
 

CHAPTER X: CHANGE PLANNING 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Change planning is the process of guiding someone through the activities, steps 
and decisions necessary for setting up his or her own personal change plan for a 
particular target behavior.  We’re making a distinction between traditional case planning 
in correctional practice and change planning in MI.  Change planning differs from case 
planning in that the client’s motivation regarding a target behavior is central and critical 
in change planning and more peripheral in a case planning process.  Another difference 
is that having a written plan, while deemed helpful, is not essential in change planning 
but it is in developing a case plan.  A well-timed and crafted change plan codifies the 
client’s motivation into concrete next steps.  
 
 
Figure 1: Case Planning Versus Change Planning 
 

C as e P lanning :
Emphas is  is  on…

‐ Written plan

‐ S MAR T  format

‐ C riminogenic behavior targets

‐ Aligning  plan w/client’ motivation is  optional

‐ Developing  a  case plan is  an event

C hange P lanning :
P riorities  are…

‐ Alignment w/client’s  motivation

‐ C riminogenic needs  of client are cons idered

‐ Written plan is  optional

‐ C hange planning  is  a  process  (not an event)
 

  
 There are two different approaches to adopting change planning in corrections.  
One approach involves using process modification methods to design or re-engineer a 
formal case planning cycle that is consonant with MI and systematically trying to tap the 
internal motivation of the folks under supervision.  An alternative strategy is to 
encourage and empower agents to ‘freelance’ and experiment with informal methods of 
individualized change planning that are not very uniform or entirely predictable for that 
matter.   

In many corrections jurisdictions agents are required to complete a case plan 
with each person on their caseload, within a certain time frame.  Generally these agents 
are also often encouraged to base these case plans upon the results of some type of 
validated risk-need assessment the individual they are supervising completed.  Thus, 



this kind of case planning tends to be a critical event cycle within the larger case 
management process performed by agents.  Planning and scheduling on the part of the 
agent is often necessary, along with completion of specific electronic or hardcopy forms.  
Generally, as the bureaucratic ‘paraphernalia’ associated with case planning increases, 
the role and active engagement of the person on supervision for whom the plan is being 
made recedes.  The probationer or parolee becomes more of a passive recipient than a 
creator or author and, as such, they may have very little ownership of the resulting plan. 
 The case planning described above, though commonplace, can be converted 
into a more MI adherent change planning process.  However, at a minimum this 
requires a strong unambiguous commitment from leadership followed by an often 
cumbersome phase of process design or modification, internal and external vetting, pilot 
testing and then retraining to scale.  This is the first of two approaches to change 
planning described above.  While having a viable formal process for change planning is 
no doubt worthwhile, there is too much variance in the contexts, tools, and required 
procedures in current case planning across jurisdictions to make meaningful 
recommendations or promote a model within the scope of this chapter.   
 It is the more informal, almost organic process of change planning that is the 
primary focus of this chapter.  This approach is more opportunistic than planned, driven 
more by how each client’s internal motivation unfolds around a target behavior than a 
scheduled session agenda.  An agent might have spent parts of several supervision 
sessions discussing a certain target behavior, exploring with the individual some of their 
ambivalence for change and eliciting change talk in fluctuating and almost equal 
proportions with sustain talk.  Then, as if out of the blue, in the next session the client 
starts presenting differently, with much more change talk and if aware and prepared, the 
agent can capitalize on this opportunity and guide the client into the steps for change 
planning. 

As agents progress in their MI skills and begin engaging some of the folks they 
supervise with an MI style for the purpose of building motivation for behavior change, 
occasionally, if not frequently, they will succeed.  This success will be reflected in 
increasing change talk and then commitment language from the client around a target 
behavior.  There will likely also be other signs such as decreased concerns for the 
‘costs’ of change, less client agitation, and a significant shift in the rate of questions 
(either way – up or down) that foretell that the client’s stage of readiness (e.g., 
precontemplation, contemplation, preparation, etc…) is moving regarding the respective 
target behavior. Taken all together, these are indicators that the person the agent has 
been pulling (change talk) for has reached a summit in their target behavior perspective 
and they are ready to commit to change.  When the client’s perspective shifts like this 
real opportunities for change planning spontaneously emerge.  
  

The Four Elements of Change Planning 

 Once an individual is ready to commit to a change behavior the energy they have 
around that particular target behavior begins to shift and increase making it much easier 
for them to move and be open to new possibilities.  A frequently used analogy is 
swooshing downslope on skies through the 3-4 gates or stages of change planning.    



