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Executive Summary 
 

Background 

The contentious and complex issue of ‘women who use force’ is relatively new in the Australian 
context. While there is now a considerable body of literature about men’s violence against 
women, the issue of women’s use of force has created more debate and controversy. 

In the context of a dominant pattern of male violence perpetrated against women, there are some 
women who use force in their intimate relationships. Recent research has highlighted the 
importance of developing services for this population. While a heterogenous group, women’s use 
of force is described as differing in motivation, intent and impact from male perpetrators of 
violence (Kertesz et al, 2019). Programs for men who use violence may also fail to recognise the 
complexity of the issues faced by women who use force including the number of women who have 
a history of victimisation (Larance & Miller, 2017). 

The term ‘women who use force’ was originally coined by Larance and colleagues (Larance, 2006) 
as a neutral descriptor of women’s actions. In her research, Larance found that women who use 
force in the context of their familial relationships were most often wanting power through the 
assertion of personal autonomy from a partner (use of force) rather than having power through 
the exercise of personal authority over a partner (coercive control) (Larance & Rousson, 2016). 

Very few gender-responsive programs for women using force (mostly American) have been 
implemented in Australia, and there have been even fewer programs developed in the Australian 
context. This gap in the service system for women who use force was identified by the Victorian 
Royal Commission into Family Violence (State of Victoria, 2014–16). While this may be due to the 
lack of mandatory arrest policies in Australia, there is now a growing awareness that many women 
are misidentified by police as perpetrators of DFV, and that many women identified as having used 
force have also been victims themselves of DFV (Humphreys & Nicholson, 2018; Larance & Miller, 
2017). 

The +SHIFT program 

To address the needs of this population, in 2018, Baptcare (as the lead agency) in partnership with 
Berry Street implemented a trial of the +SHIFT program, adapted for the Australian context from 
the Vista framework. Vista was developed in the United States to attend to the contextual and 
complex needs of women referred by the judicial system to attend behaviour change programs 
(Larance, Hoffman & Shivas, 2009; Kertesz et al, 2019). The +SHIFT program is breaking ground in 
Australia in terms of introducing an evidence-informed response for women who use force. 

The Positive Support and Healing creates Innovative Forward Thinking (+SHIFT) Program is a 16-
session group work and case support program for women who use force, which takes a 
therapeutic, gender-responsive, trauma-informed approach, building on the strengths of more 
traditional survivor support groups. +SHIFT addresses intersectional identities and promotes 
healing, while facilitating participants’ engagement with viable alternatives to force, and who are 
in a position to engage with the program. 
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Evaluation aims and methodology 

In 2018, Baptcare contracted the University of Melbourne to conduct an independent evaluation 
of the +SHIFT Program. In 2019, Baptcare also contracted the University of Melbourne to 
separately evaluate the program in the context of a trial at Tarrengower women’s prison near 
Maldon, Victoria. 

The evaluation of +SHIFT at Tarrengower aimed to evaluate the effectiveness of the +SHIFT 
program in the context of the prison environment, as compared with program effectiveness in 
community-based locations. A mixed methods approach was adopted (Creswell & Clark, 2007) to 
assess program feasibility in relation to program content, participant experience and measured 
differences in participant attitudes, behaviour and well-being. Data collected included: 

 data from participant pre-program and post-program questionnaires (incorporating 
validated outcomes measures at these two time points);  

 assessment data; 

 participant feedback (brief comments collected at the end of each session); 

 post program interviews with women participants. 

This report is based on a very small sample of seven women who participated in the +SHIFT 
program at Tarrengower prison in July-September 2019. Due to the length of ethics approval 
processes, it was not possible to include data from the first program for six women run at 
Tarrengower. Despite problems of generalization due to the smallness of the sample, the 
evaluation nevertheless can provide some indication of how the program was received by 
participants and what difference it made to their attitudes and use of violent behaviour. 
Comparison with the evaluation of community-based +SHIFT programs (46 women in total, 23 of 
whom provided pre-and post-program data) also provides context. 

