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Chapter	  Three	  
Insight	  –	  Understanding	  Causation	  

  
 
 
What is Insight? 

ssac Newton  watched an apple fall from the tree and then formulated his theory of gravity.  Since then, 
psychologists and neuroscientists have defined this as the “insight experience.”  The insight experience 
is thought to be in two (2): Stage 1 begins with the impasses (obstacles):  before there can be a break 
through, there has to be a mental block.  Stage 2 follows with the second key feature to insight: the 

feeling of certainty that accompanies the idea. (The Eureka Hunt, Comley, et al., p. 398. 2010).   Cognitive 
neuroscientist Mark Jung-Beeman asserts: “Insight is one of those defining features of the human mind, and 
yet we have no idea how or why it happens.” Further, experts seem to agree that trying to force an insight 
can actually prevent the insight from materializing. The reasons behind this are, “if you are in an 
environment that forces you to produce, and you feel very stressed, then you are not going to have any 
insights.” (quoted by J. Lehrer, The Eureka Hunt, Ibid.) 
 
 What the experts are telling us is to develop insights, we must learn to concentrate, but concentrate 
while letting the mind wander.  So, how do you learn to concentrate while letting your mind wander?  The 
simple answer is to encourage your insights – then you have to find a way to relax.  For myself, I found that 
calming the chatter of my Monkey Mind (chattering of the undisciplined mind) thus allowed me to open 
my mind to arrive at answers when I least expected them.  Meditation and prayer can not be underrated as a 
valuable tool in the course of developing your insight.  I equate the development of insight to that of 
solving a puzzle – when solving a puzzle you know to organize the pieces so that all the pieces fit together.  
You might start with piecing together the frame of the puzzle and then work your way inward.  Eventually, 
you will arrive at solving the center. 
 
 To some degree, all of us are filled with information that seems to be disorganized.  When you 
have reached an insight you have to been able to restructure your information into organized thoughts.  
Stripping down the complex reasoning, insight is being able to see your disorganized information in a 
completely new light.  The encouraging point is once you have been able to attain your insight, here is when 
you have restructured the information in your mind into cognizable patterns of thought – you never need to 
go back, only forward. 
 
Insight Recognition – Heart Dynamics 

Let’s take a look at an example that demonstrates simplified insight. Insight can also be defined as 
a perception into the inner nature or real character of a thing.   But, what does this mean?  I characterize 
this as “Heart Dynamics.”  While insight is commonly referred to as intuition, awareness, and 
perceptiveness, insight recognition examines the state of your behavior while formulating an opinion (or 
best guess) of what caused your current condition.  This is Heart Dynamics at work.  In the nature of 
developing personal growth, what is often overlooked is the value of what we are able to gain from 
changing the perceptions in the way we process information.  Adapting the principle that “…if we are not 
clear about what we are trying to accomplish, we are less likely to accomplish it” (Sensei, Gary W. Janka, 
PhD, Boundless Mind Sangha (2014)), much of who we project to be is seen in the way we interact with 
those around us.  

 

I 
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 How do you know if you have truly changed your behaviors if you are not allowing yourself to 

become aware of the behaviors that are being changed?   The human heart follows where we put our 
attention.  Let’s assume that as a parole candidate one of the areas that needs to change in your behavior is 
your awareness of “How your life became unmanageable to the point you began committing crime.” Would 
you be able to identify where in your life you began to exhibit the defects of your character?   Tracing the 
path that leads to the origin of our defects of character requires the heart to atone for the harm endured 
enabling us to make peace with the self; the first stage of the HEART Dynamics. 
 

Preparing for the parole board hearing is the most mentally exhausting and emotional nerve ending 
experience any parole candidate will undertake. Questions are played over in our minds and thoughts are 
always changing: morphing beyond a sense of recklessness to what we may or may not understand as new 
beginners to the awakening of the heart.   Take the example of the prisoner who has a background that 
includes a childhood marred and stained by physical and sexual abuse cruelty.  Does it seem likely the 
parole candidate would know how to admit to the horrific periods of his or her life when the abusive cruelty 
was occurring?  Speaking from this viewpoint, it become very difficult to open up and share with complete 
strangers (i.e., psychologists, board panel members, etc.), when the heart has shut down all emotional ties 
to the things that were done to us with cruel intentions.   
 

Being able to understand that this type of social dynamic was the trigger to living an unstable social 
life growing up provides the parole candidate with the perspective that if they disclose the horrors of his or 
her past then this might make them vulnerable to their emotions. This is because the overriding shame is 
the burden that keeps us locked away deep and inhibits us from rising to a healthy surface. Trying to cover 
up or suppress the cruelty of our pasts, keeps us from trusting anyone to believe anything we have to say 
concerning the abusive cruelty that inevitably shaped and motivated our criminal psyche.  Forgiving 
ourselves from the childhood hardships is the only way the heart can begin to heal.  When we are able to 
heal our own heart, only then can we begin to take the step to work towards healing the hearts of those we 
either caused to suffer in our lifetime or suffered at the hands of inflicting suffering on to others; including 
the abusers who were enabled by our own fears.  Example: 

