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ABSTRACT

Objectives: To evaluate the impact of a motivational interviewing (MI) training program for prison pro-fessionals by analyzing 
the progression of MI-compatible competence and adherence, as well as the reduction of non-compatible practices.
Material and method: A longitudinal quasi-experimental study with repeated measures was conducted over four months at 
three time points. A total of 25 correctional professionals participated in a three-phase training program. A Spanish-translated 
version of the Motivational Interviewing As-sessment: Supervisory Tools for Enhancing Proficiency (MIA:STEP) questionnaire 
from Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) was used for self-assessment. Statistical analyses 
included repeated measures ANOVA, Friedman’s test, effect size (η²), and observed power.
Results: Non-compatible adherence to MI significantly decreased (P <0.001, η² = 0.360; χ² = 20.796, P <0.001), representing the 
most notable finding. Compatible competence in MI showed a non-significant increase in ANOVA (P = 0.138), but a significant 
improvement in Friedman’s test (χ² = 9.621, P = 0.008). Compatible adherence initially increased (P <0.001, η² = 0.267) but 
subsequently declined (χ² = 9.939, P = 0.007). Non-compatible competence significantly increased between the initial and final 
assessments (P = 0.012, η² = 0.169; χ² = 9.711, P = 0.008).
Discussion: The program was effective in significantly reducing non-compatible adherence to MI, which emerged as the most 
substantial outcome. While compatible adherence fluctuated and com-patible competence exhibited a differentiated progression 
depending on the statistical test used, the findings indicate progressive learning and areas requiring further reinforcement. The 
ecological validity of the study design strengthens the applicability of the results, providing evidence of the impact of MI 
training in correctional settings. 
The study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the University of Salamanca (CEISH).
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INTRODUCTION

MI is a collaborative communication style designed 
to increase an individual’s intrinsic motivation and 
promote a change in behaviour, especially through 
the resolution of internal ambivalence¹. This approach 
is based on the idea that people are more willing to 
change when they identify their own reasons to do 
so instead of being externally persuaded². In MI, 
the client is the main expert in their life, while the 
professional acts as a guide to facilitate exploration of 
goals and personal motivations¹.

The principles of MI (collaboration, compassion, 
acceptance and evoking) establish a relationship 
of respect and equality between the client and 
professional, creating a safe setting for an open 
dialogue. Compassion involves acting in the client’s 
best interests; while evoking and acceptance enables 
the individual’s autonomy to be respected, where they 
can find their own reasons for changing³.

MI revolves around four key processes: 
engagement, which generates trust; focussing, 
which defines the direction of the change; evoking, 
which explores the client’s intrinsic motivations; 

Rev Esp Sanid Penit. 2025;27(2):69-7669
doi: 10.18176/resp.00108



Abdón Martín-Coca, José Antonio Martín Herrero.
Training program on motivational interviewing for prison professionals.

and planning, which focuses on developing 
specific strategies for the desired change¹. These 
stages can be adapted to different situations 
and contexts and enable MI to be successfully 
applied in areas such as rehabilitation in prison  
settings4,5.

MI in prisons has not only been effective for 
treating addictions but also in the management of 
antisocial behaviour and to strengthen relationships 
between inmates and prison staff5. Its capacity 
to address ambivalence and foster real change 
enables such persons to play an active role in their 
rehabilitation, reducing resistance and encouraging 
their own personal growth6. There are also studies 
that have shown that MI not only improves adherence 
to treatment, but also increases the therapeutic 
results amongst individuals seeking treatment for 
substance abuse, which underlines the applicability 
of MI in prison contexts, where resistance to change 
is common7.

The use of MI in prison settings has been shown 
to be beneficial not only in terms of behaviour but 
also in improving mental health. MI contributes to 
stress reduction, strengthening coping skills and 
developing prosocial behaviours, which are key 
factors in promoting psychological wellbeing and 
social reintegration8,9. MI has been integrated into 
healthcare through programs for adherence to medical 
treatment, with positive outcomes amongst patients 
with chronic diseases and dual disorders10.

Besides their supervisory duties, prison staff play 
a crucial role in implementing MI, helping to develop 
life skills and behaviours that facilitate rehabilitation 
and social reintegration¹¹. Training in MI not only 
provides useful tools to treat addictions, but also 
helps prison professionals to better understand 
inmates’ needs. According to the National Institute 
on Drug Abuse (NIDA), evidence-based principles of 
treatment such as the ones used in MI, are essential 
for addressing individual needs and improving 
outcomes in prison contexts. These strategies include 
developing effective communication skills and 
adequate management of situations of conflict¹².

