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Abstract

- Maria Alzira Pimenta Dinis? - Hélder Fernando Pedrosa e Sousa®* - Olga Cunha® -

The study aimed to determine the short-term effects of the Short Motivational Program (SMP) in increasing motivation to
change on intimate partner violence (IPV) perpetrators and to analyse its suitability and acceptability. Ten male IPV per-
petrators sentenced to prison, aged between 26 and 64 years (M =47.8; SD=13.2), participated in the SMP. Baseline and
post-test measures of recidivism risk, attitudes supporting IPV, and psychopathy were collected. The SMP revealed positive
results, with participants showing a slight decrease in supportive IPV attitudes and IPV recidivism risk. The results of this
study reinforce the need to implement motivational interviewing techniques among IPV perpetrators in order to achieve
positive change in perpetrators and prevent future aggressive behaviour and reoffending. Future well-powered studies using

arigorous controlled design are also warranted.
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Introduction

Intimate partner violence (IPV) is a public health concern,
so the better we understand it, the more effective interven-
tions will be (Romero-Martinez et al. 2019a, b). Literature
has pointed to high rates of IPV perpetration (European
Agency for Fundamental Rights [FRA] 2014; World Health
Organization [WHO] 2021) and recidivism worldwide
(Petersson and Strand 2017), even after informal, such as
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ordering perpetrators to intervention programs (e.g., Arce
et al. 2020), or formal interventions, such as arrest or civil
protection orders (Broidy et al. 2016; Cordier et al. 2019).

During 2022, in Portugal, 26,073 IPV cases were reported to
the authorities. Portuguese official statistics revealed that IPV is
the second most reported crime, with evidence showing a con-
tinuous growth throughout the years (Internal Security System
[ISS] 2023; Directorate-General for Reintegration and Prison
Services [DGRSP] 2020; Safe Communities Portugal 2022).
Although data regarding recidivism are scarce, a recent study
conducted in Portugal with men convicted both to prison and
community orders found a general recidivism rate of 44.4% and
an IPV recidivism rate of 12.4% among IPV perpetrators (Cunha
etal. 2021). As such, it is essential to develop intervention pro-
grammes that effectively promote changes in perpetrators’
beliefs and behaviours to reduce the risk of recidivism and the
prevalence of this crime and positively reintegrate the perpetra-
tors into society (Gongalves et al. 2020). Thus, a greater focus
on the needs of each individual, criminogenic needs, and level
of risk, will provide better results (Akoensi et al. 2013; Cunha
and Gongalves 2013).

Despite the high and rapid proliferation of intervention
programmes for IPV perpetrators, the results regarding their
effectiveness remain controversial, not only because of the
relatively high rates of post-intervention recidivism but
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also because of the high dropout rates (Capinha et al. 2020;
Cunha et al. 2022; Devereux 2009). An element that has
been identified in the literature as associated with low effec-
tiveness of the intervention is motivation for change. Thus, it
is important not to neglect motivational work with IPV per-
petrators. Motivational Interviewing (MI) has demonstrated
to be an effective method in working with this population,
allowing the individuals to explore and resolve ambivalence
toward change (Cunha et al. 2023a, b; Cunha and Caridade
2023; Gongalves et al. 2020). However, in the absence of
this motivation, a barrier is created to the potential develop-
ment of behaviour and attitudinal change. When working
with perpetrators, it is necessary to consider two factors:
the agreement (or not) in participating in the programme,
and their intrinsic motivation. It is essential that perpetra-
tors agree to participate in the programme, otherwise they
will create resistance, thus preventing any progress. Intrinsic
motivation for collaboration and commitment to the pro-
gramme is a factor of equal importance because if it does
not exist, it will be difficult to take any benefits from the
intervention (Devereux 2009).

IPV Perpetrators Motivational Interviewing

Ml is a person-centred counselling style to promote an indi-
vidual’s involvement in treatment and increase motivation
for change, addressing the common problem of ambivalence
about change (Miller and Rollnick 2013; Cunha 2016). This
approach begins with establishing a collaborative therapeu-
tic alliance/rapport (Vallano et al. 2015). MI is often associ-
ated and confused with the transtheoretical model (TTM)
of change of Prochaska et al. (1992). MI is not a compre-
hensive theory of change and the TTM is not an essential
part of MI. However, MI and TTM are compatible and com-
plementary (Miller and Rollnick 2013). TTM assumes that,
until achieving change, all individuals go through a series of
stages: i) pre-contemplation; ii) contemplation; iii) prepara-
tion for action; iv) action; and v) maintenance. In this way,
the therapist helps the client progress through these stages
towards the change, and, simultaneously, the individual
changes behaviour (Cunha 2016). Throughout the progres-
sion between the different stages, positive changes become
more stable and internalized. However, effective strategies
for one phase may not be effective for another phase and may
even be counterproductive (Wong et al. 2007).

MI is regulated by four basic processes: engaging,
focusing, evoking, and planning. It comprises a respectful
evoking of the individual’s motivation, knowledge, and
acceptance, recognizing that whether change happens
depends on each person’s choice (Miller and Rollnick 2013).
The use of Ml is particularly well-suited to individuals in the
pre-contemplation or contemplation stages of change, since
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they are still reluctant at this respect (Austin et al. 2011,
Soleymani et al. 2018). By using MI, individuals are allowed
to explore the pros and cons inherent to making changes and
work to resolve their ambivalence towards behaviour change
(Farbring and Johnson 2008).

