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“JUST BEFORE”. INTIMATE PARTNER VIOLENCE: 
VIRTUAL REALITY AND A NEW FOCUS FOR PERPETRATORS’  

MOTIVATION FOR TREATMENT 
 

Stefania Carnevale*, Marcella Autiero*, Barbara Agueli*, 
Antonietta Bozzaotra**, Caterina Arcidiacono*, 

and Immacolata Di Napoli* 
 

The Istanbul Convention (art. 16) regulates interventions to prevent and combat 
male violence against women, stressing the need for intervention to reduce perpe-
trators’ recidivism. In this research the paternal function is a motivating factor for 
treatment that facilitates men's access to the awareness of their violence on chil-
dren, especially when they are put into their shoes. In this case virtual immersive 
reality becomes an efficient tool as it can transfer the user and his emotionality into 
the world of the victims. To explore the impact on the recognition of responsibility 
for one's own violent actions on the other and on the motivation for treatment, 
forty-six men participated in ViDaCS serious game, involving a virtual scene of a 
couple a moment before the outburst of negative emotions takes over, first in the 
role of a man, then in that of a child who witnesses the scene. Quanti-qualitative 
questionnaires and focused interviews were administered to participants. Data 
were respectively analysed with frequency analysis and thematic analysis. Results 
allowed the men who have lived the scene to access emotional contents and expe-
riences, demonstrating the effectiveness of VR (Virtual Reality) in creating a trigger 
in the man's awareness and his internal motivation to change. 

 
Keywords: intimate partner violence, prevention, motivation to change, perpetra-
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1. Introduction 
Violence against women is a phenomenon which is both large scale and transversal re-

gardless of culture, religion, socio-economic status and educational level (WHO, 2013). It 
represents a social problem that violates human rights (Council of Europe-CoE, 2011) and 
constitutes one of the main risk factors for ill health and premature death for women and 
girls (WHO, 2002). 

Violence against women mainly occurs within domestic borders (Lysova, 2016; Turchik, 
et al., 2015; Park & Kim, 2017); unfortunately, one woman out of three has experienced 
this by a current or former partner (WHO, 2020). Intimate Partner Violence (hereinafter 
IPV) refers to violence perpetrated within romantic relationships. It refers to an intimate 
partner's or former partner's behaviour that causes physical, sexual or psychological harm, 
including assault, sexual coercion, psychological abuse and controlling behaviour (WHO, 
2013). 
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Although IPV is common in both heterosexual and homosexual couples (Stewart et al., 
2013), national and international statistics show a high prevalence of violence in hetero-
sexual couples and male violence against women, often in the presence of children, wit-
nesses to the violence (Devries et al., 2013; European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights 
- FRA, 2014; ISTAT, 2007; 2017). 

An ecological approach is widely suggested for understanding, preventing and combat-
ing male violence against women. According to the ecological model, individual, relational, 
organizational, cultural, and collective dimensions are involved in IPV (Di Napoli et al., 
2019). 

IPV is conceived as the consequence of a patriarchal culture that justifies violence, 
power, and control (Dobash & Dobash, 1979; Pence & Paymar, 1993). In a patriarchal cul-
ture, relationships are dominated by biases that maintain multilevel hierarchies, promote 
victim blaming, and exonerate the perpetrator (Burt, 1980; Rollero & Piccoli, 2020). Social 
attitudes and beliefs of male power and control over women may induce men to adopt 
violence as an instrument to maintain or re-establish control over women (Bourdieu, 2014; 
Chiurazzi & Arcidiacono, 2017). So, IPV can occur when the male partner fails to maintain 
a position of dominance in the couple (Misso et al., 2019). 

In addition to the cultural dimension, scholars have suggested that perpetrators' poor 
metacognitive skills are an individual predictor of IPV (Misso et al., 2019). They have a sig-
nificant deficit in reflective functioning (Fonagy & Levinson, 2004), which increases the po-
tential for violence.  

Recently, scholars have examined emotion dysregulation as a risk factor for IPV; men 
unable to manage, regulate and express their negative emotions become violent towards 
their partner (Tager et al., 2010; Garofalo et al., 2018; Velotti et al., 2016; Lee et al., 2019; 
Grigorian et al., 2020; Wegrzyn et al., 2017). 

Audet et al. (2022) found physical assault and psychological abuse as a dysfunctional 
communication channel to externalize their negative emotions and manage their emo-
tional turmoil (Birkley & Eckhardt, 2019). Emotion dysregulation is also considered to be an 
intermediate mechanism that can explain how other risk factors such as adherence to gen-
der norms (Berke et al., 2019) and childhood interpersonal trauma (Dugal et al., 2018) are 
related to IPV perpetration. 

 
 

2. Factors hindering and facilitating the perpetrator’s treatment 
 

The Istanbul Convention (Council of Europe-CoE, 2011) regulates interventions to prevent 
and combat male violence against women at the European level, more precisely art. 16 
stresses the need for interventions aimed at reducing the risk of perpetrators’ recidivism. In 
Italy, the introduction of Law 69/19, called the "red code", allowed the conditional suspen-
sion of the sentence subject to a recovery path for men convicted of domestic violence. 

