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Through analysis of video data from the REPROVIDE Pilot (Cramer et al, 2024b) – a 23-week 
domestic abuse perpetrator programme (DAPP) for men – this article identifies discomfort as a 
pedagogical strategy for behaviour change group work. Discomfort as pedagogical strategy has been 
advanced in and through anti-racist pedagogy (Zembylas, 2015) but has not been brought to bear 
on perpetrator work, where the focus has tended to be on ‘resistance to treatment’ (Levesque et al, 
2008), a framing which itself may set up an unhelpful opposition between ‘client’ and ‘therapist’ 
(Jenkins, 1990). In this article we argue that a degree of psychological discomfort is a necessary 
component in transformative learning and thus in behaviour change, however, as we demonstrate 
empirically, discomfort is not always embraced. Men are sometimes ‘rescued’ from their discomfort, 
either by fellow participants or by facilitators before, it would seem, a transformative realisation is 
able to take hold. Yet not all discomfort is ‘good discomfort’ – that is, not all is a potential catalyst 
for the kind of transformation DAPPs seek to enable. Psychological discomfort may also precipitate 
withdrawal from programmes, and if not skilfully ‘held’ within the session, may heighten risk to 
victims. To elucidate these complexities this article offers a novel schematic for mapping types 
of psychological discomfort (from ‘conducive with’ to ‘challenging to’, the aims of the group 
programme) against responses to discomfort (from embracing to avoiding).
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Key messages
•	 Behaviour change necessarily involves a degree of psychological discomfort.
•	 Participant discomfort is sometimes avoided by participants and facilitators and this may 

impact negatively on the likelihood of transformative learning taking place.
•	 In order to maximise the chances of transformative learning, facilitators should be better 

trained at ‘holding’ participant discomfort safely.

To cite this article: Eisenstadt, N., Morgan, K., Newman, C., Iwi, K., Päivinen, H. and Cramer, H. (2025) 
Are you sitting comfortably? Discomfort as pedagogical strategy with perpetrators of domestic 

abuse, Journal of Gender-Based Violence, Early View, DOI: 10.1332/23986808Y2025D000000084

Introduction: a pedagogy of discomfort with abusive men

Group domestic abuse perpetrator programmes (DAPPs) seek to enable behaviour 
change through facilitated self-transformation. Through discursive practices of 
recognition and responsibility-taking, participants are invited by facilitators to 
co-create non-abusive modes of subjectivity – or forms of selfhood. Self-transformation, 
as anyone who has tried to break a habit will be painfully aware, is difficult: it necessarily 
involves a degree of discomfort. In this article, through analysis of video data from 
the REPROVIDE randomised controlled trial pilot study (Cramer et al, 2024b) – a 
23-week group DAPP for men – we identify discomfort as a pedagogical strategy for 
behaviour change work with men who are abusive in intimate relationships.

Discomfort as a pedagogical strategy has been explored and advanced in and through 
anti-oppressive and anti-racist education as the ‘pedagogy of discomfort’ (Boler, 1999; 
Kumashiro, 2002; Zembylas and McGlynn, 2012; Zembylas, 2015) and more recently, 
in the intersection of anti-racist education with contemplative pedagogy (Berila, 
2015; Zhao, 2020). Much of this work has sought to understand student (including 
adult learners’) ‘resistance’ to engaging with questions of privilege and oppression 
including ‘the emotions that often arise in the process of examining cherished beliefs 
and assumptions [and the] defensive anger, fear of change, and fears of losing our 
personal and cultural identities’ that arise in the social justice classroom (Boler, 1999).

Privileged subjects may thus experience significant discomfort when called to 
equality because this involves a relinquishing or sharing of power, material and 
social benefits and may destabilise a comforting self-view (for example, ‘I am not 
sexist/racist’) or world-view (for example, ‘we live in a meritocracy’) (DiAngelo, 
2011; Kimmel, 2013; Berila, 2015; DiMuccio and Knowles, 2020; Watt et al, 2021; 
Capelos et al, 2022). Likewise, the realisation of complicity in harm may precipitate 
feelings of guilt, shame, fear (of loss or negative peer judgement), pain in empathy 
and/or aggrieved entitlements (Kimmel, 2013). Men in treatment for being abusive 
to women may experience additional layers of shame and identity dissonance. As 
Hughes (2023) argues, while male violence towards women is tacitly legitimised by 
patriarchal norms, it simultaneously confers subordinate masculine status. ‘Hitting a 
woman’ is thus shameful for man and poses a form of ‘identity threat’. In the context 
of a DAPP, such threat is exacerbated by the engagement of the feminised practice 
of talking - and about feelings, being positioned as a learner (rather than knower), and 
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having to conform to particular rules of group participation (threatening the masculine 
ideal of pure autonomy) (Hughes, 2023).

To avoid such uncomfortable feelings, defensive strategies may be deployed, from 
denial, minimisation and blame (Smyth et al, 2023) to various forms of rationalisation, 
justification and distraction (Watt, 2007; Watt et al, 2021). As DiAngelo (2011) has 
argued in the sphere of anti-racist education, such defensiveness often functions to 
blame victims of harm and recentre the emotional safety and comfort of the privileged.

