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INTRODUCTION: THE ART OF
GUIDING CHANGE

Change is rarely a straight line. Whether
it  is  a  person  trying  to  quit  smoking,
adopt  a  healthier  diet,  or  manage  a
chronic  health  condition,  the  journey
from  intention  to  action  is  often
complicated by ambivalence, resistance,
and  setbacks.  For  decades,  helping

professionals  have  sought  effective
methods to support individuals through
this  complex process.  Two frameworks
have emerged as  particularly  powerful
when  combined:  Motivational
Interviewing  And  The  Stages  Of
Change.  Together,  they form a client-
centered, evidence-based approach that
respects  a  person's  autonomy  while
gently guiding them toward meaningful
behavior  change.  This  article  explores
both  concepts  in  depth,  explains  how
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they  complement  one  another,  and
offers  practical  insights  for  applying
them  in  real-world  settings.

WHAT IS MOTIVATIONAL
INTERVIEWING?

Motivational  Interviewing  (MI)  is  a
collaborative  conversation  style  first
developed  by  clinical  psychologists
William R. Miller and Stephen Rollnick in
the  1980s.  Originally  designed  for
addiction treatment, MI has since been
applied  across  healthcare,  mental
health, social work, and coaching. At its
heart, MI is a method for strengthening a
p e r s o n ' s  o w n  m o t i v a t i o n  a n d
commitment to change by exploring and
resolving ambivalence.
Unlike  more  directive  approaches  that
tell a person what to do, MI positions the

helper  as  a  partner  rather  than  an
authority  figure.  The  core  spirit  of  MI  is
built on four key principles:

Partnership: The helper works
alongside the individual, not above
them.
Acceptance: The helper honors
the person's autonomy and worth,
even when choices seem unwise.
Compassion: The helper
prioritizes the person's well-being
above all else.
Evocation: The helper draws out
the person's own wisdom and
reasons for change, rather than
imposing external arguments.

Practitioners  use  specific  skills  such  as
open-ended  questions,  affirmations,
reflective  listening,  and  summarizing  to
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create  a  safe  space  where  honest
exploration can occur. The goal is not to
force  change,  but  to  help  the  person
discover their  own internal  reasons for
wanting it.

UNDERSTANDING THE STAGES OF
CHANGE MODEL

The  Stages  of  Change  model,  also
known  as  the  Transtheoretical  Model
(TTM),  was  developed  by  James
Prochaska and Carlo DiClemente in the
late 1970s. While studying how people
quit smoking on their own, they noticed
that change unfolds through a series of
predictable stages. This model has since
been  validated  across  hundreds  of
health  behaviors.
The  Stages  of  Change  framework
describes  six  distinct  phases:

Precontemplation: The person is1.
not yet considering change and
may be unaware of the need for it.
Contemplation: The person is2.
aware of a problem and is thinking
about change, but has not yet
committed to action.
Preparation: The person intends3.
to take action soon and begins
making small steps.
Action: The person actively4.
modifies their behavior or
environment.
Maintenance: The person works5.
to sustain the change and prevent
relapse.
Termination: The change is fully6.
integrated, and the old behavior
no longer holds any appeal.
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The  model  also  acknowledges  that
relapse is common and can be seen as a
natural  part  of  the  learning  process
rather than a failure. Many people cycle
through the stages multiple times before
achieving lasting change.

WHY MOTIVATIONAL
INTERVIEWING AND THE STAGES
OF CHANGE WORK SO WELL
TOGETHER

When  a  p rac t i t i oner  combines
Motivational  Interviewing  And  The
Stages  Of  Change ,  they  gain  a
powerful  roadmap  for  tailoring  their
approach to where the person actually
is. The stages tell the helper where the
person  stands,  and  MI  provides  the
communication  tools  to  meet  them
there.  Without  a  stage-matched

approach,  helpers  often  make  the
mistake  of  offering  action-oriented
advice  to  someone  who  is  sti l l  in
contemplation,  which  can  increase
resistance  and  shut  down  dialogue.
F o r  e x a m p l e ,  a  p e r s o n  i n
precontemplation  does  not  believe
they  have  a  problem.  Lecturing  them
about  the  benefits  of  change  will  likely
backfire.  Instead,  using  MI  skills  like
reflective  listening  and  asking
permission  to  share  information  can
gently  raise  awareness  without
triggering defensiveness.  Conversely,  a
person  in  the  action  stage  needs
practical  support  and  encouragement,
not further exploration of pros and cons.
Using the stages as a guide ensures that
the  helper's  efforts  are  aligned  with  the
individual's readiness.
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Matching MI
Strategies to
Each Stage
Let us explore how each stage of change
calls  for  a  different  focus  within  the  MI
framework.

