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There is a current call to action among researchers and others emphasizing the need for continued evolution of the concept 
of “success” in corrections (e.g., Returning Citizens, 2020; National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 
2022). While there have been positive developments in corrections over the years, the predominant risk-need-responsivity 
model (RNR; Andrews & Bonta, 2006; Andrews et al., 1990; Blanchette & Brown, 2006; Ward et al., 2007) for 
correctional assessment and rehabilitation in the United States’ prison system has proved insufficient. Key barriers to 
progress have included over-reliance upon a problematic definition and measure of success (i.e., recidivism), over-
confidence in a reductionist and risk-focused model, and ignorance of the importance of the form and quality of prison 
culture upon prison outcomes. Amid the recommendations for innovation and alternatives to overcome identified 
weaknesses in the status quo approach, we posit a new, values-based, culture-focused framework for success in corrections. 
The Good Citizenship ModelTM (GCMTM), in its most recent iteration, emerged out of over 45 years of collaborative 
outreach and fieldwork activity by researchers, returned citizens, specialists, and volunteers serving incarcerated people, 
returned citizens, and their families. The GCM targets the development of positive values and prosocial character 
development rather than risk-related deficits; emphasizes human flourishing over non-recidivism; and construes prison 
culture as a conduit through which prosocial values and character attributes are attained, reinforced, and sustained. 
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Many departments of corrections in the 
United States have mission statements or department 
names that focus on rehabilitation of people in prison 
(e.g., North Dakota Department of Corrections and 
Rehabilitation, Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and 
Correction). However, the gold standard outcome 
measure for corrections is not rehabilitation, and the 
overall approach to prison is not conducive to 
rehabilitation. This apparent disconnect is thought to 
be a contributing factor to some of the issues faced by 
corrections in recent years. Criticisms of US prison 
practices identify several key problems with, and 
suggest several potential improvements to, the 
correctional system that are likely more aligned with 
rehabilitation-focused missions. These identified 
issues include targeting a flawed outcome variable 
(e.g., defining rehabilitative success primarily as “not 
recidivating”) and relying too heavily on limited 
prison programs to obtain the desired outcome while 
ignoring the universally attended “program” among 
people in prison – prison culture. The purpose of this 
paper is to propose a theoretical model based on the 
literature in corrections and adjacent fields that 
redefines success in corrections; suggests a values-
based, culture-conscious approach to rehabilitation; 
and recommends focusing on prison culture as a 
primary vehicle of rehabilitation and improving 
human flourishing. 

Barriers to Rehabilitation 
Many departments of corrections and prison 

systems in the US have begun focusing more on 
rehabilitation as their goal. Unfortunately, there are 
barriers to reaching this goal. Critiques of mainstream 
prison assessment and rehabilitative practices have 
identified several noteworthy problems with the most 
prevalent and typical strategies for fulfilling the 
rehabilitative mission of corrections. Among them are 
over-reliance upon the measurement of successful 
rehabilitation through a flawed metric (i.e., recidivism 
rate); structuring rehabilitation efforts and plans 
around results from reductionist risk model-based 
assessment checklists, which have been criticized on 
their reliability (Mann et al., 2004; Polaschek, 2012; 
Ward & Brown, 2004; Ward & Gannon, 2006; Ward 
& Stewart, 2003); and unrealistic expectations for 
prison programs that are often nested within a toxic 
prison culture and make contact with only a small 
fraction of the total incarcerated population at any 
given moment. It is important to describe such 
programs as “embedded” given how the form or 
quality of prison culture has been found to be of high 
relevance to the efficacy of (culture-embedded) prison 

programs (Auty & Liebling, 2020; Bloom & 
Bradshaw, 2022; Dvoskin & Spiers, 2004; Gonzales et 
al., 2023; Ross et al., 2011; Stasch et al., 2018; van 
Ginneken & Nieuwbeerta, 2020). Dysfunctional 
prison cultures can undermine program impact by 
undermining participants’ sense of safety, community 
support, motivation, and engagement while more 
functional and positive cultures tend to enhance 
program potential. The described points of critique 
will be further elaborated in the sections to follow, 
along with discussion of the Good Citizenship 
Model’s (GCM) approach to overcoming them. 

Non-Recidivism is an Insufficient Target 
Outcome for Corrections 

The traditional and most widely employed 
indicator of corrections success has long been 
recidivism rate. However, this metric has been found 
to be problematic in many ways. For one, recidivism 
reduces a complex problem with various contributing 
factors to a simple “yes/no.” Whether someone returns 
to incarceration is a much more complex problem than 
a dichotomous outcome can capture. Reasons for 
recidivism are not only based upon the presence of 
criminogenic factors, as defined by the authors and 
proponents of the risk-need-responsivity model 
(Andrews & Bonta, 2006; Andrews et al., 1990; 
Blanchette & Brown, 2006; Ward et al., 2007), but are 
arguably also a function of much less often studied 
multivariate combinations—which can be understood 
as the building blocks of more enduring and holistic 
drivers of behavior (e.g., personality attributes or 
identities, and value commitments). While 
correctional practitioners have been persuaded to keep 
an exclusive kind of focus on particular criminogenic 
factors (e.g., “the big 8”), it remains true that these are 
really just variables that have repeatedly demonstrated 
to have relatively small but reliable independent 
relationships to recidivism. Much less often discussed, 
considered, or studied has been the relationships 
between more complex, multivariate combinations, 
interactions, or synergies for their potentially unique 
relation to recidivism.  

Second, recidivism itself is an error laden 
measure. The potential myriad of influences upon 
recidivism rates, such as social and economic (Pew 
Center on the States, 2011) as well as employment, 
education, and housing (National Academies of 
Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine [NASEM], 
2022), all have the potential to contribute noise and 
error to recidivism rate calculations. This over-
reliance upon a simplistic binary outcome leaves many 
questions unanswered and provides limited 
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explanations and understandings about the basis or 
reasons for a given recidivism rate. Such binary 
outcomes do not meaningfully illuminate questions of 
either public safety or the true effectiveness level of 
particular systems of correction (King & Elderbroom, 
2014; NASEM, 2022; see also methodological issues 
discussed in Altman & Royston, 2006; Royston et al., 
2005; Streiner, 2002).  

Third, recidivism definitions themselves can 
vary substantially (e.g., across institutions, states, and 
programs) reflecting return to prison, re-arrest, or re-
conviction. These are very different outcomes, but 
they are all labeled recidivism. This lack of 
standardization also leads to an inability to 
meaningfully compare rates across states. 

Fourth, recidivism is not rehabilitation. It is 
not a measure of the outcome desired from corrections. 
It is, at best, a proximal indicator of rehabilitation. 
Recidivism, defined as not returning to prison, not 
being re-arrested, or not being re-convicted sets a very 
low bar for both correctional facilities and returning 
citizens (Returning Citizens, 2020). Rehabilitation is 
most often defined in more positive terms and is a 
more complex construct than what is captured by 
recidivism. To contribute to public safety, 
rehabilitation cannot be defined as simply no more 
interactions with the criminal justice system. 
Incarcerated people, preferably, should be guided to 
not just legal compliance in the community but toward 
human thriving; meaningful roles; and positive civic 
activity, involvement, and/or contributions, or in other 
words, human flourishing.  

Fifth, any given recidivism rate fails to 
provide much actionable or specific information about 
why a given rate occurred. For instance, the finding of 
a poor rate does not pinpoint what aspect or aspects of 
a given correctional system or treatment program may 
have failed or requires modification. Given the status 
of recidivism as a widely employed indicator of, for 
instance, program effectiveness, it follows that 
decision or policy makers may mistakenly conclude 
that a given program is ineffective based solely upon 
the rate calculation. 

Sixth, recidivism as a measure ignores 
systemic challenges faced by some groups of people. 
Using recidivism as the primary outcome promotes a 
deaf ear at the policy-maker level about the challenges 
and barriers that returning citizens face upon re-entry, 
especially those challenges faced by Black and 
Hispanic people (NASEM, 2022; Windsor et al., 
2014). Some 44,000 legal barriers have been identified 
with potential to deter successful re-entry (National 
Inventory of Collateral Consequences of Conviction, 
2022). Such barriers appear in the contexts of 
education, housing, employment, transportation, and 

health care—and undoubtedly impact recidivism rates. 
(LaCourse et al., 2019; Makarios et al., 2010). 