 
 

“I remember when I was approximately five years old.  My mother figure (foster 
care home) used to drink excessively.  On one particular occasion, I was playing 
with my toy in the center of the rainbow rug when I heard two large bangs pierce 
the quiet air around me.  My brother Ralph was also with me in the room.  
Moments later, after hearing the loud bangs my mother figure came into the 
room where my brother and I were and was holding a smoking revolver gun in 
one hand and a green bottle with liquid she would swig from when entering the 
room.  My mother figure turned to look at me, raised her left arm, and pointed 
the revolver at me.  She just stared at me sitting on the rug.  All of a sudden my 
brother Ralph steps in front of me and she pulls the trigger.  Nothing happened.  
She looks down at me, smiles at me and Ralph and takes a drink from the green 
bottle and places the revolver into her mouth.  Seconds later I watch in a state of 
horror and disbelief my mother figure pulling the trigger and hearing the gun 
explode into her mouth.  I remember the blood being sprayed all over and parts 
of my mother figure speckling me, as I sat there in state of shock.  I don’t know 
how long I sat there but I eventually felt someone pulling on me to get up.  I think 
it was Ralph but I am not really sure.  As I was being lead out of the house, I was 
able to see my father figure lying motionless on the floor of the kitchen; my sister 
Sara (not my biological sister) was also laying face down in a pool of blood.  She 
was not moving.  What I later learned was that my mother figure had shot my 
father figure and shot my sister dead.  At some point thereafter, Ralph and I were 
placed into a new foster home.  This new home was anything but good.” 
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In remembering the tragic events of my life, I have to find the courage and strength to let go – let 
be.  People have always told me that “there is nothing I can do about the past,” but, is this true?  So often 
we as parole candidates get lost in the distorted vision that we have to let go without pain – even when 
letting go brings on added pains.  In applying the HEART Dynamics to your life, you can become aware of 
that very thing that has kept you from letting go emotionally and finding your inner peace – without the 
feeling of added pains.  Defining what is acceptable to the heart requires a natural reaction to the emotional 
charge felt when we process the bad things that happened to us in our lives.  Whether we have shut down 
all of our emotions the one impending area that is manifested is the anticipated outcome that follows when 
confronting the very nature of the past cruelty that we have worked so hard to erase from our memories and 
past.  As soon we are able to understand that by opening up our heart to the vulnerabilities of the past we no 
longer have to feel ashamed, then we can begin the healing process that will help build our mental and 
emotional states by unlocking that which will allow us to be released from the shame that has kept us 
bound from being truthful to ourselves in our disclosure to others. 
 

Another aspect of the HEART dynamics is being able to distinguish what we know to be the truth 
vs. what we want others to believe is the truth.  Turning inward to ourselves and forgiving our hearts from 
the pain and cruelty inflicted upon it at the hands of others, will allow each us the opportunity to accept that 
the defects of our character is a by-product of the stains left from the memories we try to wash away from 
the sins committed against us.  Being able to disclose the hurtful truth of our past, requires us to have the 
courage to turn the key that leads to us being released from the internal binds we place on ourselves. When 
we fail to become aware of the fear of being judged by the truthfulness of the exploitations suffered, we 
feed the perceptions held by others.  This fear of being seen as a vulnerable or weak person therein 
becomes our downfall to exhibiting true emotional responses.  When disclosing our deepest secrets from 
the heart, we are being credible to ourselves.  Being credible may not earn you a parole date, but will earn 
you much needed relief for your heart.  Living in the past, and having the emotional strength to let go of the 
past in incremental stages, will provide each person the healing element necessary to finding inner peace. 
Making this peace within you will open the heart.  Nothing matters in life - if the fear of the heart is the fear 
of an unhealthy truth.  
 
Insight Awareness – Common Factors 

Turning to the parole board, a common factor that many parole candidates face is being confronted 
on the issue of insight. Though settled case law has determined the life crime itself is not sufficient, or even 
a paramount reason to deny parole, most denials still cite the crime and parole candidate’s lack of insight as 
the primary reason.  Example: you may have a panel that says, “[W]e do want to see you focus on you. We 
want to see you focus on you because that developing insight the State’s doctor saw, that insight your 
doctor saw, we don’t think it’s fully developed yet.”  This is an example taken from my 2011 subsequent 
parole consideration hearing.  So, be aware that insight awareness is not determined by any measuring stick 
other than what is believable and honest. Once you have reached this threshold, you will gain a greater 
opportunity to be found suitable for parole. 

 
 Having insights into the crime and its foundation causes, suggest that the parole candidate has 
examined the behind-the-obvious reason(s) for the crime.  If you look deeper into yourself, you should be 
able to see that your original insecurities led you to make bad decisions and you did nothing to correct your 
conduct.  The Board wants you articulate your insights into your past, and describe what you have done to 
better yourself once you understand the motivations for your actions.  Having insights into the crime and 
it’s foundation causes, further suggests that the parole candidate has performed acts which tend to indicate 
the presence or remorse, such as attempting to repair the damage, seeking help for or relieving suffering of 
the victim(s), or indicating that the parole candidate understands the magnitude of the offense.   Generally, 
the rule is that unless the parole candidate expresses a measurable level of insight, and accepts 
responsibility for the offense, no date will be given because no finding of suitability can be made.  Being 
aware of your insights is being able to talk about the activities or actions that contributed to causative  
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factors of the crime.  The Board wants to see that you understand your personal inadequacies, i.e., poor 
self-esteem, insecurities, and other negative factors that point to your short comings and defects of 
character.  Delving into your psychological reflections will show the Board you have an awareness of your 
insight. 
  

