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UNDERSTANDING
MOTIVATIONAL
INTERVIEWING:
THE
FOUNDATIONAL
WORK OF MILLER
AND ROLLNICK

F e w  t h e r a p e u t i c
approaches  have  had
such  a  profound  and
lasting  impact  on  the
field  of  behavioral
change as Motivational
I n t e r v i e w i n g .
Developed  and  refined
o v e r  d e c a d e s  b y
psychologists  William

R.  Miller  and  Stephen
Rollnick, this evidence-
based,  collaborative
method  addresses  a
core  cha l lenge  in
helping people change:
a m b i v a l e n c e .
M o t i v a i o n a l
Interviewing Miller And
Rollnick is not a set of
t r i c k s  t o  c o e r c e
s o m e o n e  i n t o
changing, but rather a
skillful,  client-centered
style  of  conversation
that  strengthens  a
p e r s o n ’ s  o w n
m o t i v a t i o n  a n d
c o m m i t m e n t  t o
change.  Whether  you
a r e  a  h e a l t h c a r e
p r o f e s s i o n a l ,  a
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therapist,  a  coach,  or
s i m p l y  s o m e o n e
interested  in  effective
c o m m u n i c a t i o n ,
understanding  the
work  of  Mi l ler  and
Rollnick  provides  a
powerful framework for
facilitating  genuine,
lasting  change.
A t  i t s  h e a r t ,
M o t i v a t i o n a l
Interviewing  (MI)  is
about  partnering  with
individuals  to  explore
and  reso lve  the i r
mixed  feelings  about
change.  Mil ler  and
Rollnick  first
introduced the concept
in  the  early  1980s,
drawing  inspiration
from  their  work  with
problem drinkers. They
o b s e r v e d  t h a t
c o n f r o n t a t i o n a l ,
directive  approaches
o f t e n  m e t  w i t h
resistance  and  poor
outcomes,  whi le  a
more  empathet ic ,
guiding  style  fostered

openness  and  self-
motivated change. This
i n s i g h t  l a i d  t h e
groundwork  for  what
has become one of the
most  well-researched
and  widely  taught
c o m m u n i c a t i o n
methods in  the world.
T h e  p h r a s e
“ M o t i v a t i o n a l
Interviewing Miller And
R o l l n i c k ”  i s
synonymous  with  a
respectful,  person-
centered approach that
h o n o r s  e a c h
individual’s  autonomy
a n d  c a p a c i t y  f o r
growth.

The
Origins
and
Evolution
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of the MI
Approach
T h e  s t o r y  o f
M o t i v a t i o n a l
Interviewing  begins
with  William  Miller’s
seminal  1983  article,
“ M o t i v a t i o n a l
Interv iewing  wi th
Problem  Drinkers,”
which described a new
therapeutic  style.
Shortly  after,  Miller
partnered with Stephen
Rollnick,  and  together
they published the first
edition  of  Motivational
Interviewing:  Helping
Peop le  Change  i n
1 9 9 1 .  T h i s  b o o k
became a cornerstone
of  the  field.  The
authors  continued  to
refine  the  model  over
subsequent  editions,
incorporating feedback
from  research  and
practice.  The  third
edition (2013) and the

fourth  edition  (2023)
further  clarified  the
core skills,  the “spirit”
of MI, and the nuances
of evoking change talk.
T h e  e v o l u t i o n  o f
M o t i v a t i o n a l
Interviewing Miller And
Rollnick  demonstrates
a  dynamic ,  l i v ing
prac t i ce  tha t  has
m o v e d  b e y o n d
addiction  treatment
i n t o  h e a l t h c a r e ,
c r im ina l  j u s t i ce ,
e d u c a t i o n ,  a n d
o r g a n i z a t i o n a l
development.
O n e  o f  t h e  k e y
developments was the
explicit  articulation  of
the “four processes” of
M I :  E n g a g i n g ,
Focusing, Evoking, and
P l a n n i n g .  T h i s
f r a m e w o r k  h e l p s
practitioners  structure
conversations  while
remaining  flexible  and
responsive.  The  work
of  Miller  and  Rollnick
h a s  a l s o  b e e n
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supported by hundreds
o f  r a n d o m i z e d
controlled  trials  and
meta-analyses, making
M o t i v a t i o n a l
Interviewing one of the
mos t  emp i r i ca l l y
validated  counseling
m e t h o d s .  T h e
widespread adoption is
a  testament  to  the
practical  wisdom  and
d e e p  h u m a n i t y
e m b e d d e d  i n  t h e
approach.

