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UNDERSTANDING THE POWER OF
MOTIVATIONAL INTERVIEWING
STAGES OF CHANGE

Change is rarely a sudden event. It is a
process — a journey that unfolds over
time,  often  with  stops,  starts,  and
detours  along  the  way.  For  anyone
working in helping professions such as
counseling,  healthcare,  social  work,  or

coaching,  guiding  someone  through
meaningful behavior change can be both
deeply  rewarding  and  genuinely
challenging. This is where the integration
of Motivational Interviewing Stages
of  Change  becomes  a  transformative
framework. By combining the spirit and
techniques of  Motivational  Interviewing
(MI)  with  the  structural  clarity  of  the
Transtheoret ica l  Model  (TTM) ,
practitioners  can  meet  individuals
exactly where they are and help them
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move  toward  healthier,  more  fulfilling
choices. This article explores each stage
in  depth,  explains  how  MI  principles
apply at  every step,  and offers practical
ins ights  for  using  this  powerful
comb ina t i on  to  f os te r  l a s t i ng
transformation.

WHAT ARE MOTIVATIONAL
INTERVIEWING AND THE STAGES
OF CHANGE?

Before  diving  into  the  specific  stages,  it
is helpful to understand the two pillars of
th i s  app roach .  Mot ivat iona l
Interviewing  is  a  client-centered,
directive communication style designed
to strengthen a person's own motivation
and commitment to change. Developed
by William Miller and Stephen Rollnick,
MI is built on a foundation of partnership,

acceptance, compassion, and evocation.
Rather than imposing external pressure,
MI  draws  out  the  individual's  own
reasons for change, making it a highly
respectful and effective method.
The  Stages  of  Change ,  o r  the
Transtheoretical  Model  (TTM),  was
developed by James Prochaska and Carlo
DiClemente. It recognizes that behavior
change is not linear but rather a cyclical
process  involving  distinct  stages:
Precontemplation,  Contemplation,
Preparation,  Action,  Maintenance,  and
sometimes  Termination  or  Relapse.
When these stages are paired with the
empathetic,  guiding  principles  of  MI,
practitioners gain a roadmap that is both
compassionate  and  strategic.  The
synergy  between  Motivational
Interviewing  Stages  of  Change
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allows  for  tailored  interventions  that
match the individual's readiness, making
each conversation more productive and
less confrontational.

STAGE 1: PRECONTEMPLATION —
NOT READY FOR CHANGE

In  the  Precontemplation  stage,  an
individual does not yet recognize a need
for change. They may be unaware of the
problem,  minimising  its  impact,  or
defensive when the topic arises. People
in  this  stage  often  feel  pressured  by
others — family members, employers, or
healthcare providers — and may resist
any suggestion that something needs to
shift. For practitioners, this can be one of
the most challenging phases, as direct
advice  or  confrontation  often  backfires,
increasing  resistance  rather  than

reducing  it.
When  app ly ing  Mot ivat iona l
Interviewing  Stages  of  Change  in
Precontemplation,  the  goal  is  not  to
force  awareness  but  to  gently  raise
doubt. Using the MI spirit of acceptance
and evocation, a practitioner might ask
open-ended questions such as, "What do
you make of how things are going right
now?"  or  "What  would  have  to  be
different  for  you  to  consider  making  a
change?"  The  key  is  to  avoid  arguing
and  instead  reflect  the  person's  own
statements, allowing them to hear their
own ambivalence. Rolling with resistance
—  a  c o r e  M I  s k i l l  —  m e a n s
acknowledging their perspective without
judgment. "It sounds like you feel this is
being blown out of proportion. Thank you
for being honest with me." This approach
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lowers  defensiveness  and  plants  the
smallest seed of curiosity.
Practitioners should aim to increase the
individual's perception of risk or concern
about  the  current  situation.  However,
this must be done through the client's
own  values,  not  through  external
p r e s s u r e .  W h e n  s o m e o n e  i n
Precontemplation feels truly heard, they
become  more  open  to  considering  a
different perspective over time.

