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Abstract:  

The commission of criminal acts has always been a social problem, both socially and 

scientifically engaging. Many theories have been formulated from time to time about 

what is considered a criminal act, as well as about the factors that contribute to the 

occurrence of the phenomenon, varying according to the time and the social conditions 

that prevailed. The study was conducted at the Detention Centre of Patras, with the 

participation of seven drug users and members of the KETHEA consultation programme. 

Methodologically, the qualitative approach has been chosen and in particular the action 

research with the use of group-focused interviews. The research findings are relevant to 

what one may come across in the bibliography, while at the same time they highlight 

three basic cause factors of criminal behavior: individual characteristics, family and 

environmental reasons, with emphasis placed upon the substance abuse, and peer 

pressure. Moreover, the use of the “Transformative Learning through Aesthetic 

Experience” method has proven to be extremely functional as far as the alteration of 

perceptions among groups of users-prisoners is concerned. It can also complement the 

therapeutic procedure and the social integration of this particular group of people.  
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1. Introduction 

 

Criminal behavior is a learning process that takes place in a specific environment where 

individual characteristics, family and social influences co-shape people's beliefs, 

behaviors, and expectations. This kind of behavior is also reinforced by the way people 

associate it with the acquisition of power and economic prosperity, as well as by the 

respective social influences. 

 In criminology, various theories have been developed about the multifactorial 

nature of the etiology that leads to criminal behavior, which take different directions 

depending on the subject area of the researcher and the social and historical conditions 

of the time. According to the biological factors, the causes of crime coming from biological 

and genetic factors are essentially the first to try to identify the source of criminal 

behavior (Zafiriou, 2007; Koutouvidis & Minogianni, 2003).  

 On the other hand, personality theories aim at the interpretation of criminal or 

deviant behavior by emphasizing the concept of deviation from the normality of 

individual characteristics (psychological factors), a fact which in clinical practice, falls 

into the study of personality disorders (Koutouvidis & Minogianni, 2003). People with 

criminal behavior show characteristics such as egocentrism, low self-esteem, lack of 

ability to take on roles and lack of consciousness (Koutouvidis & Minogianni, 2003).  

 There is a theory focusing on social institutions, such as family, school and the 

wider social environment in which someone grows up, which also play an important role 

in the process of shaping the personality and behavior of the individual (social factors). 

Sociological theories perceive crime as a social phenomenon, which has largely cultural, 

social and economic roots (Araka, 2008; Panousis, 2000).  

 Finally, another approach seeks to explain crime and delinquent behavior as a 

result of the interaction of both biological and environmental factors (biosocial factors). 

People may have a genetic predisposition to delinquent behavior, but they can only 

commit criminal acts when they encounter the appropriate environmental conditions that 

favor it (Pappa, 2018). 

 

2. Transformation theory 

 

According to Adult Education (ΑΕ) approach, in order for people to understand the 

world around them, they need to create mental maps and avoid the threat of chaos. Given 

the new conditions that constantly arise in their lives, it is possible that some perceptions 

they formed mainly in childhood, are not in line with the new reality, causing 

inconsistencies and difficulties in dealing with them.  

 Transformative Learning is a rational process of identifying evaluation and 

redefining dysfunctional beliefs so that we can then be more receptive to impending 

change (Mezirow, 2007). The experiences we have gained from childhood and the 

environment in which we grow up determine the way we think as adults. Transformation 
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of problematic frames of reference refers to the need to solve these problems so that they 

are more reliable for adulthood. 

 Understanding these perceptions is a painstaking process and using art as 

alternative forms of language can work effectively to address these barriers. The use of 

art as a form of therapy within specific contexts, is a successful tactic that has been used 

for many decades as a means of communication (Brock, Dodds, Jarvis, & Olusoga, 2016). 

Dirkx characteristically refers to learning through art as "learning through the soul" which 

includes the "emphasis on the point of interaction, where the social-emotional and the mental 

world meet" (Mezirow, 2007: 46).  

 

3. "Transformative Learning through Aesthetic Experience" method 

 

Kokkos (2011) went further to the formulation of the method "Transformative Learning 

through Aesthetic Experience" (TLAE) with the aim of activating the critical reflection of 

the learner. It is a structured educational tool and consists of six stages. The applications 

of the method confirm the efficiency of this approach (Karakou, 2015; Mega, 2011; Raikou, 

2016 & 2019) and highlight the effectiveness of the use of art in groups of prisoners, as 

well as the use of the TLAE method to review dysfunctional perceptions and the 

possibility of their transformation (Kotzagiotou, 2015; Mamali, 2018; Bika, 2015; 

Tsamasfyra, 2015).  

 International literature has shown that there is a positive correlation between 

participation in educational activities in prison and the improvement of basic skills 

(Brosens, De Donder, Vanwing, Dury & Verte, 2014; Ripley, 1993; Vacca, 2004), that 

education within imprisonment contributes to self-esteem (Coyle, 2009) and, ultimately, 

reduces the recurrence of delinquent behavior (Harding, Wyse, Dobson & Morenoff, 

2014; MacKenzie, 2006; Petersilia, 2003). Also, can activate the critical thinking of 

prisoners, acting as a source of hope and empowerment for personal action (Clements, 

2004). 

