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Abstract · Inner speech is the voice in our heads that serves a variety of functions, and impacts 
individuals’ thoughts and behaviours. It is thought that young offenders have misguiding inner 
voices, and there is hope that professionals can change this through inner speech modification. 
During treatment, practitioners attempt to teach young offenders to use skills and tools. Ideally, 
this will reduce recidivism rates and allow these youth to become contributing members of so-
ciety. In this literature review, the relationship between inner speech and young offender re-
offence is examined. The purpose of this research is to bridge literature on inner speech, cogni-
tive behavioural therapy, and young offender research to provide a source of suggestions for 
reducing delinquent behaviours. I advocate for inner speech modification programs in young 
offender rehabilitation because the research presented in this review supports the use of inner 
speech in behaviour modification. I argue that the programs designed for young offenders need 
continued flexibility, and that there needs to be an increase in availability of programs for young 
offenders, especially ones involving inner speech modification. I also suggest that researchers 
should examine more preventative, earlier intervention programs, and investigate the relation-
ships between inner speech and language deficiencies in young offenders. 
 

Keywords: self-talk · inner speech · inner speaking · inner voice · verbal mediation · young offend-
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Inner speech is the inner conversation or dia-
logue humans commonly experience (also see ‘inner 
speaking’; Hurlburt, Heavy, & Kelsie 2013), where 
speech specifically about the self is called self-talk by 
some researchers (Alderson-Day & Fernyhough 
2015; Fernyhough 2016). Researchers are just be-
ginning to identify the neuroanatomy and functions 
involved with inner speech (e.g., Morin 2015, 2018). 
Inner speech can aid or handicap individuals de-
pending on the content and frequency. For example, 
negative inner speech (e.g., rumination or frequent 
self-criticism) is potentially more debilitating than 
positive (e.g., self-motivational) inner speech is sup-
portive (Morin 2012). Under the current Youth Crim-
inal Justice Act (YCJA) by the Government of Canada 
(2015), young offenders are 7 to 17 years old. In gen-
eral, seminal researchers have found that the offend-
ing population has a lower IQ than the non-offending 
population, come from lower income and larger fam-
ilies, and that their parents are commonly consid-
ered inadequate while typically having criminal rec-
ords themselves (West 1982). Notably this research 
is dated and these claims are disputed due to impli-
cations and third factors.  More recently, researchers 
have found that young offenders report higher drug 
and alcohol use, have delinquent friends, have little 
parental supervision, and their values are rooted in 
obtaining money and materialism both quickly and 
easily (Savoie 2006; Inderbitzin 2007). Within juve-
nile detention centres, youth are likely to have two 
or more disorders occurring at the same time, and 
they typically score below average on language and 
social skills tests (Teplin, Abram, McClelland, & Dul-
can 2003). Since it is thought that young offenders 
have misguided inner voices, practitioners often at-
tempt to modify the youths’ inner voice and give 
them skills and tools for when they return to their 
daily lives (e.g., Miller 1988, 2011). In this paper, in-
ner speech and young offenders are explored indi-
vidually, then specific modifications in these con-
texts are examined, and finally I make suggestions 
for practical applications and future research.  

 

Methodology  
 

For this literature review, the writer compiled 
primary and secondary research through available 
journals by searching the terms: self-talk, inner 
speech, young offenders, juvenile delinquents, be-
haviour modification, and cognitive behavioural 
therapy in the Mount Royal University and Google 
Scholar databases.  This topic was chosen as the lit-
erature is lacking overview of research, including 

key techniques, best practices, and arguments for 
practical applications for those specifically inter-
ested in using inner speech modification in young of-
fender rehabilitation. It would be difficult to study 
these applications and practices through a novel ex-
periment in this case, due to time, ethical restraints, 
and challenges of gaining a large sample. Yet, the 
benefits of inner speech modification are evident 
across various contexts. Therefore, I argue that with 
the extensive research available across disciplines, a 
literature review is most appropriate for the pur-
poses of overviewing some key directions available 
for practical applications and best practices. 
 

