a CMP plan

Aware of regret, unhappiness, 
life dissa�sfac�on   

Training, support services, 
skills development, ongoing 

therapeu�c support

Considering a new (non-offending) 
iden�ty, roles in the community

Assump�on of an ‘offender’, 
being unchangeable, 

discussed in CMP

Tes�ng new roles and 
repor�ng on their efficacy in 

CMP and adjus�ng as 
necessary

Competence and confidence, 
leading to enhanced performance, 
persistence ul�mately contribu�ng 

to reintegra�on

Transforma�ve 
Las�ng Change

Figure 2. Transformative learning framework applied to CMPs.
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be found. This phase may be akin to the experience in an offending behavior 
treatment program where an individual is required to re-evaluate the choices 
that led them to their offence(s) and incarceration and in some cases, individu-
als may question their very identity or sense of self. The CMP participants 
often commented that their unhelpful coping strategies (e.g., sex as coping and 
avoidance) which led to their offending behavior, ultimately led to them going 
to prison and suffering the consequences of this (e.g., loss of family support, 
loss of work, incarceration, and stigma; Youssef et al., 2022a). In a CMP this 
phase can occur when an individual has a dilemma in the community (e.g., the 
breakdown of a relationship) and is required to reconsider their views. The 
CMP participants reported that relationship concerns were often a topic of dis-
cussion and there was a realization for many that their attitudes and perspec-
tives required some refinement (Youssef et al., 2022a, 2022b). This is a 
necessary precondition, to propel the individual into reassessing the tendencies 
they may have that are no longer working for them, for example using sex as a 
coping mechanism, aggressive communication, or avoidant coping. 
Participation in a CMP can also assist with this process through providing 
feedback to the person or providing a safe space for individuals to reflect and 
come to their own conclusion that their current frame of reference is simply not 
effective and has been problematic for them. CMP service providers confirmed 
that the CMP provided a space to allow for these types of discussions and 
reflections to occur, which was helpful for participants (Youssef et al., 2022b).

2. Critically assessing assumptions: Here, the frame of reference is now ques-
tioned. The individual is self-reflecting and assessing previously helpful 
assumptions or views to find a way out of the dilemma. Ideally, this phase 
takes place in offending behavior treatment programs, although it may be that 
this also occurs in a CMP where the individual is still reflecting on their per-
spectives and assumptions. This phase can also take place as a CMP participant 
is working through their reintegration process and as they encounter life stress-
ors that in the past may have resulted in a reoffence. Or it could be assumptions 
about women for example, that start to emerge in their intimate relationships 
and cause problems. There is perhaps the offer of a different perspective, a dif-
ferent way of looking at things. This is where social support is important as 
those supports, whether they are personal or professional can provide advice, 
feedback, and/or guidance. There is also an opportunity for the individual to 
start developing new coping strategies. CMP participants, both those who reof-
fended and those who did not shared that questioning and critiquing their 
assumptions was essential to assist with reintegration. Specifically, those par-
ticipants who went on to reoffend felt that they were unable to critically reflect 
and share those reflections due to a general lack of trust in the program and 
their therapist (Youssef et al., 2022a, 2022b). For example, the assumption that 
one is a “sex offender” was significant amongst the group that went on to sexu-
ally reoffend and they shared that they felt unable to challenge that assumption 
and did not safe in the CMP to challenge this belief (Youssef et al., 2022a).
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3. Acquisition and implementation of new knowledge: The individual observes 
others’ reactions and behaviors. A rational internal dialogue may occur as new 
information is discovered, which replaces old assumptions; this allows for the 
instillation of hope. This phase has several applications to CMPs. The first is the 
value of having a group whereby a participant can vicariously learn from other 
group members and indeed participants highlighted that receiving feedback and 
support from other group members as well as listening to other participant expe-
riences, was a particularly important part of the CMP (Youssef et al., 2022a, 
2022b); the group in this sense functions as a support network. As they discuss 
the issues they face in the community, they are provided the opportunity for 
feedback from fellow group members as well as the therapists facilitating the 
group. A CMP can provide participants with revision and assistance where 
needed as participants acquire new knowledge and skills to assist them with 
reintegration. CMP participants reported that they could share new experiences 
or situations with the group and receive feedback and reflect on these situations, 
all the while receiving support from their therapist as needed (Youssef et al., 
2022a). During this phase, a participant’s self-efficacy is likely to be enhanced, 
as they share new experiences and situations and receive support.