 

4. Research objective 

 

The aim of the research was to investigate the use of the TLAE method as an educational 

tool, and how it can enhance the transformation of stereotypical perceptions of detained 

drug users about the causes that led them to crime. The inclusion of the TLAE method as 

an educational tool in the therapeutic process resulted from the need to explore the 

possibility of its integration to the therapeutic and educational course of the detainee by 

supporting him to understand, think critically and transform dysfunctional perceptions 

in relation to the above causes.  

 The research questions were:  

1) What are the assumptions of detainees about the causes that led them to crime? 

2) How can the MMAE method enhance the transformation of these assumptions? 
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5. Methodology 

 

The method used for conducting the present educational research is qualitative approach. 

More specifically, action research was chosen as the most appropriate because it is an 

approach that focuses on social issues and includes processes aimed at improving and 

empowering people in situations in which they need to take action (Creswell, 2016). 

 The participants were selected by homogeneous sampling, a purposive sampling 

technique often used in qualitative research (Creswell, 2016). Their participation was 

voluntary and the whole process was done with respect to their personal information. 

The sample that participated in the research was members of KETHEA Counseling 

groups, detained in Patras prisons. The participants were 7 adult men, aged 32 to 57, with 

drug use problems, different origins and sentence time. All detainees were chronic drug 

users and convicted of drug use, serving sentences of 2.5 years or more. Four had also 

been jailed before, for drug offenses. As for their marital status, 4 were unmarried, 2 

married with children and one divorced with a child. 

 The method that was used for conducting this study was the qualitative approach 

and the data collection instrument that was used was the focus group interview (Cohen 

& Manion, 1994). An analysis of the content of the participants’ responses from the 

questions used was carried out for the processing of the data. (Bryman, 2017). The first 

step of the process involved recording their views by creating original categories arising 

from the analysis of the responses during the application of the method. Through this 

analysis, categories describing their responses were developed. All answers were then 

assigned to the appropriate resulting categories and the occurrence of each category per 

participant was counted. 

 

6. Application of TLAE method 

 

The educational intervention of the TLAE method application took place in February 

2020, in the Detention Centre of Patras, where two 3-hour meetings were held.  

• 1st Stage: Investigating the need for critical reflection 

 The issue of criminality, either from the perspective of causes or from the 

perspective of the results, is a common discussion topic among the population of 

detainees.  

 

• 2nd Stage: The participants express their views 

 The members were asked to form small groups and write individual essays on the 

topic: what are the causes that led me to criminal behavior? They mentioned: 

 

 “Family environment.” 

 “The milieu. Heroin use since I was 14 and school.” 

 “The groups of friends I got mixed up with and I started selling drugs”. 

 “Young age and wrong groups of friends. Drug use. The financial situation”. 
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 “Harsh reality” 

 

• 3rd Stage: Determining the views to be investigated 

 Using the answers, they were asked the critical questions, based on which the 

critical consideration of the artworks was afterwards carried out: 

- What is the cause of criminality? 

- In what ways could you have handled things differently in order to cope with the 

aforementioned situations?  

 

• 4th Stage: Selecting the artworks 

 The artworks were selected depending on their direct relation to the critical 

questions under investigation and were used so that the students would reflect on every 

artwork, without censorship and prejudices. In particular, the painting «The Return of 

the Prodigal Son» by Rembrandt and the film «Modern Times» by Charlie Chaplin were 

used. 

 

• 5th Stage: Critical thinking through the aesthetic experience 

 The exploration of the visual work was carried out using the technique Visible 

Thinking by Professor Perkins (1994), through which “the observer adopts a thoughtful view 

towards the work of art” (Kokkos, 2011:82). 

 In order to exploit the film, certain excerpts were chosen to be screened, which 

were relevant to the issue under investigation. First, the title of the film was presented to 

the students, mentioning basic information about the time it was shot, its style, the plot 

of the film and the part that the main characters play. Then, the characteristic excerpts 

were shown with a brief introduction-explanation for the scenes that would follow. A 

discussion followed during which the participants were asked to rethink on answers or 

issues that may have reemerged and talk about them again. 

 After a brief discussion in the groups, they were initially divided into, based on 

the analysis questionnaire given to them, a plenary discussion was held during which 

conclusions were drawn and they were associated with the critical questions which had 

been raised. By way of illustration, they mentioned: 

 

 “I identify with him when it comes to struggling and hardship and the same things every 

 day. I just had to struggle for other things”. 

 

 “I was unlucky too, like the hero. Very unlucky. But he faces everything with a smile and 

 optimism, whereas I don’t”. 

 

 “Since I was a little boy, I’ve been trying to tell what is illegal, what is right or not. I had 

 many dilemmas”. 
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• 6th Stage: Reevaluating the assumptions - Focus Group 

 The statements and views recorded in the second stage of the intervention were 

revisited, and the extent, if any, of their exposure to the artworks, which contributed to 

them diverging from their initial statements, was investigated. 

