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Change is rarely a
straight line. Whether
someone is trying to
quit smoking, adopt a
healthier diet, or
manage a chronic
health condition, the
journey from thinking
about change to
actually making it stick

is complex and deeply
personal. For decades,
professionals in
healthcare, counseling,
and coaching have
sought effective ways
to guide this process
without resorting to
pressure or
confrontation. One of
the most powerful and
evidence-based
approaches to emerge
is motivational
interviewing, a
collaborative
conversation style that
strengthens a person’s
own motivation and
commitment to
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change. Central to its
success is
understanding how it
aligns with and
supports the stages of
change model, also
known as the
transtheoretical model.
When you explore
motivational
interviewing
techniques stages of
change, you uncover a
roadmap for helping
people move from
ambivalence to action
in a way that feels
respectful and
empowering.

The beauty of this
combination lies in its
simplicity and depth.
Motivational
interviewing is not
about telling someone
what to do. Instead, it
is about drawing out
their own reasons for
change. The stages of
change provide a
framework for
understanding where a

person is in their
journey. By pairing
these two approaches,
practitioners can tailor
their communication to
meet individuals
exactly where they are,
reducing resistance
and building genuine
momentum. This
article will walk you
through both concepts,
offering practical
techniques and
insights that you can
apply in real-world
conversations.

WHAT IS
MOTIVATIONAL
INTERVIEWING?

Motivational
interviewing (Ml) is a
client-centered,
directive method for
enhancing intrinsic
motivation to change
by exploring and
resolving ambivalence.
Developed in the
1980s by psychologists
William Miller and

2 Motivational Interviewing Techniques 2026-05-27
Stages Of Change



Motivational Interviewing Techniques Stages

Of Change

Stephen Rollnick, MI
was initially used in
addiction treatment
but has since been
adapted for a wide
range of behavioral
change contexts,
including health
promotion, mental
health, chronic disease
management, and
even organizational
coaching.

At its heart, Ml is built
on a spirit of
partnership. The
practitioner does not
adopt an expert role
but rather works
alongside the person,
evoking their own
wisdom and values.
Four core principles
guide MI:

» Expressing
Empathy:
Understanding
the person’s
perspective
without
judgment builds

trust and
openness.
Supporting
Self-Efficacy:
Believing in the
person’s ability
to change is
crucial for their
confidence.
Rolling with
Resistance:
Instead of
arguing or
correcting, the
practitioner
adapts to the
person’s
resistance, using
it as information
to guide the
conversation.
Developing
Discrepancy:
Helping the
person see the
gap between
their current
behavior and
their broader
goals or values
can spark
motivation.



These principles are
brought to life through
specific communication
techniques, often
remembered by the
acronym OARS: Open-
ended questions,
Affirmations, Reflective
listening, and
Summaries. When
applied with the stages
of change in mind,
these tools become
even more powerful.

UNDERSTANDING
THE STAGES OF
CHANGE MODEL

The stages of change
model, developed by

Prochaska and
DiClemente in the
1970s, describes

change as a process
that unfolds over time
through a series of
distinct stages.
Importantly, the model
recognizes that relapse
is common and that
people may cycle
through stages

multiple times before
achieving lasting
change. The stages
are:

1. Precontemplati
on: Not yet
considering
change. The
person may be
unaware or
underaware of
the need for
change, or they
may have tried
and failed before
and feel
hopeless.

2. Contemplation:
Ambivalent
about change.
The person is
aware of the pros
and cons of
changing but is
not yet ready to
commit. They
may be “sitting
on the fence.”

3. Preparation:
Intending to take
action soon. The
person has
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begun making
small steps or
plans, such as
setting a quit
date or gathering
information.

. Action: Actively
modifying
behavior or
environment.
This stage
requires
significant
commitment and
effort.

. Maintenance:
Working to
sustain the
change and
prevent relapse.
This stage can
last months or
even years.

. Relapse
(Optional but
Common):
Returning to old
behaviors.
Relapse is not a
failure but a
learning
opportunity that

can lead back to
an earlier stage.

Each stage calls for a
different approach.
Using the wrong
technique at the wrong
stage can create
resistance. For
example, pushing for
action with someone in
precontemplation is
likely to backfire. This
is where motivational
interviewing

techniques become
essential. They allow
you to match your
communication style to
the person’s stage,
making the
conversation more
effective and  less
stressful for everyone.

APPLYING
MOTIVATIONAL
INTERVIEWING
TECHNIQUES
ACROSS THE
STAGES OF




CHANGE

Preconte
mplation:
Raising
Awarenes
s Without
Pressure

In precontemplation,
the person is not ready
to change. They may
be defensive, resigned,
or simply unaware. The
goal at this stage is not
to push for change but
to gently raise
awareness and build
rapport. Pressuring
someone in
precontemplation often
leads to resistance.

precontemplation
include:

Asking
permission:
“Would you be
open to hearing
some information
about how
smoking affects
lung health?”
This respects
autonomy and
reduces
defensiveness.
Using
reflective
listening: “It
sounds like you
feel that you
have tried to quit
before and it
didn’t work, so
you are skeptical
that anything will
help.” This shows
empathy and
understanding.
Eliciting pros
and cons

Key motivational gently: “What
interviewing do you like about
techniques for your current
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habits? What are
some things you
don’t like?” This
helps the person
explore their own
ambivalence
without feeling
judged.

e Expressing
empathy and
affirming their
experience: “It
makes sense
that you would
feel frustrated
after previous
attempts.
Change is hard.”