Finally, recidivism is not an especially useful 
measure for people serving life prison terms. In 
situations where success is defined as not returning to 
prison, the measure completely ignores people in 
prison. In other situations, new convictions among 
people in prison do necessarily reflect rehabilitation. 
The success of a correctional facility should represent 
its entire population rather than 6/7ths of it (The 
Sentencing Project, 2021).  

Some researchers suggest that desistance 
(i.e., the reduction of criminal behavior) replace 
recidivism as the gold standard outcome for 
corrections given that desistance is a continuous 
variable and more sensitive than a binary variable (i.e., 
an improvement over recidivism in measurement 
sensitivity; Bucklen, 2021). For example, increased 
spans of time before re-arrest, reduced frequency of 
criminal behavior, or reduced severity of types of 
criminal behavior are all gains that would be reflected 
by desistance but not by recidivism. Desistance, 
however, may be more theoretically important to the 
need for a new rehabilitative model than it is 
practically important as a form of outcome measure. 
Desistance is theoretically important to understand 
because it helps clarify the oversimplification of the 
recidivism measure and it helps clarify that success 
must be seen as both relative and iterative. Two people 
who complete the same rehabilitative program may 
achieve an equal amount of change but then later 
experience varying degrees of success because one of 
the two started out with more extensive or deeply 
ingrained debilitating issues.  

Nevertheless, desistance retains some of the 
same constraints that recidivism has as a success 
metric. Neither recidivism nor desistance provide 
sufficient attention to the mechanics of solutions that 
honor the complexity of human motivation, the 
importance of identity (McAdams & McLean, 2013), 
character, well-being, and various manifestations of 
human flourishing that expand beyond the boundaries 
of legal versus illegal behavior. Arguably, what drives 
desistance is rehabilitation. Given the field’s push 
towards rehabilitation, it is more efficient to adjust 
outcome measures to the more practically useful 
among these options. For these reasons, a change in 
the standard outcome measure for corrections is 
recommended. Arguably, the bar must be set higher, 
such that correctional administrators and policy 
makers make it their goal to pursue a rehabilitation-
focused definition of success, which, in turn, will 
gradually shift their corrections communities, cultures, 
and programs. In other words, in order to accomplish 
rehabilitation in US prisons, a rehabilitation-focused 
outcome will need to be the outcome measure that 
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prisons and policy makers target. Instead of asking, 
“Why do people commit crime?” and then focusing on 
reducing risk factors, we propose asking, “Why don’t 
people commit crime?” and focusing on improving 
lives as suggested by the late prison reformer Charles 
Colson (1995). 

Human Flourishing as a Long-Term 
Outcome for Corrections 

A shift in reliance upon rudimentary 
measures of success leads the research community to 
consideration of potentially fruitful and measurable 
concepts that expand the definition of success in 
corrections. Human flourishing represents one such 
option (NASEM, 2022). Research has linked the same 
factors associated with desistance and recidivism to 
human flourishing, including family relationships, 
work, pay, education, and religious community 
(VanderWeele, 2017); however, flourishing is more 
reflective of rehabilitation, captures more information 
about rehabilitation than recidivism and desistance, 
and therefore, may be a more fruitful outcome as well 
as a predictor of associated desired outcomes such as 
community safety and health. Flourishing can be 
understood as and is defined here as doing well across 
multiple life areas: life satisfaction, mental and 
physical health, meaning and purpose, character and 
virtue, close social relationships (VanderWeele, 
2017), a positive and socially functional identity 
(McAdams & McLean, 2013), and regard for human 
dignity and potential. Measures of flourishing with 
subscales such as Harvard’s Flourishing Measure 
(VanderWheele, 2017) already exist. 

An important consideration is that an 
expanded definition of success in corrections is in turn 
going to be dependent upon expanded or at least more 
diversified resources (e.g., income and access to 
services; VanderWeele, 2017). If human flourishing 
came to be emphasized as an expanded and more 
holistic success metric over recidivism, the bar of 
responsibility would be raised for prisons as reported 
by the NASEM (2022).  

 
The measurement of success for those 
returning from prison has implications for the 
responsibilities of correctional agencies 
toward the persons under their supervision, 
the design of effective reentry policy, 
community-based programs and services 
across multiple sectors, the well-being of 
marginalized communities, victim 
satisfaction with correctional interventions, 
and crime control policy. Improving metrics 
of post-release success is a vital first step in 
making informed policy decisions and 
ensuring that taxpayer investments are spent 

wisely. It is also important for ensuring that 
the criminal legal system is accountable to 
those it affects directly, to their families and 
communities, to their victims and survivors, 
and to the broader public. (p. 12) 
 
If human flourishing were emphasized as a 

new standard of success in corrections, it would 
communicate a different expectation for people 
incarcerated, such as described by Wiese (Returning 
Citizens, 2020). 

 
We want them [returning citizens] to be 
engaged in civic activities; we want them to 
be positive public actors, invested in their 
communities and advancing a pro-social 
worldview in the public square. We want 
people to work, pay taxes, take care of their 
families, volunteer, and be positive catalysts 
in our communities. We want people to be 
good citizens. (p. 2-3) 
 

 An additional benefit of human flourishing as 
an alternative goal and success metric for corrections 
is that it highlights the importance of mental and 
behavioral health resources, which are limited in 
correctional facilities (Franke et al., 2019). People 
with mental health challenges, a history of trauma, 
and/or those coming from marginalized 
communities—some of the many challenges 
contributing to measurement error in recidivism 
calculations—shift from being confounding variables 
to issues of priority. A system that emphasizes the 
achievement of human flourishing rather than 
recidivism reduction will need to invest more in 
mental and behavioral health services to reach its goal 
as mental health is literally part of the definition of 
success. It will need to provide people with an 
appropriate level of behavioral health care and 
acknowledge and address the lack of resources and 
support for those living with mental illness and a 
criminal record.  

As mentioned earlier, people returning to the 
community from incarceration face many barriers to 
successful reintegration. In fact, there are over 44,000 
identified collateral consequences of having a criminal 
record (U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, 2019). A 
focus upon the requirements of human flourishing 
over recidivism as a guide for improvement efforts has 
much more potential to highlight the need for legal 
reforms and understanding within the community. 
Returning citizens, for example, often face callous or 
unfair treatment by potential employers upon 
becoming aware of the applicant’s past convictions 
(Albright & Denq, 1996; Morzenti et al., 2021). Laws 
or organizational policies sometimes prevent returning 
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citizens from participating in particular occupations, 
such as those requiring licensure, and regardless of 
post-release restoration activities, potential civic 
contributions, or accomplishments (e.g., education, 
degrees; Arnold Ventures, 2022). Because human 
flourishing includes “doing well” across multiple life 
areas by definition, policies that actively prevent that 
would need to be reconsidered. 

Furthermore, and unlike recidivism, the goal 
of human flourishing can also be applied to people 
serving life sentences—a population that tends to be 
forgotten or undervalued despite their well-known 
value and potential as stabilizing social forces within 
prison culture and as mentors for other people 
incarcerated (Herbert, 2018). While “lifers” have zero 
chances of recidivating, their ability to nevertheless 
develop positive character attributes and flourish 
within their in-prison community makes the outcome 
variable of flourishing relevant and applicable.  

Critics of alternatives to recidivism and 
desistance measures have cited issues such as the time 
and difficulty of garnering research support for policy 
changes, lack of interest among corrections 
professionals, and ingrained habits and practices 
among staff and correctional information and 
reporting systems. Bucklen (2021) discusses the 
concern that policy makers will not support changes 
because the amount of time it would take to engage in 
further research would exceed their term limits. They 
additionally suggest that corrections leaders (e.g., 
directors, wardens, superintendents) have no interest 
in non-criminal justice-related outcomes and that 
changing the way correctional outcomes are reported 
would be a burden.  