According to Miller & Rollnick[1] and other MI trainers[2] there are four sets of 
considerations that appear inherent in change planning:  

1) setting goal(s);  
2) sorting options or strategies for change;  
3) formulating a plan, and;  
4) reinforcing commitment.    

 
The latter four elements fall into a natural or logical sequential order that makes guiding 
people through the ‘gates’ of change planning relatively simple and straightforward.   
 
Goal Setting: 
 There are several aspects of goal setting that are important to be prepared for 
and address when necessary: 
 
1) Recognize when the client is ready for change planning and if necessary, be willing 
to nudge them towards change planning with an open question or two that let’s them 
share what their vision for change is: 
 

 “Where would you like things to go with this?” 
 “What’s the first thing about this behavior you would like to be different?” 
 “What’s the bottom line; how do things have to be different?” 
 “What’s the target you want to shoot for?”  
 “How do things have to be different in order for you to be happier” 

 
As the client declares the goal(s) and direction they want to take, the agent reflects, 
encourages the client to elaborate and summarizes.   
 
2) It’s critical for the agent to find sufficient equipoise to allow the folks they are 
supervising to have their own goals.  Sounds simple doesn’t it, but when supervising 
people who have significant risk factors to the community it’s easy to develop an 
outsized righting reflex that says you know what’s best and the clients don’t.   Except for 
that pesky little insight about the clients being the true expert on themselves!  When the 
client comes up with a goal that doesn’t agree with the one the agent was fostering, can 
the agent detach?  Choosing goals always involves personal choice, something that can 
never really be taken from anyone.  Learning to work with a live and actual goal of the 
client rather than a pseudo, and inert goal the agent may very much want their client to 
have is an important alternative for agents.   
 
3) Beyond accepting the client’s goal(s) can the agent encourage the client to define 
their goals in the broadest possible ways to start?  By helping the client to think more 
holistically about their target behavior goals the agent helps the client connect more 
dots and possibly find more meaning in their change enterprise.  For example, instead 
of declaring their goal as getting a job, exploring with the client how getting situated in a 
career with a future might be different and provide different ‘fringe benefits’ to them.  If 
sufficiently broad about the goal at the onset, it is not only easier for the agent to help 



the client narrow down the goal later, it is easier to help the client connect the dots and 
previously unattended patterns in their lives.   
 
4) Many clients, particularly higher risk clients, are likely to be concerned with multiple 
possible goals; helping clients prioritize their goals is one thing agents can do to help 
them from getting overwhelmed.  Even as simple a sort as ‘front-burner’ and ‘back-
burner’ goals can be helpful and again, in order to successfully guide the client the 
agent will want to be able to fall back on some equipoise, i.e., staying centered on the 
client and his or her aspirations, while remaining aware of other options that in the 
agent’s opinion are more aligned with the best interest of the client.    
 
5) Another similar reality check is provided to clients when agents can objectively review 
problematic goals.  There are two different goal problems that should always fail an 
agent’s sniff test: 1) the goal is not inherently prosocial; and, 2) the goal is not realistic.  
In the first case, supervision should always be about the business of promoting 
desistance from crime and deviance, not the opposite.  An agent should be able to 
redirect a client’s antisocial goal orientation with reframing or value discrepancy 
questions.  In the second other case, overlooking or ignoring unrealistic goals that don’t 
appear attainable not only sets the client up for failure, it sets up the credibility of your 
relationship with the client.  Confidence rulers can be applied to begin clarifying with the 
client how they can make their goals right-sized.   
 
6) In corrections with non-voluntary clients there are some timing issues to be mindful 
that are discussed in a separate box (The Challenge of Timing in Change and Case 
Planning) in this chapter. 
 
 
Sorting Change Options and Strategies:   

Assuming the agent and client have set a change goal that they have mutually 
vetted and come to terms with via some of the above techniques, the time is right for 
focusing on how the client might best achieve this goal. Usually some form of 
brainstorm is in order where the client and agent actively puzzle through possible paths 
for achieving the new goal.  This brainstorm might take place by the agent asking the 
client permission to collaborate with them and if so, would they like to: a) enter a formal 
brainstorm where they each write down and then share some idea/options for the 
client’s plan; or, b) just bat some things back and forth, or) (especially if the client is 
hesitant or stuck) c) would the client prefer the agent provide a menu of options from 
what others have tried.  