The effectiveness of MI in prison contexts is 
critically dependent on two factors: competency and 
adherence by professionals to the principles of MI. 
According to Beckman et al.¹³, competency refers 
to the specific skills of professionals to implement 
the proposed techniques, while adherence evaluates 
the presence of the essential components of MI 
during the sessions. These concepts are key factors 
in ensuring treatment fidelity and guaranteeing that 
patients receive the expected quality of care. These are 

aligned with the principles set forth in the MIA:STEP 
guide (by SAMHSA), and additional tools such as 
the Officer Responses Questionnaire (ORQ), which 
measures key skills such as reflective listening and 
implementing effective communication strategies 
in supervisory contexts8-14. The integration of these 
dimensions when assessing training programs ensure 
treatment fidelity and the quality of the interventions.

The aim of this study is to analyse the impact of 
an MI training program on improved competency 
and adherence of prison professionals, and on the 
reduction of practices that are incompatible with 
this approach. A rigorous analysis based on the 
participants’ self-assessment was used to understand 
how such changes can contribute to a healthier and 
more constructive prison setting. Another expected 
positive effect is that training will improve the mental 
health and wellbeing of both groups, aligning with the 
therapeutic and health objectives of the interventions 
in this context.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Study design 

A quasi-experimental longitudinal design 
was used for the study with repeated measures at 
three moments over the four months. The design 
enabled the evolution of competency and adherence 
compatible with the principles of MI amongst the 
prison professionals to be assessed, as well as the 
reduction of in the frequency of practices that are 
incompatible with these principles.

The choice of a quasi-experimental design 
responded to the limitations of the prison setting, 
where it was not possible to form a random control 
group due to the inherent operational and logistical 
restrictions of the context. This approach did however 
enable longitudinal changes to be observed amongst 
the participants in real conditions, maximising the 
ecological validity of the study. To ensure validity, 
factors such as uniformity in the training given and 
consistency in implementation of the training program 
were controlled.

Training intervention procedure

The study was carried out at Topas Prison 
(Salamanca, Spain), in the classroom granted for this 
purpose by the Assistant Director of Treatment. The 
intervention took place over three training sessions 
between March and June 2024, from 09:00 to 13:00, 
and followed the planning set in the program.
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The training program was structured in three 
consecutive phases designed to progressively develop 
the key principles and skills of MI in a prison context. 
Each phase combined face-to-face sessions with self-
training activities, promoting the theoretical-practical 
integration of the participants. The contents and 
duration of each are described in Table 1.

The program was designed not only to strengthen 
the participants’ technical competencies, but also to 
foster their adherence to the principles of MI through 
practical exercises that reflected day-to-day situations 
in their work. Each phase included specific activities 
to identify and correct incompatibles practices as part 
of a continuous improvement process.

Sample

The sample was made up of 25 prison professionals 
(16 women and 9 men), selected from a voluntary 
internal invitation issued by the Assistant Director of 
Treatment at the prison. The invitation was directed 
to professionals who worked in specialised modules 
for inmate healthcare, which in this particular case 
were the therapeutic educational module (therapeutic 
and educational unit), and the mental health and the 
nursing modules. Participation in the program was 
based on an explicit interest in the training and in 
applying MI to their professional practice.

No specific requirements in terms of years of 
experience or previous training were imposed, given 
that the invitation was open to all the professionals 
who worked in these modules and were willing to 
participate in the program. The sample included a wide 
range of professional profiles, such as psychologists, 
lawyers, educators, social workers and security 
personnel, reflecting the diversity of roles involved in 
specialised prison care.

The participants signed an informed consent 
before participating in the study, guaranteeing 
confidentiality of the data according to the General 

Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). The study 
was approved by the Ethics Committee of the 
University of Salamanca (registration number 1.145). 
Authorisation was also obtained from the General 
Secretary of Prisons (11/05/24) for the study under 
the specified conditions.

Measuring instruments 

The application of MI in this study was assessed 
through the self-applied version of the MIA:STEP. 
This tool was designed to provide a structured 
measure of the practice of MI, enabling professionals 
to assess their performance in applying the principles 
and strategies.

A translation of the original document was used 
for this study, the aim being to facilitate understanding 
and application in the Spanish prison context. 

