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	Proposal title:
From Impulse to Insight: A Rehabilitative Programme for Young Offenders Using CBT and Restorative Justice


	Proposal theme:
This rehabilitative treatment proposal focuses on integrating Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) (Smith et al., 2024) with Restorative Justice (RJ) (Martin et al., 2022) to meet the complex needs of a young offenders aged 10-17. This merged initiative will work toward emotional regulation, personal accountability, and empathy to reduce the likelihood of reoffending (Hodgkinson et al., 2020). CBT focuses on the connection between thoughts, emotions, and behaviours, helping individuals identify and change negative thought patterns that contribute to emotional distress and problematic behaviours (Stallard, 2021). On the other hand, RJ focuses its interventions on mending the damage created by criminal behaviour through communication among the offender, the victim, and the community (Maluleke & Manganyi, 2021). The goal is to provide an opportunity for positive reintegration into society that favours personal growth and reduces reoffending. 

	Background literature review:
Youth offending is often linked to a complex web of socioeconomic, psychological, and environmental factors (Tharshini et al., 2021). Many young offenders come from backgrounds marked by poverty, trauma, and instability, which increases the likelihood of crime (Jones & Pierce, 2020). These adversities can lead to ineffective coping mechanisms such as aggression, impulsivity, and poor emotional regulation, contributing to criminal behaviour (Yang & Perkins, 2020). Behavioural issues such as these often result from both individual vulnerabilities and adverse environmental conditions, which collectively create a fertile ground for antisocial behaviour.

Youth offenders typically exhibit challenges in areas of impulse control, emotional regulation, and social functioning (De Brito et al., 2021). Studies suggest that a lack of positive role models, along with exposure to violence or criminality in their homes or communities, can normalise antisocial behaviours (Southern & Sullivan, 2021; Burke et al., 2022). These patterns, when left unaddressed, often continue into adulthood, contributing to ongoing criminal behaviour. 

Several theories have been developed to explain the causes of youth offending, focusing on both individual traits and social factors. Firstly, Social Learning Theory, proposed by Albert Bandura and later developed by Akers and Jensen (2017), suggests that criminal behaviour is learned through interaction with others, particularly within peer groups or families. This theory emphasises the role of observed behaviour, imitation, and reinforcement in shaping delinquent actions. 
Secondly, Strain Theory, proposed by Robert Agnew (1992), posits that individuals may resort to crime as a response to frustration and stress caused by an inability to achieve socially accepted goals. For juveniles in lower socioeconomic environments, the strain of economic disadvantage can lead to a sense of powerlessness (Mason & Bond, 2024), often manifesting in delinquency as a way of coping with or escaping these pressures. 

Social Learning Theory and Strain Theory offer different perspectives on the causes of youth offending. Social Learning Theory suggests that criminal behaviour is learned through interactions with others, especially in peer groups and families (Walters, 2021). It emphasises the role of observation and reinforcement, where deviant behaviours are adopted because they are seen as rewarding or are reinforced by peers or family members. In contrast, Strain Theory posits that individuals turn to crime due to stress or frustration from an inability to achieve societal goals, particularly in disadvantaged situations (Punia et al., 2024). It suggests that these youths may resort to delinquency as a coping mechanism. Furthermore, while Social Learning Theory focuses on the influence of social environments, Strain Theory highlights the emotional and structural pressures that push young people toward crime. Both theories, however, recognise the importance of addressing broader social factors in reducing youth offending (Lerner et al., 2021).

Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) is an effective treatment for addressing youth offending (Travaini et al., 2024), addressing aggression, impulsivity, and poor emotional regulation. Grounded in the cognitive theory, CBT posits that thoughts, emotions, and behaviours are interconnected (Ryum & Kazantzis, 2024). CBT’s core principle is that negative or maladaptive thought patterns lead to negative emotional states and harmful behaviours (Beshai, 2024). By addressing these cognitive distortions, CBT aims to break the cycle of maladaptive thinking and behaviour, particularly in the context of aggression, impulsivity, and criminal activity.

Numerous studies have demonstrated the effectiveness of CBT in reducing recidivism and improving emotional regulation among young offenders (Docherty et al., 2021; Dumornay et al., 2022; & Hausam et al., 2022). Research has shown that CBT helps youths understand and manage the cognitive distortions that lead to antisocial behaviour (Syasyila et al., 2024). Furthermore, CBT programmes specifically tailored for young people often include components like anger management, impulse control, and problem-solving skills, which are critical for individuals who have developed maladaptive coping mechanisms (Lochman et al., 2024). The success of CBT in youth rehabilitation has been shown to result in reductions in criminal behaviour, making it a central component of interventions aimed at young offenders (Baskin-Sommers et al., 2021).

