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Motivational Interviewing;

The concept of motivational interviewing evolved from experience in the treatment of 
problem drinkers, and was first described by Miller (1983) in an article published in 
Behavioural Psychotherapy. These fundamental concepts and approaches were later 
elaborated by Miller and Rollnick (1991).

Motivational interviewing is a client-centred communication  style which helps clients to 

explore and resolve ambivalence in order to elicit and strengthen motivation for change.
Compared with counselling, it is more focused and goal-directed and the examination 
and resolution of ambivalence is its central purpose so that clients can make an informed 
decision with a sense of self agency meaning THEY are in charge of their circumstances.

The spirit of motivational interviewing - It is vital to distinguish between the spirit of motivational 
interviewing and techniques to manifest that spirit. The spirit of the method is 
characterised in a few key points:

1. Collaborative – a partnership between the client and health professional. Instead of an 
uneven power relationship in which the expert clinician directs the passive client, there is 
an active collaborative working alliance and joint decision making process

2. Evocative – understanding clients own perspectives by evoking their own good reasons 
and arguments for change.

3. Honouring client autonomy – MI requires a certain degree of detachment from outcomes 
– an acceptance that people make choices about their lives. It is often acknowledging 
the clients freedom and right not to change that sometimes makes change possible.
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Viewed in this way, it is inappropriate to think of motivational interviewing as a technique or set of 
techniques that are applied to or (worse) "used on" people. Rather, it is a “way of being” that is 
warm and respectful and views the client as a resource not a problem to be “fixed” by the 
“expert”. It is a subtle balance of directive and client-centred components, shaped by a guiding 
philosophy and understanding of what triggers change. If it becomes a trick or a manipulative 
technique, its essence has been lost (Miller, 1994).

Specific behaviours that are characteristic of a motivational interviewing style are:

•Seeking to understand the person's frame of reference, particularly via reflective listening
•Expressing acceptance and affirmation
•Eliciting and selectively reinforcing the clients own self motivational statements, expressions of 
problem recognition, concern, desire, intention, and ability to change
•Monitoring the clients degree of readiness to change, and ensuring that resistance is not 
generated by jumping ahead.
•Affirming the client's freedom of choice and self-direction
•Resisting the “righting reflex”

See www.motivationalinterview.org to find out more.