Changes in attitudes to violence and use of violent behaviour 

Changes in attitudes to violence should be interpreted in the light of the experience all women 
participants have had of trauma and abuse; they had been subjected to far more violence than 
they had used themselves. Women participants in the +SHIFT program at Tarrengower had 
enrolled in the program due to having used force themselves, but they reported that this was 
mostly in defence of themselves or their children, either in response to an assault, or proactively 
to “get in first”. 

Findings indicate that women’s levels of anger and aggression were lower at the end of the 
program. These findings should be treated with caution due to the small sample size, and the 
decrease is smaller than that found in the community-based sample. However, the shift is 
reinforced by the descriptions given by women participants themselves of how their 
understanding grew and thinking changed during the course of the program. Change is a gradual 
and lengthy process. Women participants reported learning to understand how past experiences 
of abuse and trauma have led to current behavioural responses to situations and new strategies to 
deal with conflict and stressful situations. These create a foundation for changed behaviour. 

Mental Health and Psychological Distress 

Women’s mental health (and specifically distress, anxiety and depressive symptoms) has been 
shown to be negatively impacted by domestic violence trauma. Overall, little change in 
psychological distress was found among women participants. However, when the questions are 
examined in detail, a difference can be seen between those items where a positive change 
occurred and those which showed no change. It is interesting to note a much greater 
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improvement on this measure in the community-based programs.  The latter items – ‘everything is 
an effort’, ‘so depressed that nothing could cheer’ and ‘hopeless’ – could be seen as related to the 
aspect of women’s situation which they believe they cannot change. However, there was 
improvement in levels of restlessness, nervousness and sense of self-worth. These feelings relate 
more closely to the content and aims of +SHIFT. Indeed, women participants commented that they 
finished the program with a greater sense of self-worth. This greater self-confidence, in addition to 
a new toolbox of pro-social strategies for dealing with difficult situations, will assist women 
towards the development of healthier relationship patterns in the future. 

Sources of Support 

One of the aims of +SHIFT is to assist participants to build supportive social networks. This may 
lead to better emotional and practical support for many women and the development of healthier 
relationship patterns. Changes in women participants sense of isolation, having someone to turn 
to were minimal and mixed in the Tarrengower context, in contrast with positive results in the 
community. However, women’s self-reported ability to look after themselves (go for a walk or do 
something positive for myself) when angry or depressed, did increase. 

In a prison environment, where are limited opportunities to find new supportive relationships and 
avoid negative ones, it could be expected that women’s sense of support would not change 
significantly. However, the program has been successful in helping women access their inner 
resources at difficult times.  

Presentation of the Program 

Feedback about the environment created by facilitators was very positive. Individual change is 
facilitated by the participants feeling safe enough to open up their vulnerabilities to themselves 
and to others, and through this process discuss some of their past and present experiences. Safety 
is created by facilitators’ leadership in creating an open, respectful and non-judgemental space for 
discussion. In a prison environment, where women participants have to interact with each other in 
between group sessions, attention to managing different personalities within the group is 
particularly important.  This sense of safety was generally achieved in the program under 
evaluation. In addition, facilitators’ warmth and engagement with women participants was a 
significant factor in women participants’ own engagement with the program. 

Concluding Comments  

The strong evidence base of the +SHIFT program has led to an intervention that is valued highly by 
participants and staff alike. The creation of a safe space for women participants, and the nurturing 
of a trusting and therapeutic relationship with facilitators in addition to peer support are 
significant in building self-worth and the capacity for change. Participants not only reported a 
better understanding of how experiences affect actions but also referred to learning new 
strategies that were viable alternatives to the use of force.  

