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Abstract

Introduction: Cognitive factors, including error patterns in thinking, significantly contribute to the
propensity for criminal and antisocial behavior. This study aimed to determine the effectiveness of the
rational emotive behavior therapy on reducing proactive and reactive criminal thinking of male adult
offenders in Iran.

Method: A quasi-experimental design utilizing pretest, post-test and follow-up test and waiting-list
control group was conducted. The study's statistical population included male Prisoners in Ardakan in
2023. Thirty male prisoners were selected by convenience sampling and randomized into experimental
(n=15) and waiting list control groups (n=15). Participants of the experimental group received 12
sessions of Rational-Emotive Behavior Therapy (REBT) intervention; and all participants answered the
criminal thinking styles-short form (Mitchell et al., 2017

Results: Findings revealed that proactive and reactive criminal thinking of male adult convict offenders
in experimental group, as compared to control, at post-test phase significantly decreased (p<.05). In
addition, an improvement of the dependent variables in the follow-up phase has also been continued
(p<.05).

Conclusion: According to the findings of the present study, tin order to reduce proactive and reactive
criminal thinking, REBT psychotherapy approach can be used.

Keywords: Proactive and Reactive Criminal Thinking, REBT, Offenders

Introduction

Researchers attribute the underlying causes of criminal and antisocial behaviors to factors
such as personality [1], mental disorders [2], genetic vulnerability [3], parenting [4], cognitive
factors [5], and social influences [6]. Previous studies indicate that men are more susceptible
to engaging in criminal and antisocial behaviors compared to women [7, 8]. In addition,
criminal and antisocial behaviors often emerge during adolescence and persists into
adulthood [9].

Among the factors influencing the propensity for criminal and antisocial behavior, cognitive
factors, including error patterns in thinking, have been implicated as significant contributors
[5]. One concept that has emerged in this context is criminal thinking, which involves a
distinct pattern of thought employed by offenders to manage or alleviate negative
emotions related to their illegal actions, thereby enabling them to continue engaging in
criminal behavior without psychological distress [10]. Criminal thinking encompasses
various cognitive defensive mechanisms, such as the justification and rationalization of
criminal conduct, defiance or resistance towards authorities, and the denial of harmful
intent, effectively disengaging morality [11]. This construct also incorporates mechanisms
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and techniques that emphasize denial and absolution of
responsibility and draws upon moral disengagement [12]
and neutralization techniques [13] as enabling processes
to alleviate guilt associated with criminal behavior [10].
Criminal thinking can be characterized by two dimensions:
the content of criminal thinking (the thoughts of the
offender) and the process of criminal thinking (the
cognitive process employed by the offender) [14].
Walters, within the framework of the criminal lifestyle
theory, highlights the significance of the process of
criminal thinking, dividing it into proactive (planned,
calculated) and reactive (impulsive, irresponsible) criminal
thinking dimensions [15]. Whereas the proactive
dimension reflects the callous, calculated, planned, and
rationalizing aspects of criminal thinking, the reactive
dimension represents the impulsive, reckless, stimulation
seeking, and irresponsible aspects of criminal thinking
[16]. Substantial empirical evidence suggests that both
proactive and reactive criminal thinking are pivotal in
understanding the persistence of criminal behavior in
criminology and correctional contexts [15, 17-19].
Neglecting these dimensions may contribute to increased
prevalence and recidivism rates, entailing significant costs.
While prior research in the field of criminal behavior has
predominantly focused on criminological risk factors,
more recent studies have shifted their attention towards
psychological interventions [20]. Rational Emotive
Behavior Therapy (REBT) has emerged as one of the most
effective approaches in addressing cognitive factors and
is considered one of the oldest cognitive-behavioral
methods [3]. The primary aim of this therapy is to modify
and rectify irrational thoughts that contribute to
maladaptive behaviors and emotional responses [21].
According to REBT, humans have a biological inclination
to engage in both destructive and irrational thinking
patterns, despite them appearing rational and healthy
[22]. These unrealistic, pessimistic, and irrational thoughts
can impede the ability to engage in efficient behaviors
[23]. Consequently, the primary objective of REBT is to
correct irrational thinking, thereby reducing dysfunctional
behaviors, negative emotions, and associated physical
manifestations [3]. Ellis, in his rational-emotional
approach, posits that irrational thinking leads to
intensified emotions, resulting in disorganization, failure
to achieve goals, and decreased satisfaction. In essence,
this perspective suggests that behavioral, mental, and
emotional disorders stem from flawed thinking patterns
and erroneous behaviors [24]. Hence, REBT also addresses
antisocial behaviors influenced by faulty habits and
thoughts. Additionally, a study, supports the notion that
cognitive biases contribute to individuals' inclination
towards criminal and antisocial behavior [5].