The key is to avoid
arguing or lecturing.
Instead, plant seeds of
curiosity. The
motivational
interviewing spirit of
evocation means that
you are drawing out
the person’s own
reasons, not imposing
yours.

Contempl
ation:
Exploring
Ambivale
nce and
Building
Motivatio
n

Contemplation is often
the stage where most
people get stuck. They
see reasons to change
but also reasons to
stay the same. The
goal here is to help the
person resolve
ambivalence in favor of
change. This is where
motivational
interviewing
shines.

truly



Effective techniques for
contemplation include:

e Developing
discrepancy:
Help the person
see the gap
between their
current behavior
and their core
values or goals.
For example,
“You mentioned
that being
healthy is very
important to you,
yet you also said
you have been
skipping your
medications.
How does that fit
together?”
Decisional
balance
exercise:
Explore the pros
and cons of
changing versus
staying the
same. This is not
about listing for
them but asking
open-ended

questions that
help them
articulate both
sides.

Evoking
change talk:
Change talk is
any statement
that leans toward
change. You can
elicit it by asking,
“What would be
some good
things about
making this
change?” or
“How might your
life be different if
you did decide to
change?”
Rolling with
resistance: If
the person
expresses
reasons not to
change (sustain
talk), do not
argue. Instead,
reflect it back:
“So on one hand,
you really enjoy
having a drink
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after work to
unwind. On the
other hand, you
have noticed that
it is affecting
your sleep.” This
validates their
experience while
keeping both
sides visible.

e Using
importance
and confidence
rulers: “On a
scale from 0 to
10, how
important is it for
you to make this
change?” For
confidence: “How
confident are you
that you could
make this
change if you
decided to?”
Follow up with:
“Why did you
choose a 5 and
not a 2?” This
draws out their
own reasons.

In contemplation, the

practitioner’s job is to
be a mirror, reflecting
the person’s own
thoughts and feelings
back to them in a way
that helps them see
the path forward more
clearly.

Preparati
on:
Strengthe
ning
Commitm
ent and
Planning

When a person moves
into preparation, they
are ready to take
action soon. Their
ambivalence has
tipped in favor of
change, but they may



need support in
building a plan and
strengthening their
commitment. The goal
is to help them solidify
their intentions and
take concrete steps.

Motivational
interviewing
techniques
preparation include:

for

e Eliciting a
change plan:
Ask, “What steps
are you thinking
about taking?” or
“How would you
like to go about
making this
change?” Let
them lead the
planning process.

e Strengthening
commitment
language:
Listen for
statements like,
“I' will...” or “l am
going to...” and
reflect them
positively. “It
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sounds like you
are ready to
start. Thatis a
big step.”
Discussing
options and
strategies:
Offer suggestions
only with
permission and
in the context of
what the person
has already
expressed. “You
mentioned you
have looked into
some programs.
Would it be
helpful to talk
about what
might work best
for you?”
Building self-
efficacy: Affirm
past successes
and strengths.
“You have made
other big
changes in your
life before. What
helped you then
that might help
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you now?”

e Goal setting:
Help the person
set specific,
realistic goals
that they feel
confident about.
“What is one
small step you
could take in the
next week?”

Preparation is about
momentum. The
practitioner supports
the person in designing
their own path, which
increases ownership
and follow-through.

Action:
Supportin
g Active
Change

11

Efforts

Action is the stage
where visible
behavioral change
happens. It requires
significant energy and
focus. The person is
actively modifying their
habits, environment, or
routines. The
practitioner’s role
shifts to supporting
these efforts,
reinforcing progress,
and troubleshooting
obstacles.

Techniques for action
include:

e Affirming effort
and progress:
“I know this has
not been easy,
and | can see
how much you
have been
putting into it.
That takes real
courage.”

e Reinforcing



change talk:
When the person
expresses
positive
statements
about their
change, reflect
and amplify
them. “You
sound proud of
yourself for
sticking with it
even when it was
hard.”
Problem-
solving
barriers: Use
open-ended
questions to help
the person
identify
challenges and
brainstorm
solutions. “What
has been the
hardest part so
far? What might
help you get
through that?”
Using
summaries:
Summarize the

12

person’s
progress and
their own stated
reasons for
continuing. This
helps consolidate
their
commitment.
Exploring
support
systems: “Who
in your life can
support you with
this? How can
they help?”

In action, the
practitioner celebrates
wins and normalizes
difficulties, always
keeping the focus on
the person’s own
agency and effort.

Maintena
nce:
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Preventin

g Relapse

and

Sustainin

g Change

Many people think that
once action s
underway, the hard
work is done. In reality,
maintenance is where
long-term success is
built. The risk of
relapse remains,
especially during times
of stress or life
transitions. The goal is
to help the person
integrate their new
behavior into their
identity and lifestyle.

Motivational
interviewing
techniques for
maintenance include:
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e Exploring

coping
strategies for
high-risk
situations:
“What situations
might make it
harder to stick
with your
change? How can
you prepare for
those?”
Reinforcing
intrinsic
motivation:
“What are the
benefits you are
experiencing
from this
change? How
does it align with
who you want to
be?”
Revisiting the
decisional
balance: Help
the person see
how the pros of
change now
outweigh the
cons, and that
the old behaviors
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have less appeal.
Normalizing
slips and
preventing
relapse: If a slip
occurs, use it as
a learning
opportunity.
“What
happened? What
can you learn
from that? What
would you do

differently next
time?” Avoid
shame or blame.
Affirming
identity
change: “You
have become
someone who
exercises
regularly. How
does that feel?”
This helps
solidify
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