Precontemplatio
n: Raising Doubt

and Building
Awareness
In precontemplation, the person may be
unaware,  underaware,  or  defensive
about their behavior. The helper's task is
not  to  push  for  change  but  to  create
conditions where the person might begin
to consider it. MI suggests using open-
ended  questions  that  invite  curiosity,
such as: "What have you noticed about
how your drinking affects your sleep?" or
"How  does  this  behavior  fit  with  your
longer-term  goals?"  The  helper  listens
for  change talk—any  statement  from
the person that hints at a desire, ability,
or reason to change—and gently reflects
it  back.  Rolling  with  resistance,  rather
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than opposing it, is essential here. If the
person says they are not interested in
quitting smoking, the helper might say:
"It sounds like you haven't seen a reason
to  make  a  change  yet.  That  makes
sense. What would need to happen for
you to reconsider?"

Contemplation:
Evoking
Ambivalence and
Exploring Values
Contemplation  is  often  the  most
ambivalent stage. The person sees both
benefits  and  drawbacks  to  changing.

Trying to tip the scales by arguing for
change  can  actually  push  the  person
further into indecision. Instead, MI helps
the  helper  explore  both  sides  of  the
ambivalence  with  equal  curiosity.  A
decisional  balance  exercise  can  be
useful: exploring what is good and less
good  about  the  current  behavior,  and
what  is  good  and  less  good  about
changing. The helper's role is to listen
reflectively, summarize the person's own
arguments,  and  gently  highlight
discrepancies  between  the  person's
values  and  their  current  behavior.  For
instance:  "You  mentioned  that  being
present  for  your  children  is  really
important to you, and you also said that
your drinking often makes you irritable
in the evenings. What do you make of
that?"  This  type  of  reflection  can  be  a
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powerful  motivator  because  it  comes
from  within  the  person,  not  from
external  pressure.

Preparation:
Strengthening
Commitment and
Building a Plan
When a person reaches the preparation
stage,  they  have  made  a  decision  to
change and are ready to take steps. MI
shifts  focus  toward  strengthening
commitment. The helper asks questions
like: "What makes you feel ready to do
this now?" and "What would be your first

step?"  The  helper  also  explores  the
person's  confidence  (self-efficacy)  by
asking:  "On  a  scale  of  1  to  10,  how
confident are you that you can make this
change?  What  would  it  take  to  move
from a 6 to a 7?" The helper affirms the
person's  decision  and  helps  them
brainstorm  realistic,  specific  strategies.
This  is  also  a  good  time  to  discuss
potential barriers and how to overcome
them,  always  letting  the  person  lead
with their own ideas.

Action:
Supporting and
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Celebrating
Steps
In the action stage, the person is actively
implementing  their  plan.  The  helper's
role  is  to  support,  affirm,  and  help
problem-solve when obstacles arise. MI
skills  like  affirmations  are  especially
powerful here: "It took real courage to
start that conversation with your doctor.
I  can  see  how  much  effort  you  are
putting into this." The helper continues
to evoke change talk  by asking about
the  benefits  the  person  is  already
noticing: "What has been the best part of
making  this  change  so  far?"  This
reinforces  the  positive  experience  and
strengthens motivation to continue.

Maintenance:
Preventing
Relapse and
Sustaining
Momentum
Maintenance is often undervalued, yet it
is  critical  for  long-term  success.  The
person  has  sustained  the  change  for
some  time  but  still  faces  the  risk  of
relapse. MI helps the helper check in on
how the person is  doing,  what  coping
strategies are working, and whether any
new  challenges  have  emerged.  The
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helper can ask:  "What has helped you
stay on track when things got hard?" and
"What would you do if you felt yourself
slipping?" The helper also normalizes the
possibility of setbacks and frames them
as  learning  opportunities  rather  than
failures.  The  tone  remains  supportive
and collaborative, never complacent.

