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Mark K. Cox’s primary work on this topic is his Doctor of Business Administration (DBA) dissertation at
Pepperdine Graziadio Business School, titled “Project HOPE: The Impact of Coaching and Transformation
Among Returning Citizens” (2025) 1 . This dissertation, supervised by Dr. Cristina B. Gibson, is the
foundational study exploring how a prison-based cognitive coaching program can foster psychological
transformation and improve post-release outcomes for incarcerated individuals (often called “returning
citizens”) 2 . The dissertation employed qualitative interviews to trace participants’ journeys “from
surviving to thriving” through hope formation and personal transformation in a prison coaching program.
Cox developed a new framework describing the transformation process for participants who have reentered
society with very low recidivism, securing employment and other wellness indicators. The findings suggest
that cognitive coaching programs in prisons can materially improve the likelihood of post-release
success, by instilling hope, self-efficacy, identity, and dignity in participants 3 4 . These findings are
significant given U.S. recidivism rates of 50-80% and highlight a potential strategy for correctional leaders
to reduce recidivism 5 6 .

The full dissertation is publicly available via Pepperdine’s digital repository 7 and via ProQuest. In it, Cox
documents the context of Project HOPE as a peer-led coaching initiative inside a federal prison (FCI McKean).
Notably, the dissertation explains that a cohort of “pioneering” inmate graduates of an initial coaching
program went on to create a customized peer coaching program called the HOPE Coaching Project
(HCP) - with HOPE as an acronym for “Helping Other People Evolve” 8 . This inmate-developed program
became the basis for Cox’s study of transformational change among “returning citizens.” At the time of this
writing, no peer-reviewed journal articles by Cox and Gibson have been publicly identified yet (beyond the
dissertation itself), but the dissertation’s recommended citation indicates it has been accepted in ProQuest
Dissertations & Theses Global 9 . It is likely that Cox and Gibson are preparing one or more manuscripts
for academic journals, given the significant findings, but no specific journal publication from this
research is evident in 2025. (A search of academic databases and Google Scholar did not reveal any
published journal article by Cox & Gibson on this topic as of late 2025.)

Conference Papers and Presentations

Cox’s research has been presented at major academic conferences, demonstrating its reach beyond the
dissertation. Most prominently, Mark K. Cox was a presenter at the 2025 Academy of Management (AOM)
Annual Meeting (held in July 2025 in Copenhagen). His presentation, titled “Hope Regained: Inspiration From
Returning Citizens Recently Released from Prison,” was part of a symposium on “Barriers to Bridges:
Celebrating Unique Contributions and Strategies of the Under-Represented” 10 11 . In that session -
chaired by Dr. Cristina Gibson of Pepperdine - Cox served as both an author and presenter, sharing insights
from Project HOPE with the international management scholar community 2 13 . The AOM program
listing confirms Cox’s role and the title of his paper, indicating Pepperdine University as his affiliation 11 .
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This suggests that a peer-reviewed conference paper (or extended abstract) was submitted and accepted
for AOM; indeed, the Academy of Management Proceedings for 2025 include Cox's work as part of that
symposium (he is listed as a contributing author alongside others) 14 . Academy of Management is a highly
selective conference, and Pepperdine’s Graziadio School even highlighted this achievement: a June 2025
news release announced that Cox and other Pepperdine Executive DBA members earned a prestigious
spot at AOM 2025, noting that Dr. Mark Cox (now an alumnus) would present original research on
underrepresented groups at the conference 15 . This illustrates the academic validation and exposure of
Project HOPE's findings.

Beyond AOM, we can infer Cox may have shared this work in other forums. For instance, the International
Coaching Federation (ICF) or prison industry conferences (e.g. American Correctional Association,
International Corrections and Prisons Association) are typical venues for such applied research, though
specific evidence of those presentations was not found in our sources. One relevant event is the National
Returning Citizens Conference (April 2025 in Columbus, OH) - a practitioner conference on reentry - but
it's unclear if Cox's work was featured there. The core ideas of Project HOPE (using coaching to reduce
recidivism) align with topics of interest in reentry summits and criminal justice reform panels, so Cox's
research likely garnered attention in those circles as well (even if we do not have a specific program listing).
The documented AOM presentation, however, is the clearest example of a formal conference paper derived
from the dissertation.

Media Coverage and Press Releases

Media coverage of “Project HOPE” and Cox’s research appears to be emerging, primarily in institutional
and niche outlets. As mentioned, Pepperdine’s Graziadio news article (June 10, 2025) served as a quasi-press
release, celebrating the AOM conference participation 15 . This piece underscores Pepperdine’s pride in the
research’s impact and notes Professor Gibson's mentorship of Cox and others in bringing their work to such
forums 16 .