However, before the law came into force, interventions for perpetrators of violence were 
predominantly voluntary: there was low demand and many perpetrators were never 
reached (Merzagora Betson, 2009). In recent years, literature has addressed the need to ex-
amine the motivating elements for the treatment of perpetrators and improve the effective-
ness of recovery programs dedicated to them (Mizen & Morris, 2006; Merzagora Betsos, 
2009; Mizen, 2017; 2019; Misso et al., 2019; Rollero et al., 2019). 
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IPV perpetrators’ motivation to treatment is a particularly delicate issue, because they 
perceive themselves as entitled to use abuse and control; and, for this reason, they often 
fail to recognize the impact and seriousness of their behavior on their partner and children 
(Heward- Belle, 2016). 

Among the factors hindering the request for help by perpetrators, the literature high-
lights: denial, minimization, victim blaming, feelings of entitlement to act violently, attrib-
utions to external causes of one's behaviour, cognitive distortions about the partner, hav-
ing acted in self- defence, and being victims of partners (Blacklock, 2001; Henning & Hold-
ford, 2006; Harsey et al., 2017; Heward-Belle, 2016; Meyer, 2018, Harsey & Freyd, 2020). 

On the other hand, among the factors facilitating the request for help, the literature 
highlights the paternal function as a motivating factor for treatment, provided that the au-
thors become aware of the effect that their violence exerts on children (Mandel, 2013; 
Stover & Spink, 2012; Stover et al., 2013; Strega et al., 2008). Research on the paternity of 
perpetrators of violence (Stanley et al., 2012) suggests that their desire to care for their 
children and to rebuild a meaningful relationship with them motivates them to change. 

IPV perpetrators express regret for not having been able to live their fatherhood ade-
quately and completely (Meyer, 2018). Therefore, paternity becomes a motivating factor 
for treatment, facilitating awareness of perpetrators of the effect that their violence has 
on their children (Rothman et al., 2007; Strega et al., 2008; Stover & Spink, 2012; Stover et 
al., 2013). 

In fact, it has been shown that men involved in child protection programs are much more 
likely to engage in treatment because they are motivated by the desire to take care of their 
children and to rebuild a meaningful relationship with them (Stanley et al., 2012).  

Encouraging the process of recognizing the emotions felt by those who suffer violence 
is a further motivating and reinforcing factor in enhancing the IPV perpetrators’ adherence 
to the treatment. 

Virtual reality (Sanchez-Vives & Slater, 2005; Kilteni et al., 2012; Banakou et al., 2016) is 
increasingly recognized as a helpful tool for fostering the experience of awareness of the 
emotions of those who suffer violence (Seinfeld et al., 2018). The virtual reality allows them 
to access sensations through virtual experience and emotions that the victim can feel 
(Barnes et al., 2022). Barnes et al., (2022) support the potential of using virtual reality as it 
offers users the experience of being present in a virtual scene that stimulates a process of 
emotional arousal. 

A serious game 4.0 ICT namely ViDaCS was developed by the ViDaCS project, founded 
by the European commission (project grant number 810449); the project aimed to set, ex-
periment and validate an innovative emotional and behavioral self-assessment tool for per-
petrators to increase their motivation for the treatment. 

VR (Virtual Reality) has the power to transfer the users, and their emotive personality, 
into a different world (negative or positive, depending on the themes and scenarios). 

It incorporates mainly auditory and visual feedback, and also allows other types of emo-
tional feedback that improve the players’ s self-experience. The use of a VR device enables 
significant emotional processes and clearly presupposes an exclusive interactive mode; in 
fact, the immersive mode allows the participants to replace their body with the virtual body 
of the other who interacts in real time and synchronously with the scene projected on the 
viewer device. This typically leads to a strong illusion that the virtual body is the partici-
pant's body. 
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The innovative tool provides both an immersive emotional experience of IPV in the shoes 
of the child when the child sees and hears violent domestic scenes. ViDaCS serious game 
aims to help men to recognize their violent behaviour, to motivate themselves to adhere to 
perpetrators treatment and to adopt “new” behaviours, avoiding violent ones. 

Serious ViDaCS is a virtual reality experience that allows the man to enter a familiar 
scene of intense couple conflict. The virtual reality consists of two parts: a first part in which 
the user experiences the scene of the couple's conflict in the role of the man; and a second 
part in which the user slips into the position of the child witnessing the violent interactions 
between his/her parents. In this phase of the game the user can choose the gender of the 
child avatar (male and female) and the age (3-7 age or 7-13 age). 

 
 

3. Aim of the study 
 
The aim of this study was to explore the experience of the serious game and the impact 

that the immersive experience has on the recognition of responsibility for one's own violent 
actions on the other and on the motivation for treatment. 

The paper discusses the experiences of men, either sentenced for IPV or in a high conflict 
couples, of an IPV situation from a child’s perspective, through ViDaCS serious game. 

 
 

4. Method 
 

4.1 Participants 
 

In the ViDaCS serious game experience, forty-six men were involved, aged between 25 
and 61 (Mean = 41.78; SD = 10.6). Mainly the participants had a master’s degree and they 
were in non -cohabiting couples with children. The participants are all Italian (See table 1). 