It can be argued, however, (1) that policy 
makers should consider a cost/benefit or return on 
investment analysis and available supporting data; (2) 
that correctional leaders should be concerned with 
outcomes for everyone within their care, including 
staff, as well as the consequences to the community 
that may follow when people are treated poorly during 
incarceration and/or after they are released in an 
unhealthy or unstable condition (Office of Disease 
Prevention and Health Promotion, 2020); and (3) that 
links between aspects of human flourishing and 
traditional corrections outcomes, including but not 
limited to recidivism, have been increasingly reported 
by researchers. Examples include relationships 
between dysfunctional staff beliefs and behavior and 
staff well-being (Denhof et al., 2014; Dennard et al., 
2021), relationships between prison culture quality 
and post-release outcomes for prisoners (Auty & 
Liebling, 2020; Bosma et al., 2020; Nagin et al., 2009), 
and relationships between embraced pro-social values 
and criminal thinking (Reeves et al., 2020). In 
addition, mental health and substance abuse status, 

quality of relationships, and employment 
status/history are all related to improved outcomes for 
returning citizens (The Harvard University Institute of 
Politics Criminal Justice Policy Group, 2019; Office 
of Disease Prevention and Health Promotion, 2020). 

The Case for Good Citizenship as a Short-
Term Outcome for Corrections 
Given the described recommendations for a 

new measure of success in corrections, there must 
follow a comparable reframing of rehabilitative 
practices and process. If flourishing became the new 
gold standard indicator of rehabilitative success, then 
rehabilitation efforts would be focused on promoting 
human flourishing over the attempted suppression of 
criminal attitudes and behaviors. The current and 
predominant approach in the United States corrections 
system is to assess an incarcerated person based on 
particular, evidence-supported risk factors for 
recidivism, identify which problem areas or deficits 
seem most pronounced, and then recommend or place 
them within a level of programming that matches their 
assessed level of need (Andrews & Bonta, 2006; 
Andrews et al., 1990; Blanchette & Brown, 2006; 
Bonta & Andrews, 2007; Ward et al., 2007). While 
this approach has received mixed results about its 
effectiveness (see Duan et al., 2023, for RCT-based 
meta-analysis), it remains true that this approach has 
promoted some improved order and progress in a 
previously less organized field of correctional 
rehabilitation, which was less guided by standardized 
procedures. The authors and proponents of the RNR 
model encouraged greater reliance upon rigorous 
scientific methodology in correctional rehabilitation 
research, which has also been important. The 
foundation of the RNR model is based primarily upon 
a review of findings from a collection of studies, where 
variables showing reliable, though relatively small, 
relations to recidivism become criminogenic factor 
targets to be prioritized, above all else, for change in 
rehabilitative efforts. A semi-structured, interview-
based approach to identifying which criminogenic 
factors applied, or that applied the most for particular 
criminal justice-involved people, was also offered and 
has long since been promoted and marketed to 
correctional agencies by the authors of the RNR model 
(i.e., the Level of Supervision Inventory; Andrews, 
1982; Andrews & Bonta, 1995).   

Despite the aforementioned positives 
associated with the RNR model and the positive 
intentions of its developers and proponents, the 
emphasis of this strategy is arguably too negative and 
tends to make for uninspiring treatment or 
rehabilitative programming plans. Given the difficult 
task of change that is required of people who struggle 
with ingrained antisocial tendencies, what is needed is 
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an approach that prioritizes efforts to not only deter but 
also replace dysfunctional behaviors and sources of 
motivation with functional substitutes. Efforts to 
illuminate, reinforce, and develop prosocial values and 
prosocial identity represent a compelling alternative. 
Many criminogenic factors, for example, can be 
understood as rooted in (or as an outgrowth of) one’s 
core values and/or one’s value-laden dimensions of 
character. Given this, we propose that, rather than 
focusing on a recidivism reduction goal, the field of 
corrections and correctional rehabilitation, focus 
instead upon cultivating and/or reinforcing functional, 
prosocial values, character, and identity—the building 
blocks of good citizenship. To the extent that is 
accomplished, well-being can be expected to follow, 
as well as flourishing as a broader conception of 
success. In other words, we suggest that corrections 
conceptualize rehabilitation for people incarcerated as 
an effort to develop and promote the defining qualities 
of good citizenship.  

Given the proposed goal of pursuing good 
citizenship as a short-term outcome and precursor to 
human flourishing, further elaboration of the concept 
of good citizenship is warranted. The conceptual ideal 
of citizenship has been defined as civility, community 
awareness, service, concern for the welfare of others, 
social responsibility, tolerance, respectfulness, and 
empowerment (Korbey, 2019, p. 12). An ideal citizen 
would add value to a community and be actively 
engaged in it. Citizenship is often defined and 
understood as involving both (1) the responsibility of 
the individual to their community and (2) a concurrent 
responsibility of the community for the individual. 
Despite this understanding, some individuals 
experience barriers to community and citizenship, 
such that the community’s responsibility to those 
individuals goes unmet or the individual is locked out 
of the ability to meet his/her responsibility to the 
community.  

A primary example of a group that is likely to 
experience these barriers are people with criminal 
records, mental illness, or people experiencing 
homelessness. In such cases, citizenship can be 
understood as incomplete or inaccessible (Rowe & 
Pelletier, 2012). Research suggests that among those 
working towards reintegration with the larger 
community, membership in a “program community,” 
such as a recovery community, along with citizenship 
education, may help facilitate their success (Rowe & 
Pelletier, 2012). A notable caveat in the described 
conception of citizenship is that it ascribes 
responsibility to both the individual and to the larger 
societal community concurrently. As a result, meeting 
the definition of full citizenship can be a challenge for 
some, as society tends to withhold social inclusion and 
rights/responsibilities from marginalized people 

(Rowe & Pelletier, 2012). It is within this context and 
perspective that citizenship will be described within 
this paper—as a function of an individual’s interaction 
with their communities and larger society. 

The concept of citizenship is especially 
important for purposes of this discussion because 
citizenship is a necessary precursor to human 
flourishing—which, in turn, has been posited as an 
expanded definition of successful rehabilitative efforts 
(i.e., over success as non-recidivism). This alternative 
definition more fully honors human beings as complex 
wholes, driven by value systems, recognizable 
character traits, and identities. Citizenship involves a 
“deep sense of fellowship in humanity” (Adler, 
1927/1957, p. 38) and is directly related to a person’s 
social life and support, as well as their sense of 
belongingness, all of which are important prerequisites 
to human flourishing.  

For criminal justice-involved people, 
however, their relationship with their larger pro-social 
community will often not be ideal. If thought of as a 
continuum where a person’s relationship with society 
ranges from disenfranchised to invested and engaged 
(i.e., “good” citizenship), people incarcerated will 
likely fall lower on the citizenship continuum than 
those in the general population.  

A theoretical underpinning of the GCM is 
that the better a person’s relationship with their larger 
pro-social community, the more social support and 
belonging they will experience. Likewise, according 
to the precepts of the GCM, as the quality of one’s 
relation to their community lowers, their sense of duty 
or engagement diminishes, as does their sense of 
belonging and level of concern for others. The 
interface between these assertions and rehabilitation is 
most obvious in a further GCM precept: To the extent 
that an individual feels accepted by the larger 
community, the more likely they are to embrace 
prosocial forms of thinking and behavior (e.g., 
employment, education, altruism) and experience 
flourishing.   

Given the above, it is hypothesized that a 
more ideal long-term goal for corrections is human 
flourishing rather than recidivism reduction. People 
who are flourishing are expected to be concurrently 
less likely to commit crime and more likely to add 
value to their surrounding communities—they are 
good citizens. Good citizenship is estimated to be 
more likely linked to better social support, a sense of 
belonging and identity, positive engagement in the 
community, a greater likelihood to be able to navigate 
social institutions, and more investment in community 
well-being. If flourishing is the long-term outcome 
replacing recidivism, and good citizenship is the short-
term outcome (or pre-requisite circumstance), the next 
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question is how do we reconceptualize rehabilitation 
to target good citizenship? 