Several studies have investigated the effectiveness of
MI with perpetrators of IPV. For example, Soleymani et al.
(2018) reviewed studies assessing the effectiveness of MI
as a pre-treatment intervention to promote commitment to
treatment for men referred to perpetrators’ intervention pro-
grammes (PIPs). The authors analysed whether the five stud-
ies they reviewed included MI and whether MI consider the
motivation for changing behaviour, as well additional factors
that might influence engagement in treatment. Soleymani
et al. (2018) concluded that MI could have positive
effects on commitment to interventions for IPV perpetrators.
A meta-analysis conducted by McMurran (2009) aimed to
systematically review the impact of MI on offender popu-
lations. The study established that MI’s effectiveness is
frequently assessed with substance abuse by perpetrators.
However, other situations, such as IPV perpetrators, drunk
drivers, and general perpetrators, have also been assessed.
The results of this meta-analysis indicated that MI is used
with three main purposes in mind: i) to enhance retention
and engagement in treatment; ii) to improve motivation for
change; and iii) to change behaviour and reduced offend-
ing (McMurran 2009). More recently, Santirso et al. (2020)
conducted a meta-analysis and Pinto e Silva et al. (2022) a
systematic review that assessed interventions' effectiveness
for IPV perpetrators that included MI. The results indicated
that IPV interventions incorporating MI were significantly
more effective in increasing the intervention dose and reduc-
ing dropout, than interventions without MI.

The Short Motivational Programme (SMP) is a manual
constructed from the theoretical basis and principles of MI,
incorporating cognitive-behavioural tasks, and applying them
from this approach (Austin et al. 2011). The objective of the
programme is to stimulate offenders to the "action" phase
of change (Devereux 2009), increasing their motivation so
that, when they return to freedom, they seek social and com-
munity resources in order to solve their rehabilitative needs
(Austin et al. 2011). The intervention also involves helping
offenders understand how their cognitions, emotions, and
decision-making have affected their delinquent behaviour,
thereby maintaining the principles of prison rehabilitation
programmes (Bonta and Andrews 2017).

The SMP was initially developed between 2001 and 2003
by Brendon Anstiss, a psychologist at the New Zealand
Department of Correction. The original SMP was revised
in 2017 and the revised version was released in September
of that same year. The SMP underwent language changes by
replacing, for example, "offender” by "participant”, therefore
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creating a more flexible approach and a relationship between
the participant and the therapist (Best 2019). The SMP is
a low-intensity programme, and it is typically used with
medium-risk perpetrators, although it has also been used
with high-risk perpetrators serving short prison sentences
and with low-risk perpetrators in case their motivation for
change is not at an appropriate level for the occurrence of
change (Austin et al. 2011).

Austin et al. (2011) assessed the effectiveness of SMP with
a sample of 38 high-risk male perpetrators aged 18 to 42 years
serving short sentences. The results of their study demon-
strated an increase in motivation for change of perpetrators
from the pre-test moment to the post-test, with stability in this
change three to 12 months after the application of the SMP.

Current Study

Given the conflicting results of the effectiveness of PIPs
(Park and Kim 2022; Travers et al. 2021) combined with
the importance to consider other techniques to improve
their effectiveness (Santirso et al. 2020; Pinto e Silva et al.
2022; Aaron and Beaulaurier 2016), SMP emerges as an
important tool in this field. Furthermore, research suggests
that integrating MI into IPV interventions promotes the
effectiveness of PIPs evidence (e.g., Cunha et al. 2023a,
b; Santirso et al. 2020; Pinto e Silva et al. 2022). Given the
importance of incorporating MI in interventions with I[PV
perpetrators and the scarcity of studies in the Portuguese
context focusing on this area, the current study, therefore,
aimed to determine the short-term effects of the SMP in
increasing the motivation to change in a sample of Portu-
guese [PV perpetrators sentenced to prison and to analyse
its suitability and acceptability.

Table 1 Sociodemographic and juridical characteristics of the sample

Methods
Participants

Inclusion criteria are: being men over 18 years old sentenced
to prison for domestic violence crimes against a female inti-
mate partner. The existence of severe psychopathology,
personality disorder and cognitive deficits were defined as
exclusion criteria. The inclusion and exclusion criteria were
assessed in a first moment through the analysis of the per-
petrators’ individual files available in the prison and then
through an intake interview with each potential participant.

The sample consisted of 10 men aged between 26 and
64 years (M =47.8; SD=13.2). Most participants were
divorced/separated (60%) and concluded the elementary
education level (n=35; 50%). All participants resided in the
North of Portugal. Participants are identified by numbers—
from 1 to 10—to safeguard their identity (Table 1).

Procedures

To adapt the SMP to the Portuguese population, a trans-
lation and back-translation process was conducted. More
specifically, the SMP was first translated from English into
Portuguese by two researchers who are native Portuguese
speakers and fluent in English. This was followed by the
translation of the Portuguese version into English by two
independent researchers fluent in Portuguese and English.
Inconsistencies were revised to eliminate possible semantic
differences between the English and Portuguese versions of
SMP. This version was then revised by two expert research-
ers in the field.