While educators may wish to avoid such responses in learners, within a pedagogy 
of discomfort, such responses are seen as an integral and unavoidable part of the 
learning process, as Zembylas and McGlynn explain,

[a] pedagogy of discomfort, as an educational approach, emphasises the 
need for educators and students alike to move outside their ‘comfort 
zones’. Pedagogically, this approach assumes that discomforting emotions 
play a constitutive role in challenging dominant beliefs, social habits and 
normative practices that sustain social inequities and in creating possibilities 
for individual and social transformation. (Zembylas and McGlynn, 2012)

Psychological discomfort then, is profoundly relevant to work with abusive men. 
Feminist psychoeducational approaches (which form a core component of dominant 
DAPP group work in the US and UK – including the DAPP on which this study is 
based), much like anti-oppressive education, are squarely oriented to eliciting men’s 
self-reflection on their own privilege and sense of entitlement in order to begin the 
work of building more equal relationships. This approach understands male violence 
as in-part emerging from, instantiating and supporting patriarchal and misogynistic 
masculinities: modes of male subjectivity that support (or fail to challenge) a social 
system in which men systematically hold greater power than women (patriarchy) and 
subscribes (consciously or unconsciously) to the belief that women are of less value 
than men. Violence, it is theorised, is allowed or even celebrated within this mode 
of ‘hegemonic’ or patriarchal masculinity as a demonstration of cherished values – 
dominance, strength and power – and as a legitimate response to the ‘withholding’ 
of certain benefits associated with being a man, like social recognition, elevated 
remuneration or entitlement to sex (Connell, 1987; Connell and Messerschmidt, 
2005; Hearn, 2012). Thus, the feminist psychoeducational approaches used in DAPP 
group work seek to challenge violence via the problematisation and reshaping of 
patriarchy-supportive masculinities.

For some men, this mode of patriarchy-supportive masculinity is central to their 
sense of self and world-view, so disrupting it is likely to elicit discomfort. Disruption 
may involve a retraining of expectations and the need to accept material and/or 
symbolic losses of power, status, entitlements and perceived benefits. More than this, 
challenging and/or reshaping this mode of self-identification may entail negative 
self re-evaluation (Levesque et al, 2008) or self-view dissonance as their current 
mode of subjectivity and associated behaviours are recoded as ‘bad’ or ‘in need of 
change’. If group facilitators are using motivational interviewing techniques (as is 
widely recommended for DAPP practice and forms a dimension of the programme 
studied here) cultivating such dissonances between the person they aspire to be and 
the behaviours they enact is precisely part of the process.
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According to the transtheoretical model (TTM) identified by Prochaska and 
DiClemente (1983) and widely used in DAPPs (including REPROVIDE), behaviour 
change operates along a continuum of stages of motivational readiness, from 
precontemplation to contemplation, to preparation, to action, and then to maintenance 
(it is recognised that progress may be non-linear and relapse may occur). Movement 
along the stages of change in the TTM may involve a degree of psychological 
discomfort. In their study of resistance to behaviour change with domestic violence 
offenders, Levesque et al (2008) show how resistance varies through the TTM’s 
stages of change – both overall and by type of resistance. As we might anticipate, they 
show that some resistance (specifically ‘passive reactance’ – that is, neither accepting 
nor actively challenging – and a trend for system blaming and problems with the 
therapeutic alliance) was higher in the earlier stages of change and then tailed off 
as participants changed. Meanwhile, social justification, hopelessness and isolation 
(lacking support due to distrust/discomfort in seeking help) also peaked in the 
preparation stage. Isolation peaked again in the action and relapse stages (Levesque et 
al, 2008). While not using the term ‘discomfort’, this suggests that initial unpleasant 
affects are effectively managed by facilitators to prevent attrition and, as they note, 
that there is a ‘struggle and working through’ mid treatment, with increasing pressure 
from the counsellor [sic] for them to change (Levesque et al, 2008: 178). Discomfort 
then may be necessary – or at least unavoidable – and it is part of the facilitator’s 
role to assist the men to work through it. Leveque et al theorise further that social 
justification and hopelessness may begin to drop off after offenders [sic1] begin to 
take action in the action stage, or alternatively, they may move forward after they 
learn to manage those uncomfortable feelings (Levesque et al, 2008: 179). In either 
case, learning to self-manage or overcome psychological discomfort plays a key role 
in the change process.

Despite the apparent presence of discomfort in these processes, in the domestic 
abuse perpetrator literature (and desistance from crime literature more widely) the 
lens of discomfort is not applied. Rather, and reflecting what is, or has become, a 
more medicalised approach (Hester and Newman, 2020) the focus tends to be on 
the perceived costs/benefits (to men) of behaviour change (Hester et al, 2006) and 
accordingly, on resistance to or acceptance of ‘treatment’ (Levesque et al, 2008). Thus, 
(Levesque et al, 2008) argue that:

[p]eople do not take action until their evaluation of the advantages (pros) 
outweigh the dis-advantages (cons), and they do not take action until their 
facilitative activities (processes of change) outnumber their inhibitory 
activities (processes of resistance). (179)

This provides a helpful description of when resistance/acceptance happens but does 
not help us to understand why it occurs or how facilitators might help or hinder it. Of 
course, the experience of material and psychological ‘costs’ can be uncomfortable as 
described earlier, but the comfort/discomfort dyad is very different to the cost/benefit 
one. They presume different modes of subjectivity – for the cost/benefit dyad, the 
subject is a rational one who objectively weighs-up the pros and cons of a particular 
action. For the comfort/discomfort dyad, the subject is primarily emotional –  
while costs and benefits play a part, emphasis is on perception and/or fear of loss and 
its psychological impact. This better reflects what we know about human decision 

Unauthenticated | Downloaded 11/05/25 04:40 PM UTC



Are you sitting comfortably?