The Core
Spirit:
Partnersh
ip,
Acceptan
ce,

Compassi
on, and
Evocation
Before  div ing  into
t e c h n i q u e s ,  i t  i s
essential to understand
the  underlying  spirit
t h a t  a n i m a t e s
M o t i v a t i o n a l
Interviewing. Miller and
Rollnick  emphasize
t h a t  M I  i s  n o t
something  you  do  to
people,  but  a  way  of
being  with  them.  The
spirit  rests  on  four
main  elements:

Partnership:
The relationship
is collaborative,
not hierarchical.
The practitioner
actively works
alongside the
person, valuing
their expertise
about their own
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life.
Acceptance:
This includes
absolute worth,
autonomy,
accurate
empathy, and
affirmation. The
practitioner
respects the
individual’s right
to choose
whether and how
to change.
Compassion:
The primary goal
is to promote the
welfare of the
other person. MI
is used in service
of their needs,
not for
manipulation or
coercion.
Evocation: The
practitioner
believes that the
person already
has the
resources and
motivation for
change within

them. The job is
to evoke that
intrinsic
motivation, not
to install it from
outside.

When  practiced  with
this spirit, Motivational
Interviewing Miller And
Rollnick  becomes  a
deeply  respectful  and
effective  way  to
navigate conversations
about change. Without
this  spirit,  even  the
best  techniques  can
f e e l  h o l l o w  o r
manipulative.

Core
Skills:
OARS –
The
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Foundatio
n of MI
Conversa

tions
Miller  and  Rollnick
distilled  the  essential
micro-skills  of  MI  into
t h e  m e m o r a b l e
acronym OARS.  These
are  not  unique  to  MI,
but they are used with
intent ional i ty  and
frequency  to  bui ld
rapport  and  e l ic i t
change  talk.

Open-Ended1.
Questions:
These invite the
person to reflect
and elaborate,
rather than
giving short
answers. For
example, “What
would you like to
see different in

your life?”
Affirmations:2.
These recognize
the person’s
strengths,
efforts, and
values. For
example, “That
took a lot of
courage to share
that with me.”
Reflective3.
Listening: A
cornerstone of
MI, reflective
listening involves
guessing the
meaning behind
what the person
said and offering
it back. This
deepens
understanding
and shows
empathy. Simple,
complex, and
double-sided
reflections are all
used.
Summaries:4.
Periodically, the
practitioner
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summarizes what
has been said,
linking key points
and highlighting
change talk.
Summaries
demonstrate
listening and
help the person
move forward.

Master ing  OARS  is
crucial  for  anyone
wanting  to  practice
M o t i v a t i o n a l
Interviewing Miller And
Rollnick.  These  skills
c r e a t e  a  s a f e ,
nonjudgmental  space
where  ambivalence
c a n  b e  e x p l o r e d
openly.