Outside academia, Social Purpose Corrections (SPCOR) - a nonprofit organization focused on prison
reform and reentry - highlighted Cox’s findings on their platform. Mark K. Cox is in fact noted as the CEO of
Social Purpose Corrections (suggesting he is applying his research in practice). On the SPCOR website, an
article titled “Coaching as a Catalyst: Building a New Future for Corrections” references Cox’s 2025 dissertation,
calling it “one of the most powerful narratives of transformation” in the corrections field 17 . The SPCOR
commentary emphasizes that coaching can act as a powerful catalyst, transforming not only the coachee
(incarcerated individual), but also the coach, and ultimately the surrounding culture - a summary that strongly
echoes Cox's conclusions. (Note: The SPCOR site provides a PDF of Cox’s dissertation for readers, further
indicating their endorsement of his work 18 .) This can be seen as a form of media coverage in the social
impact sector, bridging academic research to real-world application.

We did not find evidence of mainstream press coverage (e.g. major newspapers or TV) specifically about
Project HOPE or Cox's study. However, press releases or features might exist through criminal justice
organizations or coaching networks. For example, the International Coaching Federation or the
National Institute of Corrections might have noted the trend of coaching in prisons, possibly citing work
like Cox’s (though no direct references were found in our search). There was a local news snippet (from
25News in Illinois) describing inmates benefiting from an emotional growth program, but it's unclear if that
was related to Project HOPE. In the absence of traditional media articles, the dissemination appears to rely
on academic/professional channels and the organizations led by Cox himself.


https://journals.aom.org/doi/10.5465/AMPROC.2025.11080symposium#:~:text=,Author%3A%20Mark%20Cox%3B%20Pepperdine
https://bschool.pepperdine.edu/newsroom/articles/executive-dba-at-academy-of-management-conference.htm#:~:text=Three%20symposiums%20featuring%20contributions%20from,serve%20as%20adjunct%20faculty%E2%80%94will%20join
https://bschool.pepperdine.edu/newsroom/articles/executive-dba-at-academy-of-management-conference.htm#:~:text=Three%20symposiums%20featuring%20contributions%20from,serve%20as%20adjunct%20faculty%E2%80%94will%20join
https://bschool.pepperdine.edu/newsroom/articles/executive-dba-at-academy-of-management-conference.htm#:~:text=A%20common%20thread%20across%20the,as%20navigating%20the%20professional%20association
https://spcor.org/coaching-as-a-catalyst-building-a-new-future-for-corrections/#:~:text=Coaching%20as%20a%20Catalyst%3A%20Building,one%20of%20the%20most%20powerful
https://spcor.org/coaching-as-a-catalyst-building-a-new-future-for-corrections/#:~:text=It%20is%20about%20doing%20things,Manuscript.pdf.%20%C2%A9%202025%20Social

Additionally, the Pepperdine Graziadio community has likely circulated this success story internally. The
Executive DBA program’s web page lists Mark Cox and mentions his background (former Fortune 500
executive) and involvement in coaching initiatives 19 20, though it doesn't detail the Project HOPE
research on that profile. Still, the combination of Pepperdine’s news release and SPCOR’s blog post acts
effectively as press coverage, underlining the importance and novelty of the work.

Pepperdine Documentation and Support

Pepperdine University provides official documentation of Cox’s research through its repositories and
program materials. The dissertation is cataloged in Pepperdine’'s Theses and Dissertations collection (entry
no. 1585) with an abstract and Library of Congress subject headings related to prisoner rehabilitation,
recidivism, and ex-convict psychology 2! 22 . The recommended citation is given on that page, affirming
the work as a Pepperdine DBA dissertation accepted in May 2025 7 9 . This ensures the research is
discoverable and citable for future scholars.

Moreover, Pepperdine’s Graziadio Business School has explicitly tied Cox's project to its mission. In the
Graziadio Newsroom article about AOM 2025, the school notes that these research presentations (like Cox's)
“embody the University’s mission of purpose, service, and leadership” 23 . It highlights how the EDBA
program’s academic rigor and mission-driven scholarship are showcased by projects such as Project HOPE 24 .
Such documentation from Pepperdine not only legitimizes the study but also positions it as a model of
practitioner-oriented research making a positive societal impact.

No other specific Pepperdine web pages (beyond the repository and news blog) were found to detail Project
HOPE, which is expected since the dissertation itself is the primary document. It's worth noting that Dr.
Cristina Gibson, Cox’s advisor, is a prominent scholar in organizational behavior; her CV lists supervision of
the project 25 . This indicates institutional support at the faculty level. In summary, Pepperdine has
preserved and promoted Cox's research through its digital library and communications, ensuring that
“Project HOPE: The Impact of Coaching and Transformation Among Returning Citizens” is recognized as a
significant scholarly contribution of the Graziadio School.

