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Abstract

The Risk-Need-Responsivity (RNR) model provides an empirically validated approach for reducing 
risk and lowering recidivism. Through considerable research over time, the first two principles of 

Risk and Need have been well developed and expanded. The third core principle of Responsivity has 
been overlooked and has lagged behind, even though it encompasses offender engagement and 

motivation. The good news for correctional treatment is the focus on the responsivity principle has 
been increasing—and expanding. Understanding the value of engagement and motivation has sparked 
an expansion of specific responsivity to include the provider-offender relationship. Numerous studies 

on this relationship find the best reductions in recidivism come from blending control and alliance 
to establish a synthetic or hybrid approach—one that calls supervision staff to establish a “dual 

relationship.” This paper will point out the RNR model authors’ endorsements and recommendations 
for the use of Motivational Interviewing (MI) in correctional settings. MI’s ability to increase 

an offender’s readiness to change while offering direct practice methods for establishing dual 
relationships are explored. That MI represents the largest share of what the responsivity principle 

seeks to accomplish has led MI to be labeled a “natural fit” for community corrections. Several 
benefits that MI offers the rehabilitation process are detailed.
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The Risk-Need-Responsivity (RNR) Model
The Risk-Need-Responsivity model (Bonta & Andrews, 2017) is currently the premier approach in 
offender rehabilitation, providing empirically validated methods for reducing recidivism.  Willis and 
Ward (2013) state, “Inherent in this model is the supposition that offenders are bearers of risk for 
recidivism, and the primary aim of offender rehabilitation is to reduce this recidivism risk through 
adherence to the RNR principles” (p. 305). A brief description of the three “core principles” of the Risk-
Need-Responsivity (RNR) model include:

1.  Risk Principle. 
Risk assessment tools are used to determine a person’s level of risk for reoffending so that the 
dosage or intensity of treatment can be favorably matched to them. (Known as determining the 
“who” should be assigned to this continuum/intensity of services.) If an offender’s assessment 
of risk is low, they might need little or no treatment. But if the assessment classifies them as 
high risk, then research suggests an increase in programming. These assessments of risk use a 
spectrum of low, medium and high to suggest the necessary level of treatment response—all 
to reduce or eliminate future criminal activities.

2.  Need Principle. 
Treatment goals should be focused on criminogenic needs, or those offender situations that 
are functionally related to criminal behavior. (Known as the “what” for issues to be targeted 
or worked on.)  What offenders “need” to work on are causal issues that have been shown 
to influence reoffending. These are “dynamic risk factors” that are changeable, for example, 
negative peer associations and substance abuse —as opposed to static factors that are fixed 
(and cannot be changed), such as criminal record, family history or age.  
 
3.  Responsivity Principle.
This principle suggests we base programs and services on what will effect change for the 
individual in front of you. (Known as the “how” to design and deliver services that will sync to 
the individual, including relationships, motivations and styles of learning). This involves the 
actual delivery of services to maximize their efficacy. 

While the RNR model has expanded its list of principles, these three RNR principles remain at the 
“core.” There has been extensive outcome research, showing a reduction in recidivism, that leads the 
model originators (Andrews, Bonta & Wormith, 2011) to sum-up, “With respect to offender treatment, 
interventions that adhere to the RNR principles are associated with significant reductions in 
recidivism, whereas treatments that fail to follow the principles yield minimal reductions in recidivism 
and, in some cases, even increase recidivism” (p. 736).  

In light of the important gains made with this model, it was encouraging that the model originators 
conceded their RNR approach was neither finished nor perfected, inviting investigation and critique. 
This article seeks to explore the third principle of responsivity and will expand on previous calls by 
the model’s authors to use Motivational Interviewing to better empower the RNR model.
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Responsivity – “Missing in Action” (MIA)?
The responsivity principle suggests that programming should be tailored to the strengths, abilities, 
motivation and the learning styles of individuals.  Yet of RNR’s three core principles, it is responsivity 
that has been relatively passed over, being labeled the “neglected R” (Duwe & Kim, 2018) and also 
called an “afterthought” (Taylor, 2016). Even the model developers acknowledge the research into 
responsivity has been lacking—Bourgon & Bonta (2014) calling responsivity the “poor cousin” to 
risk and need. Don Andrews (2011) noted the “lack of evidence” regarding specific responsivity to be a 
weakness in the RNR approach. Duwe & Kim (2018) continue by warning that without a true focus on 
all three principles, fidelity can tumble and outcomes can suffer. 