Key Thought to Consider: Board panels are not bound by the opinions of 
Board psychologists or independent psychologists.  Nor are they bound to 
necessarily hold true to what they said about the parole candidate’s level 
of insight, if the Board does not have the same level of confidence with 
respect to their appreciation of understanding the causative factors 
relating to the parole candidate’s crime(s). 

 
Unlocking the Steps to Insight Development 
 Developing your insight means you will have to confront issues about yourself that might be 
difficult to face.  “Why did I commit this crime?”  In answering this question, maybe you became detached 
with stressors in your life, which resulted in a lack of emotional, spiritual and psychological balance.  Or, 
maybe in an effort to hide the truth during the police interrogation you thought it best to besmirch (sully) 
your victim with negative comments because it was easier to acknowledge the police accounts, than to 
admit the embarrassing and shameful truth.  Whatever your reasons, you need to express how you have 
learned that unpredictable moments in your life, can change your life, if you’re ready for them.  At a 
minimum, you should think about developing a deeper level of insight into your actions, and show through 
the thoughts of your personal inventory, meditation, prayer, reading books, discussing your insights with 
family, friends, loved ones, self-help sponsor, chaplain, or therapist that you have been able to unlock the 
memories previously suppressed.  Now, how do we begin to develop our insights? 
 
 As discussed above, the parole candidate must be able to describe his/her insights completely and 
fully.  One way to do this is to develop diagrams, charts, and graphs that show who you were then – vs. 
who you are now.  A strategy that helped me to unlock my insights is the PHOENI-X Summary chart.  The 
PHOENI-X Summary is a summation of our negative and positive Patterned Human Objectives Evoking 
New Individualized Experiences that demonstrates our actions over time which defines the nature of our 
behavior. The sum of our experiences is the defining qualities that contribute to the value of what we have 
learned from and gained through making our life choices. Personal growth manifests from being able to 
accept that we need to make choices that allow us to grow from the negative identity we exhibited in our 
past. 
  
 The context in which an identity is created – is created within some other underlying context. Let’s 
take the example of a criminal.  Somewhere, in the static history of the criminal, there comes a moment 
where weighing the scales of right thought – right action, overcomes logic. Whether a criminal entertains 
what specific role his or her persona will have in a particular situation, what inevitably follows is a 
subconscious emotional acceptance, that sets in motion feelings of, “What if,” “What if I am not liked,” 
“What if no one cares,” etc..  In large, I think what is missing in society is not the “Why,” individuals 
become criminals – but “How” does the individual become a criminal?  In other words, “What underlies 
the existing identity that contributes to criminal behavior?” 
 
 We all come from the void of nothingness, yet there is so much of inert special energy we 
inherently absorb once we are born.  In view of acceptance, the social construct of life is similar to the way 
a builder builds his home:  “There is no roof without a supporting foundation.”  Individuals who become 
criminals act in the same way.  In the loose sense, the pathology of criminality doesn’t necessarily entail 
the physical actions it takes to commit the crime – rather, the pathology of a criminal lies in the foundation 
of the identity the individual builds over time.  Being accepted for who we are is illusory – nobody is as 
they were before they become what they are in the given moment.   
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 What defines the acceptable me? The sad truth is that society is hardwired to see only what is 
stigmatizing to acceptable social normalcy.  The problem with this view is no one individual is like the 
other because each of us is defined by the characteristics that shape and motivate our individual identity. 
Case in point, in the psychological perspective what defines acceptability is the manner in which 
objectivity is rated by individual subjectivity.  In contrast, the sociological perspective seeks to understand 
the social nature of humanity without the trappings of subjectivity – one part of a whole as an acceptable 
identity.  
  

At its end, the genuineness of action can only be revealed in the veracity seen in reality – not 
illusion. Identity to become – or just be – manifests from the moments we enter the world taking our first 
breath of life. Unfortunately, the schisms we are challenged with in our growth, is not limited to only 
physical maturation.  Whether, it is family, society, or spiritual, etc., what defines the individual is simply 
the effect of choice.  And where each choice leads us, is the only way to define what the acceptable identity 
is.  Life is too precious to be anything other than which we were chosen to become, even if what we are in 
the moment – is all we can be because of the choices independently made for us by others.  The  
PHOENI-X Summary will provide you with the opportunity to list and chart your personal life inventory 
and discover the toxic character traits that became the product of your identity.  Being able to admit each of 
your defects of character, will allow you to heal from the toxicity you exhibited and will further enable you 
to rise above the social stigma of, “once a criminal- always a criminal.”  To overcome the bad personality 
you used to be – you have to recognize through experience the value of goodness of who you are now - in 
the moment. Once you have been reawakened, being reborn in your new character out of the ashes that 
confined your growth will become the defining foundation to cultivating and nurturing the Phoenix within 
you.  (See the sample PHOENI-X Summary chart below) 