Inner Speech 
 

DEFINING.  People typically have an unconscious 
and conscious (Morin 2012). Consciousness serves 
multiple functions in humans, including the ability to 
focus on and process information transmitted from 
the environment; consciousness is a conceptual 
foundation for self-awareness and meta-self-aware-
ness. As Morin (2011) states, self-awareness is the 
ability to focus on the self and process information 
about the self (e.g., ‘I am’), and meta-self-awareness 
is being aware that one is self-aware (e.g., ‘I know 
that I am’). Humans typically possess these forms of 
awareness, and inner speech contributes to each of 
these states. Inner speech is an individual's mecha-
nism of speaking to oneself silently (Morin 2018). 
Although some researchers use the term ‘self-talk’ to 
designate this concept (e.g., Hardy 2006, 2009), self-
talk is elsewhere defined as including both self-di-
rected inner (internal) and private (external) speech 
about the self (Alderson-Day & Fernyhough 2015). 
Private speech is when an individual speaks to one-
self aloud, and is thought to develop in childhood as 
a function of social speech, preceding the internali-
zation of private speech as inner speech (Vygotsky 
1943/1962). Private speech, inner speech, and self-
talk are argued to be predicative or elliptical, mean-
ing that the speech is often condensed and cryptic in 
nature compared to social speech (e.g., McCarthy & 
Fernyhough 2011; Morin 2012; Alderson-Day & 
Fernyhough 2015). 

FUNCTIONS OF INNER SPEECH.  Inner speech has 
been shown to serve many functions from operating 
a part of everyday working memory, to playing com-
plex roles for language (Alderson-Day & Fernyhough 
2015). In working memory, inner speech appears to 
play a key role in the rehearsal stage of memory for-
mation (e.g., Williams, Happe & Jarrold 2008; Morin 
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2012). The rehearsal stage allows repetition of in-
formation that is wished to be remembered, such as 
a phone number, until it is no longer relevant. Inner 
speech is also used in autobiographical memory as 
people recall the past partially in a narrative form. In 
typical silent reading tasks, inner speech appears to 
be a central tool for pronunciation of words and 
grammar; therefore, inner speech arguably plays a 
key role in language (Morin 2012). This claim is fur-
ther supported by studies of patients with deficits in 
inner speech, who simultaneously have language 
disorders such as aphasia (Morin 2009, 2012).  

Morin (2005, 2018) discusses the potential 
links between inner speech and self-awareness. 
These theories include the idea that inner speech 
and self-awareness have a bi-directional relation-
ship, interacting and serving each other while also 
serving other executive functions.  For example, in-
ner speech and self-awareness interact to facilitate 
healthy processes such as self-reflection and mind-
fulness, or unhealthy processes such as self-rumina-
tion and self-absorption (Morin 2015). Self-rumina-
tion is an unhealthy function where one’s inner 
speech is overly-focused on negative aspects of the 
self, relating moderately strongly to increased anxi-
ety, lack of self concept clarity and lack of self-con-
trol (e.g., Racy, Duhnych, Morin & Patton 2017). Con-
versely, self-reflection is to curiously think about 
oneself in a healthy manner, relating to increased 
self-concept clarity and self-control (Racy, Duhnych, 
Morin & Patton 2017), as well as self-improvement 
and self-regulation (Trapnell & Campbell 1999; 
Morin 2018). 

Some links between self-regulation and inner 
speech have been examined. Individuals appear to 
self-regulate using inner speech to assist other func-
tions such as switching between multiple tasks (Em-
erson & Miyake 2001). Self-regulation through inner 
speech has been shown to be key for individual self-
control, thus contributing to success in goals like 
budgeting money and higher SAT scores (Baumeis-
ter, Schmeichel & Vohs 2007). Furthermore, inner 
speech was reported by Morin, Uttl, and Hamper 
(2011) as associated with other functions such as 
planning tasks, remembering, and self-motivation. 
Nevertheless, inner speech is not always positive 
(Trapnell & Campbell 1999). For instance, an ath-
lete’s performance can worsen with negative self-
speech (e.g., ‘I cannot do this, I will fail’); however, 
athletes have been shown to benefit from positive 
private talk during practices and positive covert 

speech during competitions (Hardy 2006). Through-
out the literature one can find a vast library of infor-
mation on the benefits and handicaps of inner 
speech in sport performance (Hardy 2006). 

INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES IN INNER SPEECH.  In-
ner speech is personal in nature. In some individu-
als, it has a cryptic quality and is infrequently 
smooth and flowing, but with others it has been re-
ported as non-condensed, using full sentences and 
having a dialogic quality, as if one is having a conver-
sation with oneself (McCarthy-Jones & Fernyhough 
2011). It is believed that this characteristic is a con-
sequence of inner speech deriving from social 
speech to become condensed and internalized. How-
ever, unlike social speech, the acoustic quality of in-
ner speech is rarely reported (Morin 2012). Inner 
speech content and frequency differs among individ-
uals, and people usually engage in inner speech 
about themselves (Morin, et al. 2011, 2018). Morin 
and colleagues (2011) found, in decreasing order, 
that “... self-evaluation, emotions, physical appear-
ance, relationships, problems, food, behaviour, fi-
nancial situation, stress, performance, future, educa-
tion, beliefs, others’ opinion of self, hypothetical sit-
uations, current self, goals, and desires” were the 
most frequently reported content of inner speech 
about oneself in a sample of students (p. 1715).   

The same line of research showed that beyond 
inner speech about oneself, individuals engaged in 
inner speech about others such as peers, acquaint-
ances, strangers, and intimate partners (Morin, et al. 
2011, 2018). Also, while frequency and content of 
reported inner speech instances differed from per-
son to person, trends showed students reported 
talking to themselves about current activities (e.g. 
school, sport, work), the physical environment (usu-
ally their most immediate), and temporal events 
(daily, future and past; Morin et al. 2011). Self-regu-
lation (e.g., planning, problem solving), self-reflec-
tion (e.g., emotions, self-motivation, appearance, be-
havior/performance, autobiography), critical think-
ing (e.g., evaluating, judging, criticizing), people in 
general, education, and current events were the 
most frequently reported inner speech instances in 
a more current sample of students (Morin et al. 
2018). Overall, individual inner speech usually is 
centered on oneself and what is important to the self 
(Morin, et al. 2018).  

Furthermore, contents of ruminative and reflec-
tive inner speech differ (Morin 2015). For example, 
using the five-factor model of personality, Trapnell 
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and Campbell (1999) found strong positive relation-
ships between both neuroticism and rumination, as 
well as between openness to experience and reflec-
tion. The research on individual differences in inner 
speech is limited, but shows that while the subject of 
the self may be similar among individuals in their in-
ner speech, every individual probably experiences 
different qualities, frequencies, and contents of in-
ner speech. In sum, individual differences are ex-
pected in a self-related phenomenon but trends sug-
gest that inner speech in general plays important 
roles in self-reflection, self-regulation, and behav-
iour.  

NEGATIVE INNER SPEECH.  As mentioned above, 
negative inner speech can have a significant impact 
on an athlete’s performance, but negative speech is 
not solely an experience of athletes (e.g., rumination 
in typical and atypical samples; Trapnell & Campbell 
1999). In a seminal study, healthy individuals expe-
rienced a ratio of 1.7 positive inner speech com-
ments to every negative comment, while a ratio of 1 
positive comment to 1 negative comment was found 
to be dysfunctional to individuals (Schwartz 1986). 
Further, when individuals were in therapy focused 
on modifying negative inner speech, a decrease of 
negative comments was shown to be more effective 
than an increase of positive comments (Schwartz 
1986). Part of this therapy may be handicapped by 
the rebound effect, where suppression of thoughts 
actually leads to an amplification of the thought. 
Therefore, dysfunctional inner speech involved in 
every day thought is potentially more debilitating 
than the benefits of positive inner speech in 
thoughts (Schwartz 1986; Morin 2012). Conse-
quently, the remainder of this paper is focused on 
how inner speech modification applies to the con-
text of young offender rehabilitation in practice. To 
understand the importance of individual differences 
and impacts of negative and positive inner speech in 
context and in practice, a brief report of history, eti-
ology, and current treatment of young offenders in 
Canada is presented first. 
 