The effectiveness of REBT in addressing cognitive and
behavioral issues has been extensively demonstrated in
various studies [3, 25, 26]. These studies provide evidence
of the efficacy of this cognitive-behavioral intervention.
Similarly, the conducted studies indicate that cognitive-
behavioral therapies, in general, are effective
interventions for improving criminal thinking [27-30].
Although these studies were conducted within non-
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criminal populations and utilized methods and tools
inconsistent with the objectives of the current study, their
results still establish the effectiveness of cognitive and
behavioral treatments in addressing criminal thinking.
Considering the aforementioned, criminal thinking plays a
significant role in the manifestation of antisocial behaviors
and associated factors. Despite its effectiveness, REBT has
been underutilized within the criminal community, and
previous studies have been less suited to the offender
population in terms of methodology, tools, research
community, and educational content. Through a
thorough background review, no study was identified that
specifically addressed these objectives. Consequently, the
current research aims to determine the effectiveness of
REBT psychotherapy approach in reducing proactive and
reactive criminal thinking among adult male convicts in
Iran.

Method

In this quasi-experimental study, a pretest-posttest
follow-up experimental design with a control group was
employed. The study included a total of 30 male prisoners
from Ardakan prison in Iran in 2023. Convenience
sampling was used to select participants, who were then
randomly assigned to either the experimental or the
waiting-list group. The sample size of 15 participants per
group may be considered small for a quasi-experimental
study, which could potentially limit the generalizability of
the findings and effect size [31]. Therefore, limiting the
group size to 15 participants in each group was deemed
necessary to maintain the therapy quality and intergroup
dynamics. Additionally, participants in the REBT group
expressed dissatisfaction with increasing the number of
group members, further justifying the chosen group size.
The inclusion criteria for this study were as follows: 1)
willingness to participate in the research, 2) at least one
year since imprisonment, 3) previous history of criminal
behaviors, and 4) age range of 25-50 years old, 5) MMPI-
2 scores below t=70 indicating absence of specific mental
disorder and psychiatrist approval 6) high criminal
thinking scores among participants (m>88). The exclusion
criteria for this study were as follows: 1) no compliance
with the treatment protocol and being absent for more
than two sessions 2) involvement in new criminal activities
during the course of the study 3) withdrawal and lack of
desire, and 4) diagnosis of a specific mental disorder
during the study. Prior to the intervention, the study
objectives were explained to the participants, and they
provided informed consent. Ethical approval was obtained
from the research committee of Islamic Azad University of
Isfahan (Ethics code: IRIAU.KHUISF.REC.1401.355), and
the study was registered in the Iranian Registry of Clinical
Trials (IRCT code: IRCT20230218057442N1).

Following the research announcement, a total of 57
incarcerated individuals volunteered as study participants.
They were informed that if they did not receive the
intervention during the study, comparable interventions
would be administered to them upon the study's
completion. Taking into account the established inclusion
and exclusion criteria, the study retained 30 participants.
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The participants were assured that their responses to
questionnaires would remain entirely confidential and
were encouraged to provide truthful answers and actively
engage in group discussions. The experimental
participants underwent a 12-week intervention utilizing
REBT as described by Ellis and Jaffe, (Table 2) [32]. The
therapy sessions, lasting 90 minutes each, were
administered twice a week by the lead author who
possessed a Primary Certificate in REBT training. The lead
author received supervision from the second author, who
had advanced training in REBT (Advanced Practicum). It
may appear that the REBT utilized in the intervention

included concepts such as self-control and impulsivity.
However, this is a misconception. Self-control, impulsivity,
emotions, and problem-solving are indeed important
aspects of participants' tasks within Ellis' rational
emotional intervention. Therefore, the inclusion of self-
control and impulsivity discussions during the
intervention sessions should not be misconstrued as
indicating that these concepts are inherent components
of Ellis' rational emotional intervention. Instead, these
topics were addressed to facilitate the generalization of
efficient and rational thoughts and behaviors into the
prisoners' daily activities.