 

7. Results 

 

When the participants were asked about the causes that led them to criminal acts, it was 

found that the majority share the opinion that it is a complex problem, comprised of many 

factors. Almost all of them referred to features concerning themselves and their 

weaknesses as human beings, emphasizing the substance use and its influence on 

shaping their personality and on their actions. Some of the characteristic personality traits 

that were mentioned, was the tendency to trust easily, the need to feel accepted by others, 

as well as the lack of danger and fear. 

 

  “Using and dealing” 

 “I brought everything to myself. I was boastful and arrogant” 

 “You have to break the law to get your drugs” 

 

 Family environment is perhaps one of the most important factors that affect the 

individuals’ psychosocial development and help them shape their own personal identity. 

When parents behave in way where respect and communication are missing, control is 

inefficient, and the roles within the family have been distorted, it is rather possible that 

signs of antisocial behavior together with illegal actions will show. The students, when 

asked about their own opinions on the family factor, focused on the lack of boundaries 

and control on the part of their parents and the effort to fill the void of their physical or 

emotional presence through the provision of goods. 

 

 “Family problems, many fights” 

 “No relationship with my parents, they only gave me money… they thought they looked 

 after me” 

 

 Finally, all participants referred to the social environment as an etiological factor, 

including the socio-economic conditions they lived in, such as the area they grew up in, 

the financial problems, immigration and groups of friends. As the contributing factors to 

their involvement in criminal actions, they would emphasize the use of drugs and the 

living conditions in prison, where, according to conducted surveys, 27% of the suicides 

committed by inmates were due to drug abuse as a means of reaction toward the 

inhumane imprisonment and living conditions (Caillard & Chastung, 2011, as cited in 

Matsa, 2017). 

 

 “I was a family guy and a hard worker, the groups of friends got me into trouble” 
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 “Hardship, conditions, influence from others” 

 “Financial situation” 

 

 The aforementioned results are consistent with the references under study (Araka, 

2008; Koutouvidis & Minogianni, 2003; Loeber & Stouthamer-Loeber, 1996; Matsa, 2017; 

Panousis, 2000), which confirm the three key components of the etiological factors in 

developing criminal behavior and are related to individual traits (aggressiveness, 

egocentrism, antisocial behavior, feelings of inadequacy etc.), family (lack of sufficient 

parental surveillance, harsh discipline, rejection of child etc.) and the environment in 

which they were raised (high levels of poverty, low social control etc.). 

 Applying the TLAE method seemed to work and help students to enhance critical 

thinking on the issue in question, motivating them to consider all the issues concerning 

them directly in greater depth, such as the realization of the causes that led them to illegal 

acts. Their stereotypical perceptions of the causes that led them to criminality were given 

critical consideration, expressing concerns and ambivalence about the way they handled 

situations and about right and wrong. As they characteristically put it: 

 

 “you can live without breaking the law. Our family has done it, so can we” 

 “the method helped me think about stuff I had never thought about” 

 “Other people’s experiences got me thinking” 

 

8. Discussion 

 

The conclusions of this survey, even though not generalizable, may prove useful 

regarding its findings, for formulating hypotheses and plans of similar educational 

programmes for vulnerable groups of population, highlighting the importance of 

integrating the TLAE method, as a new, complementary educational tool which shall 

play a reinforcing role in the therapeutic process of groups like prisoners and individuals 

in rehabilitation. The purpose of the method was not for the instructor to change 

participants’ ideas but to give them the opportunity to critically process their personal 

perceptions and to formulate them in a way that they cover them functionally. 

 In addition, as shown by researches conducted in prisons (Kotzagiotou, 2015 ∙ 

Mamali, 2018 ∙ Tsamasfyra, 2015), detainees show a positive attitude when they come in 

contact with the aesthetic experience. 

 The use of art and in particular the educational intervention for the application of 

the TLAE method, gave the imprisoned drug users the opportunity, through active 

learning and critical thinking, to boost their self-consciousness and come closer to a 

process of evaluation and transformation of previous dysfunctional assumptions and 

experiences. 

 Finally, this survey pointed out the extent to which the therapeutic process is 

essential for the application of educational tools, which promote critical thinking and 

reflection, enhancing problem-solving and handling of issues faced by the members of 
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therapy groups in their daily lives, thus helping them to make healthy choices for their 

future. The connection of the therapeutic process through KETHEA programs 

(empowerment in order to take action and adopt a new attitude to life) with the 

application of the TLAE method (for the transformation of dysfunctional beliefs), is a 

dynamic coalition towards rehabilitation and the therapeutic course of people who reach 

out to us for support. It is important for people who are overwhelmed to be able to share 

the sources of stress and express their needs, goals and dreams. Works of art, poetry and 

literature are powerful tools for exploitation so that these people can discuss, understand 

their fears and anxieties and communicate them to others, recognizing that they have 

something in common (Comanity, 2020). 
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