 
Now imagine, spending a lifetime without understanding the concept of insight, you will severely 

decrease your chances of ever regaining your freedom on the outside.  The Board and Governor want to 
know how you review yourself as responsible.  What was the specific impact of the offense?  What are the 
defining qualities of your crime, and what mitigating factors contributed to your crime(s)?  
Unquestionable, you will need to express to a hearing panel “How you came to realize your insights?”  It is 
not enough to simply assert that you have developed insight.  Another solution is to show a hearing panel 
your prison behavior and performance, by creating a Behavior/Productivity Chart.  This will allow the 
parole candidate to chart his/her progress before and after each parole consideration hearing. 

 
The idea behind developing your insight charts, etc.., is to have the tools to show the Board that 

you are genuinely aware of your insight and individual progress.  Providing the Board with a detailed 
description that illustrates how your level of insight was reached, will show the Board that you have a clear 
understanding of the work it takes to unlock the deepest parts of your life that have shaped and motivated 
your behavior and actions over time.  Keep in mind that every psychological report may say that you have 
insight – but the hearing panel might not see it without the benefit of a visual display.  It’s up to the parole 
candidate to establish credibility with gaining his/her insight.  Demonstrating your insight visually with 
charts, graphs, and/or displays, can help the hearing panel visualize your positive efforts.  It’s your life – 
paint the picture and complete the circle.  Show that YOU understand it! 
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The PHOENI-X Summary Chart 

Parole Applicant:  [Name] 
 

My  Past Toxic Character 
Traits 

My New Cultivated Character 
Growth 

 
Defining the Phoenix Within 

Yourself 
 

I was immature, reckless and 
foolish in my thinking. 

I have gained maturity. I am wiser in making my choices 
and decisions.  

I was impulsive. I am no longer acting on impulse.  I 
have overcome the fear of thinking 
how others will view me, if I do not 
take a particular course of action. 

I think things through before I act 
taking time to evaluate my 
choices and actions.  

I was egotistical, selfish, 
uncaring. 

I am no longer acting for my own 
gain and accept that there is greater 
reward in accepting people for who 
they are. 

I have learned humility and how 
to be kind and love others. I am 
open-minded non-judgmental, 
tolerant, and unprejudiced to 
other people’s faults.  

I was self-absorbed and had 
an over-inflated ego, and 
delusional perception of my 
self importance.   

I have learned to be mindful of my 
delusional self and I am no longer 
acting with my head in the clouds. 
 

I have learned to like the true me 
for the person I can be, not only 
for myself, but for the benefit of 
giving back by service to others.  

I was resentful of my 
childhood. 

I am no longer resentful of my past – 
my past does not dictate my choices 
to be free. 

I have learned the value of what it 
means to make amends and be at 
peace with myself and others.  

I was angry. I am no longer angry at myself or feel 
the need to exhibit negative energy by 
becoming angry. 

I have learned to control my 
anger by recognizing and 
managing my internal/external 
triggers.  I have learned to turn to 
my internal wisdom and find 
calm in exercising my 
anger/stress management plans.  

I was overly concerned about 
the way others would think of 
me. 

  I have learned to accept my defects of 
character and I continue to grow from 
the experiences of self-reflection, 
meditation, and personal inventory.   

I am able to recognize it is okay 
to let go of my childhood shame 
and pain with being open, willing, 
and honest with myself and 
others.  

I lacked a sense of true self-
esteem and hid behind a wall 
of shame and lies. 

I am no longer letting my life be 
dictated by things that are beyond my 
control.  I have the power to choose 
my choices in life.  

I am now able to look at the new 
true me, and find value and 
appreciation in myself I accept 
that I am not damaged  - and I 
have meaning and purpose in life 
to want to help and share my 
experiences with others.  

I was dishonest with myself 
and others. 

I am no longer being dishonest with 
myself and others.  I am willing never 
to be dishonest again, even in a minor 
way. 

I am now able to look within 
myself and recognize I can’t 
begin to make amends/peace with 
others and myself if I’m choosing 
to live behind my walls of lies 
and half-truths. 
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The FOCAL Examination – Exploring Your Criminality 

 
Take a moment to think about the crime you are sitting in prison for.  If you are a normal human 

being, it is likely that you have played out the circumstances of your life crime (provided you are not 
claiming innocence) many times over in your mind.  And, the closer your parole suitability hearing appears, 
the more likely you are trying to find the right words and thoughts to express your remorse for the crime(s) 
committed by you.  Sometimes the pictures in our mind do not exactly fit together in the perfect picture we 
are trying to construct with our thoughts and memories – particularly if we are trying to recall memories 
from our distant past and it is not uncommon to try and forget what we have done to others and our selves.  
This is where the FOCAL (Four Observations to Criminal Awareness and Liability) Examination comes 
into play. 