Table 2. Content of Sessions

Session Aims

Content

Homework

General introduction
and review of Ellis'
rational emotive
approach

Initial communication, introducing group rules, explaining the general
principles of Ellis' rational- emotional therapy ,explaining the crime
1 and its consequences in the life of participants, investigating
participants' experiences of crime and the results in their individual
lives, homework.

Reviewing past
behaviors and their
results in individual

and family life

Recognition of

Examination of homework, introducing emotions, investigating

Practice identifying

2 . emotional experiences of participants and its role in criminal behavior, .
emotions emotions
homework.
. L . . Identifying and
Main concepts of  Examination of homework, expressing the role of thoughts and ideas o fy 9
- ; ) . writing irrational
Ellis's approach and  on choice of behaviors, helping members to be aware of the role of
3 . P . . - . thoughts and
to present the A-B- ideas and beliefs in creating problems, introducing the main concepts . .
- conversations (in
C-D model of Ellis's approach and to present the A-B-C-D model, homework.
yourself and others)
Examination of homework, helping members to become aware of the Challenging
4 Disputing irrational role of ideas and beliefs in creating the problem, creating awareness irrational thoughts
thoughts of how criminal behavior is formed, practicing challenging irrational  and writing them
thoughts, homework. down
Examination of homework, mentioning examples of life events and
group discussions on how beliefs affect the criminal behaviors, Practicing the
Teaching the teaching the principles of ABC-DC, examining the role of irrational .
586 9 9 princip 9 principles of ABC-

principles of ABC-DC do’'s and don'ts in creating problems, examining the concepts of hot

DC

and cold cognition and healthy and unhealthy negative emotions,

homework.

More focus on
criminal thoughts

Examination of homework, examination of participants' experiences of
7 criminal thoughts, examination of criminal thoughts in Ellis's rational-
emotional model, homework,

Identifying and
challenging criminal
thoughts and
writing them down

Examination of homework, teaching the skill of saying no, examining

Learning how to say participants' experiences of criminal behavior in relation to the skill of Practice saying no in

8
“no” saying no, examining the skill of saying no in Ellis's rational-emotional small steps
model, homework.
Examination of homework, to teach how to recognize and control Challengin
9 Exposure to a feared frustrating, pessimistic, dysfunctional, and anxious thoughts. Teaching Disa oiitir?
situation methods of arguing with irrational beliefs through role-playing, pp 9
Thoughts
homework.
Examination of homework, introducing the concept of self-control, .
. . . ) L - o Practicing self-
Dealing with discussing the role of self-control in criminal behavior, explaining that T
10 . . . . . ., control in situations
temptation self-control is an effective thought, examining self-control in Ellis's .
. . of temptation
rational-emotional model, homework.
Examination of homework, introducing the concept of impulsivity, .
. ) . e . L Review the results of
.. . discussing the role of impulsivity in criminal behavior, explaining that .
11 Decision making . L2 . T S R .. achoice and then
impulsivity is a dysfunctional thinking, examining impulsivity in Ellis's .
. . make a decision
rational-emotional model, homework.
To present programs to perpetuate the achievements, teaching ways .
. - . : g Repeating the
Summarizing and to prevent intellectual and behavioral problems, doing practical h .
12 previous exercises

concluding

exercises in a group and summarizing and concluding by group
members, appreciation and thanks.

on a daily basis
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The tools used in this study were as follows:

Criminal Thinking: The criminal thinking styles-
short form (PICTS-L-SF) is a 35-item self-report
measure. This measure, created by Mitchell et al
(2017), assesses general criminal beliefs [33]. Like
all versions of the PICTS, the PICTS-L-SF was
designed to assess thought patterns that were
associated with criminal behavior [32]. The PICTS-
L-SF produced two composite scales (proactive and
reactive criminal thinking). Response options to
items on the PICTS-L-SF are provided using a 4-
point Likert Scale (1= disagree, 4 = strongly agree.
The minimum score is 35, and the maximum score
is 140. Higher scores indicated higher levels of
criminal thinking. In the study by Mitchell et al.
(2017), the results of the categorical CFAs indicated
that the PICTS-L-SF evidenced good fit for a
bifactor model. The model fit indices showed good
fit with x2 (525, N = 619) = 1,176.71, p < .001, CFI
= .96, TLI = .952, RMSEA = .05 (90% CI = [.04, .05]).
Additionally, the concurrent validity of the PICTS-L-
SF was assessed by examining the relationship
between PCT, RCT, and GCT, and assessments of
criminal  attitudes and ASPD traits. The results
indicated that there was high concurrent validity
between the  PICTS-L-SF  scales and criminal
attitudes and ASPD traits. Predictive validity was
also assessed by examining the relationship
between the PICTS-L-SF PCT, RCT, and general
criminal thinking (GCT) scores and frequency of
engagement in illegal or risky behaviors after
adjusting for gender. The PCT, RCT, and GCT were
significantly positively related to the frequency of
engagement in illegal and risky behaviors among
individuals without a history of CJ involvement.
These findings indicate promising psychometric
properties for the PICTS-L-SF. Omega (w) reliability
coefficients [34] were calculated using Microsoft
Excel for GCT from the one-factor model (w = .96),
and for the PCT and RCT for the two-factor model
(w = .96, w = .97, respectively). For the best fitting

bifactor model, GCT, PCT, and RCT evidenced
excellent reliability (w = 97, w = 94, w = .96,
respectively) [33]. In the conducted study, the face
validity of the questionnaire was confirmed by the
experts and Cronbach's alpha coefficient on PCT,
RCT, and GCT was 0.843, 0.869, and 0.828,
respectively.

Finally, the data were analyzed using repeated measures
analysis of variance and SPSS-26 software.

Results

The mean ages of the participants were approximately
similar in both groups (35.33 + 7.92 in experimental and
37.40 + 8.04 in waiting-list control group respectively). T
tests showed there was no significant difference between
groups regarding their age [t= -0.709, p>.05]. Frequencies
of marital status, education, number of prior convictions
and length of the conviction in participant are presented
in Table 2.

As it can be seen in Table 2, in both the experiment and
control groups, the majority of participants were married
and had elementary education. Furthermore, the
frequency of criminal offenses in both groups was less
than five times, and the duration of imprisonment ranged
from 1 to 10 vyears. The use of chi-square test
demonstrated no statistically significant difference
between the two groups in terms of marital status,
education, number of prior convictions and length of the
conviction. Normality of scores distribution for
experimental group by Shapiro-Wilk test were assumed,
in proactive criminal thinking (Statistic=.949ges, .937control,
p>.05) and in reactive criminal thinking (Statistic=.906resT,
.932control, p>.05). Levene's test for equality of variances
was not significant (p>.05) that is show assumption of
equality of variances for all variables verified. There were
no differences between two groups regard pre-tests
(p>.05). The use of t-test demonstrated there were no
differences between two groups regarding in Pre-test
(p>.05). Proactive and reactive criminal thinking mean in
the three measurements of pre-test, post-test and follow-
up are presented in Table 3.

Table 2. Frequencies of Marital Status, Education, Number of Prior Convictions and Length of the Conviction in Participants

Experimental Control
Marital status
Single 5(33.3%) 3(20.0%)
Married 9(60.0%) 8(53.3%)
Divorced 1(6.7%) 4(26.7%)
Education
School education 10(66.7%) 9(60.0%)
Graduate education 6(33.3%) 6(40.0%)
Number of prior convictions
No prior convictions 0 0
Less than 5 10(66.7%) 110
Between 5 and 10 3(20.0%) 3(20.0%)
Between 11 and 15 0(0.0%) 1(6.7%)
16 and above 2(13.3%) 0(0.0%)
Length of the conviction
1-10 years 12(80.0%) 9(60.0%)
11-20 years 2(13.3%) 2(13.3%)
21 and above 1(6.7%) 4(26.7%)
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As it can be seen
proactive and

in Table 3, criminal thinking,
reactive criminal thinking defects in
the pre-test, post-test and follow-up in the
experimental  group  are  different. = Repeated
measures analysis of variance to compare criminal
thinking among the three groups in the three
measurements have been presented in Table 4.