If possible, it can be very helpful at this stage for the agent to refer the client to 
some of the available resources that they already have.  These generally take shape in 
two ways: 1) in the form of their current abilities, coping skills and personal attributes, 
and, 2) as the assets and resources the client has in terms of existing social support 
and available social networks.  Steering the client into incorporating or drawing upon as 
much of their strengths as possible can help them in more easily activating themselves 
in their subsequent efforts.   



  This creative thinking process may also be an excellent time to begin exploring 
what some of the particular barriers might be for different strategies.  Later, when 
forming the actual plan these obstacles can be examined to determine counters for 
them that the client can anticipate responding with as their plan unfolds.  This goal 
‘priming’ has proven [3, 4] to assist people in avoiding becoming distracted from their 
goals. 
 
 
Formulating a Plan: 
 What’s most important in developing a change plan is the client having a clear 
and vetted strategy for how they are going to achieve their goal. Whether or not the 
client chooses to have a written change plan is secondary.  However, there are certain 
steps that can be taken that can increase the probability that the client might want to 
have a written plan.  
 First, the agent can provide a well-rehearsed structuring statement to the client 
that invites them into the planning process as a co-creator.  This is what David 
Rosengren [2] calls a “preamble” to the planning process.  He recommends that change 
planners (agents) initially write a draft statement out about what they want their clients 
to grasp regarding how a change plan functions to serve them and their goals.  This 
statement can then be modified and revised as experience using it with clients dictates.  
Here are a couple examples of a structuring statement or preamble: 
 
 “We may be at a fork in the road in terms of how we proceed with your  

plans for change.  At this point, some folks have found it helpful to map  
out a few things in writing regarding how they see themselves actually  
achieving their change goal, others prefer to go on ahead without a plan.   
If you chose to have a written plan we can do this together – it will only  
take a couple of minutes - so that your plan is really simple, but contains  
the all the best ingredients for success.  We call these SMART plans  
because they are specific, measurable, attainable, relevant (to you) and  
time-framed. You can then use copies of the plan to remind and reinforce  
yourself (and others) about your progress with your goal(s).  How would  
you like to proceed on the issue of a written plan?” 
 
“May I make a suggestion?  (If OK) At this stage one tactic that seems to  
improve success in achieving goals is to put a few things down in writing. 
This doesn’t need to be complicated nor take long and if you like I can help. 
What you want to get written down is the what, why, how, and when for  
making this nice change you are talking about happen.  In general when  
planning how to achieve goals a few things that help are: 
 

 putting the plan in writing 
 making the plan specific and concrete instead of abstract 
 setting objectives that are not too far out time-wise 
 putting the goal in positive terms of what you would like  

(and not emphasizing so much what you won’t be doing) 



  identifying people that will support your goal-achieving efforts 
  Identifying possible goal barriers and quick remedies ahead 

of time 
  sharing your plan with others and posting it conspicuously 

anywhere you hang-out  
 

What do you think about us trying to throw something together in writing?”  
  

 As often is the case in life, the preferred approach to either case or change 
planning is formulating a written plan that is neither too tight nor too loose.  Plans that 
are over prescriptive can suffocate initiative and a sense of free will.  On the other hand, 
plans that are too vague may fail to provide any helpful guidance or direction.  Giving 
the client some flexibility in the final format is recommended and it might not be a bad 
idea to let them take a test run with the plan, like trying on a suit, for measurement and 
alterations (in the following session).  A rudimentary change plan format is provided at 
the end of the chapter in Appendix I. 
 Lastly, when formulating a written change plan think of ways to make the plan 
really resonate with what you and the client believe truly summarizes the client’s change 
process.  Make sure that the client’s goals, values, needs, intentions and beliefs (their 
scripts or narratives for making meaning) are included or referenced in the written plan.  
This ‘extra’ work in embellishing the plan with some key elements of the client’s reality 
may make a difference later in how the client perceives the ownership of the plan and 
thus spare the agent from pinch-hitting as the plan’s owner, a position that is invariably 
a losing proposition. 
 
