
how to do motivational interviewing

Mastering Motivational Interviewing: A Comprehensive Guide

how to do motivational interviewing is a crucial skill for anyone working in helping professions, from

healthcare providers and counselors to educators and coaches. This collaborative, goal-oriented style

of communication is designed to strengthen personal motivation for and commitment to a specific goal

by exploring and resolving ambivalence. Understanding the core principles and techniques is essential

for effectively guiding individuals toward positive change. This article will delve into the fundamental

strategies, core skills, and ethical considerations of motivational interviewing, providing a detailed

roadmap for practitioners aiming to enhance their proficiency. We will explore the spirit of motivational

interviewing, the four processes involved, and the specific skills needed to foster change talk and

navigate potential roadblocks.
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What is Motivational Interviewing?



Motivational Interviewing (MI) is a client-centered, directive counseling style for eliciting behavior

change by helping clients to explore and resolve ambivalence. Developed by psychologists William R.

Miller and Stephen Rollnick, MI is grounded in the principles of humanistic psychology and cognitive

behavioral therapy. It is not a technique to be applied mechanically but rather a way of interacting with

individuals that respects their autonomy and capacity for self-direction. The fundamental premise is

that individuals are more likely to make changes when they feel understood and supported, rather than

coerced or judged. This approach is particularly effective when individuals exhibit ambivalence about

changing a particular behavior.

The primary goal of MI is to help individuals examine their own reasons for change and commit to a

course of action that aligns with their values and goals. It is distinct from traditional advice-giving or

confrontational styles, as it emphasizes collaboration and eliciting the client's own motivation for

change. By focusing on the client's perspective and empowering them to find their own solutions, MI

fosters a sense of ownership over the change process, which significantly increases the likelihood of

sustained behavior modification. This method is adaptable across a wide range of settings and

populations.

The Spirit of Motivational Interviewing

The spirit of motivational interviewing forms the foundation upon which all techniques and skills are

built. It is an attitude or way of being that the practitioner adopts when engaging with clients. This spirit

is characterized by three interconnected components: partnership, acceptance, and compassion.

Partnership

Partnership in motivational interviewing means working together collaboratively with the client. The

practitioner is not an expert who has all the answers, but rather a guide who helps the client explore

their own path. This involves approaching the conversation with curiosity and a genuine interest in the

client's perspective, rather than imposing one's own agenda or beliefs. It's about walking alongside the



client, not in front of them or behind them.

Acceptance

Acceptance encompasses several aspects, including absolute worth, accurate empathy, affirmation,

and autonomy. Absolute worth means valuing the client as a person regardless of their choices or

behaviors. Accurate empathy involves striving to understand the client's world from their perspective,

reflecting back what is heard without judgment. Affirmation means recognizing and acknowledging the

client's strengths, efforts, and positive qualities. Autonomy is the recognition and respect for the client's

inherent right and capacity for self-direction.

Compassion

Compassion involves acting in the best interest of the client and prioritizing their well-being. It means

actively promoting what is good and true for the client and advocating for their needs. This goes

beyond simply not causing harm; it involves a proactive commitment to their welfare and growth.

Compassion in MI means being genuinely concerned about the client's situation and working towards

solutions that genuinely benefit them.

The Four Processes of Motivational Interviewing

Motivational interviewing is structured around four interdependent processes that guide the

conversation from initial engagement to sustained commitment. These processes are not necessarily

sequential but often flow in and out of each other as the interview progresses. Understanding these

phases is crucial for effectively applying MI principles and techniques.



Engaging

Engaging is the initial process of establishing a trusting and respectful relationship with the client. This

involves creating a safe space where the client feels comfortable discussing their concerns and

ambivalence. The practitioner focuses on active listening, empathy, and building rapport. Without

sufficient engagement, it is unlikely that the client will be receptive to exploring change. This stage is

about getting started and making a connection.

Focusing

Focusing involves collaboratively identifying a specific target behavior or goal that the client wishes to

address. This is not about the practitioner dictating the focus, but rather about helping the client clarify

what they want to work on. The practitioner might ask open-ended questions to help the client

articulate their goals and priorities. This process ensures that the conversation remains directed and

productive, preventing it from becoming too diffuse.