In order to carry out the study, permission to collect data
was obtained from the Directorate General of Reintegration

Participant  Age Marital status Education IPV Perpetration Number of
Victim Types of violence convictions
40 Divorced/Separated Secondary education Ex-wife Physical and psychological 4
2 64 Divorced/Separated Primary education Ex-wife Psychological and stalking 2
3 26 Single Degree Girlfriend Physical, psychological,
and attempted murder
4 55 Divorced/Separated Primary education Wife Physical and psychological 1
5 59 Divorced/Separated Can read and write Girlfriend Physical and psychological 5
6 31 Single Secondary education Girlfriend Physical and psychological 3
7 37 Married/In a relationship Secondary education Ex-girlfriend Psychological 9
8 58 Widower Primary education Ex-girlfriend Physical, psychological, 2
stalking, and attempted
murder
9 57 Divorced/Separated Degree Ex-wife Physical and psychological 1
10 51 Divorced/Separated Primary education Girlfriend Psychological 4
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and Prison Services (DGRSP). Through the perpetrators’
individual files analysis, 20 individuals who met the pre-
viously mentioned inclusion criteria were identified. The
potential participants were then approached and individu-
ally interviewed to obtain their consent to participate in the
study and assessed for eligibility. After a detailed expla-
nation of the investigation and clarification of any doubts,
ten perpetrators agreed to participate in the study and gave
their written consent. At intake, participants fulfilled a set of
psychological measures, as well as at the end of the interven-
tion, in order to assess the intervention effectiveness. The ten
participants who refused to participate cited time incompat-
ibility (conflict with their work and/or studies in prison) as
the main reason for not being able to participate in the SMP.

The five sessions of SMP were held over three months
and took place in one male prison in the North of Portugal,
lasting between 45 min to one hour each. In each session,
short individual interviews were conducted to explore the
acceptability and suitability of the SMP, as well as the expe-
riences of the participants. The programme was conducted
by a psychologist with training in intervention with perpetra-
tors and in the SMP.

Ethical procedures regarding privacy and data protection
established by the Portuguese legislation and the Declaration
of Helsinki (2013) were ensured. The study was approved
by the Ethics Committee of the University hosting the study.

Measures

The Attitudes Towards Marital Violence Scale (ECVC)
(Machado et al. 2007) is a 25-item measure to assess atti-
tudes towards IPV. It is scored on a 5-point scale, rang-
ing from 1 (completely disagree) to 5 (completely agree),
comprising four factors: Legitimation and Minimization of
Minor Violence, Legitimation of Violence due to Women’s
Behaviour, Legitimation of Violence due to External Causes,
and Legitimation of Violence due to Family Privacy. A
higher score translates into attitudes supporting IPV. ECVC
has good psychometric properties, with correlations between
each factor and the total score varying between 0.34 and
0.71, and internal consistency for the total score of 0.93. In
this study, the internal consistency for the total scale was
0.94 at the pre-test and 0.94 at post-test. Among the instru-
ment's factors, internal consistency ranged from 0.88 to 0.92
in the pre-test and 0.80 to 0.92 in the post-test.

The Levenson’s Self-Report Psychopathy Scale (LSRP)
(Levenson et al. 1995; Portuguese version Coelho et al. 2010)
consists of 26 items divided into two separate scales: Primary
and Secondary Psychopathy. Items are rated in a 4-point Lik-
ert-type scale, varying from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (totally
agree), and the final score, results from the sum of each item.
The original instrument (Levenson et al. 1995) had a satis-
factory internal consistency. The Portuguese version (Coelho
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et al. 2010) is composed of 19 items and also reached good
internal consistency values. In the present sample, the instru-
ment showed an internal consistency of 0.58 and 0.61, for
Primary and Secondary Psychopathy, respectively, on the pre-
test. For the post-test, the internal consistency was of 0.81 and
0.80. The internal consistency for the total scale was 0.78 and
0.88 for the pre-test and post-test, respectively.

The Spousal Abuse Risk Assessment (SARA) (Kropp
et al. 1998; Portuguese version Almeida and Soeiro 2010)
comprises 20 risk factors organized into two parts: Part 1
(Criminal History and Psychosocial Adjustment) is related
to violence risk in general, and Part 2 (History of Domes-
tic Violence) is related to the risk of spousal violence. The
presence of individual risk factors is coded on a 3-point Lik-
ert-type scale (O=absent, 1 =possibly or partially present,
2 =present). Statistical analyses indicated moderate levels
of internal consistency (Kropp and Gibas 2020). In the pre-
sent sample, internal consistency for the total scale was 0.52
at pre-test and 0.69 at post-test. For Part 1, the instrument
showed an internal consistency of 0.90 at pre-test and 0.66
at post-test. For Part 2, the internal consistency was 0.70 at
pre-test and 0.76 at post-test.

A sociodemographic and juridical questionnaire was
completed at intake, to obtain data related to age, city of
residence, marital status, educational qualifications, victim
(i.e., wife, ex-wife, girlfriend), type(s) of violence commit-
ted against the intimate partner, and number of convictions.

Intervention

The training programme was based on the SMP, which con-
sists of five sessions divided as follows:

Session 1 Involvement and Assessment of Rehabilitative
Needs: this is part of the process of developing a relation-
ship between the therapist and the participant, that is, the
promotion of rapport. This process is performed before the
therapist's intervention regarding the exploration of the fac-
tors that led the participant to delinquent behaviour. After
verifying these factors, the session takes place with the
objective of exploring each one and how they impacted the
behaviour and decisions made by the participant.

Session 2 Find Focus—Crime Map: The individual should
reflect on the factors identified in the first session and link
them to the themes on the Crime Map to gain greater knowl-
edge and awareness of how these factors led to offending
and consequently to their conviction. The content of this
session allows the individual to recognise the problem and
to establish a focus for the rest of the programme. This activ-
ity consists of describing and developing awareness of the
build-up to the offence, including thoughts, feelings, actions,
and levels of intoxication.
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Session 3 Evoke Motivation for Change—Consequences,
Values and Needs: The participant is allowed to reflect on
the consequences of the perpetrated crime, analyse whether
this behaviour is consistent with personal values, and con-
sider how delinquency impacts basic needs.