5

making – that we are not purely rational actors, rather we act from a combination 
of rational choice and intuition or ‘gut feeling’, often acting on feeling/intuition 
first and post-hoc rationalising ‘after the fact’ (inter alia, Haidt, 2013). Moreover, we 
sometimes act against our material/rational interests (Ellis, 2002) – this is perhaps 
even more the case with those who struggle with impulsivity and managing strong 
emotions – like the men we tend to see on perpetrator programmes (Norlander and 
Eckhardt, 2005; Taft et al, 2006). Hughes (2023) in centring emotion, is a notable 
exception within the literature. He describes how initial discomfort (and resistance) 
is assuaged by collective emotional interactions between men and facilitators such 
that hostility becomes ‘difficult to sustain’ – the shift from resistance to acceptance 
occurs less through rational persuasion than by ‘emotional synchronisation’ with 
other group members.

Mahalik’s (1994) much earlier Client Resistance Scale comes closer to thinking in 
terms of discomforting emotion by focusing on the experience of resistance. Mahalik 
identifies (a) the expression of painful affect; (b) recollecting past events; (c) the 
therapist; (d) change; and (e) ‘insight’ as the components of resistance. Explaining (a) 
Mahalik writes that

[b]ecause the immediate cause of resistance is ‘always the avoidance of some 
painful affect’ (Greenson, 1967: 80) to minimize psychological discomfort 
(Patton and Meara, 1992), the first dimension of the formulation was 
developed to examine the extent to which the client blocks expression of 
painful feelings. (1994: 58)

Here then psychological discomfort is presented as a key causal factor in resistance. 
More than this, the expression of painful feelings (and by implication the experience of 
painful feelings) may be critical to the change process. Perhaps it’s time to bring 
discomfort back. Levesque et al concur, concluding that

if domestic violence counselors choose to address resistance, they may 
want to look beyond denial, minimization, and victim-blaming to passive 
reactance, and to other forms of resistance that may be more emotionally 
and internally-based, and possibly more difficult to detect. (p. 179)

While there is little clarity on what ‘more emotionally and internally-based resistance’ 
might look like, this suggests that there is space and rationale to explore the discomfort 
of behaviour change in greater depth – this is the aim of this article.

Methods

This study analysed video data and observation notes from the pilot phase of 
REPROVIDE, a randomised controlled trial of the effectiveness of a community-
based group domestic abuse perpetrator programme (DAPP) for men who have 
relationships with women. The programme aimed to enhance safety for partners 
and their children through a reduction in severity and/or frequency of men’s abusive 
behaviours. It is theorised that in order to change their behaviour, men need to 
‘take responsibility’ for their abuse without justification, denial, minimisation or 
blame – thus, inviting men to responsibility-taking can be understood as a core aim 
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of the group work (Jenkins, 1990) (Jenkins, 1990). Unlike actual behaviour change, 
responsibility-taking, or its opposite, justification, minimisation, denial and blame, are 
things it is possible to observe in men’s speech acts within the group room.

The REPROVDIE manual was developed by Chris Newman and Kate Iwi and 
the organisation delivering the programme was accredited by Respect – an umbrella 
organisation and accreditation body for work with perpetrators in the UK. The 
programme comprised 23 1.5–2hr sessions and combined: feminist psychoeducational 
content (the ‘Duluth Model’) aiming to examine and challenge attitudes, beliefs and 
entitlements around gender, masculinity and power; cognitive behavioural therapy 
(CBT) seeking to open ‘space’ between stimuli and response and cultivate attention 
to and strategies for managing heightened emotional states; a trauma-informed 
approach recognising the higher likelihood that participants will have experienced 
adverse childhood experiences; and lastly draws on motivational interviewing (MI) 
encouraging facilitators to elicit the men’s internal positive motivation to change 
and, where appropriate, expose the discrepancy between aspirational self-view and 
behaviour in the present.

The groups took place in the South of England and were delivered by mixed-gender 
facilitation pairs with four facilitators delivering in total (on the dynamics of mixed 
gender facilitation specifically, see Cramer et al, 2024a). Facilitators were trained to 
deliver the programme but clinical/therapeutic training was not a requirement. At least 
one of the facilitators in each pair had a high level of experience in the field. Between 
three and six men typically attended the groups and 11 men were featured in the videos 
overall. All the men were over 21 years of age, nine identified as White British, one as 
British Asian and one as White Eastern European. Three of the facilitators identified 
as White British and one as Mixed White/Native American. As per recommended 
practice, cameras were trained on the facilitators. In most cases researchers could hear 
but not see the participants. Out of 31 group sessions for which there was either a 
video or observation notes, 22 group sessions were analysed (15 videoed sessions and 
seven observed sessions). Ethical approval for the study was given by South Central –  
Hampshire B Research Ethics Committee (Reference 17/SC/0096).