Ongoing data collection in relation to change associated with this program will build the database 
to a point where firmer conclusions can be reached from the data, but the preliminary indications 
from the small sample under investigation in the evaluation are that the program can indeed 
promote a positive shift for women who have used force in the context of experiences of trauma, 
abuse and unhealthy relationships. 
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1. Background to the evaluation: contextualising women’s 
use of force 

The exploration of the contentious and complex issue of ‘women who use force’ is relatively new 
in the Australian context. While there is now a considerable body of literature about men’s 
violence against women, the issue of women’s use of force has created more debate and 
controversy. This debate is between those who believe women use violence at similar rates to 
men, and those who support a gendered analysis of domestic and family violence (DFV), that 
overwhelmingly men use violence to exert power and coercive control over women and children. 

Recent Australian research confirms a pattern of gender-based violence in this country, with 
women far more likely than men to experience violence (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017), 
and to be victims of intimate partner homicide than men (Australian Domestic and Family Violence 
Death Review Network, 2018). 

The dominant pattern of DFV is male violence perpetrated against women notwithstanding, there 
are some women who use force in their intimate relationships. Recent research has highlighted 
the importance of developing services for this population. While a heterogenous group, women’s 
use of force is described as differing in motivation, intent and impact from male perpetrators of 
violence (Kertesz et al, 2019). Programs for men who use violence may also fail to recognise the 
complexity of the issues faced by women who use force, including the number of women who 
have a history of victimisation (Larance & Miller, 2017).  

The term ‘women who use force’ was originally coined by Larance and colleagues (Larance, 2006) 
as a neutral descriptor of women’s actions, in contrast to the term violence, defined as force used 
unjustly with the intention of causing injury (House, 2001). In her research, Larance found that 
women who use force in the context of their familial relationships were most often wanting 
power through the assertion of personal autonomy from a partner (use of force) rather than 
having power through the exercise of personal authority over a partner (coercive control) (Larance 
& Rousson, 2016). Wider research suggests that women who use force in their intimate 
heterosexual relationships often have a history of experiencing violence from their male partners 
(Bair-Merritt et al, 2010; Larance & MIller, 2017) and are motivated to use force for a range of 
reasons including protecting themselves and their children and asserting their dignity. They face 
severe relationship and societal consequences (Dasgupta, 2002; Swan et al, 2012).  

Interventions for women using force first emerged in the United States to meet the needs of the 
growing numbers of women arrested for DFV offences under the mandatory arrest policies 
introduced in the 1990s (Larance, 2006). With limited intervention options, many of these women 
were required to attend programs designed for male perpetrators (Miller, 2001). It has been 
recognised that such programs are inappropriate for women, and while the option of referring 
women to victim support groups due to the vast majority having experienced DFV has been 
advocated, some community-based services do not provide services to anyone who is seen to 
perpetrate violence and abuse (Osthoff, 2002; Worcester, 2002). 

Very few gender-responsive programs for women using force (mostly American) have been 
implemented in Australia, and there have been even fewer programs developed in the Australian 
context. This gap in the service system for women who use force was identified by the Victorian 
Royal Commission into Family Violence (State of Victoria, 2014–16). While this may be due to the 
lack of mandatory arrest policies in Australia, there is now a growing awareness that many women 
are misidentified by police as perpetrators of DFV, and that many women identified as having used 
force have also been victims themselves of DFV (Humphreys & Nicholson, 2018; Larance & Miller, 
2017). 
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1.1. Development of the +SHIFT program 

To address the needs of this population, in 2018, Baptcare (as the lead agency) in partnership with 
Berry Street implemented a trial of a the +SHIFT program, adapted for the Australian context from 
the Vista framework. The +SHIFT program is breaking ground in Australia in terms of introducing 
an evidence-based response for women who use force.  