The questionnaires contained two main 
dimensions: adherence and competency in MI. 
Adherence refers to the frequency with which 
participants apply basic techniques of MI, such as the 
use of open questions, affirming, reflective listening 
and facilitating a discourse of change. Competency 
assesses the perceived level of skill in performing 
these strategies, reflecting the professional’s trust in 
their capacity to effectively implement MI.

The MIA:STEP also evaluates two additional 
dimensions that reflect practices that are not aligned 
with MI: incompatible adherence and incompatible 
competency. Incompatible adherence measures the 
frequency with which professionals use managerial 
or confrontational approaches, such as imposing 
solutions, excessive use of closed questions or direct 
persuasion. Incompatible competence on the other 
hand assesses perceptions of such practices and 
the degree of difficulty in avoiding them during 
interactions with inmates.

The MIA:STEP is a self-report instrument that 
enables participants to assess their performance 
when applying MI through a Likert scale of 1 to 7. 

Table 1. Structure of training program in motivational training.

Training phases Content covered 
Total duration (hours in  
class + self-training)

Evaluation 
moment 

Phase 1: introduction
Theoretical basics of MI*, intrinsic 
motivation and resolving ambivalence.

8 hours (4 in class +  
4 self-training).

Moment 1

Phase 2: In-depth study
Advanced technical competencies and 
simulation of complex cases.

8 hours (4 in class +  
4 self-training).

Moment 2

Phase 3: consolidation
Constructive feedback, self-assessment 
and practical application.

9 hours (5 in class +  
4 self-training).

Moment 3

Notes. *MI: motivational interviewing.
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Higher values indicate greater frequency of assessed 
constructs or increased perception of use. The 
information obtained from the questionnaire can be 
used to record the participants’ evolving perceptions 
as to their performance in MI throughout the 
training program, providing a reference for their 
learning process and the integration of motivational 
principles into their professional practices. The 
evaluation was carried out at three moments of 
measurement: after the introductory phase of the 
program (moment 1), after completing the second 
training phase (moment  2) and at the end of the 
consolidation phase (moment 3). 

This phase-based approach made it possible to 
observe longitudinal changes amongst participants 
in real conditions, maximising the ecological validity 
of the study. The internal validity of the program’s 
effects was guaranteed by controlling factors such as 
uniformity in the training structure and consistency 
in the implementation of the program.

Statistical analysis 

To determine the existence or otherwise of the 
effect of the training on the elements that make up 
the principles of MI, the ANOVA test was used for 
repeated measures. When Mauchly’s sphericity test15 
was not significant, the results that were presented 
and corresponded to the assumed sphericity were 
followed: the F statistic, the η2 effect and the observed 
power. The first one enables the existence or not of 
differences in the moments of time studied to be 
established; the second was used to determine the 
magnitude of the effect produced in the period; and 
the third indicated the probability for a statistical 
significance of 0.05, for which the effect found is not 
due to elements outside the training. If the Mauchly 
test was significant, the three previous results were 
based on the values corresponding to the measures of 
Huynh-Feldt16. 

When there was a lack of normality in the measures 
of some of the compared moments, Friedman’s test17 

was also calculated to assess the validity and stability 
of the findings. If significant differences were found 
between the measures, pairwise comparisons were 
made by applying Bonferroni’s adjustment for 
multiple comparisons, to see which two moments 
presented said differences. The tests were conducted 
with the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 
(SPSS) v. 28. 

RESULTS

The MI program showed consistent results, 
reflecting significant changes in several of the 
dimensions that were evaluated and differences 
between measure moments. Incompatible adherence 
with the principles of MI showed a sustained drop, 
while compatible adherence varied over the course 
of the program. Compatible and incompatible 
competencies showed distinct evolutions, 
which highlights the importance of reinforcing 
methodological and educational features in the long 
term (Table 2).

The competency compatible with MI showed an 
increase from moment 1 to moment 3. Although this 
change did not reach a level of statistical significance 
in the ANOVA of repeated measures (F = 2.068,  
P = 0.138, η² = 0.079, observed power = 0.405), it 
was significant in the Friedman test (χ² = 9.621, P = 
0.008), which implies a pattern of improvement in 
perceptions of use of MI strategies.

By way of contrast, the incompatible competency 
with MI presented a significant increase in the 
ANOVA analysis (F = 4.883, P = 0.012, η² = 0.169, 
observed power = 0.779) and in the Friedman test 
(χ² = 9.711, P = 0.008), which suggests that participants 
identified more practices unaligned with MI as the 
training progressed.