Session 4 Strengthen the Commitment to Change—
Temporal Projection: This activity aims to identify the
long-term consequences of changing or maintaining the
participant's current lifestyle and to increase commitment
to change through time projection. The participant is asked
to consider their ideal future, their hopes, and dreams, and to
reflect on their preferred life in 5-10 years. The participant
is then asked to describe their life in 5-10 years if they
do not make any changes and continue with their current
lifestyle. In the end, both paths are shown, and the therapist
should help the participant to reflect on the possible futures.

Session 5 Change plan: This activity aims to strengthen
commitment to change by developing and sharing goals.
The participant needs to complete and share a 'change plan’,
highlighting goals and an action plan to address their reha-
bilitation needs. Finally, the participant can share the plan
with people who are important in their life.

Data Analysis

Within-group analysis using paired samples ¢-tests were per-
formed to determine the change between pre- (baseline) and
post-test (post-intervention) using SPSS version 29. As this
is a feasibility study and the sample size was small, effec-
tiveness was examined using p-values, as well as Hedges’
g effect sizes. Hedges’ g scores of 0.2 demonstrate small
changes, scores of 0.5 represent medium changes, and scores
of 0.8 represent large changes (Lakens 2013).

In order to analyse the relation between the sociodemographic
and juridical variables, the results of the instruments at pre- and
post-test and change scores, Pearson, Spearman and Point-
Biserial Correlations and Chi-Square tests were carried out.

The Reliable Change Index (RCI; Jacobson and Truax
1991) was used to assess the intra-subject clinical change.
RClI is an index that ensures very high reliability (Atkins
et al. 2005), providing information about treatment
effects for each individual identifying whether an indi-
vidual improves or declines in comparison to the baseline
assessment (Conboy 2012). Values greater than 0.84 sug-
gest that a reliable or significant change occurred. Results
lower than -0.84 mean that deterioration has occurred
(Wise 2004). In this study, three categories of RCI were
defined, following Brazdo et al. (2015): “global improve-
ment” (GI)—values greater than 0.84; “global deteriora-
tion” (GD) — values lowest than -0.84; and “no change”
(NC) — values between -0.84 and 0.84.

Interviews conducted over the five SMP sessions were
used to explore the acceptability and appropriateness of
the SMP, as well as the experiences of SMP participants.
All interviews were audio-recorded and fully transcribed.
Each transcript was read by the responsible researcher
for initial understanding, and a content analysis was used
to analyse the data. Expressions were selected from the
text and categorised and the number of participants who
mentioned a particular phrase was then counted. Content
analysis was used to synthesise and interpret the expres-
sions used by the participants.

Results
SMP Short-Term Effects
Within-Group t-Test of Changes

At pre and post-test, the participants presented high levels
of attitudes supportive of IPV (Table 2), with average val-
ues ranging from 99.6 to 96.5. Participants’ pre-test mini-
mum scores ranged between 41 and 178. In the post-test,
participants’ scores varied between 49 and 147. Despite
the decreases especially at the maximum value, no sta-
tistically significant differences were observed between
pre- and post-test, neither in the total score or in the four
factors (Table 2).

For the scores obtained on the Levenson Scale, analys-
ing the values for the primary factor referring to features
such as manipulation, envy, insensitivity and indiffer-
ence, no differences were found from pre- to post-test.
The same happened in the secondary factor, associated
with impulsivity and behavioural control, as not statisti-
cally differences were found between the two moments
(Table 2).

Regarding IPV recidivism risk, participants’ scores
were generally low, both at pre- and post-test. How-
ever, results revealed statistically significant differences
between pre- and post-test in total risk, #(9)=6.328,
p<0.001, in Part 1 (i.e., criminal history and psychoso-
cial adjustment), #(9) =3.881, p=0.004, and in Part 2 (i.e.,
history of domestic violence), #(9) =4.311, p=0.002, with
large effect sizes (Table 2). Participants revealed lower
scores at post-test.

Clinical Change in Attitudes Supportive of IPV
and Psychopathy after SMP Completion

Data relating to clinical change in attitudes towards IPV and

psychopathy after SMP completion are displayed in Table 3.
On overall attitudes towards IPV, the results revealed that
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Table 2 Differences in attitudes

. Pre-test Post-test t Hedges’ g
supportive of IPV, psychopathy
and IPV risk M SD o M SD o
Attitudes supportive of IPV
Total 99.6 42.28 0.94 96.5 34.20 0.94 0.596 0.08
Factor 1 32.30 14.80 0.92 31.20 13.20 0.92 0.502 0.08
Factor 2 24.70 10.70 0.88 23.60 7.44 0.80 0.776 0.12
Factor 3 23.40 10.32 0.91 23.30 8.70 0.90 0.053 0.01
Factor 4 19.20 9.64 0.88 18.40 8.60 0.85 0.608 0.09
Psychopathy
Factor 1 33.10 7.26 0.58 31.30 7.67 0.81 1.387 0.24
Factor 2 19.30 5.01 0.61 19.90 6.36 0.80 -0.487 0.11
Intimate partner violence risk
Total risk  10.30 3.74 0.52 7.40 3.98 0.69 6.328%***  0.75
Part 1 2.70 1.25 0.90 1.40 97 0.66 3.881%* 1.16
Part 2 7.60 3.41 0.70 6.00 3.53 0.76 4.311%* 0.46

the most part of the participants showed a global improve-
ment (GI; n=6), while three presented a global deterioration
(GD). When the different factors were analysed separately,
factor 1 (n=4) and factor 2 (n=4) were those who revealed
the highest number of participants with global improve-
ments, although the similar number of participants with no
changes. Factor 3 (n=5) and factor 4 (n=4) revealed an
opposite pattern, i.e., participants with global deterioration
represented the highest group.