Reinforcing Commitment: 
 Helping the client continue to consolidate and maintain their commitment to 
change is another on-going process.  Once a plan is formulated there may be a 
temptation to subsequently focus on simply reviewing the plan to check-off the action 
steps.  Moreover, when there is no detectable progress, trouble-shooting the barriers 
without regard for the clients underlying motivation, ambivalence and ebb and flow of 
related change talk is common.  However this tempting pattern needs to be reversed.  
The agent will want to help keep the motivational horses in front of their cart of goals 
and actionable items, by placing an active emphasis on continuing to explore the client’s 
level of commitment and motivation.  This orientation allows the agent to treat the 
client’s progress on action items, first as symptoms of motivation and only later, when 
the client’s motivation is established, as barriers requiring new tactical strategies.  In this 
manner the agent can adjust their role from phase II downhill coach, to phase I 
upstream rower using OARS as necessary and avoid becoming hooked, and more 
attached to client outcomes than the client themselves are.    
 Aside from monitoring the client’s motivation and goal progress, during the 
subsequent meetings the agent can help the client increase the intensity of their change 
commitment.  One method for doing this is making adjustments in the plan as 
necessary so that there is a deepening sense of fit, tension and client engagement with 
their own plan.  A second stratagem for eliciting more commitment is to help the client 
progressively go ‘public’ with their plan.  



 The more the client can broaden their support base for achieving their goals the 
greater their likelihood of success.  As agents you can encourage and make 
suggestions to clients about how they might share their new goals with important people 
in their lives like their spouse, children, parents, employers, church members, doctors, 
close friends, etc..  Often this can be immediately facilitated during a supervision 
session through a quick phone call, or coaching the client in sending an email to a 
solution-supporting other (SSO) they respect.  Seizing opportunities for winning small 
victories with your client can easily add-up as future tipping points in reinforcements that 
support your clients’ in maintaining change directed behavior. 

 

Resources and Tools for Change Planning 

 A few recommendations for deepening change planning skills and proficiency: 

 Catalogue by goal topic and maintain copies of all your clients’ 
change plans for reference; 

 Refer to the references below for more detailed information on 
change and case planning[5]; 

 Experiment with and maintain a variety of change plan form options 
to provide the best fit for each client; 

 Experiment with and maintain a variety of change plan structuring 
statement options in order to provide each client the best 
customized statement; 

 Utilize some quality assurance mechanisms (see QA: Building a 
Focus for Case Management tool in Appendix II) for tracking your 
proficiency in building strong, collaborative change plans and 
periodically provide yourself feedback on a sample of your clients. 

  

 

 

 

 



Appendix I 
Change Plan Form 

 
Criminogenic 

Need 
Goal  Steps/ 

Intervention 
Time 
Frame 

People that  
Could Help 

Challenging 
Situations  

Helpful  
Responses 

Evidence Plan Is 
Working 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

           

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

             

 

Name :_____________________________    Date: ___________________________________ 
 
 



Appendix II 

QA  on  Building  a  Focus  for C as e Management

1. Is  there a  current written case plan? (1 pt)

2. Does  the plan conform to a  S MAR T  format? (1 pt)

3. Does  the plan focus  on some of the top 3‐4 
criminogenic issues  identified in the assessment? (1 pt)

4. Does  the plan appear congruent with the
offender’s  motivational readiness? (2 pt)

5. Do the progress  notes  or chronos support and
dovetail with the plan? (2 pts )

6. Do chronos support and reflect cons is tent
focus  on higher criminogenic needs? (1 pts )

8 points  – Masterful
0 points  – Terms  & C onditions  C op

Total Points  _____
Agent Name_______________________________

Case Name/#_______________________________  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Text Box for ‘The Challenge of Timing in Change and Case Planning 
 

The Challenge of Timing in Change and Case Planning: 
“Timing is everything” is often stated in reference to business success – this adage also 
aptly applies to change planning.  The difference between a change plan forged 
prematurely and one that is formulated in a manner that is well-timed is the difference 
between the client ‘owning’ the responsibility for actualizing the plan versus the case 
worker or supervising agent assuming most of the responsibility.  In order for a person 
to experience any ownership in an emerging plan the person must first come to some 
realization around why they want or need to change, along with whether they are able to 
change around a particular target behavior.  In short, building commitment and related 
commitment talk is a prerequisite for change planning.  Discussing change options 
and action steps in the absence of client commitment is usually an empty exercise that 
only translates into a resulting written case plan.  Worse, some evidence [6, 7] suggests 
that ill-timed plans can trigger reactance and other negative effects in clients that 
quickly lead to disconnects in the working relationships, resulting in poor outcomes.   
 