To select videos for analysis a purposive sampling method was used based on 
group sessions thought to be most impactful in the programme as identified by 
facilitators, study stakeholders (comprising practitioners and academics) and public 
and patient engagement (PPI&E) groups. Sessions thought to be most impactful 
were: ‘impacts on children’, ‘what is abuse’ and ‘sexual abuse/respect’ – these were 
prioritised for analysis, followed by what was available and of sufficient sound quality. 
Three researchers Eisenstadt, Cramer, Morgan initially watched and transcribed one 
video and then met to compare findings and develop an initial coding framework. 
Researchers met at regular intervals during a further coding phase to iteratively refine 
the coding framework. Six transcripts (32%) were double coded and results reviewed 
to ensure consistency.

Our analytic approach was informed by critical discourse analysis with attention 
to ways in which speech acts function to instantiate, uphold or subvert social 
hierarchies, identities and/or power/knowledge regimes (Fairclough, 2013). The 
coding framework thus included rhetorical strategies, silences and tone, gendered 
dynamics, positionings of the speaker, masculinity, resistance, facilitator collusion and 
participant justification, minimisation, denial and blame. Feedback on the coding 
framework, transcript extracts and initial findings was gathered at stakeholder meetings. 
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At one such meeting, discussion of the transcripts centred around a series of perceived 
‘missed opportunities’, on the part of facilitators to elicit a ‘transformative moment’ 
in response to participant speech acts. In these examples, men seemed to be ‘rescued’ 
from the discomfort of a potentially transformative realisation by a facilitator or fellow 
participant. Eisenstadt subsequently returned to the data with a focus on such ‘missed 
opportunities’ and through this process identified the ‘avoidance’ and/or ‘embrace’ 
of participant psychological discomfort (and the typology of participant discomfort 
presented later in the article) as salient themes. The findings in this article are based 
on this iterative and emergent secondary analysis.

Results: dimensions of discomfort in group behaviour change

In the following sections we provide examples of facilitators and participants either 
‘embracing’ – that is, ‘staying with’ – or ‘avoiding’ participant psychological discomfort 
(herein ‘discomfort’) in the context of a DAPP group session. Focusing primarily 
on the facilitators, we argue that where facilitators ‘stay with’ and thereby enable the 
men to experience some discomfort, we tend to observe responsibility-taking – talk/
speech acts that are conducive with the aims of the behaviour change programme. It 
is important to note that we rarely see pure embrace or avoidance of discomfort – 
rather, facilitators ‘dance’ between the two, treading a thin line between the elicitation 
of transformative emotion and disengagement/resistance where the discomfort is 
too much to bear.

We term those forms of discomfort that facilitators were more likely to be embraced 
by facilitators, ‘conducive’ and those that were less likely to be embraced, in fact were 
never embraced, ‘challenging’, to refer to the degree to which they were viewed by 
facilitators (as evident in their responses to them) as more or less readily accessible 
to the kinds of transformative learning, realisations or responsibility-taking that the 
programme aims to elicit. Thus, ‘conducive’ discomfort is more easily translated into 
the sort of responsibility-taking that the group process seeks to elicit while ‘challenging’ 
(or what might otherwise be called ‘resistant’) discomfort is less readily accessible.

We also observed differences in the strategies deployed by facilitators and participants 
to either embrace or avoid discomfort, and found that while some overlapped, they 
tended to correlate with whether or not particular emotional responses were seen 
as ‘challenging’ or not. Figure 1 shows ‘types of discomfort’ observed (conducive/
challenging) against facilitator responses (embracing/avoiding) including the strategies 
deployed within those responses.

In the following sections we provide one extended example for each of the three 
data-populated boxes in Figure 1. ‘MF’ and ‘FF’ refer to male and female facilitators 
respectively and participants are referred to as P1, P2 etc. While the extended form 
of the extracts limits the quantity of examples, it allows space for the context which 
is necessary to understand particular speech acts. Figure 1 also shows the number of 
group sessions in which certain responses/strategies were observed.

Embracing discomfort (conducive emotions)

While all forms of participant discomfort were avoided by facilitators at some point, 
certain kinds of discomfort were more often ‘embraced’ or welcomed by facilitators 
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Figure 1: Types of participant discomfort and responses to participant discomfort by  
DAPP facilitators.
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than others. Examples of these included men’s discomfort in: the pain of empathy with 
those harmed, shame or regret at their actions or their impact, paying attention to the 
negative feelings that influence their behaviour (for example, jealousy); the discomfort 
of revealing part(s) of themselves that they disliked or saw as harmful (negative self-
re-evaluation) or that sat outside of patriarchal masculinity (for example, expressing 
vulnerability or reliance on others). The ways in which such discomfort was embraced 
included positive reinforcement, holding silence, reflecting back and/or commenting 
on the uncomfortableness while avoiding ‘rescuing’ the participant and/or averting 
attempts by other participants to ‘rescue’ a man from an uncomfortable feeling.