Reconceptualizing Rehabilitation: The Values 
of Good Citizenship 

The current approach to correctional 
rehabilitation can be understood as narrowly focused 
on reducing criminogenic recidivism risk as a short-
term goal and as a path to reducing actual recidivism 
as a long-term goal. It was discussed earlier how the 
focus of this pursuit is arguably impaired in various 
ways (e.g., employs a narrowly conceived set of 
“approved” risk factors to focus on, has a strong focus 
on the reduction of negative behaviors or 
circumstances, neglects more holistic factors in 
assessment and in treatment (e.g., concepts/variables 
such as values, character, and working identity). The 
pursuit of reaching more broadly conceived and 
potentially more inspiring rehabilitative goals—to 
include change in values, character, and identity—will 
require a commensurate shift in how rehabilitation is 
conceptualized.  

Strengths-based approaches assume that 
everyone has positive capabilities or potentials that 
they can engage to address life’s challenges (Rothman, 
1994; Weick, 1983; Weick & Pope, 1988). Some 
strength-based approaches have begun to emerge in 
the field of corrections, offering promising outcomes. 
For example, The Good Lives Model (GLM) is a 
strengths-based approach that has gained some 
recognition in recent years (Ward et al., 2007; Ward & 
Maruna, 2007; Ward & Stewart, 2003), especially 
with clinically-oriented professionals. While initially 
developed in the context of sex offender treatment, the 
GLM has demonstrated some general applicability 
with other incarcerated populations. The GLM 
assumes that all human beings are in pursuit of a 
common set of needs but that some individuals pursue 
the fulfillment of said needs in maladaptive ways, 
potentially resulting in crime. The GLM, to date, has 
generated a relatively small quantity of empirically 
supported effectiveness studies compared to 
predominating risk-based models. The GLM 
nevertheless demonstrates a viable option that has 
been positively embraced by a substantial number of 
practitioners and institutions. Its introduction has also 
catalyzed growing critiques of risk-focused 
approaches including the issue of whether their 
superior status in the field is justified.  

A review of research employing strengths-
based rehabilitative approaches in corrections 
(Donnelly, 2021) has suggested that these approaches 
may be key to improving upon the status quo. 
Desistance-focused interventions, such as those 
focused on improving efficacy and autonomy, have 
also demonstrated promise (Bucklen, 2021). These 

observations and developments suggest that the time 
may be ripe for the testing of new correctional 
rehabilitation models, as there is evidence of growing 
receptiveness to mainstream alternatives. 
Reconceptualizing rehabilitation could help open the 
door to the development of a wider array of tools for 
correctional rehabilitation. Lessons learned from the 
history of correctional treatment, however, clarify that 
new models, frameworks, and theories must be well 
formulated, empirically testable, and supported by 
programs of research to support their availability and 
scaling. 

It is important to note that strengths-based 
models, like deficit-focused models, can employ 
evidence-based and evidence-informed techniques 
such as cognitive-behavioral, social learning, and 
emerging narrative-cognitive techniques to facilitate 
change. Similar to the current conceptualization of 
rehabilitation, targeting the development of good 
citizenship in the short term, and flourishing in the 
longer term, would also be expected to generate 
prosocial changes in thinking and behaviors as well as 
reduction in antisocial thinking and behavior. The 
mechanism of change would, however, be different 
than described within the status quo approach. Under 
the GCM, criminogenic factors are understood to be 
secondary to, or an outgrowth of, a person’s values, 
character, and identity. By changing or improving 
upon these more fundamental determinants of 
behavior, criminogenic factors are automatically 
addressed as a natural consequence. It is important to 
note that while cognitive-behavioral techniques have 
come to be recognized as the most supported and 
effective treatments for a variety of presenting 
problems in the corrections arena, there remains a 
sustainment problem that has been noted in the 
cognitive-behavioral intervention literature (Yoon et 
al., 2017). Recognizing the importance of thinking and 
cognition in rehabilitation, as well as the potential 
pitfalls, we hypothesize that the linchpin to improving 
good citizenship is addressing motivation at a deeper 
level—at the level of one’s underlying values, 
character, and identity.  

Values can be defined as abstract standards 
and/or preferences reflecting personal goals that 
determine our sense of what is important, remain 
consistent across different situations, and are guiding 
factors in life (Arieli et al., 2014; Feldman et al., 2015; 
Fritzsche & Oz, 2007; Rokeach, 1973; Schwartz, 
1992). In other words, values are thought of as internal 
structures governing decision-making. Research 
findings indicate that (1) values impact decision-
making and cognition (Sousa et al., 2012; see also, 
e.g., Bardi & Schwartz, 2003; Feather, 1995; Maio, 
2010; Roccas & Sagiv, 2010; Rokeach, 1973; 
Schwartz et al., 2017; see Fritzsche & Oz, 2007, for a 
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historical discussion) and vice versa (Feldman-Stewart 
et al., 2012); (2) values are tied to personal, moral, and 
social identity (Arieli et al., 2014; Brewer & Roccas, 
2001; Feldman et al., 2015; LeFavbre & Franke, 2013; 
Ruff & Fehr, 2014; Vecchione et al., 2016); (3) values 
can be changed by intervention (Arieli et al., 2014; 
Bardi & Goodwin, 2011; Feldman et al., 2015; Maio 
& Thomas, 2007) and certain facilitators (Feldman et 
al., 2015; Sousa et al., 2012; Vecchione et al., 2016); 
(4) values tend to be stable across situations and time 
(Arieli et al., 2014; Ring et al., 2020; Rokeach, 1973, 
1979; Schwartz, 1992; Vecchione et al., 2016); (5) 
values tend to exhibit similar characteristics and links 
across cultures (Feldman et al., 2015; Schwartz & 
Bardi, 2001); and (6) values can be tied to the long-
term goal of flourishing (Fritzsche & Oz, 2007; 
LeFavbre & Franke, 2013; Ring et al., 2020). In other 
words, values have a widespread impact on decision-
making and behavior, can be changed to align with a 
prosocial lifestyle, and, as a target for intervention, 
may not only share the benefits of a cognitive-
behavioral approach, but also add the benefits of 
generalizability and stability of decision-making and 
behavior across varying environments. 

Values Impact Decision-Making and Identity  

Values have not been thoroughly examined 
among criminal justice investigators, but research 
across various fields, conducted over the span of 
decades, has offered compelling evidence in support 
of the view that values drive decision-making (e.g., 
Arieli et al., 2014; Feldman et al., 2015; Fritzsche & 
Oz, 2007; Glover et al., 1997; Sousa et al., 2012 ) and 
behavior (Ring et al., 2020; Sousa et al., 2012).  
Values are also inextricably linked with identity (e.g., 
Roccas et al., 2002; Sagiv, 2002). Examples include 
evidence that cultural values tend to be reflected 
within the decision-making of people embedded 
within given cultures (LeFavbre & Franke, 2013); 
people benefit from a sense of pride and esteem 
through a sense of belonging or group membership 
(Tajfel, 1978); a sense of belonging to antisocial 
groups is associated with criminal thinking (Boduszek 
et al., 2013); and values play a role in peoples’ sense 
of personal (Arieli et al., 2014; Roccas et al., 2002 ), 
moral (Kavussanu & Ring, 2017; Ring & Kavussanu, 
2018; Ring et al., 2020), and social identity (Brewer & 
Roccas, 2001; LeFavbre & Franke, 2013). 

Value and Cognition Malleability  

Research not only suggests that values are 
tied to decision-making, cognition, and identity but 
also that values can be changed (Arieli et al., 2014; 
Bardi & Goodwin, 2011; Feldman et al., 2015; Maio 
& Thomas, 2007), in the same way that decision-
making and identity are understood as changeable. In 

other words, values represent a potential entry point 
for intervention that could have cascading impacts on 
cognition, decision-making, and identity. 