Restorative Justice (RJ) (Wood et al., 2022) provides a unique approach to youth rehabilitation, emphasising repairing the harm caused by criminal behaviour rather than focusing solely on punishment (Wood et al., 2022). RJ aims to foster accountability, empathy, and a sense of responsibility by encouraging offenders to engage with victims and the community in a restorative process (Mpofu et al., 2024). This process involves facilitated dialogues, or "restorative circles," in which the offender, victim, and community members discuss the offense's emotional and social consequences. The primary goal is to allow the offender to understand the impact of their actions, express remorse, and work towards making amends.

Restorative Justice has been shown to be effective in reducing recidivism rates among young offenders by promoting accountability and providing a sense of personal responsibility (Kimbrell et al., 2022; Lin et al., 2023; & Skinner-Osei & Osei, 2024). By emphasising empathy, RJ helps offenders recognise the emotional and psychological harm they have caused, which can lead to changes in attitudes and behaviour. Furthermore, RJ encourages reintegration into the community, supporting young offenders in making amends and rebuilding relationships with their families and peers (Cavanagh, 2022). Research has demonstrated that youths who participate in restorative justice programmes are less likely to reoffend, especially when they feel a personal connection to the victim or the community (Vooren et al., 2022).

The proposed programme combines Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) with Restorative Justice (RJ) to address both internal psychological factors and external social influences on youth offending. CBT helps offenders recognise and change cognitive distortions, while RJ fosters empathy, accountability, and social reintegration by allowing offenders to understand the consequences of their actions. Research shows that integrating CBT and RJ reduces reoffending by improving individual behaviour and strengthening community ties and personal growth (Mallett, 2023). 

	Proposed methodology:
This proposal has been designed for juveniles who have a record of theft, shoplifting, or petty theft. This type of crime is common with young offenders and increased by 23% from 2022-2023 (Youth Justice Statistics, 2024). This type of offense often occurs due to a combination of peer pressure, financial need, a desire for status, or impulsive behaviour. While shoplifting may be considered a relatively minor crime, it can serve as an entry point to more serious criminal behaviour if not addressed early.

To ensure the program reaches its target population, a multi-step recruitment process will be employed, with several key selection criteria. These include referrals from the juvenile justice system, schools, or community organisations, as well as family and self-referrals. Participants must be aged between 10 and 17, and they must be willing to engage in rehabilitative efforts. Additionally, participants must have been arrested for a theft-related crime. Additionally, participants should have a supportive family environment to help reinforce their rehabilitation efforts. 

The program adopts a dual approach that integrates CBT and RJ practices to address both the psychological underpinnings and social influences that contribute to youth offending. This combined methodology ensures that the program tackles the problem from multiple angles, offering a holistic solution to rehabilitate young offenders.

CBT forms the core of the psychological intervention within the program. CBT is a well-established therapeutic approach that focuses on identifying and challenging negative or distorted thinking patterns that lead to harmful behaviour. For young offenders, these cognitive distortions often include justifications for criminal actions (e.g., “everyone does it” or “it’s not that big a deal”) and impulsive decision-making. These cognitive distortions often contribute to risk-taking behaviours, such as theft, by distorting the way offenders perceive themselves, others, and the consequences of their actions. CBT aims to help participants recognise these faulty thought patterns and replace them with healthier, more rational thinking. The therapy also helps improve emotional regulation, enabling young people to better manage their emotions and reactions in stressful or challenging situations. By improving emotional regulation, participants can learn how to respond to negative emotions, such as frustration or peer pressure, without resorting to criminal behaviour. Additionally, CBT focuses on developing healthy coping mechanisms that allow participants to deal with difficulties in more adaptive ways, such as seeking support, practicing self-control, or using problem-solving strategies, rather than engaging in criminal conduct.

The second key component of the program is RJ, which offers a contrasting but complementary approach. While CBT focuses on changing internal thought patterns and behaviours, RJ addresses the social and relational aspects of offending. RJ practices are based on the principle that crime causes harm not only to victims but also to communities and offenders themselves. Therefore, RJ aims to repair this harm by promoting accountability, empathy, and reintegration into society. The primary tool used in RJ is the restorative justice circle, where offenders meet with victims, community members, and facilitators to discuss the impact of their actions and explore ways to make amends. This dialogue helps participants develop empathy, as they hear firsthand about the emotional, financial, and social consequences of their crimes. It also encourages accountability, as the offender is required to take responsibility for the harm caused and work toward repairing the damage. In these circles, offenders have an opportunity to express remorse, apologise, and engage in reparative actions, such as restitution or community service, which help rebuild trust within the community. By being directly involved in this process, participants develop a deeper understanding of the social responsibility that comes with their actions, which can foster long-term changes in their attitudes and behaviour.

Together, CBT and RJ create a comprehensive framework for addressing the factors that contribute to youth offending. CBT focuses on the individual’s internal world by modifying harmful thought patterns, improving emotional regulation, and building coping skills while RJ works externally to repair relationships, promote empathy, and encourage community reintegration. This integration of internal psychological intervention and external social engagement ensures that young offenders are not only equipped with the skills to change their behaviour but also supported in their reintegration into society in a positive, accountable manner.