Vista was developed in the United States to attend to the contextual and complex needs of 
women referred by the judicial system to attend behaviour change programs (Larance, Hoffman & 
Shivas, 2009; Kertesz et al, 2019). This framework and philosophy was identified as a suitable 
model to pilot in Victoria for a range of reasons. These include:  

• a recognition that women’s use of force is different from men’s violence in terms of 
motivation, intent and impact; 

• the program’s emphasis on contextualising women’s use of force, and acknowledgement of 
their histories of trauma and abuse;  

• co-design of the program by participants and a respect for client needs; 

• a realistic and systematic approach to this work, with reported positive client outcomes; 

• implementation by a range of organisations, including the US Airforce’s Family Advocacy 
Program; 

• sequential but flexible content programming with an expectation that the program would be 
tailored to the local service provision context and to the needs of women from a range of 
backgrounds; 

• the willingness of the program creator, Lisa Young Larance, to work directly with Victorian 
staff.  (Larance and colleagues., 2019 forthcoming) 

 

1.2. +SHIFT program description 

The Positive Support and Healing creates Innovative Forward Thinking (+SHIFT) Program is a 
16-session group work and case support program for women who use force, adapted from the 
VISTA Program (Copyright Larance and colleagues, 2009). The program takes a therapeutic, 
gender-responsive, trauma-informed approach, building on the strengths of traditional survivor 
support groups. +SHIFT addresses intersectional identities and promotes healing, while facilitating 
participants’ engagement with viable alternatives to force, and who are in a position to engage 
with the program. 

Group session content addresses a range of issues including: personal identity; impact of force on 
self and others; defence mechanisms; personal boundaries; shame; communication strategies; 
protection planning; and healthy relationship dynamics. Each session is presented within the 
ecological nested model framework, paying attention to socio-cultural issues and how such issues 
impact women’s perceptions of viable alternatives to using force. 

Assessment and engagement, while the first step in working with women, is conceptualised as an 
ongoing process throughout a woman’s contact with program staff (Larance, 2012). The Family 
Violence Risk Assessment and Risk Management Framework (State Govt Victoria, 2017) is 
incorporated into the assessment to identify risk factors associated with family violence. In 
addition, the Contextual Abusive Behavior Inventory (Larance, 2006) is used at intake to assist 
women in seeing the contexts in which their use of force has occurred, and to facilitate the 
beginning of therapeutic conversations. 
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1.3. The University of Melbourne evaluation of +SHIFT at Tarrengower  

Since 2018, Baptcare has trialled the program with women who use force with adult family 
members in a number of community locations, and has contracted the University of Melbourne to 
conduct an independent evaluation of the +SHIFT Program. In 2019, Baptcare also contracted the 
University of Melbourne to separately evaluate the program in the context of a trial at 
Tarrengower women’s prison near Maldon, Victoria. 

This evaluation will provide evidence regarding the effectiveness of the +SHIFT program in the 
context of Victorian Corrections. The evaluation will increase knowledge of what works to change 
the behaviour of women who use force, addressing the issues that have contributed to their 
actions, and deliver support to the children and families impacted by their actions. This research 
will also address recommendation 87 of the Royal commission into Family Violence targeting 
perpetrators from diverse communities and those with complex needs. 

1.3.1. Aims and methodology 
The evaluation of +SHIFT at Tarrengower aimed to evaluate the effectiveness of the +SHIFT 
program in the context of the prison environment, as compared with program effectiveness in 
community-based locations. A mixed methods approach was adopted (Creswell & Clark, 2007) to 
assess program feasibility in relation to program content, participant experience and measured 
differences in participant attitudes, behaviour and well-being. Data collected included: 

 data from participant pre-program and post-program questionnaires (incorporating 
validated outcomes measures at these two time points);  

 assessment data; 

 participant feedback (brief comments collected at the end of each session); 

 post program interviews with women participants. 

The +SHIFT Evaluation Project was approved by the University of Melbourne Research Ethics 
Committee and the Evaluation at the Tarrengower location was also approved by the Department 
of Justice & Regulation Human Research Ethics Committee (JHREC).  A number of strategies were 
employed to ensure that participants were not put at risk by the research, felt safe and supported 
during data collection and were protected from identification in any reporting of research findings.  

Baptcare offered the +SHIFT program twice during 2019 to women within Tarrengower prison. 
These programs were run over eight weeks, in eight intensive days of two sessions each to fit in 
with prison timetables. Due to the length of the ethics approval processes, only program numbers 
could be provided for Program 1 (see Table 1). This report is therefore based on data from the 
second group in Tarrengower.  