In the cognitive literature, it is theorized that 
the way we understand and interpret the world and 
make decisions is heavily impacted by cognitive 
schemas (i.e., the way bits of information relate to each 
other forming our conceptualization or understanding 
of concepts) and scripts (instructions for how to 
respond and behave; Schank & Abelson, 1977; 
Whitney, 2001). The experiences that a person has 
throughout their life contribute to how these schemas 
and scripts are structured. Once cognitive schemas and 
scripts firm up, incoming information from the 
environment can be processed quickly and efficiently 
through pattern recognition or “chunking” (Lindley, 
1966; Tulving & Craik, 2005; Vechi et al., 1995), 
which eventually can build into expertise in certain 
areas (Eylon & Reif, 1984; Larkin, 1979; Reif, 1981).  

In the identity literature, mental 
representations or maps provide us with a basis for 
expectation, for coming to decisions, and for deciding 
upon actions. Human beings are constantly modeling 
their perceived worlds through cognitive model 
making and respectively through the written or spoken 
word. The human mind also has the capacity to draw 
upon stored mental representations of previously 
experienced images, sounds, feelings, and tactile 
sensations. As a result, the mind is able to compose 
mental simulations at will. It can organize, reorganize, 
interpret, and reinterpret past or anticipated 
experiences. The mind also serves as a screen upon 
which the scenes of our lives can be projected, 
examined, critiqued, and woven together—into 
narratively organized cognitive structures that 
collectively constitute our identities (McAdams, 1988, 
1993). 

We theorize that embraced values serve as a 
grounding foundation or substrate from which 
cognitive structures and scripts extend. Therefore, the 
latter are dependent upon the former. The former also 
guides and shapes the operation of the latter. For 
example, people who place high value on achievement 
are more likely to have thoughts about getting ahead 
or about definitions of success. In turn, they are more 
likely to make decisions expected to lend to success or 
achievement. Further, they are more likely to act or 
engage in achievement-oriented behaviors or 
behaviors expected to make achievement more likely 
or occur sooner. They might visualize in the mind’s 
eye (akin to a movie clip) a sequence of events 
demonstrating a course of events and effort 
culminating in an achievement or success of some 
kind. As another example, people who value equality 
are more likely to have thoughts about rules or 
principles of equality and fairness, to make decisions 
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that are in accord with rules of equality and fairness, 
and to engage in behaviors that are aligned with or 
have the potential to promote equality and fairness. 
They might also imagine and visualize a 
chronologically ordered sequence of events or a 
scenario where they are protesting an observed 
instance of inequality. The visualizations in the 
described examples were meant to illustrate how 
cognitive structures, most often construed as involving 
static contents (e.g., beliefs) are increasingly being 
recognized for their capacity to take a dynamic or 
narrative organization. 

Changing cognitions and decision-making 
processes have long been the crux of cognitive-
behavioral approaches. Cognitive theories suggest that 
by purposefully evaluating thoughts and decisions, 
and the logic and reasoning involved, schemas and 
scripts can be altered to support better or more 
functional decision-making and actions (Crick & 
Dodge, 1994; Dansereau et al., 2013).   

Research also supports the view that values 
can be intentionally changed, such as an intentional 
embrace of prosocial or community values over more 
exclusively self-serving values. Exemplifying this 
ability, Arieli and colleagues (2014) demonstrated 
how individuals were able to assign greater weight to 
selfless (self-transcendent) values versus selfish (self-
focused values). As another example, it has been 
observed that an explicit values examination activity 
impacted subsequent decision-making (Feldman-
Stewart et al., 2012). According to a “disconnected 
values model,” helping people analyze the disconnect 
between their personal values and their behavior can 
improve internal motivation to improve the alignment 
of the two (Anshel, 2008). 

Value Endurance/Sustainability 

Values can be seen as especially fruitful 
targets for intervention, in part because they have been 
found to be trans-situational (Rokeach, 1973; 
Schwartz, 1992) and relatively stable over time (Arieli 
et al., 2014; Rokeach, 1973; Schwartz, 1992; 
Vecchione et al., 2016) when compared to cognition. 
While altering values may require more effort than 
changing cognition, we hypothesize that targeting 
values for change, as opposed to cognitions alone, will 
lead to more enduring changes in both cognition and 
behavior. We expect this because we assume, to a 
large extent, that cognitive structures are often rooted 
in or extended from underlying and more foundational 
values. It thus logically follows that cognitive changes 
may be easier to sustain when they are in alignment 
with underlying values.  

To summarize, values are defined here as 
standards that serve as guiding factors for decision-
making and behavior. Values can be understood as 

being changeable, superseding individual thoughts, 
naturally supporting value-consistent forms of 
cognitions and behavior, and having more endurance 
than cognitions, especially value-inconsistent 
cognitions. It follows then that values are arguably a 
more productive target for behavior change than 
cognitions, despite attempts to change cognition being 
more common. We theorize that addressing a person’s 
values that relate to or constitute citizenship and 
flourishing represents an especially intriguing and 
potentially beneficial change of course in correctional 
rehabilitative attempts. In other words, good 
citizenship can be operationally defined as the extent 
to which an individual endorses and manifests values 
that are defining of good citizenship. With good 
citizenship as the short-term outcome, it is expected 
that continued good citizenship will lead to the longer-
term outcome, human flourishing. 

The Six Values of Good Citizenship 
Before moving on to how values can be 

utilized to foster good citizenship, and eventually, 
human flourishing, it is important to clarify how key 
values are specifically defined here. The values we 
submit as clearly indicative and defining of good 
citizenship include community, affirmation, 
productivity, restoration, responsibility, and integrity. 
The Values of Good Citizenship (VGC), for the 
purposes of this theoretical framework, are presented 
and defined as follows. 

Community 

Valuing community is a self-transcendent 
value. People need social relationships and the “give 
and take” of community to thrive (Adler, 1927/1957; 
Rowe & Pelletier, 2012). Valuing community is 
manifested as holding the health of the community and 
its members as a priority and understanding the 
reciprocal connection whereby the community both 
provides and has needs. Decision-making through a 
community-value lens takes account of how behaviors 
and consequences impact the health of the community. 
It also considers the balance between contribution and 
consumption. The valuing of community has the 
potential to promote flourishing in several ways, such 
as by improving relationships; by promoting a 
positive, functional, and prosocial sense of identity 
and belonging; and by maintaining high regard for 
human dignity. 

Integrity 

Integrity can be understood as a universally 
appreciated value. It entails honesty, authenticity, and 
doing the right thing no matter the audience or despite 
the absence of an audience. Valuing integrity is 
manifested by being honest, reliable, and trustworthy. 
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Decision-making through an integrity-value lens 
considers not only how one is being treated by others 
but also how others are treated by oneself. Integrity 
also includes acting in congruence with one’s broader 
value system, and it can help foster social 
relationships. This value is a component of identity 
and is universally recognized as a virtuous character 
dimension.  

Affirmation 

The value of affirmation is demonstrated by 
validating the importance of self and others. It is 
manifested by considering and acknowledging the 
contribution and importance of others and self. 
Decision-making through the affirmation-value lens 
considers the contribution of others and their roles as 
well as self-contributions. The manifestation of the 
valuing of affirmation can support building better 
social relationships; affirm meaning, purpose, and 
identity; and validate the dignity of others. Among the 
six values that define good citizenship under the GCM, 
the value of affirmation resonates most strongly with 
already widely research-supported principles of 
positive thinking and behavior change (e.g., Lindsay 
& Creswell, 2014). When positive thinking and 
behavior are demonstrated by another person—
verbally or behaviorally—affirming what was 
witnessed results in reinforcement that makes the 
event more likely to be repeated (Miller & Rollnick, 
2002). 

Restoration 

Valuing restoration entails acknowledging 
the inevitability of making mistakes, being open to 
forgiveness, actively seeking restoration for self and 
others depending on the situation, and being ready to 
acknowledge faults or seek reconciliation. Decision-
making through the restoration-value lens considers 
the possibility for change, the need for restoration of 
self or others, and the role of self and others in 
reconciliation. This value can facilitate better mental 
and physical health, improve a sense of identity, and 
validate human dignity. Valuing restoration itself also 
conveys the basic human value or importance of all 
people. Nobody is beyond restoration in some way, 
shape, or form, and all people deserve to be afforded 
dignity in their pursuit of restoration. These 
convictions are critical not only in the context of 
correctional rehabilitation but also in the world at 
large. 