Termination or
Relapse:
Learning and Re-
engaging
For  some  behaviors,  the  change
becomes so ingrained that relapse is no

longer a threat. This is the termination
stage. For others, relapse may occur at
any point. When a person relapses, the
helper  using  MI  avoids  blame  or
disappointment. Instead, they treat the
relapse  as  valuable  data.  The  helper
might say: "This is a setback, not an end.
What do you think led to it,  and what
might you do differently next time?" The
helper  then  helps  the  person  re-enter
the  cycle  at  whatever  stage  feels
appropriate,  whether  that  means
returning  to  contemplation  or  moving
quickly into preparation based on what
they  have  learned.  This  gentle,  non-
judgmental  approach  keeps  the  door
open for continued progress.

REAL-WORLD APPLICATIONS OF
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MOTIVATIONAL INTERVIEWING
AND THE STAGES OF CHANGE

This  combined  approach  has  been
applied  successfully  in  many  fields.  In
addiction  counseling,  it  has  been
widely adopted as a core competency. In
primary healthcare,  practitioners use
it  to  discuss  lifestyle  changes such as
d iet ,  exerc ise ,  and  medicat ion
adherence. In mental health,  it  helps
clients  with  anxiety  or  depression
engage more fully  in  therapy.  Even in
organizational settings,  coaches use
these principles to support employees in
adopting new work habits or improving
performance.
One of the most compelling aspects of
Motivational  Interviewing  And  The
Stages Of Change is that they are both

evidence-based  and  humanistic.  They
honor the complexity of human behavior
and the fact  that  lasting change must
come from within.  The helper is  not a
fixer,  but  a  companion  on  the  journey.
This shift in perspective is not only more
effective  but  also  more  respectful  and
compassionate.

COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS
ABOUT MOTIVATIONAL
INTERVIEWING AND THE STAGES
OF CHANGE

Despite  their  popularity,  these  models
are  sometimes  misunderstood.  One
common misconception is that MI is just
being nice or supportive. In reality, it is a
highly  skilled  practice  that  requires
training  and  deliberate  use  of  specific
techniques.  Another  misconception  is



Motivational Interviewing And The Stages Of Change 11

11

that  the  stages  of  change  are  rigid
categories that people move through in
a linear fashion.  In truth,  people often
cycle  back  and  forth,  and  the  stages
should be used as a flexible guide rather
than a strict formula.
Some critics  argue  that  the  stages  of
change  model  oversimplifies  behavior
change.  While  this  concern  has  some
merit, the model was never intended to
capture  every  nuance  of  human
experience.  When  combined  with  the
depth of MI, it becomes a much richer
and more practical tool.

PRACTICAL TIPS FOR
PRACTITIONERS

If  you are new to using Motivational
Interviewing  And  The  Stages  Of
Change,  here  are  a  few  actionable

suggestions:

Start where the person is.
Assess their stage of change early
in the conversation, and tailor your
approach accordingly.
Listen for change talk. When
the person says something that
favors change, reflect it, ask for
elaboration, or affirm it.
Resist the righting reflex. The
urge to fix the person's problem is
natural but often
counterproductive. Let the person
arrive at their own solutions.
Use open-ended questions.
They invite exploration and
prevent yes-or-no responses that
shut down dialogue.
Affirm strengths. Everyone has
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strengths, even in the midst of
struggle. Pointing them out builds
confidence and rapport.
Summarize often. A good
summary shows the person you
have truly heard them and helps
both of you see the big picture.
Be patient with relapse.
Relapse is not failure; it is a step in
the learning process. Treat it with
curiosity, not judgment.

CONCLUSION: A PARTNERSHIP

FOR LASTING CHANGE

The  integration  of  Motivational
Interviewing  And  The  Stages  Of
Change  offers  a  powerful,  flexible,  and
deeply  respectful  approach  to  helping
people transform their lives. Instead of
imposing external pressure, this method
works with the person's own motivation,
values, and readiness. It  acknowledges
that ambivalence is normal, that change
takes  t ime,  and  that  the  helping
relationship