STAGE 2: CONTEMPLATION —
AMBIVALENT AND CONSIDERING
CHANGE

In the Contemplation stage, an individual
has  begun  to  acknowledge  that  a
problem exists and is seriously thinking
about making a change. However, they

are  also  acutely  aware  of  the  costs,
effort, and fears associated with change.
Ambivalence  is  the  hallmark  of  this
stage: a part of them wants to change,
while  another  part  wants  to  stay  the
same.  This  internal  conflict  can  lead  to
significant  indecision,  with  some  people
remaining in Contemplation for months
or even years.
T h i s  i s  w h e r e  M o t i v a t i o n a l
Interviewing Stages of Change truly
shines.  MI  is  specifically  designed  to
resolve ambivalence. Rather than trying
to convince the person to change, the
practitioner  helps  them  explore  both
sides of their dilemma. Using decisional
balance  exercises,  a  practitioner  can
ask, "What are some of the good things
about the current situation?" and "What
are some of the less good things?" This
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non-judgmental  exploration  allows  the
person to  voice both the benefits  of  the
status quo and the costs of staying the
same.
Evocative  questions  are  especially
powerful here. "How might your life be
different  if  you  did  make  a  change?"  or
"What does your gut tell you about what
you need to do?" The practitioner listens
for  change  talk  —  statements  that
express desire, ability, reasons, or need
for  change  —  and  then  reflects  and
amplifies  those  statements.  For
example,  if  a  client  says,  "I  guess I'm
just  tired  of  feeling  this  way,"  the
practitioner might respond, "You're tired
of feeling stuck, and a part of you really
wants  something  different."  By  gently
tilting the balance toward change talk,
the practitioner helps the individual tip

their own scales.

STAGE 3: PREPARATION — READY
TO PLAN

Preparat ion  is  the  stage  where
ambivalence  has  been  sufficiently
resolved that the individual is ready to
take action, usually within the next 30
days.  They  may  have  already  taken
small steps, such as researching options,
telling a friend about their intention, or
buying  a  gym membership.  The  focus
shifts from "should I?" to "how will I?"
When  app ly ing  Mot ivat iona l
Interviewing Stages of Change in the
Preparation stage, the practitioner's role
becomes  more  collaborative  and
strategic. The MI principle of planning
comes to the forefront. The practitioner
asks, "What do you think might work for
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you?"  and  "What  s teps  are  you
considering?"  This  honors  the  client's
autonomy while providing structure. The
practitioner helps the individual develop
a concrete,  realistic  plan that  includes
specific  actions,  timelines,  and  support
systems.
Importantly, the plan should come from
the  client,  not  the  practitioner.  The
practitioner  might  offer  options  if
needed: "Some people find it helpful to...
What  sounds  like  it  might  fit  for  you?"
Building  confidence  is  also  crucial.  The
pract i t ioner  can  ask  about  past
successes:  "You've  made  changes
before.  What  helped you succeed that
time?"  By  reinforcing  self-efficacy,  the
practitioner strengthens the individual's
belief that they can follow through. The
preparation  stage  is  about  creating  a

bridge between intention and action, and
MI provides the supportive structure to
build that bridge firmly.

STAGE 4: ACTION — MAKING THE
CHANGE

Action is the stage where the individual
actively implements the plan and makes
observable changes to their behavior or
environment.  This  is  the  stage  most
people  th ink  of  when  they  hear
"change,"  but  i t  is  important  to
remember  that  it  only  comes  after
significant  groundwork  in  earlier  stages.
During Action, the individual is putting in
considerable  time  and  effort,  and  they
need  ongoing  support  to  sustain  their
momentum.
Using  Motivational  Interviewing
Stages  of  Change  during  the  Action
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stage  involves  reinforcement,  reflection,
and  cont inued  explorat ion.  The
practitioner  celebrates  progress  and
acknowledges  effort:  "It  takes  a  lot  of
courage to do what you are doing. I want
to  honor  that."  Open-ended  questions
can  help  the  person  reflect  on  their
experience:  "What  has  been  the  most
surprising part of this process?" or "How
are you feeling about the changes you
are making?"
It is also important to explore challenges
without creating discouragement. If the
indiv idual  faces  obstac les,  the
practitioner can ask, "What made it hard
this week, and what did you learn from
that?" This keeps the focus on growth
rather than failure. The practitioner also
helps  the  person  anticipate  future
difficulties  and  develop  coping

strategies:  "What might trip you up in
the  next  month,  and  how  can  you
prepare  for  that?"  By  maintaining  a
supportive, curious, and non-judgmental
stance,  the  practitioner  helps  the
individual stay engaged and committed.