Productivity 

Productivity can be understood as a 
universally appreciated character dimension or 
attribute. Valuing productivity entails acknowledging 
the importance of active contributions of effort within 

a person’s ability. This includes goal setting and 
achievement, inclusive of effort itself as a success 
regardless of the outcome. Decision-making through 
the productivity-value lens involves consideration of 
how behaviors impact contribution and goal 
achievement within personal and group efforts. This 
value can facilitate improved life satisfaction, well-
being, meaning and purpose, and a positive sense of 
identity. 

Responsibility 

Responsibility, too, can be considered a universally 
appreciated character dimension or attribute. Valuing 
responsibility entails defining one’s boundaries and 
locus of control. It involves taking ownership for 
actions. Decision-making through the responsibility-
value lens takes into consideration personal 
differentiation, efficacy of self and others, personal 
investment and ownership, ability, available 
resources, and/or the connection between previous 
choices and outcomes or situations. This value can 
facilitate life satisfaction, well-being, identity, and the 
quality of relationships. 

Good Citizenship in Practice: Prison is a 
Program 

In practice, the task of developing the VGC 
is theorized to require (1) education  about good 
citizenship and how it is defined by a collection of 
especially functional and prosocial core values; (2) 
opportunities for people to examine their past and 
current decision-making as well as relations between 
decisions and values; (3) exposure to others (e.g., role 
models) whose thinking and behaving are aligned with 
the VGC; and (4) the ability to implement and practice 
acting upon, or in accordance with, the values “in real 
time” and in day-to-day life. When these tasks and 
circumstances are fulfilled, good citizenship is made a 
more sustainable habit that can be developed in 
correctional settings and then continued following 
release. Living consistently with the VGC over a 
sustained period of time is hypothesized to promote 
human flourishing as a long-term outcome.  

While this approach to rehabilitation should 
work in theory, there is a barrier preventing 
opportunities to observe and practice thinking and 
behaving aligned with the VGC, and that barrier is 
prison culture. Research examining the impact of 
culture suggests that the environment a person lives in 
impacts both decision-making and behaviors, and 
shapes the norms, rules, and habits of the culture’s 
constituents. Indeed, prison culture research 
conducted in the United Kingdom (Auty & Liebling, 
2020) has shown that program performance and 
recidivism rates are impacted by the moral, relational, 
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and organizational quality of prison life. Typically, the 
environment within U.S. prisons tends to be more 
harmful than supportive of prisoner rehabilitation 
(Bloom & Bradshaw, 2022; Ross et al., 2011; Stasch 
et al., 2018; Walters, 2003), and this is the “program” 
into which every single person imprisoned in a 
traditional U.S. prison is conscripted. Thus, most 
people in prison in the U.S. are effectively enrolled in 
a prisonization program and yet expected to 
rehabilitate. Prisonization can be understood as a 
process with the potential to exacerbate criminal 
identity, thinking, and behavior through exposure to 
negative prison cultural norms. This has been 
demonstrated for decades (e.g., Walters, 2003). 
Unhealthy or dysfunctional prison culture is known to 
work against the rehabilitation mission of most U.S. 
prisons. In harsh environments such as are typical of 
prisons, and where social rule-breaking could result in 
severe consequences, people are often forced to 
prioritize self-preservation over all else, including 
value-consistent decision-making. Under such 
conditions, they are strongly compelled to align their 
values to observed dysfunctions and antisocial 
behavior (Bardi & Goodwin, 2011; Vecchioni et al., 
2016).  

As previously described, values impact 
thoughts and behaviors, meaning that the values 
operating in correctional settings impact the behaviors 
of the people in those environments—including both 
the people who live there and work there, both the staff 
and the people incarcerated. In fact, research has 
suggested that without embedded programming (i.e., 
the most common prison experience), factors related 
to returning citizens’ success have little relationship to 
their experiences during incarceration, at best (Yahner 
& Visher, 2008), and those factors might even 
deteriorate during incarceration, at worst (Walters, 
2003). Therefore, even if a person were to enter prison 
with a general acceptance of prosocial values, the 
typical experience of prison culture is likely to either 
degrade their acceptance or cause moral injury, neither 
of which is desirable or conducive to rehabilitation or 
good citizenship. 

The general prison culture is where people 
are most likely to spend the majority, if not all, of their 
incarceration. Only a small percentage of a given 
prison population receives a high quality, structured 
treatment or rehabilitation program of significant 
duration during their incarceration period (Mears et 
al., 2002). In many cases, prison placement is based on 
risk assessment, intended to optimally channel limited 
resources. An important point is that even those people 
who are fortunate enough to receive placement in an 
embedded rehabilitative treatment or program offering 
may not benefit because of the undermining influence 
of a dysfunctional surrounding prison culture. This 

kind of inability to benefit from programming is 
supported by mechanisms described in trauma 
literature. For example, when circumstances 
frequently activate a fight, flight, or freeze response, 
such individuals may lose or have diminished access 
to their brain’s executive functioning (van der Kolk, 
2014). Without the ability to intentionally think 
through decisions, there will be little to no progress 
cognitively. Without the ability to think through 
decisions or practice new skills, people in 
dysfunctional prison environments will have little 
opportunity to learn or develop prosocial values.  

Finally, while research indicates that amount 
of time spent in active treatment is a predictor of its 
sustained impact, the typical corrections system 
expects people in prison to attend rehabilitation 
programming for only a small percentage of their total 
incarceration time and to nevertheless overcome not 
only their pre-incarceration challenges but also the 
experience of prisonization. Prisoners are also 
expected to improve their prosocial inclinations 
without full access to their executive functioning and 
without sufficient behavioral reinforcement and 
practice. Given the situation described, it becomes 
difficult to expect that any embedded program could 
move the needle much at all. While much of this is 
known to researchers and policymakers, the field of 
corrections in the U.S. continues to expect that 
intensive embedded programs for the most needy 
minority of prisoners is the solution, despite 
continuously poor national level recidivism rates and 
despite growing evidence of the importance of the 
quality of prison culture to program performance and 
prison outcomes more generally.  

The ideal model for change in any prison, as 
defined in the GCM, is to promote a healthy, 
functional prison culture where learning, observing, 
and practicing good citizenship can take place, both 
within and outside of embedded prison programs. 
Such cultures are critical to the health, functioning, 
well-being, and flourishing of both staff and people 
incarcerated. Experiential learning has been shown to 
be an especially effective vehicle for learning—
involving simulation, hands on learning, and/or 
immersion (Boud et al., 1993; Kong, 2021). An ideal 
model for value, character, and identity development 
in the direction of good citizenship would leverage 
experiential learning within a safe, controlled space 
where the VGC serve as governing principles for 
participant interactions and group activities. In this 
kind of setting, the culture’s constituents can practice 
living out the VGC, hold each other accountable and 
provide social support, develop functional and 
prosocial dimensions of character and identity, and 
cultivate potential for good citizenship and qualities of 
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attitude and behavior that will transfer well upon 
community re-entry. 

In a prison that employs such a model, even 
when lacking rehabilitative programs, a truly 
therapeutic effect may still be experienced, and not by 
just a small percentage of the prison population, but by 
everyone exposed to a positive, supportive culture. 
Immersion in a healthy prison culture, permeated by 
the VGC—where authenticity is perceived, where 
supportiveness is demonstrated, where positive and 
prosocial role modeling is repeatedly demonstrated, 
and where a standard of human dignity is 
maintained—can be expected to have beneficial 
impacts for all members of the culture.  

In summary, if human flourishing is the long-
term goal for corrections, and development of the 
VGC is the pathway, then a substantial overhaul of 
status quo practices would be in order. Functional 
prison culture with true therapeutic potential must be 
supportive, involving trust, authenticity, community, 
and encouragement—qualities of culture that are 
promoted by the VGC and exemplified within both 
staff-staff and staff-prisoner relations. The 
undermining influence of the typical prison culture—
to the extent it is incompatible with embedded prison 
programs—can no longer go unaddressed. 