To better explain responsivity, the RNR model breaks this principle into two categories:

General responsivity, is how we respond at the program level. This category suggests staff 
should deliver treatment services for the individual using relevant models that effects change. 
RNR suggests cognitive-behavioral techniques (CBT), as the effectiveness of this model of 
intervention with offenders has been demonstrated in  a number of meta-analytic reviews 
(Bourgon & Bonta, 2014). 

Specific responsivity, is how we respond at the individual level. When the model was first 
launched, this category was focused on the offender, attentive to issues of offender motivation 
for treatment, gender, ethnicity, and race. However, more current investigations have 
expanded this principle to also look at provider characteristics as well as the provider-offender 
relationship. Responsivity now considers what engenders high quality relationships while it 
seeks to create an optimal learning environment with engagement and motivation. 

There is good news—the neglect that responsivity suffered is changing.  Understanding the value 
of engagement and motivation has sparked an expansion of specific responsivity to examine the 
provider-offender relationship (Skeem et al., 2007; Viglione, 2017; Grattet, et al., 2018). I have stated 
before, “Even the best approaches will fail if the offender is disinterested and does not want to 
participate.  Start with client engagement, or forget starting at all” (Stinson & Clark, 2017, p. 6).   
Considering the volume of findings for how a quality relationship can lend to a reduction in recidivism, 
this adage seems to resonate with many across the field. Increasing responsivity, accessing the 
“how to’s” for developing quality relationships and building “buy-in” is the venue of Motivational 
Interviewing. 

MI Syncs with the RNR Model
Models of direct practice are both technical and relational. In the drive to build effective approaches, 
models can concentrate too much on strategies and techniques and the relational aspects can be left 
wanting.  Speaking to this issue, Austin et al., (2011) states, “The reconceptualization of motivation 
as an interpersonal process and the correctional principle of responsivity have fueled interest in 
motivational interventions, particularly Motivational Interviewing as an intervention method for 
offenders” (p. 55). The RNR model authors have displayed a keen interest for MI and recommend its 
use.  These endorsements are both numerous and compelling: 
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•  “We are very encouraged by the advancement of Motivational Interviewing (MI; Miller & 
Rollnick, 1991, 2002) over the past decade and its application to correctional clientele. Its 
techniques are very applicable to RNR-based interventions. Some RNR training programs have 
incorporated MI for years…” (Andrews, Bonta & Wormith, 2011, p. 743).

•  The successful implementation of MI skills, techniques and spirit creates an “environment” 
that increases treatment engagement. There is also supporting evidence that MI enhances 
learning that takes place during treatment (Bourgon & Bonta, 2014). 

•  The Good Lives Model reminds proponents of RNR to renew their efforts to address issues of 
… relationship skills, client input, consumer satisfaction, advocacy, brokerage, and Motivational 
Interviewing [emphasis added] (Andrews, Bonta & Wormith, 2011, p. 751).

•  The effectiveness of interventions is enhanced when delivered by staff with high quality 
relationship skills in combination with high quality structuring skills… Motivational 
Interviewing skills include both relationship and structuring aspects of effective practice 
(Andrews, 2011). 

•  MI is about creating a “responsive” environment to enhance treatment engagement 
behaviors… There is ample empirical work on MI demonstrating that MI does enhance 
treatment engagement with non-offenders and offenders (Bourgon & Bonta, 2014).

•  What we like about MI is that it is prescriptive about what to do to create an optimal learning 
environment, specifying the helpers behaviors and informing them of what to do and how to do 
it while interacting with the client (Bourgon & Bonta, 2014).