By combining these two approaches, the programme addresses both the psychological and social roots of offending, offering a holistic, well-rounded rehabilitative experience. The comprehensive nature of this dual approach enhances the likelihood of long-term success, as it addresses the young offenders’ personal struggles while fostering a sense of connection, accountability, and responsibility to the broader community.

	
Procedure: 
The proposed rehabilitative intervention integrates Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) and Restorative Justice (RJ) to offer a holistic approach addressing the internal psychological factors and external social influences that contribute to youth offending. This intervention aims to equip young offenders with the tools needed to understand and manage their emotional and cognitive challenges, while fostering a sense of accountability and reintegration into society.

The programme is structured into five key phases, spanning over a 12-month period, to ensure that participants experience both individual and social development. 

The first phase, intake and assessment, involves evaluating each participant’s psychological, emotional, and social needs. This is done through standardised assessments such as the Youth Self-Report (Kook et al., 2022) and the Child and Adolescent Functional Assessment Scale (CAFAS) (Selvamenan, 2024), as well as intake interviews with participants and their families.

The second phase, therapeutic intervention, lasts for four months and focuses on providing psychological support and behavioural change through CBT. During this phase, participants will engage in CBT sessions that target cognitive restructuring, emotional regulation, and coping strategies. Group therapy will also be conducted to encourage social learning on topics like impulse control and self-awareness, while family therapy will involve the young person’s family to help them support behavioural change. This phase aims to improve emotional regulation, reduce cognitive distortions, and enhance problem-solving skills.

In the third phase, skill-building, participants will gain practical skills to assist in their social reintegration and reduce the risk of reoffending. This phase includes life skills training in areas such as communication, decision-making, and financial literacy, as well as vocational training in collaboration with local community partners offering opportunities in trades, technology, or arts. The aim is to equip participants with valuable skills and foster greater self-esteem.

The fourth phase, community engagement and restorative justice, occurs in the second half of the program and emphasises the development of social responsibility and empathy. Participants will engage in restorative justice circles, where they meet with victims, community members, and facilitators to discuss the impact of their actions and work toward reparative outcomes. Additionally, participants will take part in community service projects, reinforcing empathy and responsibility through positive contributions to their local area. Each young offender will also be paired with a community mentor who provides ongoing guidance and accountability. This phase aims to strengthen empathy, promote accountability, and support social reintegration.

The final phase, transition and aftercare, occurs after the completion of the program and focuses on ensuring the successful reintegration of participants into society. During this phase, participants will receive follow-up counselling for up to six months, providing continued emotional support and guidance. They will also receive assistance with job placement and educational referrals to ensure they have opportunities for continued growth.
Family support will also be integral to this phase, helping maintain positive changes at home. The goal is to ensure successful reintegration into society and reduce the risk of reoffending.

The program will be delivered by a multidisciplinary team, which will include psychologists, social workers, probation officers, educators, vocational trainers, and community mentors. This team will work collaboratively to provide individualised care and ensure that each participant receives the support needed to achieve long-term success.

The program upholds several key ethical considerations to protect the rights and well-being of participants. Informed consent is a key component of the program, ensuring that all participants, as well as their guardians, fully understand the nature of the interventions, risks, and benefits before agreeing to participate. This allows for voluntary involvement, with participants having the right to withdraw at any time without consequences. Confidentiality is strictly maintained, especially within CBT sessions, where personal and sensitive information is shared. Any discussions in restorative justice circles are bound by confidentiality, with clear guidelines to ensure that information is only used for the purpose of repairing harm and promoting accountability.

The programme also prioritises protection from harm, offering trauma-informed care to prevent distress, especially during emotionally charged restorative justice sessions. Trained facilitators ensure that no participant is retraumatised or harmed during the process. Additionally, the programme respects the dignity and autonomy of all participants, working to balance power dynamics, particularly in restorative justice settings, where both offenders and victims have an equal voice.
Cultural sensitivity is embedded in the program, ensuring that it is inclusive and adaptable to participants from diverse backgrounds. Finally, the program ensures that victims and community members involved in restorative circles are fully informed and their emotional safety is prioritised.

The efficacy of the rehabilitative program will be measured in various ways. Firstly, there will be pre- and post-assessments that measure participants' cognitive, emotional, and behavioural functioning. This will be in the format of standardised testing, utilising the 
Youth Self-Report (YSR) and the Child and Adolescent Functional Assessment Scale (CAFAS). Secondly, will be the recidivism rate which will be monitored over a 12-month period post-programme completion. The completion rate of the program will also be a key metric for evaluating its success. Qualitative data will be collected through participant and family feedback, as well as members of the community via surveys and interviews.

The expected outcomes of this programme are reduction in recidivism, improved emotional regulation and coping mechanisms, enhanced social skills and empathy, strengthened family relationships, a development of life skills, successful reintegration into society, positive behavioural and cognitive changes, and increased community support. This study aims to foster lasting positive change in young offenders' lives.
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