A Solution: The Good Citizenship Model 
(GCM) 

The GCM is a new theoretical model for 
prison and prisoner rehabilitation that departs from the 
predominantly risk-focused and status quo approach in 
various ways. It differs through its emphasis upon 
human flourishing over recidivism as the ultimate 
correctional goal. It differs in its focus on prison 
culture as a catalytic contributor to all prison 
outcomes. It differs in its scope of what constitutes 
rehabilitative success through a multi-dimensional 
outcome inclusive of wellbeing; meaningful or 
productive civic/community involvement, roles, or 
activity; healthy relationships; and satisfying work 
activity, among other potential features that 
collectively promote balance and define what it means 
to flourish. The bulleted lists below summarize the 
GCM’s theoretical assumptions and change process 
and provides various suggested hypotheses through 
which the model can be empirically tested. 

GCM Theoretical Assumptions 

• Cognitions have a substantial foundation in 
values. 

• Cognitions that are in alignment with values 
are more resilient/persistent compared to 

cognitions that are out of alignment with 
values.  

• Good citizenship and human flourishing are 
natural consequences of the development of 
prosocial values, character, and identity.  

• Dysfunctional thinking and behaviors are 
reduced as a natural consequence of prosocial 
values, character, and identity development.  

• Functional prison culture results from 
organizational efforts to promote the embrace 
and manifestation of prosocial values, 
character attributes, and identities within the 
culture’s constituents, especially including its 
staff.  

• Dysfunctional prison culture undermines the 
development of functional, prosocial values, 
character dimensions, and identities in its 
constituents.  

• Dysfunctional prison culture undermines the 
effectiveness of any embedded prison 
programs. 

Change Process 

• Approaches teaching people in prison about 
good citizenship and its benefits and 
promoting the adoption of the VGC will 
provide people in prison the information and 
opportunity they need to consider their 
personal goals and motivate them to adopt the 
VGC. Focal areas: Community, Affirmation, 
Productivity, Responsibility, Restoration, 
Integrity.  

• Individual people in prison who adopt the 
VGC and consistently practice behaviors 
aligned with those values will naturally not 
only reduce antisocial cognitions and 
behaviors but adopt additional community-
oriented prosocial beliefs and behaviors. At 
best, people adopting the VGC can contribute 
positively to the community in prison as well 
as outside of prison and positively influence 
the culture around them.  

• Because practicing good citizenship both 
reduces challenges associated with antisocial 
thinking and behaving (e.g., less conflict with 
others, less irresponsibility) and sets 
individuals up for success within their ability 
to influence their outcomes (e.g., improved 
personal responsibility, improved ability to 
get along with others), these personal 
changes are expected to lead to improved 
human flourishing.  

• Because people in prison are impacted by 
immersion in the culture of prison, when the 
prison culture itself provides consistent 
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opportunities to observe, practice, and role 
model the VGC, the most ideal environment 
for learning about, observing, and practicing 
the VGC will be created.  

• In iterative fashion, when people in the prison 
community become better citizens, the 
culture within the community improves. A 
larger group of better citizens should 
positively impact prison culture on a 
grassroots level with people in prison 
influencing each other as well as improving 
the culture for people working in prison. 
With an improved culture, there are more 
opportunities for observing and practicing 
good citizenship, thus creating a better 
learning environment.  

• Thus, programs or interventions can be at the 
individual-level (e.g., embedded prison 
programs) and/or the cultural level (e.g., 
systemic efforts led by leadership and staff to 
promote the pervasive-
embrace/manifestation of the VGC prison 
wide), with the most impactful including 
both. 

 
The visual depicted in Figure 1 illustrates, in the 

form of a theorized causal sequence, the GCM at the 
process and culture levels of implementation. The 
process represents an empirically testable theory of 
change. 

As shown in Figure 1, processes begin with 
group-facilitated activities designed to inculcate, 
reinforce, or further develop a particular constellation 
of highly functional and prosocial values through 
learning activities, repetition, and behavioral practice. 
This is true for all culture constituents but would be 
performed in different ways for staff versus prisoners.  
 
 

As a result of this activity, initial expected 
consequences include positive and prosocial character 
and identity development, an increase in prosocial 
beliefs and behaviors, and a respective decrease in 
dysfunctional beliefs and behaviors. Given the 
multifaceted nature of change depicted, hypotheses 
can be directed at testing the model in different spots 
or sections at a time, or they can be focused upon 
relationships between adjacent model elements. 

The GCM’s assumptions provide a natural 
starting point for formulating interesting and testable 
hypotheses in support of efforts to test and accumulate 
support for the model. Several examples are presented 
and discussed below. 

 
Hypothesis 1: Good citizenship is 
positively related to human flourishing 
(i.e., sound quantitative measurements of the 
two are expected to correlate positively and 
significantly). 
 
Because flourishing is closely connected with 

a person's relationship to their community (e.g., 
belonging, social support, successfully navigating 
social institutions such as work and school), the first 
short-term or prerequisite goal for people in prison is 
to help equip them to become good citizens. 
Citizenship has been described as involving a 
continuum from disenfranchised and hostile (poor) to 
engaged and invested (good). Good citizenship status 
can be potentially operationalized for measurement 
through existing assessment instruments that measure 
aspects of citizenship or through the development of a 
customized assessment tool. 
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Hypothesis 2: Good Citizenship status is 
negatively related to recidivism and 
criminogenic risk measures (i.e., sound 
quantitative measures of good citizenship or 
closely related constructs will correlate 
negatively and significantly with measures of 
recidivism and criminogenic risk; therefore, 
as people increase in good citizenship, 
recidivism risk is expected to decrease 
concurrently). 

 
Good citizenship is defined as an outgrowth 

of the development of various positive and prosocial 
values that, in turn, lend to the development of value-
aligned cognitive structures and on to thinking, 
decision-making, and behavior. The GCM proposes a 
specific constellation of six values that have obvious 
and particular relevance in correctional environments.  

The collection of value areas and 
characteristics can be considered substantially 
antithetical to criminal or antisocial thinking and 
behavior. For example, people who value and 
demonstrate character attributes of responsibility and 
integrity are naturally not going to be interested in 
violating rules or breaking laws. It stands to reason that 
people who embrace prosocial values such as 
community, affirmation, and restoration are unlikely 
to be inclined to violate social and cultural norms. As 
a result, significant relationships and correlations are 
expected between good citizenship scores and 
recidivism rate measurements. Hypotheses 1 and 2, if 
supported, would provide evidence that not only 
would a focus on citizenship and human flourishing 
reduce recidivism and criminogenic risks, as measured 
by the current gold standard, but it would also include 
additional positive outcomes. In other words, with 
these relationships established, there will be no need 
to measure recidivism. 

 
Hypothesis 3: The Values of Good 
Citizenship are positively related to 
measures of both staff and prisoner well-
being (i.e., measures of the valuing of 
community, affirmation, productivity, 
responsibility, restoration, and integrity—
including especially constellated scores 
reflecting joint valuing across these areas—
are expected to correlate positively with 
measures of wellbeing; therefore, as people’s 
embrace and manifestation of the VGC 
increase, so too should wellbeing). 

 
To develop one’s good citizenship status, a 

highly relevant intervention target is the value system, 
which is hypothesized to have a cascading effect, 
where cognitive structures, decision-making, and 

behavior exhibit a chain of dependency tracing 
hierarchically to a foundation of more deeply 
ingrained values. Research shows relationships 
between prison culture, including values-based prison 
culture, and the wellbeing of staff and incarcerated 
people (Denhof et al., 2023; Gibson, 2021; Hayden & 
Huth, 2020). 
 

Hypothesis 4: Culture level efforts to 
promote and practice the Values of Good 
Citizenship will result in improvements 
across a spectrum of both traditional and 
expanded prison outcomes defined 
through the concept of flourishing (i.e., 
measured values will demonstrate significant 
correlations with both traditional and 
additional types of prison outcomes; in other 
words, as constituents of prison culture 
collectively increase their embrace and 
expression of highly functional and prosocial 
values, so too will a spectrum of traditional 
and expanded prison outcomes increase in 
rate or improve in status). 
 