STAGE 5: MAINTENANCE —
SUSTAINING THE CHANGE

Maintenance  is  the  long-term  phase
where the individual works to sustain the
changes they have made and integrate
them into their daily life. This stage can
last from six months to a lifetime. The
risk of  relapse is  still  present,  but the
individual has developed stronger coping
skills  and  a  deeper  understanding  of
their  own  patterns.  The  focus  is  on
preventing  slip-ups  and  managing  life
stressors  without  reverting  to  old
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behaviors.
When  working  with  Motivational
Interviewing  Stages  of  Change  in
Maintenance,  the  practitioner  supports
the  individual's  continued  growth  and
self-reliance.  The  MI  skills  of  affirming
and  summarizing  are  particularly
valuable.  Affirmations  like,  "You  have
shown  incredible  commitment  to
yourself. That is something to be proud
of,"  reinforce  the  person's  identity  as
someone who has successfully changed.
The  practitioner  might  also  help  the
person  reflect  on  how their  values  have
shifted: "How does living this way align
with what matters most to you now?"
Maintenance is also a time to prepare for
potential  relapses  without  fear.  The
practitioner can help the person develop
a relapse prevention plan by asking,

"If you were to have a difficult day, what
is  the  first  thing  you  would  notice?  And
what could you do right then to stay on
track?"  By  normalizing  that  challenges
may  arise,  the  practitioner  reduces
shame and builds resilience. The goal is
to  help  the  individual  maintain  their
change in a way that feels authentic and
sustainable, not forced or fragile.

STAGE 6: TERMINATION OR
RELAPSE — COMPLETING THE
CYCLE

Some  versions  of  the  Transtheoretical
Model  include  a  final  stage  called
Termination,  where the individual has
zero  temptat ion  and  complete
confidence  in  their  new  behavior.  They
no  longer  need  to  actively  work  to
maintain the change; it has become fully
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integrated into their  identity.  However,
f o r  m a n y  p e o p l e ,  l o n g - t e r m
management  is  more  realistic  than
complete  termination,  and  relapse
remains  a  possibility  at  any  point.
In  the  context  of  Motivational
Interviewing  Stages  of  Change,
relapse is not seen as a failure but as a
natural part of the learning process. If a
person relapses, they often move back
to  an  ea r l i e r  s tage  —  pe rhaps
Contemplation or Preparation — and the
cycle begins again but with more insight.
A practitioner using MI would approach a
relapse with curiosity  and compassion:
"What  happened,  and  what  do  you
understand now that you didn't before?"
or  "What  would  you  do  differently  next
time?"
This  non-shaming  approach  helps  the

individual  regain  their  footing  and  re-
engage  with  their  motivation.  The
relationship  between  practitioner  and
client remains intact because trust was
never  broken  by  judgment.  Relapse
becomes a stepping stone rather than a
stopping point.

CORE MI SKILLS THAT SUPPORT
EACH STAGE

Throughout  all  stages  of  change,  four
foundational  MI  skills  remain essential.
These  can  be  remembered  with  the
acronym OARS:

Open-ended questions: Invite
the person to reflect and expand
rather than give short answers. For
example, "What concerns you
about your current situation?"
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Affirmations: Recognize the
person's strengths, efforts, and
values. For example, "You are
showing a lot of insight by
recognizing that pattern."
Reflective listening: Show that
you truly understand by reflecting
the meaning behind the person's
words. For example, "So you are
feeling torn because part of you
wants the benefits of change, but
another part is scared of losing
comfort."
Summaries: Pull together what
has been discussed to reinforce
progress and clarify direction. For
example, "Let me make sure I

understand. You have been
thinking about this for a while, you
see both pros and cons, and you
feel ready to try a small step this
week."

These skills are not rigid techniques but
flexible  tools  that  adapt  to  the
individual's  stage and readiness.  When
used with genuine respect and empathy,
they create a safe space for exploration
and growth.

PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS AND
BENEFITS OF THIS INTEGRATED
APPROACH

The  integration  of  Motivational
Interviewing  Stages  of  Change  has