Example 1: It’s a horrible feeling, man’ – re-centring participant agency in the 
production of unpleasant emotional states

In the following example, the facilitator attempts to cultivate responsibility-taking 
and motivation to change by eliciting reflection on what it feels like to experience 
intense jealousy and to act from those feelings. At the start of the session facilitators 
do a physical demonstration, using four cups of water (empty, full, leaky and part-filled 
with a lid on the top) to represent (Bowlby, 1979) theory of four attachment styles. 
Following the demonstration, MF asks the group how a person with an ‘insecure 
attachment style’ (represented by a cup of water with a leak) would act. P1 responds:

P1:	 She don’t love me.
MF:	 Yeah […] So all the stories get created, and, and when we…
P1:	� That’s the thing, I make up stories in my head, loads of stories, it’s like 

Eastenders [a British TV soap opera] and I’ve already decided in my head 
what she’s done, who she’s spoke to and why she’s in this mood.

MF:	 If you go down that route what sort of conversation do you end up having?

Here MF lightly highlights S’s agency in what is otherwise an automatic process by 
saying ‘if you go down that route’. He then uses an open question to draw attention 
to the quality of the interaction – rather than, for example, the rightness or wrongness 
of the choice of route. S responds,

P1:	 About cheating and loyalty, and then it’s arguing…
MF:	� And that might not have anything to with it, she might be in a bad mood, 

but you end up in conflict because you’ve created this situation.

Initially softening culpability with ‘you end up in conflict’ MF simultaneously invites 
responsibility following with ‘you’ve created this situation’. He follows-up with a 
solution-focused question directed to the whole group:

MF:	� [inaud] So, if we were curing our relationship how might we respond to 
that sort of situation?

The group are not ready/able answer this and, perhaps uncomfortable in their 
unknowing, trite and avoidant responses ensue. One man talks about a mindfulness 
course he went on – an apparent diversion, but the facilitator uses it as way of bringing 
the group back on track (and back to the discomfort):
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MF:	� But then when we have a feeling come up, we tend to have patterns of 
thinking which go to explain it and often not only explain the feeling 
but […] also build it up, get it stronger. And a slight uncomfortable feeling 
comes yeah, and then the story of she’s off with somebody else and blah 
blah blah.

It is not clear here whether MF is referring to the discomfort of feeling insecure or 
the discomfort of the rumination and negative self-talk. When it is clear the participant 
has understood the latter, this is what MF validates.

P1:	� Yeah cuz it’s not like enjoyable feeling it. It’s horrible when you feel like 
that and you’re in that sort of mood, it’s not a nice feeling to feel at all.

MF:	 No, and the things that we do actually makes it worse.
P1:	� [Simultaneous with MF’s same words] Actually makes it worse. Yeah, almost 

like, work yourself up about it. […] It’s a horrible feeling man.

Here, P1 is in the thick of what we might call ‘secondary discomfort’ – reflection on 
and realisation that the states he creates for himself are unpleasant for him. ‘Embracing 
the discomfort’ MF does not try to rescue P1 from this – instead, he reflects back and 
validates that ‘no’, the feeling is not nice to feel, and pushes further on the impact of 
P1’s actions. This seems to resonate as P1 responds simultaneously with MF, and begins 
to take responsibility: ‘work yourself up’ – before reiterating and confirming his internal 
motivation with ‘it’s a horrible feeling man’. P1’s discomfort is thus ‘embraced’ in ways 
that begin to elicit responsibility-taking. The discomfort is more readily ‘conducive’ 
with the aims of the programme to the extent that it is about the negative experience 
of intense jealousy – something which the programme aims to help the men overcome.

Avoiding discomfort (conducive emotions)

While ‘conducive’ emotions were more likely to be ‘embraced’ than ‘challenging’ 
emotions (see Figure 1 and later in the article), they were sometimes avoided. We 
observed ‘conducive’ emotions being avoided in seven of the group sessions (compared 
to three in which they were embraced). Such emotions were avoided intentionally 
or unintentionally by facilitators ignoring or missing men’s contributions, moving 
the conversation or activity on and/or ‘rescuing’ men from the discomfort through 
overemphasis on the positives of their participation in the group.

Example 2: Marital rape disclosure

The following extract comes after the group has been discussing men’s culturally-
learned ideas about sex and relationships. The facilitators follow this by raising the 
question of sexual consent. Immediately, as if he had been holding on to it for some 
time, P2 interjects:

P2:	� Look I’ll put my hand up here, and I’m not proud of this, but I will talk 
about it. The reason that my marriage ended was that my wife cheated on 
me and after this we were trying to make it work and we were, we would 
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have fights and we would have really emotional conversations and then 
we would have sex and it was a bonding kind of thing you know.