Regarding psychopathy, a highest number of partici-
pants revealed global improvement after SMP completion

Table 3 Reliable Clinical
Change for Attitudes Towards

Variable Category n %

IPV and Psychopathy ECVC Total GD 3 30
NC 1 10

GI 6 60

GD 2 20

Factor 1 NC 4 40
GI 4 40

GD 3 30

Factor 2 NC 3 30
GI 4 40

GD 5 50

Factor 3 NC 2 20
GI 3 30

GD 4 40

Factor 4 NC 3 30
GI 3 30

Levenson GD 1 10
NC 3 30

Factor 1 GI 6 60
GD 2 20

Factor 2 NC 6 60
GI 2 20
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in Factor 1 (n=6), while in Factor 2 the highest number
of participants did not reach clinical change (NC; n=06).
The number of participants with global deterioration was
residual (1 for Factor 1 and 2 for Factor 2).

Correlations among Sociodemographic and Juridical
Variables and Outcome Variables

In order to analyse the relation between the sociodemo-
graphic and juridical variables, different correlation and
association tests were performed (cf. Table 4).

At pre-test, a statistically significant negative correlation
was found between educational level and attitudes support-
ive of IPV (r,=-0.890, p <0.01), suggesting that the higher
the level of education of the participants, the lower the pres-
ence of attitudes supportive of IPV. There was also a statisti-
cally significant negative correlation between stalking and
attitudes supportive of IPV, specifically legitimation of vio-
lence due to family privacy (r,, =-0.700, p <0.05), meaning
that individuals who stalk their intimate partner presented
lower levels of legitimisation of violence through appeals to
the concept of privacy and the need to protect families from
outside interference.

At post-test, there were also found statistically signifi-
cant negative correlations between educational level and
attitudes supportive of IPV (1, _ -0.650, p < 0.05 for Factor
2,1,_-0.814, p<0.01 for Factor 3 and r, _ -0.693, p <0.05
for Factor 4), with individuals revealing higher education
levels showing less attitudes supportive of IPV. Regarding
stalking perpetration and attitudes supportive of IPV, there
were also two more statistically significant negative correla-
tions found. First, there was a relation between stalking and
legitimation of violence due to external causes (r,,=-0.831,
p<0.01) and, as in the pre-test, between stalking and legiti-
mation of violence due to family privacy (r,=-0.680,
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Table 4 Correlations among sociodemographic variables and pre and post-test variables

Variable Age® Number of Education Level’ Marital IPV Victim® Physical  Stalking! Attempted
convictions® Status® Violence! Murder?

Pre-Test

Attitudes supportive of IPV Total 534 .065 -.890™ 30.000 30.000 .164 -491 -.074
Factor1 369 .016 -.625 30.000 23.333 -.061 -329 -.168
Factor2 518 .111 -.890" 30.000 30.000 191 -408 -015
Factor 3 .548 .075 -.873" 18.333 18.750 196 -.465 -.056
Factor4 617 .058 -.824" 22.222 18.333 392 -.700" 011

Psychopathy Factor1 309 -.007 -291 18.333 18.333 -326 -283 =247
Factor2 .115 432 -405 18.889 22778 .005 -126 084

IPV Risk Total -035 172 006 24.167 20.000 -.055 -451 -521
Factor1 -.111 .486 194 22.000 16.333 533 -337 084
Factor 2 .003 .011 -.110 25.556 23.194 -257 =371 -.604

Post-Test

Attitudes supportive of IPV Total 444 -.093 -.617 30.000 30.000 151 -.586 -.108
Factor 1 248 -.032 -.540 30.000 30.000 059 -251 132
Factor2 365 -.055 -.650" 30.000 23.750 .099 -.489 -.135
Factor3 552 -.116 -.814™ 30.000 30.000 241 -831"  -164
Factor4 509 -.155 -.693" 16.667 15.833 182 -.680" 055

Psychopathy Factor 1 455 .008 -467 26.667 24.167 -237 -.460 -460
Factor 2 .124 .001 -293 26.667 27.083 -.170 -339 -339

IPV Risk Total -127 193 -.003 22222 26.111 -243 -278 -.609
Factor1 -.132 .333 -.110 12.639 14.375 190 -.600 -327
Factor2 -.107 .127 051 18.889 25.000 -326 -.149 -.598

*p<.05; ¥*¥p<.01

#Pearson Coefficient Correlations
Spearman Coefficient Correlations
€Chi-Square Test

9Point Biserial Coefficient Correlations; Age (scale); Number of convictions (scale); Education Level: 0=can read and write, 1 =primary educa-
tion, 2 =secondary education, 3 =degree; Marital Status: 0 =single, 1 =married/in a relationship, 2 =divorced/separated, 3 =widower; Intimate
Partner Violence Victim: 0=girlfriend, 1=wife, 2=ex-girlfriend, 3 =ex-wife; Physical violence: 0=No, 1=Yes; Stalking: 0=No, 1=Yes;

Attempted Murder: 0=No; 1 =Yes

p <0.05). These correlations suggest that stalking behaviors
are associated with lower levels of legitimisation of vio-
lence as a result of external factors (alcohol, unemployment,
drugs, economic difficulties, extramarital affairs).

Regarding clinical change, no statistically significant cor-
relations were found (see Supplementary files).

SMP Suitability and Acceptability

From the interviews content analysis three main categories were
identified: Crime perceptions and its consequences; Expecta-
tions and plans for the future; and Change plan (see Table 5).
Crime Perceptions and its Consequences

When asked about the motives underlying their crime, six par-

ticipants described emotional uncontrol as the main reason
(e.g., "I saw everything black, I got out of control, it had never

happened to me.”- P9); while three attributed the crime to
alcohol consumption (e.g., “I drank a lot. I got to the point
where I needed alcohol to be able to write my name.”- P4) and
one to substance use (e.g., “We had ugly arguments about the
drugs.” — P7). In this sense, seven participants reported having
felt the need to work on their emotions, with a view to better
controlling them (e.g., “I was very impulsive, I did not even
think. I had to change that.”—P1).