Evoking

Evoking is the heart of motivational interviewing, where the practitioner helps the client to explore their

own motivations for change. This involves eliciting "change talk" – statements that express a desire for

change, ability to change, reasons for change, or need for change. The practitioner uses skills to draw

out these statements, helping the client to articulate their own arguments for moving in a new direction.

This process directly addresses the client's ambivalence by bringing their reasons for change to the

forefront.

Planning

Planning is the final process where, if the client is ready, the practitioner helps them to develop a

concrete plan for change. This involves exploring options, setting realistic goals, and identifying

potential obstacles and strategies to overcome them. The plan is developed collaboratively, ensuring



that it is something the client feels capable of undertaking. This stage solidifies the commitment to

change by translating motivation into actionable steps.

Core Skills for Motivational Interviewing (OARS)

The core skills of motivational interviewing are often summarized by the acronym OARS, representing

four fundamental communication techniques that are essential for building rapport, gathering

information, and eliciting change talk. These skills are practiced and refined to enhance their

effectiveness in guiding clients toward their desired outcomes.

Open-Ended Questions

Open-ended questions are designed to encourage the client to elaborate and provide detailed

responses, rather than simple "yes" or "no" answers. They invite the client to share their thoughts,

feelings, and experiences. Examples include "What concerns you about your current situation?" or

"Tell me more about what brings you here today." These questions are vital for exploring ambivalence

and understanding the client's perspective.

Affirmations

Affirmations are statements that acknowledge and validate the client's strengths, efforts, and positive

qualities. They build self-efficacy and reinforce the client's capacity for change. Affirmations should be

genuine and specific, rather than generic compliments. For instance, "You've shown real resilience in

facing these challenges" or "It takes courage to talk about this."

Reflections

Reflections are statements that accurately paraphrase or summarize what the client has said,



demonstrating that the practitioner is listening and understanding. They can be simple reflections,

which restate the client's words, or complex reflections, which add meaning or an underlying feeling.

For example, a simple reflection might be "So, you're feeling overwhelmed by the workload." A

complex reflection could be "It sounds like you're feeling trapped between the demands of your job

and your desire to spend time with your family."

Summaries

Summaries are used to pull together key themes or points that the client has discussed. They can be

used to check understanding, transition between topics, or reinforce progress. Summaries can also be

used to highlight discrepancies or to offer a summary of the client's own arguments for change. For

example, "So, to recap, you've identified that your current eating habits are negatively impacting your

energy levels, and you're interested in finding ways to incorporate more nutritious foods into your diet."

Evoking Change Talk

Evoking change talk is a central objective in motivational interviewing. Change talk refers to any client

speech that favors movement toward a specific behavior change. The practitioner's role is to

intentionally elicit and strengthen this type of communication, helping the client to build their own case

for change. This involves recognizing, amplifying, and responding effectively to the client's expressions

of desire, ability, reasons, and need for change.

Recognizing Change Talk

The first step is to be able to identify the different forms of change talk. These can be subtle or

explicit. Practitioners listen for statements that indicate a desire to change (e.g., "I wish I could stop

smoking"), an ability to change (e.g., "I think I could cut back on drinking"), reasons for change (e.g.,

"I'm worried about my health"), or a need for change (e.g., "Something has to change before I get



sicker").

Amplifying Change Talk

Once change talk is recognized, the practitioner aims to amplify it. This means encouraging the client

to expand on their statements. This can be achieved by asking open-ended questions that prompt

further elaboration, using reflective listening to mirror their change talk, or asking for more examples.

For instance, if a client says "I need to eat healthier," the practitioner might respond with "What makes

you say that?" or "Tell me more about what 'healthier' looks like for you."

Responding with Sustain Talk and Discord

While the focus is on change talk, practitioners must also be prepared to handle "sustain talk," which

refers to client speech that favors the status quo or resists change. Sustain talk is a natural part of

ambivalence. The strategy is not to argue against sustain talk but to acknowledge it and then gently

guide the conversation back towards exploring the reasons for change. Discord, on the other hand, is

a breakdown in the collaborative process, such as arguing or interrupting. When discord arises, the

practitioner should pause, reflect, and seek to understand the source of the tension, often by affirming

the client's perspective or apologizing if appropriate.