Young Offenders 
 

BRIEF HISTORY OF LAWS REGARDING YOUNG OF-

FENDERS.  In 1984, the Young Offenders Act (YOA) 
came into effect in Canada, while the Juvenile Delin-
quents Act from 1908 was repealed (John Howard 
Society of Alberta 2007). This act was created to 
more appropriately address young offenders by 
holding them responsible and accountable, while 

taking into consideration their age and mental ma-
turity (Government of Canada 2015). Furthermore, 
the YOA represented a view of children as depend-
ents, thus making it society’s responsibility to pro-
tect them. Moreover, the YOA embodied the view 
that society has an equal right to protection from a 
young offender. Lastly, the YOA declared that young 
offenders have the right to due process to respect 
the legal rights of the individual (e.g., innocence until 
proven guilty). On the spectrum of beliefs on how to 
treat a young offender, arguments tend to rest on ei-
ther end of a punishment versus rehabilitation spec-
trum (John Howard Society of Alberta 2007). This 
means that most critics of the YOA either argue that 
the punishment is too light on young offenders, or 
that there is a significant overuse of incarceration. In 
2003, Bill C-68, the Youth Criminal Justice Act (YCJA), 
was introduced to replace the YOA. The YCJA is in-
tended to explicitly outline the principles and objec-
tives of sentencing young offenders. This act further 
supported accountability and provided proportion-
ate consequences ranging from extrajudicial to for-
mal court proceedings. While the YCJA addresses 
many issues raised by critics of its predecessors, cri-
tiques mirror those of the YOA; either the punish-
ment is too light or too significant (John Howard So-
ciety of Alberta 2007). Either way, as  it is clear that 
the punishment model is ineffective at modifying 
young offender behaviour, and alternatives must be 
considered. 

ETIOLOGY OF DELINQUENT BEHAVIOUR IN YOUNG 

OFFENDERS.  Understanding what factors may lead 
to offences by Canadian youth has been of great in-
terest. A longitudinal study showed five common 
characteristics among young offenders (West 1982). 
As briefly presented in the current introduction, 
young offenders were likely to score lower on IQ 
tests, come from large, lower income families with 
parents deemed inadequate by their social workers, 
and their parents often had criminal records. How-
ever, not all young offenders had these characteris-
tics (West 1982). Young offenders reported higher 
drug and alcohol use, more delinquent friends, and 
having less parental supervision than other youth in 
Canada (Savoie 2006). Inderbitzin (2007) found that 
young offenders had a strong value system rooted in 
the materialism and money. However, they lacked 
the resources and means of obtaining their goals le-
gally. Instead, these youth reported that they were 
exposed to more illegitimate means of meeting their 
goals. In one study considering diagnostics and indi-
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vidual differences in etiology, females in juvenile de-
tention centres met the criteria for two or more 
mental disorders more often than males did (Teplin, 
Abram, McClelland, & Dulcan 2003). Nevertheless, 
both genders were more likely to have two or more 
disorders than one disorder alone. For example, 
56.7% of females were diagnosed with two or more 
mental disorders compared to 17.3% of females 
with one diagnosis, while 45.9% of males were diag-
nosed with two or more mental disorders compared 
to 20.4% of males with one diagnosis.  

Bryan (2004) argued that young offenders fre-
quently struggle to meet age appropriate expecta-
tions for language and speech skills. Similarly, when 
Snow and Powell (2008) compared young offenders’ 
scores to non-young offenders’ scores on language 
processing and production, social skills, and IQ, they 
found that young offenders had significantly lower 
scores on language and social skill measures, and 
that these deficiencies were independent of IQ. The 
authors argued that young offenders’ social skills 
and language deficits may be related to one another. 
However, a significantly positive correlation be-
tween these two variables was only found in non-of-
fenders and not in young offenders in this study and 
no significant correlation between the two variables 
for offenders. This means more research is needed 
before making conclusions about the relationship 
between language and social skills in young offend-
ers.  

Research has also shown that young offenders 
commonly struggle with social competency (Kuper-
minc, Allen, & Arthur 1996). Evidence for the im-
portance of language and social communication in 
inner speech and vice versa (see introduction) sup-
ports the current argument for focusing on inner 
speech in rehabilitation. Arguably, there is a need for 
research to continue to examine how these factors 
influence the likelihood of youth offending. With all 
of this information considered, criminal offences by 
young people involves a complex interaction of nu-
merous individual factors and external influences 
(Feinlder & Byers, 2013), including the potentially 
critical development and functions of inner speech. 