The repeated measures analysis of variance has revealed
significant effects of group, time, and the interaction
between time and group on variables related to proactive
and reactive criminal thinking (p<0.05). These results
substantiate the efficacy of REBT intervention. Bonferroni
post-hoc comparisons between groups at pre-test, post-
test, and follow-up are presented in Table 5.

Table 3. Proactive and Reactive Criminal Thinking Mean in the Three Measurements of Pre-test, Post-test and Follow-up

Dependent Group Pre-test Post-test Follow-up
variable Mean S.D Mean S.D Mean S.D
. Experimental 43.60 6.70 37.67 448 37.47 4.30
Proactive
criminal thinkin Control 43.73 8.18 43.07 5.54 43.73 4.96
9 P P=-0.049 t=.96
Reacti iminal Experimental 62.80 8.12 54.07 418 53.13 3.77
eactive crimina Control 61.33 8.16 59.60 5.86 59.73 5.81
thinking
P P=0.493 t=.62

Table 4. Repeated Measures Analysis of Variance to Compare Criminal Thinking among the Three Groups in the Three Measurements

Source Depe.ndent Measure SS df MS F P Partial Eta
variable Squared
Proactive Sphericity Assumed 203.48 2 101.74 1476 .0001 34
Time criminal thinking  Greenhouse-Geisser 203.48 1.07 189.72 1476 .0001 .34
Reactive criminal  Sphericity Assumed 592.82 2 296.41 31.52  .0001 .53
thinking Greenhouse-Geisser 592.82 1.06 558.16 31.52  .0001 .53
Proactive Sphericity Assumed 165.26 2 82.63 11.99  .0001 .30
Time * criminal thinking ~ Greenhouse-Geisser 165.26 1.07 154.09 11.99 .001 .30
Group Reactive criminal _ Sphericity Assumed 288.02 2 144.01 15.31 .0001 .35
thinking Greenhouse-Geisser 288.02 1.06 271.18 15.31 .0001 .35
Proactive Sphericity Assumed 385.91 56 6.89
Error(time) criminal thinking ~ Greenhouse-Geisser 385.91 30.03 12.85
Reactive criminal _ Sphericity Assumed 526.48 56 9.40
thinking Greenhouse-Geisser 526.48 29.73 17.70
Table 5. Bonfferoni Post-hoc to Compare Groups in Pre-test, Post-test and Follow-up
Measure Group (I) time (J) time Mean Difference (I-J) SE P
Experimental Pre-test Follow-up 6.13* 1.21 .0001
Post-test Follow-up .20 0.28 1.000
Pre-test Post-test .66 1.09 1.000
Control Follow-up .0001 1.21 1.000
Post-test Follow-up -.66 .28 .078
Pre-test Post-test 8.73* 1.31 .0001
Experimental Follow-up 9.66* 1.39 .0001
Reactive criminal Post-test Follow-up .93* .28 .009
thinking Pre-test Post-test 1.73 1.31 .594
Control Follow-up 1.60 1.39 .785
Post-test Follow-up -13 .28 1.000

The Bonfferoni Post-Hoc test revealed that there was a
statistically significant decrease in mean proactive and
reactive criminal thinking scores (p<.05) following the
REBT intervention. Additionally, the durability of the
improvement for participants in the experimental group
was found to be statistically significant in both dependent
variables (p<.05).

Discussion

The current study was done with the aim of the
effectiveness of REBT psychotherapy approach on
reducing proactive and reactive criminal thinking among
male adult convicts offenders in Iran. The results revealed
that REBT was effective on proactive and reactive criminal