Handling Sustain Talk and Discord

Navigating sustain talk and discord is an integral part of the motivational interviewing process. These

are not seen as failures but as opportunities to deepen understanding and re-establish rapport. The

practitioner's response to these moments can significantly influence the trajectory of the interview.



Strategies for Sustain Talk

When a client expresses sustain talk, such as "I don't think I can quit," the practitioner's role is not to

dismiss it but to acknowledge it and then pivot. A common strategy is to use reflections to show

understanding of their current perspective, followed by an invitation to explore the other side of their

ambivalence. For example, "So, you're feeling uncertain about whether you have the strength to quit

right now. What are some of the reasons why you're considering quitting in the first place?" This

approach allows the client to hear their own arguments for change in contrast to their doubts.

Addressing Discord

Discord indicates a breakdown in the collaborative relationship. It can manifest as arguing, interrupting,

blaming, or dismissing the practitioner. When discord occurs, the first step is to recognize it and stop.

The practitioner should then try to de-escalate the situation by listening empathetically, affirming the

client's perspective, or apologizing if a misstep was made. For instance, "I apologize if I misunderstood

you. Can we try again? Perhaps I can rephrase what I heard." The goal is to repair the alliance and

return to a collaborative stance, allowing the client to feel heard and respected.

Common Applications of Motivational Interviewing

Motivational interviewing is a versatile approach that has demonstrated effectiveness across a wide

range of settings and with diverse populations. Its client-centered nature makes it adaptable to various

challenges individuals face when considering behavioral change.

Healthcare Settings

In healthcare, MI is widely used to help patients adopt healthier lifestyles. This includes promoting

adherence to medication, increasing physical activity, improving dietary habits, and reducing substance

use. For example, a doctor might use MI to discuss smoking cessation with a patient who is



ambivalent about quitting.

Mental Health Services

MI is a valuable tool for mental health professionals working with individuals struggling with issues like

depression, anxiety, addiction, and eating disorders. It can help clients to explore their readiness for

therapy, commit to treatment plans, and develop coping strategies.

Social Work and Counseling

Social workers and counselors utilize MI to assist clients in addressing a variety of life challenges,

such as relationship problems, unemployment, and financial difficulties. It empowers individuals to take

an active role in resolving their issues and making positive life changes.

Addiction Treatment

MI is particularly effective in addiction treatment, where individuals often present with significant

ambivalence about their substance use. It helps them to explore the pros and cons of their behavior

and to build motivation for recovery.

Other Fields

Beyond these core areas, MI is also applied in education, criminal justice, and even in organizational

settings to foster personal and professional development. Its principles of collaboration and

empowerment are broadly applicable whenever behavior change is a desired outcome.



Ethical Considerations in Motivational Interviewing

While motivational interviewing is a powerful tool, ethical considerations are paramount to its

responsible application. The practitioner must always prioritize the client's well-being and autonomy,

ensuring that the process is conducted with integrity and respect.

Respect for Autonomy

The cornerstone of MI is the respect for client autonomy. This means that the practitioner never

coerces or manipulates the client into making a decision. The ultimate choice for change rests with the

client, and the practitioner's role is to facilitate their decision-making process by helping them explore

their own motivations and values.

Beneficence and Non-Maleficence

Practitioners must act in the best interest of the client (beneficence) and avoid causing harm (non-

maleficence). This involves ensuring that they are adequately trained in MI and are applying it

competently. It also means being aware of the client's overall situation and not solely focusing on one

behavior at the expense of other important aspects of their life.

Competence

Ethical practice requires that practitioners are competent in motivational interviewing. This involves

receiving appropriate training, engaging in ongoing supervision or consultation, and staying current

with best practices and research in the field. Misapplying MI techniques can be detrimental to the

client.



Confidentiality

As with all therapeutic and helping relationships, maintaining client confidentiality is essential.

Information shared during MI sessions should be kept private, in accordance with professional ethical

guidelines and legal requirements.

Next Steps in Learning Motivational Interviewing

Developing proficiency in motivational interviewing is an ongoing journey that requires continuous

learning and practice. Simply reading about the techniques is a starting point, but true mastery comes

from hands-on experience and dedicated development.