It would seem the road to risk reduction runs through responsivity, and responsivity can be 
empowered by MI. Why Motivational Interviewing? What is it about MI that brings such attention and 
approval from the proponents of RNR and the rehabilitation field in general? 

What Is Motivational Interviewing?
Motivational Interviewing (MI) has spread rapidly across the field of Corrections since  William R. 
Miller initially presented it as an alternative to working with problem drinkers—particularly those 
individuals who may have been perceived as being resistant or in denial (Miller, 1983). MI is known as a 
way of communicating with people to help them find their own reasons for change (Miller & Rollnick, 
1991; 2002; 2013).  

Even though it started in the field of addictions, MI has since widened its reach, becoming a favored 
approach for use with populations in a variety of settings (Burke, Arkowitz, & Dunn, 2002), including 
criminal justice agencies (Birgden, 2004; McMurran, 2009; Farrall, 2002), probation and parole (Clark, 
2005; Clark, 2006; Walters, Clark, Gingerich, & Meltzer, 2007), reentry (Stinson & Clark, 2017) and 
corrections/prisons (Clark, 2013; Stinson & Clark, 2017; Forsberg, et al., 2011; Antiss, Polaschek & 
Wilson, 2011).  The tremendous growth of this approach in criminology is due, in part, to a drive to 
move beyond a sole focus on compliance and supervision to engage in the “business of behavior 
change” (Clark, 2006).  
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MI is not a specialty skill reserved only for professional counselors. It is quite general and fundamental 
to how you listen, support, and communicate with a guiding style. In corrections, it is used by 
probation and parole officers as well as prison staff working inside facilities.  The main goal of MI is to 
enhance intrinsic motivation for change. There are several steps to increasing an offender’s readiness 
to change.  

The first step focuses on engagement and establishing a good working alliance. You work to become 
a person to trust by extending warmth and working hard to understand their point of view. Building 
this type of relationship does not mean you indulge or condone, it simply means you treat them as 
a whole person who is worthy of respect. You realize that “all change is self-change” and nothing 
much is going to happen if one disregards the relationship.  Ward & Maruna (2007) were quick to 
forward this idea, “…all forms of rehabilitation require the active acceptance and willing participation 
of intervention participants in order to work” (pp. 17-18). 

The second step involves negotiating ambivalence. The MI approach believes the vast majority 
of offenders enter our correctional system feeling two ways about their problem behavior(s). 
Ambivalence occurs when the offender has equal pressure between wanting to change and wanting to 
stay the same. There are two sides to the argument which may be felt by the offender as a tug-of-war. 
Exercising pressure or giving advice to resolve ambivalence is unlikely to result in successful behavior 
change. The core of MI approach is the use of a guiding style to navigate this ambivalence towards 
healthy change.  

Discrepancy is the next step to help navigate and resolve this ambivalence. Here, the officer helps 
the offender to reflect on their current situation—being under supervision, being incarcerated or 
hospitalized, or subject to the orders of one or more agencies—where the goal is for the person to 
see a future that is somehow different, as well as desired. This involves listening for and evoking the 
person’s values, and to explore how their current behavior fits (or more importantly, does not fit) 
within the context of their deeply-held values. When you understand what people value, you’re in 
touch with what motivates them. What MI wants is to facilitate a confrontation within the offender—
between their values and their actual behavior. Discrepancy creates an “appetite for change” when 
there is a gap, or disconnect, between their values and actions. The most effective confrontation lies 
within the offender, not between the officer and offender. The client’s own internal dilemma provides 
the momentum needed for the breaking-free and movement to begin one’s readiness to change.

The Benefits of Motivational Interviewing for the RNR Model                                          
There are many advantages when the RNR model employs MI.  A listing of several benefits include: 

1.	 MI is complementary to both the RNR model and Cognitive Behavioral Treatment 
2.	 MI empowers the principle of responsivity.
3.	 MI assists the dual-role relationship.
4.	 MI can stand the heat. It has effective methods for probationers/parolees who are reluctant or 

resistant.  
5.	 MI is suited for busy caseloads. It can make an impact in brief interventions - even single 

sessions or within compressed time frames.
6.	 MI crosses cultures well.
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7.	 MI is learnable and has safe and responsible procedures for the pandemic-distancing era.