 
Table 1. +SHIFT programs at Tarrengower and data collection for the evaluation 

 

Program Dates No. of participants 
at beginning of 

program 

No. of participants 
who completed 

the program 

No. of  Pre- and 
Post program 

Questionnaires & 
measures 

No. of Post 
program 

interviews 

3 April-22 May 2019 6 6 - - 

17 July-11 Sep 2019 9 7 6 2 
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Nine women commenced the program and seven completed the program.  One of the women did 
not complete the program because she was transferred to another prison. The other woman 
withdrew so that she could complete another program required for her to be eligible for parole. 
Pre-program data was collected from seven women and post-program data from six women. Two 
participants participated in an interview about their experience of the program (Table 1).  

 

2. Findings 

2.1. Participant demographic information 

The demographic data outlined below provides a profile of the women participants (N = 7) who 
started the +SHIFT program and completed the pre-program evaluation questionnaire. Due the 
small sample size, care has been taken to provide information that does not infringe individual 
confidentiality on sensitive information. 

Participants ranged in age from 26 to 65 years old, with a mean age of 40 years. All were born in 
Australia. All but one had completed school and tertiary education (TAFE or university). Five of the 
seven women reported having children. 

 

2.2. The context of participants’ use of force – histories of violence and abuse 

Most participants indicated that they entered the program due to incidents relating to their 
partner or ex-partner, for one woman the incidents related to her child and for one other woman 
to both partner and child. However, these incidents should be seen in the context of other 
information the participants provided about violence in their lives. 

Participants presented various reasons for using force in their relationships. Most frequently 
participants indicated they used force because they were ‘defending themselves’ because they 
knew their partner was going to hurt them. Participants could give more than one reason for using 
force (Table 2). 

 
Table 2.  Participant reasons for using force 

 

  

I used force against my partner because -  No. of participants 

I was defending myself 7 

I saw my mother abused and I refused to be abused too 2 

I knew my partner was going to hurt me, so I responded first 5 

I lost my temper 3 

I was protecting my children from my partner 4 
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Four out of the seven participants reported that their current or recent partner was abusive 
towards them (physically, verbally, emotionally or sexually). All the women had a history of violent 
partners, ranging from one partner to five who had been violent. Nevertheless, most of the 
women agreed that they had a choice about how they reacted, and all agreed to some extent that 
they were responsible for their behaviour in their relationships.  

The Contextual Abusive Behavior Inventory (C-ABI) (Larance et al, 2009) provides a platform for 
understanding the contextual factors the contribute to women’s use of force, and is a tool suitable 
for assessment, therapeutic and evaluative purposes. Covering physical, sexual and psychological 
aggression and abuse, the inventory records acts both perpetrated by, and inflicted upon, women. 
In order to summarise the highly detailed data provided. 

While not yet validated, the data concerning the C-ABI collected in this evaluation was very 
detailed. Data across four key factors (physical abuse, emotional abuse, threats of abuse, 
emotional abuse and controlling behaviours) has been summarised with the aim of providing 
greater insight into the specific contextual factors that may have an impact on women’s use of 
force (Figure 1). Each item has been scored (1= Yes, 0 = No) in relation to abusive behaviour 
perpetrated by, or used against, women participants in relation to two partners. These scores 
provide a rough indication that while the women participants have used a range of violent 
behaviours, they have been subjected to a greater range and amount of violence.  

 
Figure 1. Women’s use of force compared to force used against them (C-ABI) 
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2.3. Measures of change  

2.3.1. Aggression 
In order to measure any changes in women’s anger and aggressive behaviour over the course of 
the program, women participants were asked to complete the Buss-Perry Aggression Scale – Short 
Form (BPAQ-SF) at both pre-program and post-program. The BPAQ-SF is invariant across genders 
and is based on one of the most popular validated measures of aggression (Gallagher, 2016). It 
consists of 12 items, three items for each of four factors: physical aggression, verbal aggression, 
anger and hostility. Participants were asked to indicate the level to which they agreed with 
statements (e.g. ‘I have trouble controlling my temper’) on a 5-point scale, ranging from “very 
unlike me” (1) to “very like me” (5). 