Navigatin
g
Ambivale

nce and
Resistanc
e: The
Role of
Change
Talk
A central concept in MI
is the idea that people
n a t u r a l l y  f e e l
ambiva lent  about
c h a n g e  –  t h e y
simultaneously want to
change and don’t want
to.  Miller  and  Rollnick
teach that ambivalence
is not a problem to be
fixed, but a normal and
expected  part  of  the
change  process.  The
goal of MI is to help the
person  resolve  their
ambivalence by tipping
the  balance  toward
change. This is done by
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eliciting  “change  talk”
–  s tatements  that
express desire,  ability,
reasons ,  need,  or
c o m m i t m e n t  t o
change.
P rac t i t i oners  a re
trained to listen for and
subtly reinforce change
talk,  while  avoiding
a r g u m e n t s  o r
confrontations. When a
person  voices  reasons
for  change,  they  are
m o r e  l i k e l y  t o
i n t e r n a l i z e  t h a t
m o t i v a t i o n .
Conversely,  what  is
o f t e n  c a l l e d
“ r e s i s t a n c e ”  o r
“ s u s t a i n  t a l k ”
(arguments  for  the
status quo) is seen as a
s i g n a l  t h a t  t h e
practitioner  and  client
are  not  on  the  same
page. The MI response
is  to  shift  strategies,
reflect  the  person’s
pe rspec t i ve ,  and
r e e s t a b l i s h
par tnersh ip .  Th is

skillful  navigation  is
what sets Motivational
Interviewing Miller And
Rollnick  apart  from
m o r e  d i r e c t i v e
methods.

The Four
Processes
: A
Roadmap
for MI
Sessions
To structure the flow of
an MI interaction, Miller
and Rollnick developed
the  four  overlapping
processes:

Engaging: The
process of
establishing a
trusting,
collaborative
relationship. This
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is the foundation
for everything
else.
Focusing:
Agreeing on a
direction for the
conversation.
This involves
clarifying the
agenda and
finding a specific
behavior or goal
to work on.
Evoking: The
heart of MI –
eliciting the
person’s own
motivations for
change. The
practitioner asks
evocative
questions,
explores values,
and develops
discrepancy
between current
behavior and
desired goals.
Planning: When
the person shows
readiness (e.g.,
increased

change talk,
decreased
sustain talk), the
practitioner
moves to
developing a
concrete plan for
change, while
still respecting
autonomy.

These  processes  are
not  str ict ly  l inear;
practitioners  often
move  back  and  forth
be tween  them  as
needed.  The  flexibility
of the four processes is
a  key  s t reng th  o f
M o t i v a t i o n a l
Interviewing Miller And
Rollnick’s framework.

Applicatio
ns Across
Diverse
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Fields
W h i l e  i n i t i a l l y
developed for addiction
counseling, the impact
o f  M o t i v a t i o n a l
I n te rv i ew ing  has
spread far and wide. In
healthcare,  MI  is  used
to  support  patients
w i t h  d i a b e t e s
m a n a g e m e n t ,
medication  adherence,
smoking  cessation,
w e i g h t  l o s s ,  a n d
exercise. The approach
is  effective  because  it
meets  patients  where
they  are,  reducing
defensiveness  and
promoting  ownership
of  health  goals.  In
mental health, MI helps
individuals  engage  in
therapy ,  address
substance  use,  and
m a n a g e  c h r o n i c
c o n d i t i o n s .  I n
c o r r e c t i o n s  a n d
probation,  trained
officers  use  MI  to  build

rapport and encourage
positive  behavioral
compliance  without
re l y i ng  so l e l y  on
authority.
Educational  settings,
sports  coaching,  and
e v e n  b u s i n e s s
management  have
adapted the principles.
The  key  insight  from
Miller  and  Rollnick  –
that  tel l ing  people
w h a t  t o  d o  o f t e n
backfires,  while
evoking  their  own
reasons works better –
transcends  any  single
context.  The  phrase
“ M o t i v a t i o n a l
Interviewing Miller And
Rollnick” has become a
s h o r t h a n d  f o r  a
respectful,  effective
way  to  help  anyone
work through change.