 
The big part of self-growth and personal development comes from recognizing that we have a 

greater responsibility to ourselves to be better than we were.  So, what about the victims and their families?  
How do we atone for the harm we are responsible for causing?  The truth is victims and the families of 
victims are waiting for us to provide them with the truth.  In other words, they want to feel a sense of peace 
with closure.  Nothing can justify committing a crime because by the very notion – crime is illegal.  But, 
there is the opportunity to try and make sense of our actions and what led up to the point we committed the 
criminal act that eventually occurred.  For many parole candidates, it becomes too difficult to try and put 
the right words together that brings a peace of mind for the actions we caused – leading to harmful 
conclusions.  Whether the harm is emotional, physical, psychological, or financial, the harm inflicted by us 
continues to ripple throughout our lives.  The only way that we can overcome this sense of regret and shame 
based guilt, is to cope with the harm we have caused by understanding and expressing true remorse. 
 
 By applying the following formula, “REACT” – we are able to see that Remorse is more than 
having an overwhelming sense of guilt and regret for the pain and suffering caused by our actions to 
others.  However, to reach this level of cognitive growth the FOCAL Examination must be explored.  
Without it, the change within you cannot truly put remorse into action. 
 
R = Reconciliation 
 Making amends to victims/ making peace with self 
 
E = Empathy 

Putting yourself in the shoes of the people you hurt – victims 
 
A =Accountability 

 Taking responsibility for all immoral/bad acts including accepting the judicial/legal 
determination of [all] your crimes as set forth by the courts 

 
C = Compassion 

Having true feelings for the people that have suffered because of your actions 
 

T = Transformation 
Building life skills by changing your behavior – putting your remorse into action 

 
The FOCAL Examination centers on four stages of criminal awareness: Subconscious, Conscious, 

Post-Impact and Emotional Stasis.  Being able to recognize “The How” will lead to understanding “The 
Why.”  Once this insight has been reached, remorse begins to take shape in your life.  

 
! Subconscious stage: In the first stage, the mind is in contemplation and is not 

fully committed to forming a conscious action.  In a way, the mind is beginning 
to stir our patterns of thought that leads to the conscious decision to commit the 
crime.  
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! Conscious stage:  In the second stage, we come to the point when the mind and 

physical motivations began to take shape.  At this stage, the necessity to shape 
our motivations is materialized in the way we choose to express our pattern of 
intended behavior. 

   
! Post Impact stage: In the third stage, we begin to have recognition of the 

negative action(s) after the fact.  In this stage, as the time elapses, guilt ridden 
regret may begin to materialize and an overwhelming emotional feeling may 
leave you questioning your actions.  You began to feel the weight of your moral 
reasoning behind the choice to commit the criminal act. 

 
! Emotional Stasis stage: In the final stage, we struggle how to accept the 

criminal awareness and liability that manifests in us from “knowingly” 
committing our crime(s).  Are we the one responsible?  At this stage, the person 
might become faced with the emotional challenge of accepting or repressing 
their criminal conduct. The person reawakens their conscious awareness in 
personal reflection and is either able to acknowledge or not acknowledge 
breaking the spirit of the law.  Once this stage of the FOCAL Examination is 
complete, the person will have a greater understanding of what underlies the 
contributing emotional and psychological factors to believing it was justified to 
violate the law.   

 
Now let’s discuss the FOCAL Examination.  Before you write out why you committed your 

crimes(s), take a moment to consider how your answers may/may not be helpful to you receiving a parole 
date.  Then, think about your victim(s) and Victim’s next of kin (VNOK) who wish only to know the truth. 
Ask yourself “What if you were the family member of a serious/violent crime victim?”  It is common to 
rationalize that people find closure with answers.  VNOKS and society as a whole all need answers.  
Providing answers not only shows your growth as a human being but also helps in the healing process and 
opens the door to potential changes of heart and forgiveness.  In another way, “answers not only bring 
closure for the victim and VNOK, answers in turn remove the void of personal grief and regret from the 
back of your mind and depths of your soul – permitting the parole candidate to regain his/her sense of 
human balance. The FOCAL Examination is just one way you can try to understand each action involved in 
your life crime and past criminal behavior. 

 
 Understandably, we can never be truly healed from our actions that led to the harm or cruelty of 

our intended and secondary victim(s).  The best we can hope for is to remember what it feels like to have 
caused a deep, permanent, pain and absence in each of the lives affected by our poor choices and negative 
behavior – contributing to our total lack and disregard for society and ourselves.  Nobody said that being 
honest is easy.  The truth is, being honest makes us feel vulnerable. Developing your own FOCAL 
Examination will allow each of you the ability to experience your individual vulnerabilities.  In doing so, 
you will discover humility in yourself and learn to be humble towards others.  At a minimum, it is not 
about how we alter the way others perceive us – or the way we perceive ourselves.  It is about letting go of 
the constraining thoughts that do not allow us to heal the open wounds of those impacted and affected by 
our negative actions. It is important to find empathy, understanding, and appreciate that the cornerstone of 
all humanity is centered on the truth.  The FOCAL Examination will further help the parole candidate reach 
that level of personal growth – on the path to regaining freedom.   Remember:  ASKING FOR 
FORGIVENESS IS SELFISH - There is nothing you can say that will justify breaking the law and 
causing suffering to others. 
 