The participants were recruited by snowball sampling, a convenience sampling method, 
among health and social services, and by the services involved in IPV, such as the services 
for victims and perpetrators. Specifically, 50% were men in treatment (on voluntary request 
and under judicial process) by a public health service for perpetrators - Oltre la Violenza 
(OLV) -; the other participants were volunteers recruited by public health and social ser-
vices where they are in treatment for the management of a conflictual relationship with 
their partner during marital separation or in moments of crisis in the couple. 

The study was approved by the Ethics Committee of Psychological Research, Depart-
ment of Humanities, University of Naples “Federico II” (CERP 8/2021- 19/2/2021). 

 
4.2 Immersive virtual experience procedure and tools 

 
The game scenes were built starting from two qualitative studies in which the represen-

tations and perception of IPV stories of social and health professionals (Autiero et al., 2020) 
and professionals who deal with the care of children witnessing domestic violence (Carne-
vale et al., 2020) were collected. Moreover, workshops with children through group inter-
action, participatory drawing and music therapy were carried out to define the thoughts, 
emotions and perceptions of children who perceive something bad in their family environ-
ment (Manna et al., 2021). 
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The material collected allowed the setup of the story of the game, its scenes and the 
main options for the user, who carries them out during the course of the game. The serious 
game starts with a scene that represents a man who enters his house, but can’t find his 
keys. This event provokes a state of agitation.  

 
Table 1. Participants  

n M (SD) 
Age 46 41.79 (10.6) 
Educational Level n            % 
Middle School 13 26% 
High School 14 30.4% 
Univ. Degree 16 32.6% 
Postgraduate Degree  3 6.5% 
Civil Status n           % 
Single         8  17.4% 
With partner        4 8.7% 
Married        15 32.6% 
Cohabitant        14 30.4% 
Separated/Divorced        5  10,9% 
Off-spring n    % 
Men with children 34 73.9% 
Men with-out children 12 26.1% 
Sending Services n           % 
OLV 23 50% 
Other 23 50% 

 
The user can make a choice among different options (greeting his partner or sitting down 

to watch television), then a verbal conflict with his partner starts. From the scene of the 
conflict between the partners, the game turns back the clock and re-proposes the scene of 
the man's arrival at the house experienced by the child who hears the arrival of the father 
and the beginning of their parents’ verbal conflict. It is in this phase of the game that the 
user experiences the game in the child's shoes. And here the user is presented with some 
choice options that he can make in the child's shoes, the choices vary in relation to the age 
of the virtual child (some actions are: draw, hide under the desk, call a friend and run away 
(See Figure 1 and 2; to see more scenes of Vidacs serious game you can click on the YouTube 
channel https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TGi92feszY0). 

ViDaCS serious game was tested individually. The testing of ViDaCS serious games was 
carried out by a team composed of: a technical operator, for any possible technical support 
in using the serious game, and two psychologists, one of whom was present for the illus-
tration of the serious game's modalities and the other as observer of the behaviour of the 
men.  
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Figure 1. Scenes from man’s perspective 

 

 
Figure 2. Scenes from child’s perspective 

 
After the experimentation, a self-report questionnaire and a focused-open interview 

were administrated to collect the men's opinion on the usability of serious gaming as well as 
their perceptions, thoughts and emotional experience of serious gaming, specifically. These 
tools were administrated in a different room from the one of the experimentations. 

a) A self-report questionnaire was built ad hoc to detect and explore first impressions 
and emotions regarding the virtual experience.  
The questionnaire is composed of:  
- 9 items on 5-point Likert scales (from 1 I don't agree at all - to 5 - very much agree) on 

the degree of satisfaction relating to the structure of the game (for example: “The infor-
mation received before the game was sufficient”; “The length of the game is just right”; 
“The interface and interactivity are clear and immediate”) and the effectiveness of the 
game with respect to its usefulness in recognizing the emotions (for example: “Based on 
the experience you had, do you think this serious game is an effective tool to experience 
and recognize the emotions felt in highly conflicting situations?” and “Based on the 
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experience you had, do you think this serious game is an effective tool for promoting 
behaviour change?); 

- 4 open questions concerning the scene he just experienced and the emotion tied to his 
feelings during the scene (as the father and then as the son/daughter); his experience 
with the father-son transference and his thoughts on the whole experience (for example 
“How did you experience the transition from the father's point of view to that of the 
child? Which emotions, sensations, thoughts accompanied the different moments of the 
game?"; “What kind of difficulties did you have while playing the game?”; “Write -if you 
want- opinions, reflections and personal notes not previously mentioned”). The open 
questions aimed at deepening the dimensions explored through the Likert scales (emo-
tions during the transfer, possible physical reactions to the game, additional reflections) 
giving the opportunity to express oneself through one's own words and introduce any 
other considerations.  

b) A focused open/interview that provides a dialogical approach (Arcidiacono, 2012; 
2016; Schütze, 1983) was used, giving the interviewees enough freedom to share their ex-
perience. The grid of focused narrative interview included the following areas to explore: 1) 
Experiences and reflections about the immersive virtual reality; 2) Representation of the per-
spectives of the witness; and 3) Evaluating the possible alternatives to the violent action. The 
interviews were conducted by two psychologists, one interviewer and one observer. The in-
terview lasted an average of 35 minutes, it also aimed at handling men’s reflections and 
emotions related to the immersive virtual experience. 
 