 Six participants completed the BPAQ-SF at both pre-program and post-program. Figure 2 shows 
the overall mean scores decreased between pre-program and post-program. On ten out of the 
twelve items, scores indicate that women’s anger and aggression decreased between the 
commencement and the end of the program.  

 
Figure 2. Pre and Post program mean scores for the BPAQ-SF 
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time) to 5 (all of the time). This scale has been shown to be consistent across different 
sociodemographic samples and is widely utilised for its brevity. 

Six participants completed the K6 at both pre-program and post-program. The mean participant 
scores for each of the six items are shown in Figure 3. Improvement between pre-program and 
post-program can be seen on three items - nervous, restless or fidgety and worthless. Lower 
scores indicate reduced levels of psychological distress. However, overall mean scores showed 
little change from pre- to post program. 

 
Figure 3.  Mean scores of items of the Kessler 6: Pre-program and Post-program 
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Figure 4. Mean scores for support seeking: Pre-program and Post-program 
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agreement (1 = strongly disagree, to 4= strongly agree) with statements about the supports and 
relationships they had in their life. The +SHIFT version of this scale comprises two items from each 
of the Social Provisions subscales of guidance, social integration, attachment, and reliable alliance. 

Six participants completed the Social Provisions Scale (modified) at pre-program and post-
program.  The results (as shown in Figure 5) for both positive and negative support items were 
mixed, some showing slight improvement and some no change or a drop in sense of support.  

 

2.4. Participant Experiences of +SHIFT 

Women participants were asked to provide brief written feedback at the end of each program 
session. In addition, two women who had attended +SHIFT agreed to be interviewed about their 
experiences of the program. While the women came to the program with different perspectives, 
there were a number of themes in common emerging from feedback and interviews. 

It was difficult and stressful going to the first session of the program, as the women did not know 
who would be in the group. Safety was a key theme, as the content and discussions could be 
intense and trigger traumatic memories. While women participants complained when one person 
dominated the discussion, the facilitators managed this in a positive and helpful way. The latter 
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were described as being open, non-judgemental and helping women feel safe enough in the group 
to “be free to open up”. One woman noted that the group felt safer as it progressed. 

“You knew you were safe, you knew you were getting something, 
you knew you were understanding.” 

 
Figure 5.  Mean scores for Social Provisions Scale: Pre-program and Post-program 
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 If something went wrong, no one would help

There is no one I feel comfortable talking about problems
with
I lack a feeling of closeness with another person
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The women interviewees were positive about program content – describing them as relevant and 
thought-provoking – “every session I came away [with] something new”.  Learning about safe 
boundaries, expressing feelings, intimacy and healthy relationships, were all seen as valuable. 
Topics could be confronting because they opened up memories and feelings about past trauma. 

“You’re always worried that your story is going to be the worst. But 
[after hearing other stories] you feel more normal.” 

The women talked about learning to understand how “the patterns of history and childhood”, and 
the situation they are in, affect their decisions and their actions. 

“Even though we do particular things, it is because we want to stop 
things in the short term, want to stop being hit.” 

By the end of the program, the women reporting feeling more self-confident, having gained or re-
gained a sense of self-worth and strength. They expressed that in future relationships they need to 
have some value in that relationship. On a practical note, the women reported that through the 
program they learned new strategies for approaching situations differently - to deal with the 
power dynamics in relationships, rise above them, or walk away when it is not safe. 

“If you have a fire burning inside, they [the facilitators] help with 
steps to calm down.” 

Feedback about the presentation of the program content focussed on two points. Some 
participants found it useful that resources and handouts were read aloud by the group as they 
found reading the handouts difficult. Use of a board to record and summarise discussion for 
everyone to see was also valued by participants. 