4. Exploring options for new roles, relationships, and behavior: This phase allows 
the person to practice the newly acquired skills and knowledge, discovering 
new roles and competencies (Youssef, 2022), which is expected to enhance self-
efficacy, hope, assist with the development of adaptive coping strategies, which 
in combination are likely to contribute to the transformation of oneself, or iden-
tity. A new self-confidence evolves, and new relationships are built, allowing 
new perspectives and assumptions to emerge. This is the phase that is likely 
traditionally thought of as “maintenance” whereby participants can practice 
new skills and be supported as a new sense of self is evolving. The individual 
can discuss their new roles in group, receive feedback, and reflect on what is 
working well for them. CMP participants reflected that when the CMP was 
effective for them, it was because they could discuss real-life examples of situ-
ations and their response, receiving validation that they were managing well 
(Youssef et al., 2022a). In comparison, CMP participants who reoffended felt 
unable to share these experiences or did not feel supported, reported that it con-
tributed to their sense of helplessness, failure, and inadequacy, contributing to 
their offence pathway (Youssef et al., 2022a). Through this process, there is a 
sense of efficacy or perhaps even mastery, as they develop skills and competen-
cies that allows for a better quality of life, which is essential for behavior change 
and its maintenance (Youssef, 2022). As participants practice these new skills, 
they are in essence “transforming,” as this becomes their new “normal.” Those 
participants who did not go on to reoffend reported that their sense of identity 
shifted away from “an offender” and they no longer wanted to return to prison, 
contrary to most of the CMP participants who went on to sexually reoffend; 
they reported that they wanted to return to prison as a “time out” from the com-
munity (Youssef et al., 2022a). This phase would be considered the final phase 
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in a CMP and would likely signify someone who is well on their way to being 
(re)integrated and on their desistance pathway.

Mezirow describes adult learning as an “organized effort to assist learners who are 
old enough to be held responsible for their acts to acquire or enhance their understand-
ing, skills, and dispositions” (Mezirow, 2012, p. 89). Mezirow goes on to describe 
some ideal conditions to facilitate transformative learning. The first suggestion is that 
conditions need to be participant-centered, including participation and be interactive 
in nature. Secondly, in order to examine and validate assumptions, values, beliefs, 
ideas, and feelings conditions need to include opportunities for participants to engage 
in such dialogue and group problem solving. Thirdly, the participants need to have the 
opportunity to critically reflect, either individually or as part of a facilitated group 
(Schnepfleitner & Ferreira, 2021). This allows for an opportunity to make more auton-
omous choices and to act based on that reasoned, critical reflection. Those facilitating 
this process, such as therapists can assist by developing an authentic therapeutic alli-
ance with participants, to assist them with overcoming situation and knowledge con-
straints and by providing support.

This is a new way of conceptualizing CMPs for those who have offended and may 
also have implications for the general approach to offending behavior interventions. 
Obviously, as a conceptual idea for a framework that may be applied to the CMP 
model, this needs further refinement and evaluation should be a focus of future 
research. That aside, TLT offers a framework from which to understand human change 
as well as some of the tools to achieve change. Attempting to change behavior is the 
primary aim of most offending behavior interventions, therefore a practical framework 
that offers the tools to enact such a transformation is imperative. This model allows for 
an opportunity for participants to work on their transformation and provides guidance 
right through to the final “reintegration” phase.

CMP delivery should also consider how adults best learn and retain new knowledge. 
Behavior change requires the learning of new information and the ability to implement 
it in their own lives and have it influence future behavior before it can be maintained. 
Using TLT as a framework for delivery ensures CMPs employ strengths-based future-
focused learning principles to maximize the likelihood of behavior change. Based on 
the principle that personal experience is an integral part of the learning process, TLT 
suggests that one’s interpretation of their experience creates meaning that leads to a 
change in behavior, mindset, and belief. When transformational learning occurs, people 
undergo a “paradigm shift” that directly impacts their future experiences. For example, 
they might discover that they have a hidden talent or that a long-held assumption is 
inaccurate. These changes are more intrinsic, impactful, and “transformative” than just 
reciting psychological concepts or recognizing a “cognitive distortion.”

Implications for Practice

Conceptualizing and designing offending programs from a TLT framework is a new 
way of viewing interventions for those who have offended and offers a different way 
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of viewing those who participate in these programs. It suggests that those who engage 
in these programs should be viewed as “learners” rather than just participants or pas-
sive consumers. The goal of TLT is for learners to become autonomous and responsi-
ble thinkers for themselves (Mezirow, 1997). Some practical suggestions for service 
providers who are delivering programs from a TLT perspective include:

-  Providing a safe space where learners become aware and critical of their own 
and others’ assumptions. This allows learners to practice recognizing frames of 
references and use their imagination to redefine problems from an alternate 
perspective.