4.3 Data Analysis 
 

Regarding the self-questionnaire, a descriptive analysis (frequency, mean, standard devi-
ation) of each item (Likert Scale) was carried out.  

Regarding the open questions of the self-questionnaire and the focused interview, the 
textual data were analysed by the thematic analysis method (Braun & Clarke, 2006), using 
the software ATLAS.ti 8. 

Following Braun and Clarke (2006) the analysis was carried out through various steps: a) 
Familiarization with the data: the texts were read and the data transcribed, reading and re- 
reading them and taking note of initial ideas; b) Generation of initial codes: interesting as-
pects of the data were coded systematically across the entire dataset, assembling the rele-
vant ones for each code; c) Definition of themes and their subsequent revision: the codes 
were assembled into potential themes, collecting all relevant data for each one; d) Definition 
and labeling of more wider categories: the specifics of each theme and of the entire story 
produced by the analysis were defined, creating clear definitions and names for each theme; 
e) Creation of the research report: extracts from the content were selected and highlighted 
in a clear and defined way. These same extracts were further explored with the senior team 
for one last time, linking the analysis with the research question and the literature, to create 
an academic report of the analysis. 

The analysis of the texts was carried out within the broader team composed of senior 
researchers and service professionals, who deal with the fight against gender-based vio-
lence. The team identified and discussed the codes and gradually formulated emerging the-
matic areas, in order to analyse the collected data more fully and precisely. 
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5. Results 
 

In this section the results obtained by the self-report questionnaires and by the focused 
narrative interviews are described separately. 

 
5.1 Self-report questionnaires 

 
 Participants considered the structure and interactivity of the serious game to be easily 

playable: the story-board was easily understandable and the Information received before 
playing was also positive reported. 

The scenarios are reported as very truthful, while users considered dialogues, texts and 
sounds to be clear and comprehensible (see Table 2). As for the length of the scene, users 
considered that the length was adequate. 

Participants confirmed the transformative power of the ViDaCS serious game; they con-
firmed the impact of the serious game in giving people the experience to recognize the emo-
tions stimulated by conflict situations and stated that this experience could be very useful in 
activating awareness in men and acting as a trigger to change. 

In the shift from father to child, the answers showed that the emotions most commonly 
reported by the users were deep anguish and a profound sense of helplessness and empti-
ness (80%, N. 40); seeing the world from the child's point of view made them feel small and 
helpless in the face of a "war" for which they were not even responsible. A user wrote: “I felt 
completely helpless during this step” (single, 29 years old, without children, other service)1, 
while another said: “In this step, I felt like the whole world didn't hear my voice and what 
happened in the kitchen” (with partner, 26 years old, without children, OLV) 

 Some users (61%, N. 28) seemed to have a strong "emotional contact" with the child, 
which led them to feel a strong sense of helplessness, but also of invisibility and abandon-
ment; as for example one man wrote: “I just felt great pain in seeing a child who was crying 
and afraid without anyone thinking and giving him peace” (with partner, 26 years old, with-
out children, OLV). 

No specific problems or adverse reactions to virtual reality were reported, but some sig-
nificant considerations emerged from the question which gave the opportunity to add per-
sonal opinions and notes. 

Regarding the experience of the game, direct access to aggressive tones was a nuisance 
for some users (65%, N. 30). An example of a reported open answer was: "I don't agree on 
how the scene unfolds [...] I don't recognize myself in these aggressive tones without a valid 
reason!" (single, 60 years old, with children, OLV). Many of the participants who expressed 
a disagreement with the aggressive tone of the scene, for timing and development asked for 
a more gradual transition to the highly conflicting phase (32%, N. 15). 

Moreover, men who said they had experienced domestic violence during their childhood, 
felt the length of the scene was too long (“I would have disconnected if it lasted longer” said 
a participant (cohabitant, 61 years old, with children, OLV), while those who did not report 
childhood experiences of witnessing violence sometimes considered the length short; "It 
could last even longer!", said a participant (cohabitant, 34 years old, without children, other 
service). 
 

 
1 For each user the following information are reported: type of current relationship, age, employment status, 
and sending service. 
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Table 2. Likert scale self-report questionnaires on the playability and transformative power of the 
ViDACs serious game. Descriptive analysis  

Strongly 
agree 

% 
(N.) 

Agree 
 

% 
(N.) 

Partially 
agree 

% 
(N.) 

Slightly 
agree 

% 
(N.) 

Strongly 
disagree 

% 
(N.) 

M DS Missing 

Item 1. The information received 
before the game was sufficient.  

41.30% 
(19) 

39.13% 
(18) 

8.69% 
(4) 

2.17% 
(1) 

2.17% 
(1) 

4.23 0.89 3 

Item 2 The information received 
before the game was clear 

50% 
(23) 

32.60% 
(15) 

17.39% 
(8) 

 
0 

0 4.32 0.76 0 

Item 3. The interface and inter-
activity are clear and immediate. 

32.60% 
(15) 

36.95% 
(17) 

21.73% 
(10) 

2.17% 
(1) 

0 4.06 0.82 3 

Item 4. The game is easily playa-
ble. 

41.30% 
(19) 

32.60% 
(15) 

19.56% 
(9) 

0 0 4.23 0.78 3 

Item.5. The storyboard is easily 
understandable. 