Regarding the crime, all participants expressed regret, rec-
ognizing the seriousness of their conduct (e.g., “I did not know
insults would send me to jail, but now I understand why. (...) I
hurt her a lot, I know I did. She did not deserve it.”—P4).

As the main consequences of criminal conduct, partici-
pants alluded to being away from their children (n=4) (e.g.,
“It’s hard to be away from my kids.”- P1) and the prison
environment (n=7) (e.g., “I can't take it anymore.”—P5).
However, despite these negative aspects, seven participants
described their conviction and stay in prison as a moment
of re-flection—“a salvation” -, because they had the
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Table 5 Categorization system of the interviews inherent to the SMP

Categories Specific Categories

4

Subcategories

Crime perceptions and ~ Criminal motives

its consequences

Consequences of criminal behaviour

Expectations and plans
for the future

Family issues

Professional issues

Change Plan

Changes to be made

Motivations for change

Factors preventing change

Emotional uncontrol

Alcohol consumption

Substance use

Being away from their children
Prison environment

Moment of reflection

Family proximity

Emotional stability

Professional maintenance and/or progression
Professional training

Own business construction

Working abroad

Financial stability

Reduce or maintain the absence of alcohol consumption
Cessation of substance use

Increased emotional control
Favourable interpersonal relationships
Avoiding antisocial environments
Personal evolution

Family

Children

Remorse

Prevent criminal recidivism

A= NP W ON WO =0 =N W0 NN R =W

Fear of social discrimination

opportunity to carry out detoxification treatments and ces-
sation of alcohol and substance use (e.g., “If I hadn't come
to prison, 1'd either walk around alone or I'd be dead.”;
“My ex did what was best. Coming to prison was a sal-
vation, I managed to treat myself. Otherwise, I would be
dead.”—P4).

Expectations and Plans for the Future

When asked about their goals, dreams, expectations, and
plans for the future, the most common answers were related
to family and work issues, thus demonstrating the growing
importance of these factors in the lives of the participants.
Regarding family issues, the answers focused on family
closeness (n=9) (e.g., “I want to resume my relationship
with my son”—P5), whether it was with their children, a
companion, and/or the parents; however, relating to labour
issues, three different types of response can be verified:
maintenance and/or professional progression (n=38) (e.g.,
“I want to go back to work in my area.”- P2), professional
training (n=3) (e.g., “I'd like to learn more.”—P6), building
their own business (n=2) (e.g., “One of my goals is, one day,
to open my restaurant.”—P3) and work abroad (n=1) (e.g.,
“When I get out of here, I am going to Switzerland to work.
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I have been there a long time and I want to go back.”—P2).
However, they also reported a general interest in the search
for financial stability (n=38) (e.g., “I want to be stable. Hav-
ing my own house so I can have my kids there.”—P7) and
emotional stability (n=7) (e.g., “I have to think before I act.
1 want to be a better person and I know I am going to make
it.”- P1), so as to achieve the desired objectives.

Change Plan

Concerning the changes to be made, several were identi-
fied by the participants, either changes that have already
been made and intend to maintain or that they still want
to accomplish. The most mentioned were: i) the need for
greater emotional control, including greater weighting and
reduction of impulsiveness (n=9) (e.g., “I have to take it
easy, think long and hard before I act.”—P8); ii) the desire
to reduce or maintain the absence of alcohol consumption
(n=7) (e.g., “Alcohol ruined me, I'm not going back to the
same.”- P4), iii) maintain favourable interpersonal rela-
tionships (n=3) (e.g., “We could stay a long time without
consuming, but then one of our friends would call us and
encourage us to do drugs and we wouldn't say no. I have
to get away from these people.”—P7), iv) avoid antisocial
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environments (n=2) (e.g., “I have to avoid places that influ-
ence me and make me go back to the same.” —P10), and the
v) total abandonment of substance use (n=1) (e.g., “Both
my girlfriend and I underwent treatment. We can no longer
consume for the good of our children.”—PT).

About the motivations for change, the main reason for
participants to want to make the previously mentioned
changes was by personal evolution (n=28) (e.g., “I really
want to change so I can improve my life.”—P7), enhanc-
ing a great desire to want to improve and be better peo-
ple. However, other motivations for the existence of these
changes were also mentioned: i) family (n=3) (e.g., “I want
my happiness. I want to be happy with my family and that
they accept me, just as I am.”—P6); ii) children (n=2) (e.g.,
“I want to make these changes for myself, for my family and
especially for my children, for all the people who believe
in me and who like me.”—PT7); iii) repentance (n=2) (e.g.,
“The reason I want to make those changes in my life is due
to the situations I've caused (...) I want to be better than
I was.”—P8); and iv) prevent criminal recidivism (n=1)
(e.g., “In case there is a relapse, I have to get help. (...) 1
must be true to my past.”—P10).

Only one factor has been identified as preventing the
intended changes from being accomplished: fear of social
discrimination. Few participants mentioned fears about
their reintegration into society, however, those who did so
expressed concern that there was a fear of discrimination on
the part of the general population (n=4) (e.g., “I'm afraid of
the label I can carry.”; “Fear of society doing some discrim-
ination and not helping in my development.”; “I'm afraid of
what they might think about me.”—P3).