Culture level implementations of the GCM 

are expected to positively impact a broad spectrum of 
in-prison and post-release outcomes. Prison cultures 
are notorious for demonstrating poor or antagonistic 
staff-prisoner relations (Johnsen et al., 2011; Liebling, 
2004; Ricciardelli & Power, 2020). Staff-staff 
relations may also be poor for a variety of reasons, 
including the high stress nature (Clements et al., 2020) 
of the job, safety concerns, and other factors (Finney 
et al., 2013). Dual roles contribute to the situation, 
such as the need for corrections officers to balance 
rehabilitation efforts with disciplinary actions. 
Mistakes also happen, in a manner akin to accidents 
that take place during military combat, when quick 
decision-making and action are required to ensure 
safety but must be balanced against potentially lethal 
mistakes. The circumstances described can result in 
moral injury. For all these reasons, prison settings 
have a tendency to become volatile, hostile, and/or 
chaotic at times, which promotes violent or non-
violent incidents. 

In this context, the consistent adoption and 
manifestation of a set of prosocial values, such as the 
VGC, has enormous potential to improve the prison 
culture and lead to a variety of benefits that follow 
from a healthier and more functional culture. Staff 
who embrace the VGC are more likely to support and 
validate each other, interact positively with prisoners, 
and make prisoners feel supported and 
psychologically safe. Within a culture characterized 
by the VGC, both staff and prisoners are more likely 
to take pride in prosocial identities; staff-staff and 
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staff-inmate exchanges are less likely to become 
hostile; and wellbeing is more likely to maintain 
positive status—and for more constituents of the 
culture. In turn, such conditions, plausibly, will 
translate to fewer incidents and altercations, more 
positive outlooks and expectations, increased job 
satisfaction, more engaged participation in prison 
programs, lower staff turnover, and many other 
positive consequences that are increasingly being 
found to naturally follow from healthy and functional 
forms of prison culture. 

 
Hypothesis 5: Cultivating or changing 
prosocial values will have cascading 
positive effects upon cognition, decision-
making, and action—promoting their 
alignment (i.e., sound measures of embraced 
prosocial values will correlate positively with 
measures of prosocial cognition, decision-
making, and behavior; in other words, as 
people’s value systems become increasingly 
functional and indicative of positive and 
prosocial character, so too will their thinking, 
decision-making, and actions conform to a 
prosocial perspective [e.g., involving 
fairness, thoughtfulness, concern for others, 
integrity, responsibility, etc.]). 

 
Embracing prosocial values is expected to 

correspond to thinking and behaving consistent with 
those values. Stronger endorsement of the VGC along 
with practice using them as guiding standards should 
be correlated with more prosocial thinking and 
behavior aligned with those values across various 
environmental contexts. 
 Apart from the hypotheses described above, 
other interesting hypotheses that could test the GCM 
model might include testing whether the use of 
multiple concurrent strategies for value inculcation 
increases absorption or testing whether prison-wide, 
cultural interventions designed to promote prosocial 
values, character, identity, and good citizenship have 
the effect of increasing rehabilitative prison program 
performance. 

Challenges and Caveats 

Because the GCM presents a sizeable 
departure from the status quo in United States 
correctional practices, it is not expected that it would 
be tested or implemented immediately in its entirety. 
Reasonable steps towards testing the model are 
recommended, such as the relationships between 
prison culture and the outcomes for staff and prison 
culture and the outcomes for people in prison, 
followed by the impact of prison culture on program 

outcomes and implementation and de-implementation 
strategies associated with improving prison culture. 
Implementing the GCM would only be recommended 
once the body of evidence supporting or adjusting it 
sufficiently warrants a change. Likewise, it is 
unreasonable to expect that a system that has been 
driven to crisis and neglected in research, as 
corrections has, could be persuaded to make 
immediate and drastic changes. The intent of this 
paper is not to request these changes of corrections. It 
is to suggest an alternative path forward where modern 
outcomes (rehabilitation) and the approach to 
accomplish those outcomes are gradually better 
aligned in a manner that is guided by evidence.  
 In addition, it is suggested that there are a 
number of difficulties associated with making changes 
in corrections. While this is true, there is a body of 
literature dedicated to organizational health, change, 
and innovation implementation that suggests that 
change is possible even in deeply entrenched systems 
and recommends interventions for common obstacles. 
The GCM suggests that more research is needed to 
determine the most effective approach to innovation 
implementation specifically in corrections so these 
challenges can be overcome effectively. 

Future Directions 

Given the identified problems with 
recidivism as the gold standard outcome measure and 
its influence upon mainstream approaches to 
rehabilitation, the proposal of an alternative success 
measure seems warranted (NASEM, 2022). Based on 
a review of existing literature and efforts to re-think 
the status quo approach, we propose a more holistic 
and less reductionist alternative to correctional 
rehabilitation. We posit that expanding the definition 
of success will raise the bar in terms of what we expect 
from prisons, prison staff, and prison program 
participants. The GCM offers a new conceptualization 
of success, new primary targets for change, and a 
testable theoretical model and framework.   

We propose human flourishing as a more 
ideal and more broadly defined long-term outcome for 
corrections. We also concur with the National 
Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine’s 
2022 recommendations to include the wisdom of those 
who have experienced prison and those who have 
worked directly with people in prison, as well as 
returned citizens, in the development of policy 
recommendations and decisions. The GCM itself 
gradually came into being through decades of joint 
effort and input from these groups, including returned 
citizens, front-line prison program staff, colleagues, 
and (more recently) dedicated corrections researchers 
employed at Prison Fellowship—a non-profit 
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organization that has been dedicated to rehabilitation 
and prison reform for over 45 years to date.   

The GCM’s theoretical model and proposed 
change process represents an opportunity to evaluate 
an alternative to status quo, risk-focused models of 
rehabilitation, while expanding the boundaries of 
correctional success from the embedded prison 
program level to a prison-wide cultural level. The 
proposed expansion offers an approach capable of 
benefitting both staff and prisoners concurrently and 
with potential to impact a respectively wider gamut of 
prison outcomes. While the GCM is presented as new, 
many of its facets are already supported in existing 
research publications on prison culture, rehabilitation, 
and psychological and behavioral research findings. 
The GCM, however, provides an integrated theoretical 
and conceptual framework and model that can assist 
correctional researchers, clinical practitioners, and 
decision-makers interested in pursuing improved 
results. It may also have an appeal for those who have 
grown fatigued with a lack of discernable progress 
during recent decades according to routinely published 
government and national-level data. Future research 
efforts might usefully invest more resources and 
efforts into developing additional tools for the 
psychometrically sound assessment of prison culture, 
and dimensions of prison culture, to permit more 
effective and efficient prison culture improvement and 
optimization efforts. 

Conclusion 

People in prison, who may or may not return 
to their communities, have the opportunity to live out 
their potential and become contributing members of 
their community—whether inside or outside of prison. 
Unfortunately, corrections in the U.S. currently sets 
too low of a bar for prisons and for people in prison by 
focusing on failure (recidivism rate) and, 
consequently, misses opportunities to actively 
promote success, such as through a focus upon the 
VGC, prosocial character, and identity development. 
There is value in measures like recidivism and 
desistence; however, they are detrimental when over-
emphasized and viewed as a gold-standard or bottom-
line outcome. Re-evaluation of our approaches to 
success in corrections is recommended (e.g., NASEM, 
2022), such as through consideration of accumulating 
evidence of prison culture’s influence upon a spectrum 
of prison outcomes or through increased attention to a 
similarly neglected but promising values-based 
framework for developing functional and prosocial 
character and identity, and at multiple levels (e.g., 
individual, program, and cultural). We propose the 
GCM as a promising new approach and framework for 
achieving success in corrections, including in relation 

to an expanded definition of success. We encourage 
the field—of researchers and practitioners alike—to 
continue pushing for improvements in line with the 
described framework or through other innovative 
proposals. 
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