50% 
(23) 

39.13% 
(18) 

4.34% 
(2) 

0 0 4.48 0.59 3 

Item 6. Dialogues, texts and 
sound are clear and exhaustive.   

43.47% 
(20) 

34.78% 
(16) 

8.69% 
(4) 

6.52% 
(3) 

0 4.23 0.89 3 

Item 7. The length of the game is 
just right. 

39.13% 
(18) 

36.95% 
(17) 

8.69% 
(4) 

6.52% 
(3) 

2.17% 
(1) 

4.11 1 3 

Item 8. Based on the experience 
you had, do you think this serious 
game is an effective tool to expe-
rience and recognize the emo-
tions felt in highly conflicting situ-
ations?  

30.43% 
(14) 

50% 
(23) 

6.52% 
(3) 

6.52% 
(3) 

0 4.11 0.82 3 

Item 9. Based on the experience 
you had, do you think this serious 
game is an effective tool for pro-
moting behaviour change?  

32.60% 
(15) 

34.78% 
(16) 

17.39% 
(8) 

8.69% 
(4) 

0 3.97 0.96 3 

 
Some users elaborate on their opinion regarding the effectiveness of serious game, con-

sidering it as being a valid therapeutic tool in the treatment of abusive fathers because taking 
the child’s perspective leads to experiencing a very strong and deep identification with the 
victim. Only with pathological cases it could fail to lead to transformative thinking about; in 
fact, only a few participants said they were skeptical, but not about the validity of the game, 
but about the perpetrator’s ability to change (“In some cases, nothing can trigger a change” 
– single, 29 years old, without children, other service). 

Thinking about the usability of the ViDaCS serious game, users have often stated that the 
game should also be tried by women (30.4%, N. 14), in particular their partners, who were 
often reported as “provocative” or, otherwise, actively participating in quarrels. The game 
was found to be useful for all parents and/or adults in relationship (“We should all have this 
experience. Even mothers who are sometimes very provocative and in the face of an argu-
ment never stop. Everyone should do it!” – cohabitant, 68 years old, with children, OLV).  

As some users said, the ViDaCS serious game also had a training value (26%, N. 12), be-
cause it can help operators dealing with violence management to enter into the emotional 
world of the context of the violence. The man mentioned above also stated that “Even those 
who work in this area should experience the game in order to better understand violence”. 

Moreover, after the game, 71.7 % of men (N. 33) reported feeling anxious, because the 
man in the virtual scene has no choice. “Everything you do in the game ends up being vio-
lent!” (single, 37 years old, without children, OLV). Choices turn out to be constrained, and 
even when choosing non-violent ways, such as "say hello to your wife," the user finds himself 
doing so aggressively. This 'trap' seems similar to what happens in relationships where 
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violence is perpetrated: the perpetrator, while choosing violence, may feel he has no other 
choice then perpetrating it. 
 
5.2 Focused interview 
 

From the reading and analysis of the textual material, 20 codes emerged, grouped into 
4 thematic areas: Emotions towards the violent scene; Multi-level resistance; An oppor-
tunity to think and change; First empathy towards the experiences and emotions of chil-
dren. 

 
5.2.1. Emotions towards the violent scene 

 
Various emotions experienced during the scene were reported: 
 

Anxiety. The scene reminded some participants of past experiences of witnessing and/or di-
rect violence and, in these cases, provoked rather strong emotions of anguish. Violence is of-
ten described as the only possible "forced" way, in the face of the partner's behavior or situa-
tions experienced as provocations. Somehow, the serious game seems to have revived that 
cycle of violence that returns and from which it seems impossible to get out to find alternative 
ways. At the same time, the possibility of recognizing this condition can prove to be a resource 
of the gaming experience, as the man could, starting from this condition, begin to wonder 
about the possible alternatives to build. 
 
Anger. Anger which, as a man perpetrator of violence described, was sometimes felt towards 
oneself and one's own violent action, above all because it was unfair towards the child; "I felt 
anger towards the father because he was unfair to the child" declared an OLV user (cohabitant, 
65 years old, with children, OLV). 

"I experienced these things as a child, I am the son of separated parents.  I am very angry 
about what I saw" declared an OLV user (single, 29 years old, without children, OLV). 

 
Fear. Fear was witnessed when experiencing the child's emotions: "I felt fear... fear that the 
situation could degenerate... I had that inner sensation, that alarm bell that something bad 
was happening" (married, 40 years old, with children, OLV). Fear was also declared in regard 
to the difficulty and "resistance" of having to look at oneself, in the role of the avatar, as a 
perpetrator. 
 
Shame. Shame was reported as experienced in regard to behavior towards the partner and 
children. Some men said they felt it because the avatar's actions and attitude reminded them 
of those of so many men; others, however, have recognized it in relation to their own experi-
ence, testifying a certain level of awareness. 

A man who shared his experience said: 
 
“It's a pretty real game! [...] it opened my conscience, because I often happened to 

raise my voice and while playing, playing dad's role, I felt ashamed, remorseful for what 
I was doing! [...] at the base there should be the desire to change [...] I would let couples 
play, parents” (separated, 28 years old, with children, other service). 
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Impotence/ helplessness. Helplessness was witnessed by the participants both in the role of 
the child (“it is as if the child cannot choose anyway because the parents don't think so” – 
married, 37 years old, with children, other service) and in the role of a man who, clouded by 
rage, can choose nothing but violent action. 
 