Benefit #1: MI is complementary to the RNR model and Cognitive Behavioral Treatment. 
Research finds MI to be complementary to other evidence-based practices (EBP). That is, studies 
found that when MI is added to another evidence-based practice, both become more effective - and the 
effect size is sustained over a longer period of time (Miller, 2018). Combining MI with an RNR approach 
is more effective for two reasons: first, with MI in place, offenders are more responsive to participate, 
and second, they are more likely to complete what is intended by the tandem EBP treatment. MI has 
been studied as a prelude to treatment but many in corrections view it as a “base” approach (a “way of 
being”) to be used throughout initial offender contact, assessment and ongoing programming (Stinson 
& Clark, 2017).  

This complimentary help also extends to Cognitive Behavioral Treatment (CBT). Polaschek (2011) 
states that CBT rehabilitation programs have little capacity to respond to differences in client 
readiness and are often positioned for offenders who walk in prepared to engage with what the 
program offers, ready to begin change almost immediately. This idea is echoed by Arkowitz and 
Westra (2004) who find CBT does not formally address ambivalence about change, which prompts a 
recommendation that MI be used to enhance the readiness to change and prepare clients for effective 
utilization of CBT.  

Benefit #2: MI Empowers the Principle of Responsivity.                                                                                            
Conditions that give power to offender treatment are well-known; engagement, intrinsic motivation 
(values, needs, wants, confidence), responsivity, readiness for change and readiness for treatment. 
These conditions are the yields of MI practice. A new study conducted with offenders noted that 
motivation is central to responsiveness and that attitudes towards treatment influenced behavioral 
outcomes, including disciplinary infractions and future criminal behavior (Lester, 2020).  Without 
motivation and the buy-in from those meant to participate in programming, participation is mere 
wishful thinking.  

Motivation and buy-in are better captured by terms that originate from stage models. The Stages 
of Change Model (Prochaska, DiClimente & Norcross, 1992) also called the Transtheoretical Model 
(TTM) list five stages that includes; precontemplation, contemplation, preparation, action and 
maintenance. The six pre-treatment stages of change (De Leon, 1996) includes, denial, ambivalence, 
extrinsic motivation, intrinsic motivation, readiness for change, and treatment readiness. Czuchry, Sia 
and Dansereau (2006), in an article entitled, “Improving Early Engagement and Treatment Readiness 
of Probationers” adds more specificity by noting, “Research on motivating clients has rightfully 
focused on the early stages of  precontemplation and contemplation (considered more globally as 
readiness for change) and contemplation to preparation and action stages (considered more globally 
as treatment readiness)” (p. 57). 

It is important to note that readiness for change and particularly readiness for treatment have both 
been shown to reliably predict treatment effectiveness (Czuchry, et al., 2006). This phrase “readiness 
to change” is so deeply aligned with MI that it’s often used to characterize one of the outcomes that 
Motivational Interviewing strives for (Clark, 2005; Clark, 2019; Grimolizzi-Jensen, 2018; Zalmanowitz, 
et al., 2013). That MI represents the largest share of what this responsivity principle seeks to 
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accomplish has led to MI being labeled a “natural fit” for corrections (Iarussi & Powers, 2018).

Benefit #3: MI Assists the Dual-Role Relationship. 				          
Punishment or rehabilitation. Law enforcement or social work. Hard or soft. There is no intent to 
provoke a polarized debate. This dualism has grown stale, as research now points to a combination—
or a best mix—of these opposing values.  What is recommended is a middle ground which represents 
a “Goldilocks principle” of “just the right amount” of both control and a working alliance (Clark, 
in press).  This blend of control and connections has been found to be predictive of success on 
supervision. (Lovins et al, 2018).  Descriptions from research are plentiful:  

•	 The “synthetic” officer – surveillance and rehabilitation to establish a “working alliance”                
(Polaschek, 2016; Viglione, 2017; Skeem & Manchak, 2008; Klockars, 1972)