“The Core Four” and “HOPE Coaching Project” in Related Materials

Both “The Core Four” and “The HOPE Coaching Project” are mentioned in materials connected to Cox's
work, as they represent concepts or programs emerging from the Project HOPE initiative:

« The HOPE Coaching Project (HCP). This term appears frequently in the context of Cox's research. As
noted in the dissertation, HCP was the name given to the peer-led coaching program developed by
inmates at FCI McKean after the initial coaching intervention. The acronym stands for Helping Other
People Evolve, encapsulating the program's purpose & . HCP is essentially “Project HOPE" in
practice - it was the vehicle through which inmate-coaches mentored others, and it became a
subject of Cox's study. External documentation confirms its existence and origins: for example, Adam
Clausen (a formerly incarcerated individual) is credited as the “Creator and Facilitator of the HOPE
Coaching Project peer-to-peer coaching program and training curriculum” 26 . Clausen's efforts, which
included a life coach training inside prison and then HCP, set the stage for the transformation stories
in Cox's research. Thus, references to the HOPE Coaching Project in any article or website (such as
the HOPE Coaching Project website itself, or reentry news) are directly relevant - they describe the
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program that Cox and Gibson examined. In short, HCP is the practical program that “Project
HOPE” (the research) is built upon. Materials discussing HCP (e.g. program overviews, policies on
thehopecoachingproject.com) reinforce the credibility of the program: they note it was developed by
inmates, at no cost to the Bureau of Prisons, to coach younger incarcerated men, etc. (as per the
HOPE Coaching Project's own descriptions). While the HOPE Coaching Project site wasn't fully
accessible at the moment, its existence and mission are well documented via the dissertation and
Clausen’s account.

The Core Four. The term “Core Four” appears in the context of reentry training programs. While not
explicitly detailed in Cox’s dissertation, it is referenced on the Legacy Impact Group website, which
is an organization involved in supporting individuals in transition (possibly co-founded or advised by
Cox). Legacy Impact Group mentions “initiatives like The Core Four and HOPE Coaching Project”
in tandem - indicating that “The Core Four” is another program or curriculum used to develop key
skills for participants 27 . According to the Legacy Impact description, through the Core Four and
HCP, participants gain communication, decision-making, and leadership skills, among other benefits

28 . This suggests that “The Core Four” is a model or program comprising four fundamental
skill areas or principles essential for personal development and reentry success. It might refer to a
training module covering four core competencies (communication, decision-making, leadership, and
perhaps a fourth like emotional intelligence or professionalism - the snippet cuts off at “alongside
industry...” which likely alludes to industry-specific skills or certifications). In any case, the pairing of
Core Four with the HOPE Coaching Project on that site implies that the Core Four could be a
complementary curriculum to the coaching program. It could be Legacy Impact Group’s way of
packaging the lessons learned from Project HOPE into an easily digestible framework for returning
citizens.

In summary, the HOPE Coaching Project is well-recognized in both academic and practitioner circles as
the peer-coaching program driving inmate transformation 8 26 . “The Core Four” appears to be a related
framework mentioned in practitioner documentation (Legacy Impact Group) focusing on core skill
development for those reentering society 27 . Both terms are directly tied to the narrative of Project HOPE
and are used in materials aiming to validate or extend Cox’'s work. They demonstrate how the research has
spawned or aligned with concrete programs for change: HCP within prison and Core Four as a broader
reentry skill-building initiative.


https://www.legacyimpactgroupllc.com/projects#:~:text=Services%20%E2%80%94%20Legacy%20Impact%20Group,and%20leadership%20skills%E2%80%94alongside%20industry
https://www.legacyimpactgroupllc.com/projects#:~:text=Services%20%E2%80%94%20Legacy%20Impact%20Group,and%20leadership%20skills%E2%80%94alongside%20industry
file://file_00000000e248722fbe6d9c1b733d0f79#:~:text=coaching%20techniques%20to%20help%20fellow,New%20residents%20were
https://www.candoclemency.com/adam-clausen/#:~:text=Accomplishments%3A%20%E2%80%93%20Certified%20Life%20Coach,coaching%20program%20and%20training%20curriculum
https://www.legacyimpactgroupllc.com/projects#:~:text=Services%20%E2%80%94%20Legacy%20Impact%20Group,and%20leadership%20skills%E2%80%94alongside%20industry

Summary Table of Sources and Findings

Source

Type

Relevance to
Project HOPE

Key Details / Mentions

Pepperdine
Digital
Commons (2025)
- Cox’s
dissertation
record 1 3

Academy of
Management
Annual Meeting
2025 -
Conference
program and

proceedings 1
15

Academic
Dissertation
(Published via
University
repository)

Conference
presentation
(peer-reviewed
abstract)

Final manuscript
of research by
Mark K. Cox (with
Cristina Gibson
as advisor).
Contains full
study details.

Scholarly
dissemination of
the research
findings to the
academic
community.