Sadness. Sadness is an emotion that shows the possibility of putting yourself into the child's 
shoes, of identifying with their emotions and sometimes with the memory of childhood ex-
periences.  

There is no clear empirical evidence in the literature stating that the sadness felt by per-
petrators of violence increases their empathy for their children. However, some studies as-
sert that when perpetrators of aggressive acts receive feedback regarding their actions based 
on their recognition of their victims’ fear and sadness, these emotional cues are expected to 
lead them to inhibit their aggression (Feshbach & Feshbach, 1969; Mehrabian & Epstein, 
1972). In our study, we found that guilt and sadness felt by witnessing violence children ac-
tivated more empathy toward them, particularly in men who had family history of witnessed 
violence. 

The scene that appeared to be the most striking was the one in which the child does not 
know what to do, in which the child's experiences of terror and desperation emerge in the 
game, by colours chosen, movements and tone of voice that refer to a strong emotional 
connotation. “Today, in hindsight, I know that the fact that my daughter didn't leave the 
room was a show of dislike towards me, whereas before I thought she was just studying!” 
(separated, 53 years old, with children, OLV)."I felt sadness in the child's shoes. I thought of 
the sorrow all children feel when they witness their parents' quarrels" (cohabitant, 48 years 
old, with a child, OLV). 

 
Feeling of strangeness. The feeling of distance from the scene, of being extraneous to the 
content of the game has often been witnessed. Some users recognized themselves more in 
the role of the child, as if violence was only recognizable when it is suffered and not acted out. 
Sometimes there was a feeling that the game could only be completed on the condition of not 
being reflected in that "monstrosity". One user, for example, during the game, kept repeating 
to himself: "He's exaggerating! Ok, calm down, this man is not me” (cohabitant, 35 years old, 
without children, OLV). 

Another participant said: “I don't recognize myself in the stories my wife and daughter tell 
about me! Sometimes I find it hard to remember what they say or, if I remember, I don't 
understand their tragic experience!” (separated, 53 years old, with children, OLV). 

The sentence that struck the team the most was told by a user who declared, in a moment 
of almost witnessing suffering and resignation: “What does it mean to go beyond? Stopping 
a moment early? (...) I can't justify my attitude, but, unfortunately, I didn't know when to 
stop!” (separated, 43 years old, with children, OLV). 

Some participants reported some physical ailments such as nausea and dizziness, but 
these can most likely be attributed to the 3D experience made from a sitting position and in 
stationary mode. 

 
5.2.2. Multi-level denial 

 
Participants defined violence against women as a merely problem of communicative and 

relational misunderstandings; for the participants not under judicial sentence, in the 
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“pathological men” it is different, their violence  is “other“;  at the same time those who 
were under judicial sentence “justified” these violent interactions. The latter, in fact, have 
often spoken of their "bad luck" when the partner fell or suffered serious injuries due to a 
violent action.  

Participants, however, distanced themselves from the violence saying that what hap-
pened in the scene did not reflect what happened or had happened to them. 

Participants revealed strong denial of violence in their own life. The distinction between 
"what is plausible and what is not" emerged as an aspect of distortion: some participants, in 
fact, distancing themselves from the scene, claimed that the reasons for the dispute at stake 
were trivial compared to their experience, but, at the same time, during the interview, they 
recounted some of their experiences which were different in content but with the same level 
of "futility and lightness". 

It was possible to trace different positions, in oscillation, on a continuum between denial 
and acceptance of one's own violent part, both for men who had been perpetrators of vio-
lent behavior and for those who, instead, defined themselves as men who were in high con-
flict couples without judicial sentence. 

It was as if the game, capable of facing the evidence, had brought to light a sort of internal 
split in some men between the "monstrosity" of their violent side and the non-violent part. 
It seemed that, in some cases, these two parts of the self, had no way of communicating, or 
of coming into contact with each other, because they were internally rigidly separated.  

 
5.2.3. An opportunity to think and change 

 
The experience of first playing in the role of the man and then in that of the child (the 

scene was experienced twice and from two different perspectives) gave the participants 
the opportunity to live "in the shoes of" and to be able, through the interviews, to refor-
mulate their own experiences, narrating and re-narrating their experiences in the light of 
assuming other angles. 

The immersive experience on all occasions moved something, both in terms of experi-
ences and in terms of thought; in a context that has been conceived and structured as much 
as possible as "container", "neutral" and "welcoming", a place where their thoughts and 
feelings have not been rejected, attacked or not taken away. 

In many cases, in fact, exposing precisely this need to re-tell, many participants stated 
that they would have preferred to have other choices or, if not, to be able to replay the 
game to have another chance. 

 
5.2.4. First empathy towards the experiences and emotions of children 

 
Some participants revealed that they felt very uncomfortable in the child's shoes, as if 

they felt "forced" to see themselves from the eyes of a child in the part of the perpetrator; a 
part of himself that has never been recognized. 

It was especially in the child's perspective that users reported the greatest "helplessness": 
a child trapped in anger and fear, who doesn't know how to move. 