In this preamble to what he will go on to disclose, P2 engages in what (Cavanagh et al, 
2001) following (Goffman, 1971) describe as ‘remedial work’, a discursive strategy of 
self-preservation to lessen the negative assessment of his character or ‘self ’ (by others) 
based on his actions. He positions himself as an ‘honourable man’, hinting even that 
he is deserving of respect for having the courage and valour to talk about something 
he is not proud of (Jiménez Aceves and Tarzia, 2024). The confessional form, and 
his ‘honourable self ’-positioning, signal his deep discomfort in what he is about to 
disclose. Shielding himself further, he attempts to legitimise his actions, mobilising 
the figure of the ‘cheating wife’ (Lloyd and Ramon, 2017), while he also attempts 
to normalise his behaviour by framing it in terms of established marital conduct, 
thus implying consent (Burgin and Flynn, 2021). Perhaps rightly, and of course not 
knowing what is to come, the facilitators let him go on without challenge:

P2:	� One of them [the arguments] was particularly rough and I said ‘okay can we 
have sex?’ and she said ‘no’ and [I] said, ‘look, it’s important to me and I guess 
we really should’, and she said ‘no, I’ve been crying, I’m not gonna do it’, and 
I said, ‘look, you know, we really should, it’s really important, blah blah’ and 
she said ‘okay, just do it’, and then… did it, you know, no real emotion to be 
honest you know, she got up, she went to the toilet, she came back, and she 
said, ‘look if you need to do that again you do it, you take it out on me, you 
do anything you want to me, I deserve it’. And I’m like ‘what?’ She was like 
‘well if you need to rape me again just rape me’ and I’m like ‘what?’ and so 
that was a really problematic thing, and that, now I’m effectively, you know, 
I’ve now raped my wife, by you know, you know, getting consent out of her 
through coercion, effectively you know and that was still something I struggle 
to come to terms with: as to whether that was, whether that’s rape or not, it’s 
very difficult for me, there was no, you know, after she said ‘okay just do it’ 
she never said ‘stop’, never said ‘no’, there was never anything else there was 
never any violence, it wasn’t rough, it was nothing like that. It wasn’t angry 
or anything, it was just you know, she’d said ‘no’ a couple of times and then 
I pestered her and then she said ‘yes’ and at the end of it she said ‘okay you 
just raped me’. And that I find very very difficult to come to terms with.

P2’s discomfort here is palpable and his account is heavily layered with minimisation –  
that it wasn’t rough or violent, he wasn’t angry, that it was only ‘effectively’ rape; 
justification – that there was precedent and perhaps implied consent, that they ‘really 
should’; and blame – not only for not saying ‘no’ enough and for saying ‘yes’ albeit 
under coercion (which he does accept) but also for not fulfilling her duty to make the 
rape more pleasant for him by ‘showing emotion’. Further avoiding responsibility, he 
repeats the phrase ‘you know’ working hard to normalise his actions before mobilising 
denial by questioning if it is ‘really rape’ and reframing himself as the victim who 
has something ‘difficult to come to terms with’. Despite this avoidance, and indeed 
signalled by it, he seems to be grappling with guilt, shame, regret and perhaps fear 
of judgement for his actions. He doesn’t want to be – or at the very least want to be 
seen to be – ‘a rapist’ and is clearly deeply uncomfortable in this realisation.
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The group and facilitators seem uncomfortable too. There is an awkward pause 
before the male facilitator steps in. Perhaps shocked by what has been said and wanting 
to bring P2 in, he colludes with the normalisation slightly, affirming his honesty just 
as P2 invited him to do in his preamble:

MF:	� First of all, I appreciate your openness and honesty here, and you’re probably 
not the only person who has been in similar kind of situations here. It’s 
great to be open and honest. And this, this is, it’s an important part of what 
comes out of this…

But before we are able hear whether MF will take this further, P3 cuts in,

P3:	� that’s that’s that’s the thing as well, it’s how you as a person, and like you, I 
said at the start everybody’s different it’s how you interpret those messages, 
those signals, those verbals, ’cause the next guy might do it differently and 
the other guy might do it differently, so it’s really your perception at that 
time and you make a call based on that.

With this complex discursive move, P3 rescues P2 (and the group) from his (/their) 
discomfort by raising the idea of moral and perceptual relativism. At the same time, 
with ‘everybody’s different’ he subtly challenges P2’s honourable self-preservation 
and creates distance between himself and P2 – the implication being that ‘I would 
not do that’. At this point, MF jumps back in,

MF:	� Is it really complicated? I wonder? Shall we watch a film, ’cause this is a 
film about consent.

MF’s question lightly challenges the move towards relativism – implying that it’s not 
that complicated, but takes it no further.

It’s important to note how challenging this situation must have been to manage 
as a facilitator. As researchers watching the video of this extract, the discomfort was 
palpable in the tone and rhythm of speech, and the group’s silences speak as much 
to the discomfort of the disclosure as P3’s attempt to ameliorate it. In addition to 
this, one of the facilitators in the room was inexperienced and there may be other 
contextual factors of which we are not aware which inform MF’s decision to move on.

At the same time there is a clear dissonance in P2’s narrative which we might hope 
could be leveraged to open up greater recognition of harm and responsibility-taking. 
This is not to say that the facilitators should have directly challenged P2 (though that 
is one option) but simply that P2’s avoidant discourses suggest a deep psychological 
discomfort with his own actions that might have been mobilised for change. Instead, 
we shift out of this uncomfortable space to watch a video. The group does not return 
to the issue later in this session.