IntJ Behav Sci Vol.18, No.1, Spring 2024

thinking in male adult convicts offenders and the
durability of the improvement created for the members of
the experimental group was statistically significant. The
results of the test of the first research hypothesis revealed
that after REBT the average scores of proactive criminal
thinking in the participants of the experimental group
decreased significantly compared to the control group,
and the persistence created during the follow-up period
was statistically significant. The result in this part is
consistent with the results obtained from preceding
research [28, 30]. To explain this part of the research
findings, it can be supposed that using educational
packages that facilitate the cognitive, behavioral, and
emotional skills of prisoners (as what was used in this
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research) can lead to the adjustment of proactive criminal
thinking in offenders. Based on the REBT theory, this
therapeutic approach focuses on identifying and
challenging irrational beliefs and distorted thinking
patterns that contribute to maladaptive behaviors, such as
engaging in criminal thinking. By targeting these
cognitive distortions, REBT aims to promote rational
thinking and adaptive coping strategies. This finding
suggests that by addressing and challenging irrational
beliefs, REBT may help individuals develop more rational
and adaptive ways of thinking, leading to a decrease in
proactively engaging in criminal thoughts. According to
the ABC-DC model, A (Activating Event) triggers B
(Beliefs), which in turn lead to C (Consequences). In the
case of proactive criminal thinking, certain activating
events might occur that trigger irrational beliefs, such as
beliefs that criminal behavior will lead to personal gain or
a sense of power. These beliefs, in turn, can lead to
criminal behaviors and undesirable consequences. REBT
helped offenders identify and challenge their irrational
beliefs through the process of cognitive restructuring. By
working with a trained therapist, criminals undergoing
REBT sessions may examine their undergoing treatment
beliefs related to criminal behavior, such as distorted
views of personal gain or power, and replace them with
more rational and constructive beliefs. Through this
process, individuals develop healthier thought patterns
and engage in more adaptive behavior.

The results of the second of the first research hypothesis
revealed that after REBT the average scores of reactive
criminal thinking in the participants of the experimental
group decreased significantly compared to the control
group, and the persistence created during the follow-up
period was statistically significant. The result in this part is
consistent with the results obtained from preceding
research [27, 29]. The results of these studies also indicate
that improving cognitive and behavioral skills is effective
in reducing criminal thinking. To explain this part of the
research findings, it can be supposed that using
educational packages that facilitate the cognitive,
behavioral, and emotional skills of prisoners (as what was
used in this research) can lead to the adjustment of
reactive criminal thinking in offenders. According to the
ABC-DC model in Ellis' theory of REBT, the A refers to the
external situation or trigger that elicits thoughts and
emotions. In this case, the activating event could be
experiences or stimuli related to criminal behaviors. The B
(s) are the cognitive evaluations and interpretations
individuals make about the activating event. Criminals
may have certain irrational beliefs, such as justifying their
criminal actions or feeling entitled to engage in criminal
behaviors. The C stands for emotional and behavioral
consequences resulting from these beliefs, which in the
case of reactive criminal thinking can lead to impulsive or
antisocial actions. In REBT sessions, individuals guided to
identify and challenge these irrational beliefs, replacing
them with more rational and adaptive beliefs. This process
helped individuals develop healthier coping strategies
and reduce the likelihood of engaging in reactive criminal
thinking. The training provides cognitive restructuring
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techniques, promotes self-reflection, and encourages the
adoption of more pro-social attitudes and behaviors.
Generally, the sessions focused on challenging irrational
beliefs and promoting rational thinking patterns. By
identifying and disputing distorted thinking related to
criminal behavior, participants in the experimental group
were able to reevaluate their thoughts and replace them
with more rational and constructive alternatives. This
cognitive restructuring process may have contributed to a
significant decrease in average scores of reactive criminal
thinking compared to the control group.

Conclusion

Based on the findings of this study, it can be concluded that
REBT effectively reduces proactive and reactive criminal
thinking in individuals. The experimental group, which
received REBT intervention, showed a significant decrease
in average scores compared to the control group.
Additionally, the persistence of these positive results during
the follow-up period was also found to be statistically
significant. These results provide evidence for the
effectiveness of REBT in targeting and addressing criminal
thinking patterns, emphasizing its potential as a valuable
therapeutic approach in the criminal justice system.

This study faced some limitations that should be taken into
account in the generalization of the findings. Convenience
sampling and a small sample size may affect the
generalizability of the findings. Other limitations of the
present research comprise the impossibility of controlling
disturbing variables, the limitation of the research population
to male prisoners, and the use of a questionnaire as the lone
research evaluation tool, which shows the need for caution
in generalizing the results. We supposed, as it was concluded
from the literature review, that a decrease in criminal thinking
may lead to a decrease in criminal behaviors and
consequently prevent re-entry in prisoners; but because the
length of imprisonment was different for the participants and
we were unable to track their future after imprisonment, the
impact of the intervention on returning to prison was not
investigated. In the present study, duration of the
imprisonment, the level of education and the age of the
participants were controlled, however, it is suggested that
future studies compare the effectiveness of REBT on the basis
of these demographic variables.
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