In some users living in the role of the child awakened not only experiences of witnessing 
violence, but also a strong recognition of the condition that the children are experiencing. 
"One day my daughter told me 'You are toxic!' And think what it means for a father to be 
bad for a daughter!", said a man (separated, 53 years old, with children, OLV). 
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Starting from the literature and the experiences of the work team of experts who collab-
orated on the ViDaCS project, this dimension was previously envisaged and discussed: it was 
the principal element that guided the choice of the final transfer from child back to adult. 

The scene, in fact, never reaches overt and strong physical violence, shocking or strong 
images, and, at the end, allows the man to assume, in the light of the experience from the 
child’s point of view, responsibility for what happened in the game, giving him the chance to 
remedy it too. 

This passage can also allow the man to potentially move to a dimension of "protection" 
of that child who can represent both a son or a daughter, as well as the child he was in his 
childhood. 

In reality, there is no remedy in the final scene, as the man is faced with the impossibility 
of escaping the consequences of his own actions and the need to think "a moment before". 

Many men have also expressed the will and desire to protect those children in the game. 
However, there have also been users who reported being victims of witnessed violence; 

they seem to recognize the violence suffered by the child more easily than the violence 
acted. Also, because the story of the same violence suffered is socially more “acceptable”. 

 
 

6. Discussion 
 

ViDaCS serious game is an innovative self-assessment tool, which offers, through virtual 
reality, the opportunity for the IPV perpetrator to hear with his own ears and to see with his 
own eyes a familiar scene of the escalation of violence from a child’s perspective. Therefore, 
Vidacs serious game can be considered a tool that activates an experience capable of trig-
gering a process of recognition, awareness, and motivation for change (Strega et al., 2008; 
Rothman et al., 2007; Stover et al., 2013; Stanley et al., 2012; Meyer, 2018). The immersive 
reality allows the participant to replace their body with a virtual body that interacts in real 
time and synchronously with the scene projected on the viewing device. This typically leads 
to a strong illusion that the virtual body is the participant's body. It has been widely used in 
programs to reduce implicit racial prejudice, explored both from a behavioral point of view 
(Banakou et al., 2016), and from a cognitive neuroscience point of view (Bender, 2019). 

Recent studies on IPV (Seinfeld et al., 2018; De Borst et al., 2020; Gonzalez-Liencres et al., 
2020) have found how the use of virtual reality increases the recognition of emotions in per-
petrators of violence; in particular these studies detect the recognition of the emotional di-
mensions of fear when the perpetrators shift into a woman's body in virtual reality. Instead, 
more recently Seinfeld et al., (2023) have found that in VR when perpetrators assume a child’s 
perspective, the main emotion that they reported is anger about a violent conflict between 
man and woman. Men who experienced ViDaCS serious game reported different emotions of 
anger, sadness, fear when they assumed the child’s role. Our data are in line with previous 
research, showing an identification of perpetrators with the child in which they see them-
selves in regard to violence and conflict in their own set of parents (Labarre et al., 2016; 
Maliken & Katz, 2013; Stover & Spink, 2012). 

In particular, our data show that this identification with the child, victim of witnessed vi-
olence, is greater in men who receive treatment for perpetrators of violence, whether vol-
untary or under legal sentences. Therefore, virtual reality is configured as a useful tool to 
facilitate access to the negative effects of witnessed violence or rather the perception of 



 
 

 
84 

threat they have experienced toward the parental conflict between their parents (Seinfeld 
et al., 2023; Voith et al., 2020). 

It is to underline that in the interview at the end of the experiment the men in treatment 
at the service dedicated to the perpetrators of violence, therefore with IPV stories, described 
their childhood experiences of conflict between parents. Moreover, for these men the diffi-
culty of getting in touch and of recognizing the experiences and emotions of their partner 
and their child has been mainly noted (Labarre et al., 2016; Maliken & Katz, 2013; Stover & 
Spink, 2012). This could be understood, considering that their history as victims of witnessed 
violence has determined the difficulty of managing one's emotions and the difficulty of as-
suming the position of the other. 

This research highlights the potential of ViDaCS serious game as a tool which is applicable 
not only to IPV perpetrators who have children, but to all men who act violently whether 
they are fathers or not; it allows both, to take into consideration through another person 
who observes, in the specific case of a child, the deleterious effects of violence. But it is also 
a tool for revealing the witnessed violence to which they have been victims themselves and 
which becomes one of the predictors of their violent actions. Indeed, childless men had an 
easier time recognizing themselves in the child and, in some cases, reliving the emotions of 
anguish and helplessness felt during family conflicts. A user spoke about his experience of 
witnessing violence. All the non-fathers expressed a thought regarding their future and pos-
sible parenthood, stating that the experience of the game certainly triggered a greater pro-
pensity to pay attention to the young children. 

Another element that we want to highlight is that men in treatment under judicial sen-
tence experience difficulty in approaching the child avatar, in particular, even as fathers of 
daughters, they chose to position themselves in the male child avatar. This might be due, in 
addition to the process of identification of the man with the child, to the need to want to 
distance themselves from the girls who are recognized as accomplices of their mothers and 
attribute hostile beliefs to them because they are female (Henning et al., 2005; Holtzworth- 
Munroe, 2000, Parrott & Zeichner, 2003; Pornari et al., 2013). This data seems to communi-
cate the significant impact that the gender component has in the processes of identification 
and in the crystallization and generalization of culturally connoted gender roles. In fathers' 
narratives, daughters are often described as accomplices of their mothers, or deceived by 
them. The ViDaCS team, together with the OLV team, is investigating in depth this data in 
groups with men in the charge of OLV and subjected to the Red Code (Italian law n. 69/2019) 
(Di Napoli et al., in press). 

