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Stages of Change 

Summary/Conclusions 

The researchers used a meta-
analysis to determine if the stages 
of change (pre-contemplation, con-
templation, preparation, action, 
and maintenance) predicted treat-
ment outcomes and if matching the 
stage of change with the correct 
treatment improved treatment out-
comes. The authors analyzed 39 
studies that reported results from 
behavioral/psychological treatment  
provided by mental health profes-
sionals. Although the meta-
analysis found that the pre-
treatment stage of change was 
predictive of treatment outcome, 
there were not enough studies in 
the analysis to  determine the ef-
fect of matching stage of change 
with treatment. 

Caveat: The information presented here is 

intended to summarize and inform readers 
of research and information relevant to 
probation work. It can provide a framework 
for carrying out the business of probation as 
well as suggestions for practical application 
of the material. While it may, in some in-
stances, lead to further exploration and 
result in future decisions, it is not intended 
to prescribe policy and is not necessarily 
conclusive in its findings. Some of its limita-
tions are described above.  

The researchers in this study explored  
two questions: 1. Does a client’s stage 
of change predict their treatment out-
come? and 2. Does matching the stage 
of change to the intervention improve 
outcomes? 
 
The authors reviewed the literature to 
find studies that included clients with a 
DSM III or IV diagnosis for whom results 
were reported for behavioral/psycho-    
logical treatment, provided by mental 
health professionals.  The studies had 
to include a measure of the client’s 
stage of change.  Of the 1,686 refer-
ences, they found 39 studies that met 
the inclusion criteria. 
 
Meta-analyses results indicated that the 
pre-treatment stages of change “reliably 
predict outcomes in psychotherapy.  
That is, the amount of progress clients 
make during treatment tends to be a 
function of their pretreatment stage of 
change.”  As a result, pre-contemplators 
have the highest rate of treatment fail-
ure, while those in the action stage have 
a greater degree of success.  For exam-
ple, a client who can move out of pre-
contemplation almost doubles his 
chance of taking action in the next six 
months, than if he remains in this initial 
stage. 
 
The researchers were unable to answer 
their second question, as they were un-
able to find a sufficient number of stud-
ies that investigated the results of 
matching interventions to stages of 
change. However, individual study re-
sults did indicate the efficacy of treat-
ment matching. For example, pre-
contemplators benefit from interventions 

that increase ambivalence, while clients 
in the preparation stage may benefit 
from a CBT referral.  
 

Practical Applications 

 

√ Assess clients’ stages of change via 

the URICA, the SOCRATES, or 
asking, “Would you say you aren’t 
ready to change in the next 6 
months (pre-contemplation), think-
ing about changing in the next six 
months (contemplation), thinking 
about changing in the next month 
(preparation) or have you already 
made progress (action)?” 

√ Use MI skills to increase ambiva-

lence for pre-contemplators. 
√ Beware that most clients are not in 

the action stage and making a refer-
ral for a pre-contemplator may in-
crease resistance. 

√ For unmotivated clients, it may be 

helpful to set goals of moving from 
pre-contemplation to contemplation 
before making treatment referrals. 

√ When resistance arises, consider 

the origin-is the client really being 
difficult or are you mismatching your 
approach with the client’s level of 
motivation? 

√ Consider varying your role to match 

the stage of change. The study au-
thors recommend taking a nurturing 
parent role with pre-contemplators, 
a teacher role with contemplators, a 
coaching role with those in action, 
and a consultant role with those in 
maintenance. 

√ Anticipate and plan for relapse. Cli-

ents may need to recycle through 
the stages before achieving long-
term behavior change. 
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Being Responsive to Client Motivation 

Limitations of Information 

As with all meta-analyses, the 
strength of the results are based 
on several studies which vary in 
quality and rigor.  Thirteen of the 
39 studies used in this meta-
analysis were random controlled 
trials, and the rest were pre-post 
design. The participants in the 
studies received behavioral or psy-
chological treatment and had a 
DSM diagnosis.  Direct compari-
sons to the probation population 
should be done with caution. 
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