How the Board Interprets “Insight” 
 Ok, let’s assume that you have developed the necessary insights to understand the causative (root) 
factors of your crime and why you committed your offense.  Does your insight reflect more than an  
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intellectual understanding of your crime, or do you truly understand that to have insight you must also 
have remorse?  The Board may have their own ideas on how you should react and feel about your crime.  
 But, does this mean you do not have insight if your insight does not satisfy the panel’s characterization of 
insight?  To answer this, you need to understand that the Board of Parole Hearings (BPH), guided by the 
Forensic Assessment Division (FAD) (see Chapter 5 for more information on the FAD), generally 
characterizes remorse and insight as two abstract concepts which do not lend themselves to any operational 
definitions of measurement.  Therefore, any opinions regarding remorse and insight are subjective in 
nature.  Remorse, typically implies a tormenting sense of guilt for one’s actions, while insight, can be 
defined as the ability to see and understand clearly the inner of things.”  
 
 When you express insight, the thoughts leading to your remorse should be reflected above an 
intellectual manner.  This means you should be able to also express your remorse on an emotional level.  If 
you have trouble with expressing your emotions, you should consider discussing this with the prison 
psychologist, spiritual advisor, family, friends, or even with other inmates who you consider as your friend.   
 
Developing Empathy and Remorse 
 Accepting responsibility for your actions requires a committed step across this bridge to freedom.  
Before you are able to convey your empathy and remorse, you must first take responsibility for all your 
actions.  It doesn’t do you any good to use excuses and blame others; if you do not accept responsibility for 
your choices and consequences of your past actions, the Board is likely to find that you lack insight into the 
causative factors of your offense as well as the consequences of your behavior.  However, if explanations 
are needed to clarify facts concerning your role in the crime or to address mitigating circumstances, do not 
hesitate to do so – but always take full responsibility for the consequences of your own choices and actions. 

 
  

Key Thought to Consider:  When providing information to the panel in 
response to questions directed to you from the deputy district attorney via 
the panel, maker sure when you are responding (if you do),that you 
make it clear to the panel where your responses are 1) explanations, 
and/or 2) excuses for poor choices.  You do not want a hearing panel to 
find that you are not suitable for parole because they were unable to 
conclude at which times you were providing excuses and/or legitimate 
explanations in your responses.  
 

 
Example: “At the time I committed my crime, my judgment was clouded by (e.g., drugs, friends, 
immaturity, financial stress, poor values, greed, etc.), and I made a choice to rob my victim because I 
wanted his car. At the time, I thought I could control the outcome of my anger by taking his property 
and wishing he was dead.  I thought this would relieve the pain of my shame and embarrassment for 
feeling like my friend betrayed my trust by telling my secret to others.  I murdered my friend because I 
lashed out – the way I would when I was child and someone hurt me.  You may also want to express:  
“My crime was nothing short of a violent and callous murder. I inflicted a great cruelty onto my 
victim, his family, the community, my family, and myself. I am able to recognize that these are the 
victims in my crime and I am responsible for their hurt, pain, suffering, anger, and fears.”  Always 
make sure you are able to understand remorse, regret, and empathy.  It is important to show you 
understand the pain you caused and the empathy you will carry for the rest of your life. 
  
 
 Even if you are found to no longer have a propensity for violence, you can still be found unsuitable 
for parole on the basis you were not considered credible.  Further, the more you attempt to distance 
yourself from the crime, and the more you attempt to avoid responsibility for your actions, the more the 
Board will likely see you as unsuitable for parole.  On the other hand if you are innocent, then you should  
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maintain your innocence. The Board does not have the power to change the status of your conviction, but 
they do have the power to determine whether you are suitable or not.  If the parole candidate is claiming 
innocence, it is wise to consider completing the Board’s recommendations (i.e., input from a 
documentation hearing, consultation hearing, or subsequent parole hearing) even if you are innocent.  You 
just never know how following through with the Board’s recommendations might impact the hearing panel.  

  
Key Thought to Consider:  When reflecting on how to respond to the 
question, “Why did you commit this crime?”  Keep in mind that many 
lifers have tried to explain “Why they committed the crime.” When you 
provide reasons, excuses, or clarifications to the crime that ultimately 
occurred and resulted in your life sentence, you are essentially 
responding in a way that the Board may consider that you are trying to 
justify your actions. The problem with this is in the eyes of society and 
the Board, there can never be a justified reason for breaking the law 
and/or violating the spirit of the law.  Be careful NOT TO JUSTIFY 
YOUR CRIMES WITH THE BOARD. 