CURRENT TREATMENT OF YOUNG OFFENDERS.  
Currently, there are two main responses to how 
young offenders should be treated: punishment and 
rehabilitation. Punishment comes from the view 
that sees the youth as a free-willed individual who 
actively chooses to engage in delinquent behaviour 
(Feinlder & Byers 2013), and is aimed at the protec-

tion of society. Within a juvenile detention environ-
ment operating under this view, there are potential 
consequences for the youth when they act out, such 
as a loss of recreation privileges, or positive peer so-
cialization. However, access to these privileges has 
been shown to improve behaviour, and many argue 
that young offenders are in dire need of rehabilita-
tion by the point of their first arrest because they 
have not been ‘habilitated’ with recreation or posi-
tive peer socialization in the first place (Feinlder & 
Byers 2013). Arguably then, these consequences 
may be counterintuitive. Also, discipline as a conse-
quence of offending has resulted in a significant in-
crease in re-offense over a control group (Lipsey 
2009). While the author does not suggest that the 
elimination of punishment is necessary, Lispsey 
(2009) does argue there needs to be a focus on re-
warding positive behaviours and a focus on logical 
and rational punishment. 

Rehabilitation of young offenders is found in 
many different forms, and each form uses multiple 
techniques. The common goal is to decrease recidi-
vism among young offenders. According to the liter-
ature, Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) appears 
to be common, and this usually involves treatment 
planning, homework for young offenders outside of 
sessions, cognitive and behavioural interventions, 
and group therapy (Landenberger & Lipsey 2005). 
While not all rehabilitation practices use every one 
of these tools, each uses a combination to a varying 
degree. Numerous designs of treatment interven-
tions exist for practitioners to help establish an indi-
vidual, reliable, and valid treatment process when 
working with young offenders (Landenberger & 
Lipsey 2005), yet the effectiveness of rehabilitation 
approaches is questionable.  

Rehabilitation does not work for every young 
offender. Some researchers have suggested that the 
structure of a rehabilitation program has limited po-
tential for effectiveness (Abrams, Kim, & Anderson-
Nathe 2005). This may occur as rehabilitation is usu-
ally set up in a phase process where the youth must 
accomplish a goal before moving on to the new step 
and then continuing on until they are seen as ‘reha-
bilitated’. Sometimes within these phases there are 
certain biases. For instance, there can be an assump-
tion that most of the youth have experienced some-
thing traumatic, or their family life must have been 
horrendous as a child. But not all children who of-
fend have experienced this risk factor. Abrams and 
colleagues (2005) reported the following scenario in 
treatment requiring young offenders to examine 
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family issues: if a youth said they did not have any 
family issues, the youth was considered not to be 
ready for the next step in the process. Therefore, the 
youth may be required to lie in order to satisfy the 
program. This rehabilitation flaw could potentially 
reinforce manipulative and lying behaviour and 
limit learning of adaptive and vital skills (Abrams et 
al. 2005). In sum, punishment and rehabilitation in-
terventions may not be effective in their current 
form, and an approach that considers individual dif-
ferences linked to rehabilitation and performance, 
such as inner speech modification, could enhance 
the effectiveness of interventions.  
 

Inner Speech Modification in Young 
Offender Therapy  

 

Inner speech, as discussed before, serves many 
functions for individuals. Ideally, the inner voice 
helps individuals self-regulate, and this self-regula-
tion, in turn, helps them to become less impulsive 
(Baumeister, Schmeichel, & Vohs 2007). Arguably, 
young offenders may have misguided inner voices 
pushing them to engage in delinquent behaviours. 
Some researchers seek to find valid and reliable 
methods that therapists can use to help young of-
fenders modify, change, and adjust their own inner 
thoughts (e.g., Landenberger & Lipsey 2005). Self-
talk modification has been used in other therapies 
from those for athletes with anxiety (Hatzigeorgi-
adis, Zourbanos, Galanis, & Theodorakis 2011), to 
individuals with dysfunctional negative inner 
speech (Hardy 2009), to impulsive children (Meich-
enbaum & Goodman 1971). For example, through in-
ner speech training, impulsive children displayed 
significant increases in self-control, attention, and IQ 
(Meichenbaum & Goodman 1971). 

GENERAL COGNITIVE BEHAVIOURAL THERAPY 
TECHNIQUES WITH INNER SPEECH MODIFICATION.  
Embedded in most rehabilitation therapies, practi-
tioners may or may not be aware that inner speech 
modification is a key tool for Cognitive Behavioural 
Therapy (CBT). Through CBT, young offenders can 
receive an extensive amount of training on their 
thinking and decision patterns. These tools allow 
young offenders to identify and challenge dysfunc-
tional inner speech in thoughts and decision making, 
and replace it with functional inner speech (Feinlder 
& Byers 2013). Further, CBT produces ‘cognitive re-
structuring’ through using activities and exercises to 
identify and modify distortions and errors in the 
thought patterns of young offenders.  