Speaking of the immersive experience, users have often stated that the game should also 
be tried by women, in particular by their partners, who have often been reported as "pro-
vocative" or, in any case, active participants in the quarrels. The game has been declared to 
be useful for all parents and/or adults in relationship. Those who have been able to grasp 
the essence of the message conveyed by the game (on how to manage conflicts), i.e. volun-
teer men, not those in the charge of the services, have been able to recognize episodes of 
their own family life in the game, often recognizing their mistakes and activating reflective 
thinking about what can be done to avoid experiences like those of the child. 

The results obtained also show a minimization of responsibility for violent actions by at-
tributing the role of instigator of the couple’s conflict to their partner (Ubillos-Landa et al., 
2020). The minimization and denial of responsibility for violent actions is widely evidenced 
in studies on perpetrators of violence (Cauffman et al., 2000; Henning et al., 2005; Stith et 
al., 2004; Gilchrist, 2009; Pornari et al., 2013; Senkans et al., 2020).  
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According to Deriu (2012), there are several levels of denial depending on its severity: 
perpetrators absolve, minimise, normalise and deny violence acted, its seriousness and its 
consequences (Cauffman et al., 2000; Henning et al., 2005, Stith et al., 2004; Gilchrist, 2009; 
Pornari et al., 2013; Martín-Fernández et al., 2018; Senkans et al., 2020), as well as blaming 
the victims (Ubillos-Landa et al., 2020). 

So, dealing with IPV perpetrators, minimization and denial are the most significant atti-
tudes to be addressed (Morrison et al., 2021; Vlais et al., 2019; Cunha & Caridade, 2023).  

Therefore, ViDaCS serious game become a useful tool to assess violence denial toward 
the partner and the children’s, according to Deriu’s different levels (Deriu, 2012), and how 
to deal with it (Blacklock, 2001; Henning & Holdford, 2006; Harsey et al.,2017; Heward-Belle, 
2016; Meyer, 2018; Harsey & Freyd, 2020). 

Finally, the innovative aspect of ViDaCS serious game is to have introduced the perspec-
tive of the child who is perceived as a silent figure, not affected by the violence. 

Entering in the children's perspective allows men to reconnect to their history of witness-
ing and suffering violence. The disclosure of one's experience of witnessed violence repre-
sents a further trigger for their motivation for treatment because it helps men to choose life 
paths that are different from their family histories. 

For the implementation of ViDaCS serious game it is very important to train the profes-
sionals to the management of immersive experiences, both for the guide of the game and 
for the thinking behind the containing context that the experience itself requires. 

This study is not without limitation in the generality of its results: The group of partici-
pants was not recruited through probabilistic sampling so the results are attributable to spe-
cific geographical locations and to a convenience sample. This makes it necessary to check 
whether the results are useful for other research contexts. 

A future development will be to verify how the immersive use of serious games can be a 
prevention tool and, at the same time, can be used in the context of taking charge of perpe-
trators of domestic violence, including its use in treatment protocols. 

Another future issue will be to develop a user-friendly app which can reach a wider male 
audience to activate a greater awareness of their violent actions, as well as a broader aware-
ness of the community in supporting the treatment and care of perpetrators, not only as the 
monster but as a person who needs a space of care. Therefore, there is the need to work on 
the construction of an app through which to help men to activate awareness and to be used 
in a large-scale dissemination campaign that can deploy the opportunities of the game and 
a process of consciousness-raising to act as an activator of change. 

 
 
7. Conclusion 
 

From a global and community perspective, strengths and protective factors must be 
traced and strengthened, such as the potentiality of the paternal function to effect social 
change. At the same time, it is necessary to identify innovative intervention measures and 
tools to reduce emotional intemperance in the relationship between men and women. 

Virtual reality is presented as a useful aid in the implementation of tools that enhance 
measures and protocols to combat violence in intimate relationships. In particular, virtual 
reality is a valid support in prevention and treatment measures for perpetrators of violence. 
ViDaCs serious game is configured as an innovative self-assessment tool to support the initial 
phases of treatment based on increasing motivation to treatment which certainly represents 



 
 

 
86 

one of the most delicate moments as well as necessary for the adherence to treatments and 
for reducing recidivism (Lila & Gilchrist, 2023). ViDaCS serious game promotes the internal 
motivation for treatment through the recognition of the consequences of their behavior on 
their children and leverage the paternal function as a motivation for change (Meyer, 2018). 

Virtual reality has made it possible to amplify the psychological and cultural dimensions 
that are involved in IPV processes, increasing the awareness of perpetrators of violence as 
well as a useful tool for guidance and intervention for professionals. It is, therefore, a new 
challenge to increasingly use the potential of new advanced technologies to be integrated 
into innovative prevention and awareness programs aimed at reaching the perpetrators of 
violence to end the IPV phenomenon in an integrated way. 
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