Formal Training

Attending workshops and training programs offered by reputable organizations or experienced MI

trainers is highly recommended. These programs often provide opportunities for didactic learning, skill

practice, and feedback.

Supervision and Consultation

Engaging in supervision or consultation with an experienced MI practitioner is invaluable. This allows

for real-time feedback on one's interviewing skills, troubleshooting of challenges, and deeper

exploration of MI principles.

Practice and Self-Reflection

Consistent practice is crucial. Seek opportunities to apply MI skills in your professional work, even in

brief encounters. Following each interaction, engage in self-reflection: What went well? What could



have been done differently? How did the client respond to different approaches?

Ongoing Learning

The field of motivational interviewing continues to evolve. Stay updated by reading current research,

books, and articles on MI. Consider joining professional organizations or online communities focused

on MI to connect with peers and stay informed about new developments and insights.

Embracing the spirit of motivational interviewing and diligently applying its core skills, while navigating

its processes with ethical awareness, will significantly enhance your ability to support individuals in

achieving meaningful and lasting change.

FAQ

Q: What is the difference between motivational interviewing and

traditional counseling?

A: Traditional counseling often involves the therapist guiding the client toward solutions or

interpretations. Motivational interviewing, in contrast, is a collaborative, client-centered approach that

focuses on eliciting the client's own reasons and motivation for change, rather than imposing the

therapist's agenda or expertise. MI is directive in that it guides the conversation towards change, but it

does so by empowering the client's self-determination.

Q: Is motivational interviewing only for people who don't want to

change?

A: Motivational interviewing is particularly effective for individuals who are ambivalent about change or

who are resistant to it. It is designed to help them explore their ambivalence and uncover their own

motivations for moving forward. However, MI can also be beneficial for individuals who are ready to



change, as it helps to solidify their commitment and develop a plan.

Q: What are the four core skills of motivational interviewing, often

remembered by the acronym OARS?

A: The four core skills are Open-ended questions, Affirmations, Reflections, and Summaries. These

are foundational communication techniques used to build rapport, gather information, evoke change

talk, and strengthen the client's commitment to change.

Q: How does a practitioner handle "change talk" in motivational

interviewing?

A: Practitioners actively listen for and then amplify change talk, which includes statements of desire,

ability, reasons, or need for change. This is done through open-ended questions, reflections, and

summaries that encourage the client to elaborate on their motivations for changing a behavior.

Q: What is "sustain talk" in motivational interviewing, and how is it

addressed?

A: Sustain talk refers to client statements that favor the status quo or resist change, such as "I don't

think I can quit." Practitioners acknowledge sustain talk with empathy and then gently pivot the

conversation to explore the client's reasons for considering change, helping them to weigh both sides

of their ambivalence.

Q: Can motivational interviewing be used for any type of behavior

change?

A: Yes, motivational interviewing is highly versatile and can be applied to a wide range of behavior



changes, including lifestyle modifications (diet, exercise, smoking cessation), adherence to medical

treatment, substance abuse recovery, and addressing mental health concerns.

Q: What is the "spirit" of motivational interviewing?

A: The spirit of motivational interviewing encompasses partnership, acceptance, and compassion.

Partnership involves collaborating with the client, acceptance involves valuing their worth and

understanding their perspective, and compassion involves prioritizing their well-being and acting in

their best interest.

Q: How important is empathy in motivational interviewing?

A: Empathy is absolutely critical. It is the cornerstone of building trust and rapport. By demonstrating

accurate empathy, practitioners show clients that they are understood and respected, which makes

them more likely to open up and explore their motivations for change.

Q: What is the goal of the "planning" stage in motivational

interviewing?

A: The planning stage, which occurs after the client has expressed sufficient motivation for change,

involves collaboratively developing a concrete plan of action. This includes setting realistic goals,

identifying strategies for achieving them, and anticipating potential obstacles and how to overcome

them.

Q: Is motivational interviewing a one-size-fits-all approach?

A: No, motivational interviewing is a client-centered approach, meaning it is tailored to the individual's

specific needs, values, and readiness for change. While the core principles and skills remain

consistent, their application is adapted to each unique person and situation.
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