Avoiding discomfort (challenging emotions)

The category of ‘challenging’ discomfort comprised forms of emotional expression 
and talk centred around men’s loss of social or domestic power as a result of broader 
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social changes associated with feminism and women’s equality – or expressions of what 
Kimmel and others have referred to as ‘aggrieved entitlement’(Kimmel, 2013; Karasavva 
et al, 2024). These included different expressions of fear, sadness and/or anger: that men 
are at risk of rape accusation, that men’s position of dominance is being questioned/
dismantled through feminism/modern life and that this entails a loss of privileges due 
to the emergence of a more equal society and/or relationship. Such expressions were 
challenging for facilitators in the context of the group programme which seeks explicitly 
to cultivate more egalitarian relationships and to question the primacy of hegemonic 
masculinity. The following in-depth example, picks up on these themes:

Example 3: ‘Rape culture’ as a threat to men

In this extract from a session on sexual respect, group participants were invited to 
discuss in small groups where their ideas about women, sex and relationships ‘came 
from’ – in terms of their personal histories and systemic/cultural influences.

During a whole group discussion with the facilitators, one participant invokes the term 
‘rape culture’ to refer to what he considers to be a ‘culture’ of false allegation by women 
against men – in his words ‘when women cry rape’. Another man immediately responds:

P4:	� But it’s happened to me because of my ex-girlfriend […] and now if I 
go to nightclub I am scared to talk to any girl. This is [sic] lesson to me 
because I have to be careful because I know what happened.

The response is loaded partner-blaming language and builds on the original comment’s 
profound misunderstanding of the term ‘rape culture’ to further divert empathy away 
from (and responsibility to end) men’s sexual violence against women. Despite this, 
both statements express an emotion which is real – if uncomfortable – for the participant, 
and perhaps more so, for the facilitators. The conversation continues:

MF:	� So men sometimes have to be careful but women are sometimes at 
greater risk.

P4:	 Yeah, that’s true.
MF:	� It’s both true you know, so, and we’re gonna do something, we’ve got a 

little film about consent, the whole, men there is a lot of pressure isn’t 
there to play the field.

Here we see a key tension for facilitators – on the on one hand wishing to stay ‘on 
track’ with the session content, on the other, being required to challenge potentially 
harmful attitudes and beliefs and be flexible to run with the emotions that underpin 
what seems to be an expression of backlash. While the facilitator challenges lightly with 
‘women are sometimes at greater risk’ he both appeases (with ‘men have to be careful’ 
and ‘it’s both true’) and opts to try to keep the group ‘on track’ – steering towards the 
video. Perhaps invited by facilitator’s ‘pressure to play the field’ comment, P5 speaks up:

P5:	� Especially from young age I’ve found, like we were all in the park at 13, 
14 and that was what it would be [inaudible] you’re in a bush with a 
girl [laughter] and that was just a Saturday night in the park… and that 
was what everyone did.
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MF:	� And to have status as a young man relies on that – the more successful 
you are at pulling girls, the higher your status is… but for women it’s a 
different message.

P5:	� If they were the one going round with all the blokes they’d be the one 
getting called a slag.

MF:	� So it’s a positive thing for men to be doing it but for women to be doing 
it, it’s negative. 

While P5’s comment simultaneously normalises hegemonic masculinity (as ‘what 
everyone did’) and affirms his position within it (as sexually active and heterosexual), 
the facilitator, skilfully uses this as an opportunity to question it – cultivating 
reflection on the imbalanced moralising norms governing men’s versus women’s 
sexual behaviour (Foschi, 1996). However, as yet unchallenged, and perhaps feeling 
unheard, P4 comes back in, doubling down on the false allegation discourse to tell a 
story of his friend’s experience of false allegation on holiday. Perhaps not wishing to 
get drawn in to a difficult, even intractable debate, the male facilitator opts to move 
the group on, ushering them back towards the issue of consent. In doing so he avoids 
engaging with the feelings underpinning ‘resistance’. While this is understandable, it 
raises the question of to what degree facilitators feel trained and able to enter into these 
difficult, yet critical conversations. While we may consider such feelings illegitimate, 
if feelings of voicelessness, shame, loss, anger, insecurity, jealousy, frustration and/or 
confusion about the challenge to male dominance in society are not addressed, they 
will not go away. On the contrary, they may intensify and perhaps give rise to further 
abuse and/or solidarities built on this sense of aggrieved masculinity.

Discussion

In this article we have identified two categories of emotional discomfort experienced 
by men attending a DAPP (‘conducive’ and ‘challenging’ to the aims of the programme) 
and two categories of response to this discomfort by facilitators (‘embracing’ or 
‘avoiding’). As we have seen, while ‘conducive’ discomfort is sometimes embraced, 
‘challenging’ discomfort is avoided by facilitators – and seems unwelcome within the 
DAPP group. While on occasion there may be a strong rationale for such avoidance –  
like ending the session on time, or not allowing a particularly vocal participant to 
dominate – it seems unlikely that avoidance will make these uncomfortable feelings 
go away. Feelings of aggrieved entitlement (Kimmel, 2013) – the negative emotions 
that arise when the primacy, perceived benefits and/or social power of those identified 
with hegemonic masculinity is questioned – are entirely predictable in a DAPP with 
a gender-transformative/feminist-psychoeducational component. Such feelings may 
be intensified where group members struggle to recognise their social power due to 
intersecting axes of marginalisation including class position and adverse childhood 
experiences. Given the orientation within a gendered-psychoeducational DAPP 
to undoing hegemonic masculinity, it is also understandable that negative emotions 
or expressions of ‘aggrieved entitlement’ may be read as ‘resistance’ or ‘backlash’ 
(de Maricourt and Burrell, 2021; Flood et al, 2021; Nicholas, 2024) by facilitators. 
Aggrieved entitlements are harder to work with – they are less readily amenable, or 
pose a challenge, to the aims of the group programme. But it was not only ‘challenging’ 
emotional discomfort that was avoided, ‘conducive’ discomfort was avoided too. 
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Whether ‘conducive’ or ‘challenging’, uncomfortable emotions must be addressed 
lest we face further entrenchment of the attitudes, beliefs and behaviours that are 
layered upon them.