Adherence compatible with MI showed 
fluctuating behaviour. There was a significant increase 
between moment 1 and moment 2 (F = 8.721, P <0.001, 
η² = 0.267, observed power = 0.961), followed by a 
drop in moment 3. This pattern was also confirmed 
by the Friedman test (χ² = 9.939, P = 0.007), which 
suggests that although participants initially increased 
their use of MI strategies, consolidation was not 
maintained in the final phase.

Adherence incompatible with MI showed a 
significant and sustained reduction, which was visible 
in the ANOVA of repeated measures (F = 13.501,  
P <0.001, η² = 0.360, observed power = 0.990) and 
in the Friedman test (χ² = 20.796, P <0.001). This 
result confirmed the impact of the program on the 
reduced number of practices unaligned with MI, thus 
consolidating it as one of the most solid achievements 
of the intervention.

The analyses not only focused on the 
statistical evidence for the observed changes, 
but also on their practical importance. The 
inclusion of the Friedman test as a complementary 
analysis reinforced the solidity of the findings 
and confirmed trends that did not achieve any 
significance in the ANOVA, thus providing a 
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more complete perspective how the application of 
MI evolved amongst participants.

Figure 1 shows the evolution of the evaluated 
dimensions. The competency compatible with MI 
shows a gradual increase, while the incompatible 
one increases significantly towards the end of the 
program. Compatible adherence shows fluctuating 
behaviour, with an initial rise and subsequent drop, 
while incompatible competency maintains a steady 
downward trend, in line with the program objectives.

DISCUSSION

The results of this study highlight the effectiveness 
of the training program in MI, in which significant 
achievements and areas requiring improvement both 
appear. The sustained and significant reduction of 
“incompatible adherence with MI” underlines the 
success of the program in promoting behaviours that 
are more aligned with the principles of MI, while the 
fluctuations observed in other dimensions suggest 
the need for adjustments in the program design. 
The ecological validity of the study reinforces the 
relevance and applicability of the findings thanks to it 
having taken place in a real prison setting, which is a 
key strength in comparison to research conducted in 
artificial environments.

The non-significant improvement in “competence 
compatible with MI” is limited, but it is an interesting 
finding that can be explained from two complementary 
perspectives. On the one hand, the high initial level 
reported by participants may have reduced the margin 
for improvement. This matches other studies that 

show that professionals with more experience tend to 
perceive less change after training interventions18. 

On the other hand, there may be influence from 
the Dunning-Kruger effect, since less competent 
participants may have overestimated their initial skills, 
which would explain the perception of less change 
after the program19. The effect size observed (η2 = 
0.079) reflects a subtle but important improvement 
in the applied contexts. It also underlines the need 
to optimise certain training strategies to amplify this 
impact.

The variations observed in the “adherence 
compatible with MI”, with an initial rise followed by 
a drop, may be linked to a more critical perception 
of the skills acquired as the training progressed. As 
the participants went deeper into the principles of MI, 
they may have started to recognise limitations that 
they had not seen before, which would have an effect 
on their self-assessment20. This phenomenon is far 
from being a negative indicator and in fact highlights 
the need to include consolidation and backup modules 
in the final stage of the program to ensure that learning 
continues on a long-term basis.

The most solid and consistent finding in this 
study was the progressive and significant reduction 
of “adherence incompatible with MI”, a key aspect 
in training with this approach. This result reinforces 
the effectiveness of the program in eliminating 
confrontational and managerial practices, which 
are contrary to the principles of MI and constitute 
significant barriers to change in prison contexts21. 

The reduction was significant between moment 1 
and the other two, and the additional analyses show 

Table 2. Descriptive statistics and results analysis with effect size and observed power.

Dimension Moment 1 
(average ± 
SD*)

Moment 2 
(average ± 
SD)

Moment 3 
(average ± 
SD)

F P value Effect size 
(partial η²)

Observed 
power 

Friedman 
χ2  test

P value 

Competency 
compatible 
with MI†

4.41 ± 0.77 4.54 ± 0.85 4.84 ± 0.93 2.068 0.138 0.079 0.405 9.621 0.008

Competency 
incompatible 
with MI 

4.01 ± 0.94 4.18 ± 1.09 4.83 ± 1.16 4.883 0.012 0.169 0.779 9.711 0.008

Adherence 
compatible 
with MI 

3.34 ± 0.47 3.94 ± 0.94 3.12 ± 1.03 8.721 <0.001 0.267 0.961 9.939 0.007

Adherence 
incompatible 
with MI 

4.65 ± 0.79 3.90 ± 1.12 3.53 ± 0.81 13.501 <0.001 0.360 0.990 20.796 <0.001

Note.  *SD: standard deviation; †MI: motivational interviewing.
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that this dimension presented more solid results, with 
a considerable effect size (η2 = 0.360) and an observed 
power of 0.990. This reinforces the positive impact of 
the program in a professional practice and in creating 
a collaborative and respectful setting.

