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Overview

• What we want…

• Self-determination theory

• Into action

• Example, self-advocacy
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What we want…
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• Participants are motivated to be healthy and 
productive.

• Participants are prepared for employment or 
education .

• Participants can communicate effectively with 
the court team.



Frustration
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Particularly:  
• early stages of the program 
• prior judicial involvement
• transportation issues
• unmet daily needs

“I should have just done the time. 
It would have been a lot easier than this.”

• Voice does not feel relevant; speaking up feels vulnerable and 
futile.

• Feel like a project rather than a pro-active participant.

• Recovery court can feel like just another 
inflexible set of systems.
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Self-Determination Theory

SDT is a theory of motivation. 

Theory: A person can develop internal motivation to thrive if three 
psychological needs are met.

Not Maslow's hierarchy of needs; these are psychological needs.

Great potential for using SDT with recovery court participants.

Pioneers of SDT: Richard Ryan and Edward Deci.
Learn more selfdeterminationtheory.org
Ryan, R.M., Lynch, M.F., Vansteenkiste, M., and Deci., E.L. (2011). 
Motivation and autonomy in counseling, psychotherapy, and behavior 
change: A look at the theory and practice. The Counseling Psychologist, 
39(2), 193-260.

Copyright 2018 SAY IT Solutions LLC



SDT’s 3 Psychological Needs
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The 3 needs look like this…
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From theory to action: 

6 part process

Example: Jamie



Ryan and Deci’s model of motivation

Ryan, R.M., Lynch, M.F., Vansteenkiste, M., and Deci., E.L. (2011). Motivation and 
autonomy in counseling, psychotherapy, and behavior change: A look at the theory 
and practice. The Counseling Psychologist, 39(2), 193-260.
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1. Demystify and de-stigmatize motivation.

 Something is off with Jamie this week
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2.  Use a self-determination check-in.

Jamie

X

X X

X X
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lo

3. Build competence 
in creating goals.

Jamie’s goal: 

Get special permission 

from the court to visit 

Grandma in the hospital.
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4. Use a repeatable 
process for pursuing 
goals.

Jamie learned some self-

advocacy skills 

and then did this…
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Checking back in on 

Jamie’s self-determination

✔ ✔

✔ ✔

✔

✔ ✔



5. Teach how to cultivate diverse allies.
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Actually use the ally network
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6. Cultivate a self-determination recovery identity: “I am a person 
who knows effective and healthy ways to pursue my own goals.”

Jamie sets new goals.
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Building participant 
self-determination:
Review of 
6 part process 
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• Demystify and de-stigmatize 
motivation; continuum

• Create own goals
• Cultivate a self-determination 

recovery identity

• Use self-
determination 
check-in

• Learn 
repeatable 
process for 
pursuing goals

• Acknowledge 
fluctuations

• Common language 
of self-
determination

• Diverse, targeted 
support network

How those action-steps 
build self-determination.



Take-aways
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Court teams can use action-oriented self-determination 
strategies to
• Spark participant motivation
• Support productive behavior
• Support client self-navigation in life after court

Thank you! 
Karen Kranbuehl, JD, MSW
757-232-5244
karen.kranbuehl@sayitsolutions.org
sayitsolutions.org
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