Discussion

The current study aimed to investigate the short-term effects
of the SMP in increase motivation to change in a sample of
IPV perpetrators sentenced to prison and explore the suitability
and acceptability of the SMP. The cognitive-behavioural
approach is among the most widely used intervention models
in Europe in the treatment of IPV perpetrators (Arce et al.
2020) and SMP is a programme that incorporates not only
cognitive-behavioural strategies but also MI, aiming to reduce
ambivalence and promote motivation for behavioural change
(Austin et al. 2011). For these reasons, it is believed that the
present study brings important contributions to the intervention
with IPV perpetrators within the Portuguese population.
From the analysis of the results of the ECVC and the Leven-
son Scale, no statistically significant differences were observed
from pre- to post-test. However, the results obtained deserves
some reflection. Regarding supportive IPV attitudes, the par-
ticipants revealed a slight decrease in total scores and factor
scores from pre- to post-test. Although the results did not reach

statistical significance, as Echeburtia and Fernandez-Montalvo
(2009) stated, the decline in attitudes towards IPV in a brief
intervention is particularly significant since such attitudes are a
result of a long learning process. In addition, this slight change
in the individuals’ beliefs system may promote the adoption
of healthy behaviours and the rejection of abusive strategies
in intimacy (Quintas et al. 2012). However, participants still
scored considerably high on attitudes towards IPV, mainly
regarding the legitimizing beliefs of violence by the conduct
of women, which is partially corroborated by other studies.
According to Gonzalez-Ortega et al. (2008), the more conserva-
tive beliefs regarding the roles of men and women are related to
the tendency of men to use violence and blame women for the
violence suffered, with many of these beliefs associated with
inequalities between the two sexes.

Regarding the Levenson Scale, the participants did not
show pronounced traits of psychopathy, which is consistent
with prior studies with Portuguese IPV perpetrators (Cunha
et al. 2021, 2018). However, and despite not being signifi-
cant, slight decreases were found in Factor 1, i.e., manipula-
tion, envy, insensitivity, and indifference. Even if not signifi-
cant, these reductions are particularly important as literature
reports that these traits are related to IPV frequency and risk
(Atkins et al. 2005; Conboy 2012; Cunha et al. 2018). This
is even more important as the SMP intervention is brief, i.e.,
five sessions only, and a positive change in personality traits
is worthwhile. Nonetheless, it is also important to note the
slight increases in Factor 2, i.e., impulsivity and behavioural
control, again not statistically significant, which has been
related with general repeated offenses among IPV perpetra-
tors (Cunha et al. 2021).

Concerning IPV recidivism risk, our results revealed
that, overall, all the participants showed low recidivism risk,
both at pre- and post-test assessments. Even so, participants
revealed statistically significant reductions in recidivism risk
from pre- to post-test, which is related to a lower probability
to perpetrate IPV in future. This result is in accordance with
previous literature that uses MI (Cunha et al. 2023a, b; Lila
et al. 2018), reinforcing the importance of using MI to poten-
tiate behavioural changes in this specific population. None-
theless, it is important to mention that low-risk perpetrators
tend to show greater treatment acceptance and commitment,
when compared to high-risk perpetrators, resulting in greater
motivation for change (McMurran 2009), which may explain
the results. Indeed, our results revealed that all the partici-
pants were in an advanced stage of change at intake (in the
preparation for action or even action phase), as they have
shown themselves to be very involved and committed to
their change. With participants in more advanced stages of
change, the use of MI is to assist in creating a plan for the
future and strengthen their motivation and self-confidence
for the realization and maintenance of the necessary changes
to be conducted (Devereux 2009).
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The results concerning the clinical change in attitudes
towards IPV and psychopathy after completion of the SMP
are aligned with the results of the group tests. These are
particularly interesting results because instead of focusing
on the differences of mean scores, it provides information
about treatment effects for each individual. This analysis
offers a more accurate view of the results of each participant,
allowing us to ascertain whether the observed change in the
individual is in fact genuine and not just due to measure-
ment errors (e.g., averages can mask the real change due to
their dispersion) and whether the change places the indi-
vidual inside the norms of functional groups (Conboy 2012).
It is important to highlight that the results did not reach
statistical significance, so there should be caution with its
interpretation. However, the absence of significant changes
is not surprising given the small number of sessions (i.e.,
five sessions) and the main goals of SMP. In fact, SMP was
designed to enhance motivation and commitment for change
and not to change supportive IPV attitudes or psychopathic
traits. Keeping this in mind, any slight change, even if non-
significant, is still valuable.

The results of the correlations conducted highlight the
complex interaction between sociodemographic and juridi-
cal variables and attitudes supportive of IPV. One notable
observation is the significant negative correlation between
educational level and attitudes supportive of IPV, suggest-
ing that higher levels of education are associated with lower
levels of acceptance of such behaviours (e.g., Wang 2016).
This correlation remained evident even after the interven-
tion, though with a slight reduction in strength, suggesting
that the influence of education on attitudes supportive of
IPV persists. This may be corroborated by other studies
(e.g., Oguztiiziin et al. 2023) which found that years of edu-
cation had a direct effect on the effectiveness of IPV treat-
ment in terms of overall violence, demonstrating the direct
impact of education level on IPV perpetration. These find-
ings highlight the need for comprehensive approaches that
take into account both individual psychological factors and
socio-demographic variables.

The correlations between stalking and IPV suggest that
stalking behaviors are associated with lower levels of legiti-
misation of violence as a result of external factors (alcohol,
unemployment, drugs, economic difficulties, extramarital
affairs). Although literature shows that stalking behaviors
and IPV perpetration and legitimisation often co-occur (e.g.,
Kim and Cho 2022), other studies have reported either no or
diminished associations between past violence and stalking
behaviors (e.g., Cunha et al. 2023a, b; McEwan et al. 2007),
which aligns with our findings.