•	 Firm, fair and caring–respectful, valuing of personal autonomy (Kennealy et al., 2012) 
•	 “Hybrid” or “synthetic” approach to probation, combining a strong emphasis of both social work 

and law enforcement. (Grattet, Nguyen, Bird and Goss, 2018)
•	 Motivational communication strategies and Motivational Interviewing (Viglione, Rudes and 

Taxman, 2017)
•	 Open, warm, enthusiastic communication, mutual respect (Dowden & Andrews, 2004)
•	 Blending care with control through a “dual relationship” (Skeem, Lounden, Polaschek and Camp, 

2007)

This call for a dual relationship raises a “good news” / “bad news” contrast. The good news is that 
multiple studies find the quality of the officer-offender relationship predicts success on supervision 
and determines whether programs actually reduce new crimes (Keannealy, et al, 2012; Lovins, et 
al., 2018). The bad news is that many researchers worry about the difficulty that line-officers will 
encounter in balancing the dual roles of law enforcement with alliance (Paparozzi & Guy, 2018; Skeem, 
et al., 2017; Kennealy, et al., 2012). 

Here lies another reason that MI has been called a “natural fit” for corrections—MI offers the “how 
to’s” for negotiating this blending of control with a working alliance. These relational skills emerge 
from the MI community—informing supervising officers how to carry out these dual roles.  The 
methods and strategies are available and within reach for probation and parole staff who seek to 
negotiate control with alliance. Consider the titles of various subsections in a new publication that 
focuses on the application of MI to community corrections (Stinson & Clark, 2017):

•	 Addressing Violations and Sanctions 
•	 Explaining the Dual Role
•	 When Goals Don’t Match—Clarifying your role
•	 Adherence to Core Correctional Practices 
•	 Muscle vs. meekness	
•	 Understanding control vs. influence 
•	 “Power with” vs. “force over” to facilitate change

Here is a “deep-dive” into negotiating this dual role.  Administrators and researchers alike have found 
that Motivational Interviewing can transform mechanical and depersonalized offender models and 
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add important core counselling skills, realizing all the while that offender engagement is a critical 
first-step. As a result, some of the most widely accepted RNR programs within the last decade, EPICS, 
STARR and The Carey Guides, have all recommended and/or taught Motivational Interviewing as 
an important component to better facilitate a climate of behavior change (e.g., EPICS, University of 
Cincinnati Correctional Institute; STARR, Robinson, Vanbenschoten, Alexander and Lowenkamp, 2011; 
see Gliecher, Manchek and Cullen, 2013, The Carey Guides, Carey & Carter, 2019). Note that the Carey 
Guides trains MI and refers to it as “…a communication style that provides the groundwork for the 
professional alliance [emphasis added] that is so critical to helping offenders address skill deficits and 
implement risk reduction strategies” (Cary & Carter, 2019). 

Learning the dual relationship with the help of MI does not mean the removal of consequences that 
the court has already assessed, nor do they suggest suspending future penalties for non-compliance 
or re-offending.   In some way, contingent problems, penalties, or simple hassles can certainly increase 
discrepancy.  It is not, however, the officer’s role to create problems in order to foster change.  It 
is likely that these contingencies are already in place.  MI seeks to change the behavior that led 
to punishment: not to work hard to inflict further punishment.  MI teaches officers they can carry 
through with consequences while still keeping a working alliance. 

Benefit #4: MI can stand the heat. It has effective methods for probationers/parolees who are 
reluctant or resistant.  
Would it be helpful for community correction departments to know that Motivational Interviewing 
was originally developed for those who are more resistant, angry or reluctant to change (Stinson & 
Clark, 2017)?  MI has been found to be a particularly effective approach for working with people who 
are angry and defensive at first contact (Miller & Rollnick, 2013).  