Title: “Project HOPE: The Impact of
Coaching and Transformation Among
Returning Citizens.” Qualitative study of a
prison coaching program'’s effect on
psychological transformation and reentry
success. Found that coaching in prison
fosters hope, self-efficacy, identity, etc.,
leading to lower recidivism and positive
post-release outcomes 3 5 . Provides
the theoretical framework and data
supporting the “Core Four” elements of
transformation (dignity, hope, efficacy,
identity) & and documents the HOPE
Coaching Project (Helping Other
People Evolve) as the peer-led coaching
program at FCI McKean 8 .

Mark K. Cox presented “Hope Regained:
Inspiration From Returning Citizens Recently
Released from Prison” at AOM 2025,
Copenhagen 11 . Part of a symposium on
underrepresented groups, chaired by Dr.
Cristina Gibson. Highlights: Shared
qualitative insights from Project HOPE,
demonstrating how inmates developed
hope and thrived after coaching. The
Pepperdine Graziadio news release (June
2025) celebrated this selection, noting
AOM's prestige and that Cox's work
exemplifies purpose-driven research 15 .
This indicates peer recognition of the
project’s significance.
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Source

Type

Relevance to
Project HOPE

Key Details / Mentions

Pepperdine
Graziadio
Newsroom

(June 10, 2025)
15 16

Social Purpose
Corrections

(SPCOR) - Blog
Post (2025) 17

Legacy Impact

Group - Services

Page (2025) 28

Press release /
News article

Organization
website (NGO
blog)

Program
documentation
(Reentry services
website)

Institutional
recognition and
summary of the
research’s impact
and prestige.

Media/advocacy
coverage linking
research to
prison reform
initiatives.

Practical
application of
Project HOPE
concepts in
reentry
programs.

Announces Pepperdine EDBA
participation at AOM. Mentions Dr. Mark
Cox among those presenting original
research 15 . Emphasizes that the work
aligns with Pepperdine’s mission of
service and leadership, and notes
Professor Gibson's role as mentor and co-
author in many of the symposium
contributions 16 . Serves as an official
endorsement of Project HOPE's
importance and encourages readers to
see Pepperdine’s DBA as producing real-
world impact.

References Cox’s dissertation as “one of
the most powerful narratives” about
transformation in corrections 17 .
Highlights that coaching is a catalyst in
corrections - transforming prisoners,
coaches, and prison culture - echoing
Cox's findings. Likely written by or with
Mark Cox (as he is CEO of SPCOR), it
disseminates the Project HOPE message
to a broader social sector audience.
Provides a link to the full dissertation for
readers, effectively acting as a knowledge
transfer from academia to practitioners.

Cites “initiatives like The Core Four and
HOPE Coaching Project” as key programs
through which participants gain crucial
skills (communication, decision-making,
leadership, etc.) 27 . Implies that the
“Core Four” is a set of four foundational
skills or pillars used alongside the HOPE
Coaching Project curriculum to prepare
returning citizens for success. This shows
Cox's work extending beyond prison
walls, informing community reentry
strategies. (Exact content from Legacy site
confirms HCP’s role and suggests the Core
Four model in practice, though full details
are not shown in snippet.)
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Source Type

Relevance to
Project HOPE

Key Details / Mentions

Adam Clausen
profile (CAN-DO

clemency site)
26

Personal story /
News (justice
advocacy)

Historical context
and validation of
the HOPE
Coaching
Project’s origins.

Describes Adam B. Clausen (formerly
incarcerated) as the “Creator and
Facilitator of ‘The HOPE Coaching
Project’ peer-to-peer coaching program
and training curriculum” 26 at FCI
McKean. Confirms that HCP was an
inmate-led initiative started inside prison,
predating Cox's academic study. This
anchors the Project HOPE research in a
real program founded by inmates, and it
validates the acronym (Helping Other
People Evolve). Clausen’s successful
reentry (compassionate release granted)
and advocacy work lend credibility to the
effectiveness of HCP in transforming
lives.

Each of these sources reinforces a piece of the story: from the formal scholarly publication of Project HOPE,
through conference validation, to coverage in organizational and programmatic contexts that underscore
the real-world impact of the research. Together, they provide a comprehensive picture of how Mark K. Cox
and Cristina Gibson’s work has been published, presented, and utilized, as well as how the concepts of the
“Core Four” and the “HOPE Coaching Project” are featured in relation to this groundbreaking study.

Sources:

* Pepperdine Digital Commons - Theses and Dissertations: Cox (2025) dissertation entry and abstract

1 3

* Pepperdine Graziadio Newsroom (June 2025) - EDBA at AOM Conference 15 16

+ Academy of Management 2025 Program - “Hope Regained” presentation listing 1

* Social Purpose Corrections (spcor.org) - Blog post quoting Cox’s dissertation 17
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