Some CBT training focuses on social interac-
tions such as interpersonal problem-solving and so-
cial skills training. Interpersonal problem-solving 
gives the young offenders an opportunity to gain 
skills to resolve interpersonal conflict through 
learning how to compromise and ignore negative 
peer pressure. Social skills training reinforces posi-
tive social behaviours which teaches the youth social 
cues and challenges them to reflect on the feelings of 
others (Feinlder & Byers 2013). Given the involve-
ment of inner speech in self-regulation, problem-
solving, interpersonal interactions (Morin, Uttl & 
Hamper 2011; Morin, Duhnych, & Racy 2018), and 
theory of mind or mentalizing about others’ 
thoughts (Morin, El-Sayeed & Racy 2015), it makes 
sense to focus on inner speech modification in cog-
nitive and behavioural restructuring.  

Other skills young offenders can learn through 
CBT are anger control and moral reasoning 
(Feinlder & Byers 2013). Anger control gives young 
offenders techniques to reduce anger arousal by 
identifying personal triggers and individual cues. 
Further, young offenders can learn methods to re-
duce negative stimulation and initiate emotional 
regulation techniques. Moral reasoning training fo-
cuses on improving the young offenders’ tools for 
distinguishing between right and wrong behaviour 
(Feinlder & Byers 2013). Moreover, some evidence 
from the lab supports the involvement of inner 
speech in emotional regulation and performance or 
behaviour (e.g., Morin, Duhnych, Racy 2018; Racy et 
al. 2018). 

A majority of these CBT techniques involve 
adapting and modifying inner speech, usually 
through a multi-step process, as discussed further 
below. Theoretically, the skills and thoughts trans-
late into functional cognitive processes that can be 
used in day to day situations. These may be tools 
used by young offenders to be more successful in 
many aspects of life, which may then decrease the 
chance of re-offence. CBT is generally an extensive 
and expensive treatment, and a time-consuming 
process that extends from five to one-hundred and 
four weeks in length (Landenberger & Lipsey, 2005). 
These characteristics of CBT have lead researchers 
to explore which CBT techniques are most valuable, 
adding to the current case for focusing on inner 
speech.  

In one meta-analysis, effectiveness of CBT was 
measured by the recidivism rates for both adult and 
juvenile offenders, and it was noted that there was 
no distinction between adults and juveniles in effect 
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size (Landenberger & Lipsey 2005). The authors re-
ported that recidivism encompassed mostly re-ar-
rest, reconviction, incarceration, and other forms of 
recidivism. The meta-analysis showed that treat-
ment of high risk offenders (compared to no treat-
ment), high quality of treatment implementation, 
and certain CBT techniques yielded the most effec-
tive results. The particular CBT techniques involving 
inner speech modification that displayed the most 
significant effects on recidivism were individual 
counselling, cognitive training, and anger control 
(Landenberger & Lipsey 2005). Each of these CBT 
techniques attempts to modify the behaviour and 
thoughts of the young offenders and mould their in-
ner voices. Below, each of these CBT techniques is 
explored in greater detail.  

COUNSELLING.  Individual attention is most com-
monly equated to one on one counselling (Lipsey 
2009), which allows professionals the opportunity 
to attempt to mould and influence the juvenile by fo-
cusing on feelings, cognition, and behaviours. Ac-
cording to Lipsey (2009), individual counselling has 
been found to yield the strongest effect on re-offense 
rates for young offenders over any other form of 
treatment. Furthermore, researchers suggest that 
including counselling with other tools may be more 
promising in reducing recidivism rates than coun-
selling alone (e.g., Evans-Chase & Zhou 2014).  