There are many roadblocks and traps that can distract from building a good working 
relationship with clients [8, 9] among them is a dynamic where the counselor 
prematurely focuses upon a target behavior area.  The premature focus trap 
(discussed in the previous chapter) occurs when the agent gets unnecessarily out 
ahead of where the client really is in terms of their actual motivation.  The counselor or 
agent either disregards the client’s motivation or assumes they are ready for change in 
a given area.  The client is still wondering about things like whether or not this change is 
in their best interest or if they can pull it off and the agent has moved the agenda 
forward, not into whether this is the best thing to commit to but onto how this thing will 
be accomplished.  As discussed earlier, this is a dynamic that tends to alienate and put 
people off.  Even mature persons, with little or no issues with authority and self-control 
may find such interactions disconcerting, and much more so, with individuals for whom 
the latter issues do pertain.  It’s like driving in 3rd gear when the car engine’s rpm’s 
aren’t sufficiently high to actively engage the power transmission – the car starts lugging 
and moving forward very inefficiently.  When a car is driven in this fashion (over rough 
terrain and challenging mountains of change targets) it shouldn’t surprise anyone that 
the strain can cause the engine to overheat and conk-out. 

So what’s the cure or antidote for the premature focus syndrome?  First and 
foremost is the agent’s awareness.  Increased awareness can play an incredible role in 
resolving this problem.  Once an agent becomes aware of their own counter-productive 
part in the process they are on the road to becoming more aware and effective.  

There are two commonplace pressures that agents often experience and have to 
deal with; one is clearly external and one more internal.  The first is that many 
jurisdictions require that an individual case plan be formulated for each client within a 
set period of time and agents’ supervisors monitor and reinforce these procedures in 
varying degrees.  When time and workload pressures hit a certain threshold it can 
induce a rigid, tunnel vision like style in agents and cause them to approach change 
planning as an event rather than a process.  The second pressure is the righting reflex 
within agents that sometimes compels them to prematurely inject their agenda (i.e., 
over-direct) for the individual’s change, momentarily ignoring the client’s agenda.  The 



agent wants the best thing for the client and so badly wants the client to be ready they 
believe the client is ready when they are not.  This righting reflex is often aided and 
abetted by clients with co-dependency issues and related problems of pseudo 
compliance.  When agents succumb to either of these pressures, either seeking to get 
the plan done and over, or, taking the mealy bait of a little half-baked change talk and 
jumping into action step options, they render themselves less useful as change guides.  
Unfortunately these two kinds of pressure are not mutually exclusive, but rather they 
frequently insidiously collude, serving to blind-side and frustrate the agent’s best 
intentions.  

This untoward pattern of problematic timing commonly unfolds in supervision 
sessions in the form of a partial negotiation process between agent and client perhaps 
precipitated by the emergence of a little change talk (DARN) on the part the part of the 
client (in response to some initial agent client-centered active listening (OARS)).  The 
agent ‘sees’ the client as ready, and/or their system as immediately necessitating the 
formulation of a change/case plan.  The agent then departs from their initial reliance 
upon active listening and becoming more directive, increases their use of closed 
questions for the sake of expedient closure on a plan.  The client then experiences 
more ambivalence about this push forward and to be safe in their seemingly uncertain 
(and certainly unequal) relationship becomes less direct, genuine and authentic in their 
response.  If the agent overlooks these subtle indicators, this in turn leads the agent to 
continue believing the client is ready after all and push ahead to close the deal, forging 
a written plan that the client is apt to subsequently resent and reject to the subsequent 
disappointment of the agent. 

In groundbreaking linguistic research on MI, Paul Amhrein and colleagues [6] 
determined that it is the positive slope for how change and commitment talk are building 
across sessions that predicts outcomes for MI.  They found that for approximately 30% 
of the subjects in their study, the commitment language dropped precipitously towards 
the end of session, precisely when their counselors encouraged them to complete a 
change plan. (The study design called for standardized protocol that required 
counselors to engage their clients in setting up a treatment plan at the end of the 
session.) This drop in commitment language at the end of the session correlated 
strongly with worse outcomes (lower percentage days abstinent).  Forging ahead to 
develop a change plan, when the client is expressing decreasing change talk, is 
therefore contra-indicated.  The simple strategy for avoiding this form of premature 
focus is simply to back-off and give the client and the change planning process more 
time and space.  You acknowledge the client’s hesitancy and rather than forging ahead 
with a written plan, you might puzzle together with the client about what would have to 
take place in order for them to feel more confident about getting involved in a written 
plan.   
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