 

3. Discussion 
This report is based on a very small sample of seven women who participated in the +SHIFT 
program at Tarrengower prison in July-September 2019. Due to the length of the ethics approval 
processes, it was not possible to include data from the first program run at Tarrengower. Despite 
problems of generalization due to the smallness of the sample, the evaluation nevertheless can 
provide some indication of how the program was received by participants and what difference it 
made to their attitudes and use of violent behaviour. Comparison with the evaluation of 
community-based +SHIFT programs (46 women in total, 23 of whom provided pre-and post-
program data) also provides context. 

Women participants in the +SHIFT program at Tarrengower had enrolled in the program due to 
having used force themselves, but they reported that this was mostly in defence of themselves or 
their children, either in response to an assault, or proactively to “get in first”. All had histories of 
abuse or trauma, and C-ABI evidence suggests that they had been subjected to far more violence 
than they had used themselves, reinforcing the defensive nature of their use of force. This is 
consistent with (or even greater than) the experiences of women participants in the community-
based programs. 

Changes in attitudes to violence and use of violent behaviour 

Findings indicate that women’s levels of anger and aggression were lower at the end of the 
program. These findings should be treated with caution due to the small sample size, and the 
decrease is smaller than that found in the community-based sample. However, the shift is 
reinforced by the descriptions given by women participants themselves of how their 
understanding grew and thinking changed during the course of the program. Change is a gradual 
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and lengthy process. Women participants reported learning to understand how past experiences 
of abuse and trauma have led to current behavioural responses to situations and new strategies to 
deal with conflict and stressful situations. These create a foundation for changed behaviour. 

Mental Health and Psychological Distress 

Women’s mental health (and specifically distress, anxiety and depressive symptoms) has been 
shown to be negatively impacted by domestic violence trauma. Overall, little change in 
psychological distress was found among women participants. However, when the questions are 
examined in detail, a difference can be seen between those items where a positive change 
occurred and those which showed no change. It is interesting to note a much greater 
improvement on this measure in the community-based programs.  The latter items - everything is 
an effort, so depressed that nothing could cheer and hopeless – could be seen as related to the 
aspect of women’s situation which they cannot change. However, there was improvement in 
levels of restlessness, nervousness and sense of self-worth. These feelings relate more closely to 
the content and aims of +SHIFT. Indeed, women participants commented that they finished the 
program with a greater sense of self-worth. This greater self-confidence, in addition to a new 
toolbox of pro-social strategies for dealing with difficult situations, will assist women towards the 
development of healthier relationship patterns in the future. 

Sources of Support 

One of the aims of +SHIFT is to assist participants to build supportive social networks. This may 
lead to better emotional and practical support for many women and the development of healthier 
relationship patterns. Changes in women participants sense of isolation, having someone to turn 
to were minimal and mixed in the Tarrengower context, in contrast with positive results in the 
community. However, women’s self-reported ability to look after themselves (go for a walk or do 
something positive for myself) when angry or depressed, did increase. 

In a prison environment, where are limited opportunities to find new supportive relationships and 
avoid negative ones, it is to be expected that women’s sense of support should not change 
significantly. However, the program has been successful in helping women access their inner 
resources at difficult times.  

Presentation of the Program 

Attendance was generally consistent across the program cycle under review, with absences mainly 
due to other commitments.  While some of the women enrolled in the group following 
encouragement by prison staff, others became interested after hearing positive accounts of the 
first program. 

Feedback about the environment created by facilitators was very positive. Individual change is 
facilitated by the participants feeling safe enough to open up their vulnerabilities to themselves 
and to others, and through this process some of their past and present experiences. Safety is 
created by facilitators’ leadership in creating an open, respectful and non-judgemental space for 
discussion. In a prison environment where women participants have to interact with each other in 
between group sessions, attention to managing different personalities within the group is 
particularly important.  This sense of safety was generally achieved in the program under 
evaluation. In addition, facilitators’ warmth and engagement with women participants was a 
significant factor in women participants’ own ongoing engagement with the program.  
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Appendix A:  British Medical Journal article  
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