How about the complexity of dual diagnosis where a new supervisee may enter a community 
corrections department with both a mental health disorder and a substance use disorder? Results 
from a 2018 study indicated that MI was associated with increased self-efficacy and treatment 
completion of dually diagnosed clients (Moore, Flamez & Szirony, 2018). Now add the heat of post-
traumatic stress disorders (PTSD). Studies have shown that people with a higher reactance level have 
a better response to MI than more directive styles (Miller & Rollnick, 2013). The term “reactance” can 
mean oversensitive, touchy or even volatile. Consider how defendants entering community correction 
caseloads might suffer from PTSD and these elevated reactance levels so prevalent to this condition. 
Research from the field of trauma-informed work sites, “MI enables service providers to carry out the 
intentions and goals of trauma-informed practice” (Anonymous, 2010).

Another issue about MI being able to “stand the heat” is to convey to community corrections that 
there is simply a limit to coercion. Research is clear that approaches which favor confrontation or 
pressured compliance, fail to produce lasting and meaningful change (Walters, et. al., 2007).  Even in 
the most extreme situations, new research finds the application of MI has proved helpful.  Research  
has found that neither torture (O’Mara, 2017) nor other aggressive interrogation methods (Alison, et 
al., 2014) are as successful as interventions based on development of a working alliance.. MI has also 
recently been applied to counter-terrorism policing and deradicalization efforts (Clark, 2019) as well as 
improving interrogation techniques with detainees (Surmon-Böhr, et al., 2020). Ramping up coercion 
and toughness is paradoxical—the more you do it, the worse it gets.    
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Benefit #5:  MI is suited for busy caseloads. It can make an impact in brief interventions—even 
single sessions or within compressed time frames.
MI has been designated as an evidence-based practice for increasing both engagement and retention 
in treatment (NREPP, 2013). This type of engagement is as rapid as it is durable. MI has been called an 
“effective tool” for use within compressed time frames (Forman & Moyers, 2019). Multiple randomized 
clinical trials have shown reliable outcomes when used in just a single session (McCambridge 
& Strang, 2004; Diskin & Hodgins, 2009). A multisite effectiveness study found that participants 
who received a single-session of MI had significantly better retention in outpatient substance use 
treatment at 28 days when compared with controls (Carroll, Sheehan & Hyland, 2001).	

Many trainees ask the question, “But, I have a large caseload—can I ‘do’ MI in 5 minutes?” I answer 
this question with a rebound, “Can you ruin motivation in 5 minutes?” Of course you can. Little time to 
intervene means little room for error. Training in MI can improve the likelihood that short interactions 
will prove helpful. You can confront and try to work through the ensuing tangle of arguments or 
excuses, or you can use a guiding style to move more efficiently to productive conversations. Miller 
& Rollnick (2013) were the first to position this idea, “Perhaps the underlying question is whether 
it is possible to make a difference with a few minutes of MI.  Not only is it possible, but if you have 
only a few minutes to discuss behavior change, MI is likely to be more effective than finger-wagging 
warnings” (p. 343).	

Benefit #6: MI crosses cultures well.                                                                                      
Some treatments do not cross cultures well—yet MI does. The great benefit from its use with 
minorities is the effect size of MI is doubled when used with minority clients.  This was determined 
by 11 controlled clinical trials examining the cross-cultural applications of MI (Miller, 2019).  A finding 
from one meta-analysis is significant. Hettema, Steele & Miller (2005) published a meta-analysis of 
72 studies, 37 of which looked at racial/ethnic composition. These researchers found the effects of MI 
were significantly larger for minority samples. 

So why does MI work better cross-culturally – especially when one would hope for “no difference” 
between differing ethnic or cultural groups? William Miller, co-originator of this approach, offered 
a narrative that is thought-provoking: “MI seems to be particularly useful with people who are least 
respected. It is for people who are the most marginalized and who are the most despised and rejected 
members of our society. If you’re a minority member, you may not be familiar with being treated 
respectfully” (Miller, 2018). 