COGNITIVE TRAINING.  Cognitive training has been 
explored as a reasonable treatment for young of-
fenders as either an extension of counselling, or 
when individual counselling is unavailable.  Cogni-
tive training or cognitive restructuring embraces 
self-statement modification. This process walks the 
young offenders through how to challenge negative 
or handicapping inner speech, exchanging it for pos-
itive and supportive inner speech (Bowman & Auer-
bach 1982). Cognitive training can work to challenge 
a wide array of distortions involving self-cen-
teredness, minimizing and mislabeling, assuming 
the worst, and blaming others (Nas, Brugman & 
Koops 2005). To mould these distortions, the treat-
ment process allows youth to talk about the issues 
while the staff facilitates the process of shaping 
youths’ thoughts and perceptions. In one study of 
this treatment, young offenders had an additional 30 
meetings to focus on anger management, social 
skills, and social decision making along with cogni-
tive restructuring. Here, the youth decreased in the 
total number of cognitive distortions, most signifi-
cantly in distortions involving self-statements: self-
centeredness, minimizing and mislabeling, and 

blaming others (Nas, Brugman, & Koops 2005). Fur-
thermore, the youth decreased in covert defiant be-
haviour such as lying and stealing, but there was no 
effect on overt behaviour like physical aggression 
and oppositional defiance. While there is room for 
investigating the effects of self-statement modifica-
tion on overt behaviour, overall, the youths’ atti-
tudes towards delinquent behaviour was shaped to 
viewing it more negatively compared to the control 
group (Nas, Brugman, & Koops 2005). 

Anger Control Techniques.  In these tech-
niques, professionals aim to teach young offenders 
how to use self-regulation in order to control their 
emotions, like anger, which can help youth to act less 
impulsively. A variety of programs have been de-
signed around anger regulation, such as Aggression 
Replacement Training (ART; Glick & Goldstein 
1987). ART is a multimodal program with a variety 
of psychoeducation tools to help youth recognize 
their emotions (e.g., emotional reappraisal), proac-
tively respond to triggering situations, and teach 
them how to regulate in unavoidable circumstances. 
The program is designed to occur for a minimum of 
three weeks, featuring three main components: 
structured learning training, anger control training, 
and moral education. The structured learning train-
ing allows participants to work through 50 skills in-
corporated into 6 different curriculums including 
beginning social skills, advanced social skills, skills 
for dealing with feelings, alternatives to aggression, 
stress regulation skills, and planning skills. Each cur-
riculum is taught through modelling, role playing, 
feedback about performance, and then transfer 
training (i.e. generalizing to everyday).  

The second component, based on Feindler, Mar-
riott, and Iwata’s Anger Control Training, allows 
each youth to explore previous anger-causing situa-
tions (ACT 1984 as cited in Glick & Goldstein 1987). 
Youth are asked to describe the situation and work 
through identifying their individual triggers and 
cues of anger. Youth are then asked to explore op-
tions of ‘reminders’ they can tell themselves in these 
situations (e.g. telling themselves to stay calm) and 
some ‘reducers’ they can utilize (e.g. deep breath-
ing). ACT, through the use of reminders, is aimed at 
modifying and practicing inner speech for use in fu-
ture situations. The youth are then asked to com-
plete a self-evaluation on their response to the situ-
ation and what they could do in the future.  

The third component, based on Kohlberg’s 
moral education, is where the youth are exposed to 
moral dilemmas (1969, 1973, as cited in Glick & 
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Goldstein 1987). According to Glick and Goldstein 
(1987), assisting the youth with working through 
moral dilemmas in this format has contributed to an 
increase in their moral reasoning. Combining these 
three components of structured learning, ACT, and 
moral education, has positively affected incarcer-
ated youth by extending beyond the training envi-
ronment. There is no consensus about which of 
these approaches is more effective. For example, 
Holmqvist, Hill, and Lang’s (2009) findings showed 
no significant difference between results of relation 
treatment methods (i.e. treatment focusing on rela-
tionship between youth and staff) and ACT with a to-
ken economy (earning rewards). While Holmqvist 
and colleagues (2009) provide evidence that other 
approaches may be just as effective as ACT, this ap-
proach is continuously being updated and modified, 
and is only one of the types of anger control pro-
grams available for treatment providers to use. 