While movements for gender equality, like all emancipatory social movements, have 
always been met with resistance by those with power/privilege that they perceive to 
be at risk, as we write this the backlash to gender equality is particularly vociferous, 
extreme and pervasive, especially online via overt misogynist influencers (de Maricourt 
and Burrell, 2021; Flood et al, 2021; Nicholas, 2023). Such influencers have successfully 
heard, acknowledged and weaponised men’s discomfort. If advocates for equality are 
to successfully quell such backlash, engaging with the uncomfortable, even misguided, 
but very real, feelings that underpin it is a critical task.

When people feel that their status as a ‘decent human being’ is under threat, they 
may be less likely to be able to take the perspective of another (Stone et al, 2011) 
and more likely to engage in forms of collective identity formation in opposition to 
the call to equality (Carian, 2022). For an abusive man, taking the perspective of an 
abused partner can itself imply such a threat and may therefore produce resistance 
and further stigmatisation which risks reducing, rather than increasing empathy. 
If discomfort is an inevitable and potentially transformative part of the behaviour 
change process, work remains to be done on how best to enable facilitators to ‘hold’ 
it in ways that avoid such reactivity. New approaches warrant further investigation 
in this area for their potential application to domestic abuse behaviour change 
settings. Persson and Hostler (2021) for example, have shown in the case of anti-
feminist backlash that the technique of eliciting prior self-affirmation may help. 
By strengthening self-integrity in one domain, self-affirmation may mitigate the 
threat to self-integrity posed by reflection on misogynist bias and thus cultivate 
some discomfort tolerance. For similar reasons, self-affirmation has been shown 
to reduce defensive responses in men to sexual violence disclosure by victims/
survivors (de Roos and Jones, 2022).

Working with discomfort is complex and does present risks in the learning/DAPP 
environment – too much and students/participants may drop out and/or return 
to previously held beliefs (Assaf and Dooley, 2006) or even move in the opposite 
direction to the intention of the educators as has been the case in some sexual violence 
prevention interventions (Hilton et al, 1998; Hilton, 2000; Flood, 2015; Flood et 
al, 2021). In working with perpetrators of domestic abuse, the risks are heightened 
further. A discomforted man may take out his frustrations on his partner and children 
when he gets home. Conversely, as we have argued, avoiding discomfort may result in 
no change at all, leaving partners and families at continued risk. Meeting discomfort, 
then is far from easy and the facilitators observed here also demonstrated significant 
skill and reflexivity in nuanced responses to profoundly challenging situations.

Conclusion

In this article we have argued that a degree of psychological discomfort is a necessary 
component in transformative learning and thus in behaviour change for men who are 
abusive in relationships. Responsibility-taking for the harms they have perpetrated 
and/or been complicit in is necessarily an uncomfortable process. In order to enable 
responsibility-taking, facilitators must enable the men, and the group, to stay with the 
discomfort – to experience it without shifting back to the relative comfort of denial, 
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minimisation or blame (of others, their own conditions/backgrounds or pathologies). 
However, as we have demonstrated empirically, discomfort is not always embraced 
by facilitators. Men are sometimes ‘rescued’ from their discomfort, either by fellow 
participants or by facilitators before, it would seem, a transformative realisation is able 
to take hold. Yet not all discomfort is ‘good discomfort’ – that is, not all is a potential 
catalyst for the kind of transformation which DAPPs seek to enable. Psychological 
discomfort may also precipitate withdrawal from programmes, and if not skilfully 
held within the session, may heighten risk for victims if men leave emotionally 
dysregulated. Enabling discomfort tolerance should be a goal of DAPPs, not only 
for eliciting responsibility-taking, but for preventing further abuse. But ‘holding 
discomfort’ as a facilitator is a high-level skill requiring training and practice, even 
for an experienced practitioner. At a time when discourses of resource-scarcity exert 
pressure to deliver cheaper interventions, it is increasingly important that the requisite 
high standards of facilitation recommended by Respect and the UK government 
(Respect, 2022; Home Office et al, 2023) are supported by high quality facilitator 
training. This article suggests that a dimension of such training should be focused 
on the art of ‘holding discomfort’ to elicit responsibility-taking from abusive men.

Note
1	Levesque et al’s study was with people who had been convicted of a crime against an 

intimate partner, hence the term ‘offender’ is used here.
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