Research
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and
Evidence:
Why It

Works
T h e  w i d e s p r e a d
adoption  of  MI  is  not
based  on  anecdote
alone. A large body of
research,  including
n u m e r o u s  m e t a -
a n a l y s e s ,
demonstrates  that  MI
significantly  improves
outcomes  across  a
range  of  behaviors.
Effect  sizes  vary  but
a r e  g e n e r a l l y
moderate ,  and  MI
appears  particularly
effective when used as
a  prelude  to  other
treatments  or  with
individuals  who  are
less  ready  to  change.
Mil ler  and  Rollnick
h a v e  a l w a y s

encouraged  rigorous
evaluation  of  their
work, and the evidence
base  cont inues  to
grow.  Studies  have
e x p l o r e d  t h e
m e c h a n i s m s  o f
change,  including  the
role of change talk, the
therapeutic  alliance,
and  the  reduction  of
r e s i s t a n c e .  T h e
evidence  strongly
supports that the spirit
and  techniques  of
M o t i v a t i o n a l
Interviewing Miller And
Rollnick lead to better,
longer-lasting  change
c o m p a r e d  t o
confrontational  or
p u r e l y  d i r e c t i v e
approaches.

Training
and
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Ongoing
Develop

ment
Becoming  proficient  in
MI is a journey, not a
one-time  event.  Miller
and Rollnick emphasize
that  reading the book
is  just  the  beginning.
Effective  training
involves  workshops,
a u d i o  o r  v i d e o
recording  and  review,
c o a c h i n g ,  a n d
f e e d b a c k .  T h e
M o t i v a t i o n a l
Interviewing  Network
of  Trainers  (MINT)
provides resources and
certification  pathways.
Practitioners  often  find
that  the  skills  of  MI
enrich  not  only  their
professional  work  but
also  their  personal
relat ionships.  The
emphasis  on  deep
listening, empathy, and

respecting  autonomy
a l i gns  w i th  many
s p i r i t u a l  a n d
p h i l o s o p h i c a l
t r a d i t i o n s .
U n d e r s t a n d i n g
M o t i v a t i o n a l
Interviewing Miller And
Rollnick is an invitation
to continually  improve
how  we  connect  with
others.

Common
Misconce
ptions
Despite  its  popularity,
M I  i s  s o m e t i m e s
misunderstood. It is not
simply “being nice” to
c l ients ,  nor  i s  i t  a
passive  approach.  It
r e q u i r e s  a c t i v e ,
directed  effort  to  elicit
change talk and guide
the conversation.  It  is
not  a  technique  for
getting  people  to  do
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what  you want  –  that
would violate the spirit
of  autonomy.  Also,  MI
is  not  appropriate  for
every  situation;  for
example,  in  a  crisis
requiring  immediate
a c t i o n ,  a  m o r e
directive style may be
necessary.  However,
even  in  time-limited
interactions,  the  spirit
o f  M o t i v a t i o n a l
Interviewing Miller And
Rollnick  can  make  a
difference.  Recognizing
these  misconceptions
helps practitioners use
MI  with  fidelity  and
integrity.

Conclusio
n: The
Enduring
Legacy of

Miller and
Rollnick
M o t i v a t i o n a l
I n t e r v i e w i n g ,  a s
articulated  by  Miller
and  Rollnick,  is  more
t h a n  a  c l i n i c a l
technique  –  i t  i s  a
philosophy  of  human
connection that honors
t h e  i n d i v i d u a l ’ s
capacity for growth. By
moving  away  from
c o e r c i o n  a n d
confrontat ion  and
toward partnership and
evocation,  MI  offers  a
path  for  meaningful
change  that  is  both
effective  and  humane.
For  c l in ic ians,  the
ongoing  refinement
and  research  into  MI
ensure  i t  remains
relevant  and  robust.
For anyone seeking to
support another person
through  a  difficult
t r a n s i t i o n ,  t h e
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principles of MI provide
a  compassionate  and
practical  guide.  The
legacy  of  Miller  and
Rollnick  is  not  just  a
method  but  a  call  to
listen  more  deeply,
respect more fully, and
trust  in  the  inherent
motivation  that  lives
within  every  person.

Whether  you  are  new
to  the  concept  or  an
e x p e r i e n c e d
practitioner,  revisiting
the  foundational  work
o f  M o t i v a t i o n a l
Interviewing Miller And
Rollnick  continues  to
inspire  and  transform
how  we  help  people
help themselves.