“THINK IT OVER”.  One specific therapy for mod-
ification of inner speech is the dialogical ‘Think It 
Over’ technique (Miller 2011). First, youth are en-
couraged to talk openly and freely and expand on 
their thoughts. In practice, this method allows staff 
to teach the youth how to verbalize their experi-
ences and emotions. This teaching is done in a safe 
space through talking orientations; the program 
helps instill the belief that people are not to be de-
fined by actions, which allows behaviours to be sep-
arated from the individual. Youth can then analyze 
and restructure erroneous thoughts in a psycholog-
ical space. This modifies how the youth thinks about 
not only others and their actions, but also them-
selves and the crimes they have committed. The 
youth is also taught to see the narratives through an 
abused-abuser vantage point, thus extending the 
process of separating people from their actions in 
the youth's mind. Although it is not currently possi-
ble for researchers to directly access or evaluate 
thoughts, it is argued that the Think It Over tech-
nique facilitates changes of internal thoughts that 
match the structure of the verbalized thoughts. This 
means that young offenders may change their inner 
speech to mirror the techniques they learned in the 
Think It Over therapy, and reduce the tendency to 
define individuals by their actions without thinking 
it through, but rather to consider the thought pro-
cess involved in actions (Miller 2011). 

GOAL MODIFICATION.  Some therapists have at-
tempted to focus on modifying the goals of young of-
fenders. Ideally, through modification of goals, the 
youth will have attainable and realistic expectations, 

allowing them to be more successful following their 
re-emergence to society. In one training school, 
youth are asked to make short- and long-term goals 
(Inderbitzin 2007). The staff then attempts to help 
youth mould their aspirations through (1) modelling 
conforming behaviours, conversations, programs, 
workbooks or worksheets, and (2) using empathic 
but honest and factual statements regarding their 
goals and about where their choices in life could lead 
them. Inderbitzin (2007) mentions that the staff en-
courage the youth to ‘aim low’ to create realistic vi-
sions in the youth’s minds for their future goals. In-
ner speech modification has a potential place in this 
approach, similar to the other approaches, where 
verbalizations, personal relevance (goals) and 
speech related to the self, including interpersonal 
feedback, facilitate change.  
 

Conclusion: 
Practical Applications 

& Future Research 
 

While inner speech modification may be a valu-
able tool for rehabilitation of young offenders, there 
is a need for consideration of best practices, such as 
the flexibility of designs and systems to adaptations 
of individual differences and contexts. Further, 
young offenders are currently lacking access to nec-
essary treatment, and, in some cases, are being 
harmed rather than helped (e.g., program structure; 
Abrams, Kim, & Anderson-Nathe 2005; punishment 
versus rehabilitation; John Howard Society of Al-
berta 2007). Arguably though, inner speech modifi-
cation may be a leading tool for this population, con-
sidering the relationships between inner speech, 
self-awareness, social cognition, self-regulation and 
self-control (e.g., Morin 2018). Not only have re-
searchers shown that involvement of inner speech 
modification can decrease delinquent behaviours 
within the environment that youth are taught in 
(e.g., individual counselling, cognitive training, an-
ger control), but these and similar learned skills can 
be generalized to other environments (e.g., Glick & 
Goldstein 1987). Investing into programs involving 
inner speech modification can provide youth with 
the skills they need to develop a sense of autonomy 
in their lives, and to facilitate the ability to make a 
change if they desire.  

Furthermore, I suggest that future researchers 
should investigate the presence or absence of rela-
tions between deficits in both language and social 
skills in youth who offend. Results could potentially 
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inform best practices such as preventive programs 
for children who are of higher risk or displaying 
these characteristics (e.g., low verbal mediation of 
self-regulation and theory of mind). If parents, 
guardians, teachers, and professionals were given 
tools to help identify children at risk and engage 
them in courses or programs to address these risks 
from an earlier age, there may be a decrease in youth 
offending. Research should also examine the rela-
tionships between inner speech and language defi-
ciency in young offenders. Considering language 
largely involves inner speech and vice versa (Morin 
2012), this investigation could be used to help en-
hance the youth’s language skills and in turn help 
modify youth’s inner speech and vice versa. Similar 

to the ‘Think It Over’ program (Miller 2011), re-
searchers and professionals can use this approach to 
help distinguish and modify divergent inner speech 
processes of young offenders that contribute to ju-
venile delinquent behaviours. While direct observa-
tion of inner speech and its effects on behaviour is 
not currently possible, and research extensions 
along with greater investment in early intervention 
programs proposed will not prevent all offences by 
youth, there is evidence to suggest that these consid-
erations may help decrease the rates of youth offence 
and recidivism. This will save society’s resources and 
more importantly, offer these youth opportunities 
that may have otherwise been inconceivable.
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