-  Allowing effective discourse by being empathic and open to allow those partici-
pating to feel free from coercion, to have an equal opportunity to become critically 
reflective of assumptions and make tentative judgements to guide their behavior.

-  Learners need to be encouraged to be autonomous thinkers and this can be fos-
tered by using imaginative problem posing and ensuring that participation is 
learner-centered, participatory, and interactive.

-  Any instructional material should ideally reflect real-life examples and experiences 
to make them applicable and assist with learners fully engaging with the topics.

-  The use of metaphors to solve and refine problems is helpful in assisting with 
the learning process through discovery.

-  Service providers should ideally function as facilitators rather than an authority 
on the topics. Learners need to be encouraged to help each other, engage in peer 
collaboration around resolving problems, and provide opportunities for all to 
participate (Mezirow, 1997).

By understanding how learning happens service providers can maximize their efforts 
and create environments and programs where learners can thrive and transform. 
Working from a TLT framework requires service providers to go beyond simply teach-
ing or imparting knowledge; it requires a consideration of the way that learners find 
meaning in their lives and understanding. This type of learning involves a fundamental 
change in perceptions, as learners start to question the things they knew or thought 
before and examine things from new perspectives to make room for new insights and 
information. This kind of learning leads to true freedom of thought and understanding.

Of course, programs will require a revision to modify program content and delivery 
to be in line with TLT and service providers will require training in the delivery of 
programs within a TLT framework. The role of the “educator” in this case the service 
provider is critical within a TLT framework, as it is imperative that they foster a trans-
formative learning environment. This is perhaps not surprising given the vast literature 
regarding the importance of the therapeutic alliance when working with those who 
have sexually offended (Blasko & Jeglic, 2016; Flynn, 2010; Holdsworth et al., 2014). 
Furthermore, those “educating” or facilitating that process need to be able to critically 
examine their own practice and develop an understanding of their practice. This needs 
to be done through ongoing professional development with the use of reflective activi-
ties, supervision, action plans, case studies, and critical theory discussions (Cranton & 
King, 2003).
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Future Research

One of the obvious limitations of this conceptual proposal is that it was derived from 
two research qualitative studies in Australia and is yet to be tried and tested. Given 
the lack of empirical evidence or a research base for this topic, future research should 
seek to apply TLT to CMPs and then examine the efficacy of the delivery. A pilot 
study can perhaps be set up with a comparison to the current CMP in order to consider 
the efficacy of this approach. While this paper proposes TLT as a possible framework 
from which CMPs can be delivered, there is no reason that this framework would be 
limited only to those who have sexually offended, notwithstanding the limitations 
thus far of this being purely conceptual at this point. Future research should seek to 
explore the generalizability of TLT as a framework to CMPs for other populations. 
While the two studies noted in this paper examined adult men who had sexually 
offended, researchers might also seek to explore the generalizability of findings to 
CMPs for other offending populations, such as juveniles, those who offend violently, 
those with an intellectual disability and females who offend. There is also value in 
future research exploring the role and significance of custodial maintenance pro-
grams as well as the provision of programs to those who have offended by Non-
Government Organizations (NGOs). TLT should also be further investigated for its 
utility as a framework guiding not only CMPs, but other intervention (treatment) 
programs for both the forensic population as well as clinical populations, specifically 
in relation to program design and delivery.

Conclusion

This paper considered the application of TLT to CMPs providing a framework for the 
delivery of these programs in light of the paucity of research on CMPs. Transformative 
learners are anticipated to move through critical reflection on assumptions previously 
held and toward more self-reflection and an integration of experiences. This seems 
particularly relevant when we consider how those who have offended change and then 
go on to maintain those changes, ultimately leading them to desistance. Although this 
proposed framework is preliminary and conceptual at this stage, it offers a much-
needed exploration of the delivery of CMPs; a starting point upon which further 
research and practice can build upon.
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Notes

1. CMPs are available in three of the eight Australian states and territories, with marked 
differences in the structure, length, and delivery of these programs. Although limiting the 
generalizability of the findings, recruiting participants from just one of the three known 
nationally available programs was considered prudent due to significant program differ-
ences. The CMP used in this research is the longest running/most intensive of the Australian 
CMPs.

2. The term “service provider” will be used throughout this paper to refer to the CMP “pro-
gram facilitators” and “therapists” who for this program were all psychologists.
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