The findings of this study match those in previous 
research that highlight the positive impact of MI 
training in prison contexts. For example, Walters et 
al. reported similar improvements in the capacity of 
professionals to avoid practices incompatible with 
MI, which significantly reduces resistance to change 
amongst the persons supervised. 

Likewise, Lundahl & Burke underlined the fact 
that MI training programs are especially effective 
for improving the quality of interactions between 
professionals and inmates, thus reinforcing the 
importance of this approach in prison settings18.

Although the study included men and women, 
a comparative analysis of these groups was not 
considered a sound idea, due to the small sample size 
and the unequal distribution (16 women and 9 men). 
This decision was made to ensure that the results 
obtained were reliable and to avoid potentially biased 

conclusions. Future research could address these 
differences with more balanced and representative 
samples.

This study provided valuable evidence on the 
effectiveness of MI training for prison professionals. 
The reduction of “adherence incompatible with 
MI” emerged as the most important achievement, 
underlining the value of the program in improving 
professional practices. However, the fluctuations in 
“adherence compatible with EM” and the limited 
improvement in “competency compatible with MI” 
point to the need for adjustments in the final phases 
of the program. Adaptations that include practical 
reinforcement and objective assessments may 
maximise the benefits of the program, ensuring that 
learning is consolidated and translated into sustainable 
changes in professional practice.

There are limitations that should be considered 
when interpreting the results. The reduced size 
of the sample and the absence of a control group 
impose restrictions on any generalised conclusions 
that could be drawn from the findings, which is a 
common difficulty in prison settings. However, these 

Figure 1. Evolution of dimensions evaluated in the training program.

EM: motivational interviewing.
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limitations were to some extent ameliorated by the use 
of ANOVA with repeated measures and the Friedman 
test, which permitted a more complete assessment 
of the longitudinal changes in the key dimensions. 
Furthermore, the calculations of the effect size and 
statistical power increased the robustness of the 
results, to offer a more precise interpretation of the 
magnitude of the changes observed.

At the same time, the dependence on self-
assessments may introduce biases into the evaluated 
perceptions of “competency” and “adherence”. 
However, in a prison setting, where external 
supervision is difficult to implement due to 
restrictions imposed by resources and logistics, these 
tools represent a practical and adequate alternative 
for measuring the impact of training, especially when 
they are combined with statistical methods that 
control individual variability.

Taking the findings of this study as a basis, future 
research and training programs should consider 
adjustments that enable results to be optimised. 
One key improvement would be to segment the 
participants according to their initial levels, to 
ensure that the training is adapted to their specific 
needs and to maximise effectiveness. In this regard, 
it would be interesting to extend the training in MI 
to professionals in the healthcare sector in the prison 
setting. Given their vital role in adherence to medical 
treatment and in interventions with inmates with 
chronic diseases and dual disorders, including medical 
and nursing personnel in specific training programs 
would enable the impact of MI in the clinical and 
healthcare contexts to be optimised.

Likewise, the inclusion of advanced technologies 
would enable fidelity to the principles of MI to be 
assessed and supervised, while micro-skills acquisition 
could also be optimised. Finally, the exploration 
of metacognitive approaches could strengthen 
self-regulation in learning, helping participants to 
reflect on their progress and adjust their practices to 
consolidate their learning in the long-term.

By way of conclusion, this study offers valuable 
evidence on the effectiveness of MI training 
for prison professionals. The reduction of the 
“adherence incompatible with MI” emerges as the 
most importance achievement, underlining the 
value of the program in improving professional 
practices. However, the fluctuations in “adherence 
compatible with MI” and the limited improvement 
in “competency compatible with MI” indicate a need 
for adjustments in the final states of the program. 
Adaptations that include practical reinforcement and 
objective assessments may maximise the benefits of 

the program by ensuring that learning is consolidated 
and translated into sustainable changes in professional 
practice.
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