The interviews highlighted the great commitment on the
part of the participants to make changes in their lives with
a view to several objectives, focused on family (e.g., family
proximity) and work (e.g., professional progression), which
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may indicate adequacy of the SMP in a correctional setting.
This was also corroborated by the fact that participants dem-
onstrated a reduction in ambivalence in the initial sessions,
corroborating the study by Austin et al. (2011), which found
that perpetrators who completed the SMP showed greater com-
mitment to change and less ambivalence in the initial sessions.

The qualitative data obtained also allowed to perceive
that participants with a history of alcohol consumption and
substance abuse showed no interest in persisting in both con-
sumption and abuse, stating that prison was positive in their
lives because it allowed them to conduct treatment for these
problems. Indeed, studies revealed that prisons are a unique
context to provide health care and treatment conditions to
individuals when those are needed, especially for those who
are socially excluded (Echeburiia and Fernandez-Montalvo
2009; Wise 2004). Although the participants describe the
prison environment as depressing and suffocating, some
recognize positive aspects of their sentence, faced as a
moment of reflection, evolution, learning and, for some, a
turning point. This is consistent with prior investigations
on inmates’ perceptions about the rehabilitative potential of
prisons (Andvig et al. 2020; Day 2020).

The participants also mentioned understanding the
importance and impact that the changes made had (and
will have) on themselves and their lives. Although all par-
ticipants reported to be sorry for their aggressive conduct,
some associated this regret with the fact that they were con-
victed, while others associated it with the impact that their
behaviour had on the victims. This leads one to believe that,
although there is such remorse and motivation for change,
the reasons for this motivation might be related to the fact
that at least some participants want to achieve social desir-
ability and avoid recidivism. When someone feels guilty
about a certain behaviour such as aggression, in this case, it
is common to experience tension, remorse and repentance
(Tangney et al. 2014). When regret exists, motivation directs
to the repair of the damage caused and promotes improve-
ment (Hooge et al. 2010).

The study by Austin et al. (2011) demonstrated a signifi-
cant increase in the motivation for the change of perpetra-
tors from the pre-test moment to the post-test, with stability
in this change over three to 12 months after the applica-
tion of the SMP. During the interviews, the participants of
this study revealed to be motivated for change, which was
expected and corroborates the results of Austin et al. (2011)
study. However, some participants reported no longer to be
changed, because staying in prison had already allowed them
to make all the changes previously necessary. This brings us
to the possibility that these participants are already in a more
advanced stage of change (Devereux 2009) and consequently
raises the hypothesis that these participants had already been
the target of some kind of intervention prior to the applica-
tion of the SMP.
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The link between the categories identified in the thematic
analysis and the findings concerning the risk of IPV is nota-
ble. Categories primarily centred on change and participants'
motivation for change seem to exhibit a significant association
with the observed low risk of IPV. It is conceivable that the
intensity of motivation for change may have had a direct impact
on the likelihood of perpetrating IPV, suggesting a possible
correlation: as motivation for change increases, the risk of [PV
decreases. This finding may be supported by other studies (e.g.,
Lila et al. 2018), which have found that, after an intervention
including MI, IPV perpetrators have completed the interven-
tion at a more advanced stage of change and have also reported
a reduction in both physical and psychological violence. As
individuals have demonstrated that they are actively seeking or
implementing change within themselves and that they under-
stand that their I[PV behaviour is wrong, they will be less likely
to perpetrate it. However, while the association between moti-
vation for change and reduced risk of IPV appears promising,
this interpretation must be treated with caution.

This study has several limitations. Considering the pandemic
situation, the sample collection was initiated later than expected
and, as a result, the number of participants was eventually lower
than previously planned. Due to these circumstances, it was
also not possible to set up a control group, which would have
been of high importance for the research in question. This must
be contemplated in future studies. The absence of a follow-up
session is another important limitation, essential to monitor the
maintenance and consolidation of the changes recorded. Then,
due to the small size of the sample, it was not possible to obtain
more diversified data. It is therefore important in future stud-
ies to diversify and extend the sample, aiming to obtain more
significant and relevant results in this topical area.

This study proved to be relevant in introducing a new inter-
vention programme in the Portuguese context. Although it
requires further analysis and assessment, it is expected that,
eventually, it will be possible to implement the SMP, as a
complementary programme to the PIPs. Austin et al. (2011)
suggested that prior to the implementation of a specific inter-
vention programme, the application of the SMP should make
the results of the following programme more effective, by
promoting motivation. This data would only be verifiable by
conducting a follow-up session after the participants adhere to
an intervention programme addressing their problems. In this
way, it would be possible to confirm whether the SMP actually
motivated the participants to commit themselves to the next
intervention, and whether it had an impact on recidivism and
criminal risk. This should be considered at short-term, further
deepening and developing the present research in future studies.

Conclusion

Readiness for change is identified as one of the indicators
most consistently associated with overall success in per-
petrators treatment and its absence associated with high
dropout rates among PIPs. Since the SMP is not a specific
programme for a particular problem, it may be applied
to any offending person, regardless of conviction, gen-
der, or age, and should be considered as a supplementary
programme. The SMP allows the offending to reflect on
the crime committed, on its objectives and plans for the
future, allowing to understand the need to make changes.
Accordingly, when this prior understanding exists, the
offender will feel more prepared for the next intervention
programme, looking at it with greater commitment.

The present study made it possible to understand the
effectiveness of the SMP and the underlying MI, which
may prove to be an advantage to PIPs. Although positive
changes resulting from the application of the SMP and
MI were found, there is still a long way to go and fur-
ther research in this scope is essential, in order to further
explore the programme, its effectiveness and its impact on
perpetrators behaviour.
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