Benefit #7: MI is learnable and has safe and responsible procedures for the pandemic-distancing 
era.
A helpful research finding is that one’s ability to learn MI is not contingent on experience, education or 
professional field. You don’t have to have years of seniority or advanced degrees (Miller, et al., 2013).  
MI is now being taught and practiced in over 54 languages and literally spans the globe. Here in the 
United States it’s been taught, in varying degrees, to courts, prisons, drug courts and community 
corrections groups, in all 50 states (Clark, 2018).  A considerable number of Department of Corrections 
(DOC’s), across multiple states, have implemented MI to the point of utilizing training-of-trainers 
sessions to enable “in-house” sustainability (Clark, 2020). 
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This approach also has well-established fidelity measures to determine if this practice is being used 
correctly by officers in the field (competency) and to what quality and extent (proficiency). Miller & 
Rollnick (2013) found that even when trainee’s couldn’t reach competency levels, it often was enough 
for them to stop using several confrontive or overly-directive responses that damage relationships — 
an indirect benefit even when attaining high competency levels proves elusive (p. 381). 

The Covid-19 pandemic (Carlos, 2020) has sent training environments into flux and seemingly stalled 
learning initiatives. Many management teams easily embrace technology and internet-based learning 
options, while others have been reluctant and seem only to trust on-site classroom training (Clark, 
2020). Consider that empirical comparisons of classroom and distance learning often find that both 
modalities enjoy similar rates of learning, and both can be equally motivating (e.g., Bernard et al., 
2004; Clark, Bewley, & O’Neil, 2006).  Anyone can readily recall an in-person (onsite) training that was 
painfully boring, or held little value.  The same can be said for internet-based distance education.  If 
there are differences in learning outcomes, the discrepancies can be traced to engagement with the 
audience and accuracy of the content—not the medium used to deliver the instruction. In simple 
terms, it’s not the medium that carries the message, it’s the way the message is crafted (Clark, 1994, 
1999; Clark & Mayer, 2007; Mayer, 2005). 

MI is well-suited to respond to the changes in training mediums by way of options for safe and 
responsible internet-based training. The MI field has extensive “on-demand” web-courses, where 
the course work is followed by using skill-building resources to convene small groups via web-
conferencing tools. The web courses allow learning transfer and small group meetings enable 
skill-building. Webinars and web-coaching are readily available for sustainability and continued skill 
building. 

Concluding Thoughts                                                                                                                    
It was no accident that MI moved into the field of criminology after several decades of muscle and 
punishment which only made things worse. This left offender service programs overwhelmed by 
roadblocks that many now realize were self-imposed (Bogue, et al., 2004; McMurran, 2002).  There 
are over one thousand research studies demonstrating that positive relationships are one of the 
strongest and most consistent predictors of outcomes across human service approaches (Orlinsky, 
Ronnestad  & Willutzki, 2004).  Holding fast to the idea that offender work is any different is simply 
being resistant to change oneself. Thankfully, new correctional research is starting to investigate the 
working alliance between officer and offender. The benefits already attributed to MI are cause for 
optimism (Polascheck, 2016). 

One point of confluence is offered: “No matter what population you work with, the mechanisms that 
propel behavior change remain the same. This is the reason that Motivational Interviewing has such 
broad applicability to such seemingly different groups.” (Stinson & Clark. 2017, p. 241). MI seems to 
take hold in systems that have relied too heavily on the “killer D’s” of degrading, directing, demanding 
and domination.

For cynics to say that MI cannot work within probation and parole—after it has been shown to work 
even in extremely challenging situations such as in improving interrogation outcomes with terrorists 
labelled “high-value detainees” (Clark, 2019)—is simply to render the field “terminally unique.” MI 
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can offer the know-how and techniques for probation and parole to deliver services with a non-
adversarial, non-punitive approach. When problems do occur (and they will), they can be addressed by 
using “intelligent flexibility” (Gunnison & Helfgott, 2013) rather than pushing for revocation upon first 
breach. Strategies for line staff, to be used during stressful situations when breaks or noncompliance 
occur, are important options for reducing violations and revocations. Stop them before they start, 
or negotiate them in more effective ways when consequences become necessary. This approach 
demonstrates the working alliance does not have to be abandoned when the road gets rough. MI has 
been a leader in developing and delivering non-coercive methods to increase the readiness to change 
across several decades. MI reminds us that while you may not be responsible for the offender’s 
starting point, you have considerable influence over what happens next.  
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