 
Showing Your Empathy and Remorse 
 The Board wants to see you understand empathy and remorse.  This does not suggest that you 
“fake it” by displaying a false sense of remorse and empathy.  You must be able to express genuine 
emotions.  This is important.  The Board may ask, “How do you feel about this crime?” Or, they may ask 
you to tell them, “What was going through your mind during the crime?” Whatever you are asked, this is 
your opportunity to show the emotions you feel in being able to express remorse and understanding of the 
pain and suffering you caused to the victim(s) and VNOK, etc..   At some point, in developing insights you 
must find a way to show your emotions.  Keep in mind that sympathy can only be shown when someone 
else close to you has suffered similarly (i.e. murder, sexual assault).  Being able to relate how your personal 
losses, if any, brings you to understand the sufferings of the ones impacted by your choices will enable you 
to express your sincere regret for the pain the act caused.   Writing down your emotions is one way to begin 
recognizing the responsibility to atone for the harm the suffering caused.  You will find that expressing 
your true empathy and remorse is a way to cultivate forgiveness not only from others - but also yourself. 
 

Key Thought to Consider:  What psychologist’s term “affect,” is often an 
important part of the picture the Board sees.  The best advice remains 
from several attorneys and prisoners who have successfully paroled: 
prepare in advance, be genuine, consider all questions before answering 
and be aware that it is more than words that leave an impression. 

  
A.F.R.A.I.D. and Emotions 

  
Often, there are parole candidates who lack the ability to recognize how to express emotions before 

a parole hearing panel. I am one of those people. What I have discovered about myself is that by using 
mnemonics, i.e., AFRAID, I have given myself the tools necessary to remind myself how to tap into my 
emotions.  This idea is not to circumvent the process of your responsibility to show you have emotions 
before the hearing panel; rather, the AFRAID mnemonics is to help you get in touch with your inner 
emotional “you” and guide you through the hardship of finding the right words and behavior to express 
atonement for your calculated and deliberate choices and actions that led to committing the life crime and 
all your past poor choices.  This is not a proven model and should not be applied accordingly as a proven 
model.  Emotions are determined only by the individual.   
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" Ashamed – Appearing before the Board panel is going to be the most humbling experience of your 

life. You should not present yourself as a person who is full of pride – especially if you are incarcerated 
for being convicted of any crime against another human being. 
 

" Fearful – Being fearful will keep you grounded.  Let’s face it; the panel needs to see the fear in your 
eyes when speaking to them about your life.  When talking about the troubles that led to committing  
your life crime, keep in mind that this is not something you should be emboldened about.  Appearing 
before the Board is a scary experience – and you only get the time you have to make a valuable 
impression with respect to your behavior, attitude and character.  Being fearful of the lifer hearing 
process will keep you mindful in your effort to be found suitable for parole. 

 
" Remorseful – Being remorseful is the cornerstone to expressing true feelings for the harm we have 

caused to others.  Showing remorse is about expressing emotional regret in order to gain atonement.  
What are you remorseful for?  This can only be answered by the individual.  Keep in mind that being 
remorseful is about the ability to show “how” you have come to understand the detrimental impact of 
your crime and actions that led up to your crime.  The feeling of internal discomfort that comes with 
being remorseful for the actions you caused is the key to putting your life in perspective and being able 
to never lose sight of “Why you are in prison.” 

 
" Apologetic – Saying “I’m sorry,” will never be enough to make up for the hurt, pain, suffering, and 

horrors that follow with committing crimes against others.  We have no absolute right to expect to be 
forgiven for the crimes we have committed against other people and in society.  It is selfish thinking to 
believe that all will be forgiven if we just say “I’m sorry.”  Being apologetic is about recognizing that 
the only thing we can do as violent criminals of past, is to ask for our victims to have compassion for us 
– nothing more, nothing less – we do not have the right to ask for direct forgiveness because it is 
selfish.  In time, it will be up to the victims or victims’ next of kin, to decide whether they are ready to 
forgive us.   It is important to express that you are “sorry,” but never lose sight that merely saying you 
are sorry, will be taken as meaningful as you intend it. 

 
" Insightful – Being able to express Insight is the key element to being found suitable for parole.  Face 

it, no parole candidate has been found  suitable for parole (in present times) without having first shown 
he/she has the capacity to identify their  insight into the cause of their crime and triggers that might 
have led to the person committing their crime(s).  Insight is being able to “see inside you.”  Often, the 
parole candidate can become so fixated on trying to “show” they have insight, that when he/she begins 
expressing their insights, it comes out forced and has the appearance of being labored.  The necessity to 
being insightful is equally important to having the panel believe that your insight is genuine.  If the 
panel feels that your insight is anything less than credible, you will have a difficult time trying to dig 
yourself out of the hole you end up digging for yourself for acting less than credible – thinking that you 
only need to tell the panel what “you think” they want to hear from you, will most assuring result in a 
lengthy denial of parole. 

 
" Disclosing – Not talking about the things in your past that leave you shying away from eye contact is a 

sure way to be found unsuitable for parole.  It becomes very important to feel the pain of your own life 
experiences in the words you express to the hearing panel.  Disclosing the inner most secrets of your 
life will show the panel that you have come to grips with the hardships of the past and have learned to 
deal with the emotions that follow with e.g., being abused, or bullied as a child.  Being able to talk 
openly about the things that may have impacted the criminal direction of our life, shows the panel that 
you have gained a deeper understanding into the causative factors of what might have contributed to 
you committing your life crime.  Having a peace of mind and finding peace to forgive others originates 
from the ability to forgive yourself. Recognizing that when we end up making the wrong choices we 
end up hurting ourselves; when we end up hurting ourselves, it becomes inevitable that we also end up 
hurting the people closest to us. Disclosing is about being honest. When you can be honest with 
yourself, the panel will reward you for being true to your born human nature – even if it doesn’t result 
in gaining you a parole date you will feel a sense of relief to have finally come to grips with your inner  
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most fears. Being open, honest and willing to talk about the ugliness of your life will relieve you of any 
further shame and burdens you previously were not able to let go.  Overall, disclosing will bring you 
peace – allowing you to reach new heights to compassion and human understanding.   

  
Insight/Courts/and General Trend 
 
 In the case of In re Shaputis (2011) 53 Cal.4th 192 (“Shaputis II”), the California Supreme Court 
determined the rule concerning a prisoner’s insight.  The Shaputis II Court determined: “[I]t is true that 
often the most recent evidence as to the inmate’s level of insight will be particularly probative on the 
question of the inmate’s present dangerousness, but that is not necessarily the case.” (Id. at p. 211; italics 
in original.)  The Court explained: “The regulations do not use the term “insight,” but they direct the 
Board to consider the inmate’s past and present attitude towards the crime --- and the nature and 
magnitude of the offense.  These factors fit comfortably within the descriptive category of the insight.” 
(omission) (Id. at p. 218.)  The common ground here is the courts understand that the expressions of insight 
and remorse will vary from prisoner to prisoner and that there is no special formula for a prisoner to 
articulate in order to communicate that he/she has gained insight, into and formed a commitment to 
enduring a previous pattern of violent behavior. Remember, it is the parole candidates’ responsibility to 
establish a record that he/she no longer remains a danger to the public because you understand the gravity 
of the offense and the causative factors controlling the life crime.  Make sure you reflect in your insight and 
remorse that your character has changed. Anything less, will likely provide some evidence in support of the 
Boards’ conclusion that you remain dangerous and are unsuitable for parole. 
 
The PRAISE Objective – Scoring Your Current Level of Insight 
 Taken what you have learned up to this point, it is necessary to develop a starting point.  After all, 
insight can not be forced. The PRAISE (Personal Risk Assessment Inventory Survey Exercise) Objective 
is a thought developing exercise that operates on the basis of answering six surveyed questions.  These six 
questions are intended to assess the parole candidate’s mental and emotional responses associated with risk 
and relapse management.  In other words, the PRAISE Objective is a designed to help the parole candidate 
identify where he/she may lack insight in efforts to build a foundation to achieve parole board readiness.  
By answering the following questions, the parole candidate will be able to see the level of insight already 
present and the level of work needed to build on the less insightful responses in preparation to be found 
suitable for parole.  The PRAISE Objective exercise will help all prisoners develop the ability to see and 
analyze the root causes of their actions and behavior.  Only by being honest with yourself, will you know 
where to begin changing your life and developing the living skills needed to return home.  Don’t cheat 
yourself out of regaining your lost freedom.  Put some real thought into following the PRAISE Objective.  
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Personal Risk Assessment Inventory Survey Exercise 
 

Answer the following questions and assess yourself by circling the nearest number that corresponds to your 
own views on a scale of 1-5 (1 being the least prepared; 5 the greatest), once you have answered the 
questions and surveyed your own responses you will be able to see the level of insight you already have 
versus the level of insight you may need to develop further to be found suitable for parole.   
 
 
1.  I have insight into my crime.                 1  2  3  4  5  
 
Explain how your insight will show remorse or explain how you can achieve insight: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2.  I do not deny, minimize, or blame others for what happened.             1  2  3  4  5  
 
List five reasons why you feel your crime was committed: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3.  I believe I have changed since the day I committed my crime.                                                 1  2  3  4  5  
 
Describe how you have changed: 
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4.  I understand I have difficulties, personality flaws, and defects.                         1  2  3  4  5  
 
Describe your personal difficulties, personality flaws, and defects: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5.  I believe I no longer present an unreasonable risk to society.                                                   1  2  3  4  5  
 
Describe why you believe you no longer represent an unreasonable risk to society: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
6.  I believe I am ready to be found suitable for parole.                          1  2  3  4  5  
 
Explain why or why not you should be found suitable for parole: 
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Chapter 3:  Insight – Understanding Causation 
Questions for Review: 
 
 

1) Like Sir Issac Newton, you have the ability to develop your own “insight experience.”  What ways 
can you think of to help yourself reach your own insight experience? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2) Why is it important to have fully developed insight into unresolved questions leading to your life 
crime behavior? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3) What steps can you make to ensure that you are expressing “credible” insight during the parole 
suitability hearing? 
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4) Why is it important to articulate reasons for the crime that makes sense? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5) Why is it important to have insight into the contributing factors that warranted the type of behavior 
that ultimately occurred? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6) What is the difference between intellectual insight and emotional insight? 
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Life Skills Learned 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


