[image: image1.png]


Center for 

Learning Connections

Creating Successful Futures

Motivational Interviewing and Customer Engagement 
Motivational Interviewing (MI) is a counseling approach originally developed for professionals in the field of substance abuse.  However, the principles can be applied in other settings.  For many of our customers, certain sets of behaviors have almost taken on the characteristics of addictions, and they become hooked.  They know intellectually that what they are doing is not good for them.  They may tell themselves and others that it is only temporary, that it will be better or different “tomorrow,” but they can’t visualize their lives being much different than they are today.  
As defined by its developers, “Motivational Interviewing is a directive, client-centered counseling style for eliciting behavior change by helping clients to explore and resolve ambivalence.”
Ambivalence means having simultaneous conflicting feelings toward a person, object or situation.
We can all think of situations where we wanted or needed to make a change in our lives, but were ambivalent about doing so.  When this happened to you, how did you handle it?  What were the results?  What finally caused you to change your behavior?  
A key concept in Motivational Interviewing is “eliciting behavior change.”  What behavior changes do we want to elicit from our customers?  What ambivalence might a customer experience in each of these change situations?  
People behave as they do because they are receiving some kind of payoff for their behavior.  From their perspective, this behavior is providing what they think they want or need.  Motivational interviewing engages customers in conversations that help them see there is more than one way to view a situation; that they have chosen one perspective, and that there are others that might provide even more desirable payoff.  
MI is non-judgmental and non-confrontational.  It recognizes that people are at different levels when it comes to making changes in their lives.  It views the professional’s role as one of listening, probing, reflecting and clarifying in ways that help customers strengthen their readiness to change, and to accomplish this in a customer-centered, respectful atmosphere.  

Motivational Interviewing is based on five principles using the acronym DEARS:

1. Develop Discrepancy—We point out discrepancies between how customers would like things to be and how they are now.  When they realize that their current behaviors are not leading toward some important future goal, they become more motivated to change.  Following is a possible example of pointing out a discrepancy.

“You would like to be able to support your family better.  At the same time, you are finding it difficult to take the steps necessary to make that happen.” (“What do you think might be going on?”) 

2. Express Empathy— We listen to customers to get an idea of their concerns and

their reasons for behaving as they do.  We view the world through their eyes, thinking as they think, feeling as they feel, and experiencing the world as they experience it.  We put ourselves in their place.  We continually ask, “If I were in their shoes, what would I be thinking?  How would I be feeling?  How would I be handling ambivalence about change?  How would I want others to respond to me?”  This is the way we want to respond to customers.  When people feel understood, they are more likely to be open and share their experiences.  The more customers share their experiences with us, the better we will be able to determine where they need information and support.  Our ability to demonstrate empathy, i.e., to understand and feel what customers are experiencing, has a major impact on their willingness and ability to change.  
3. Amplify Ambivalence—Ambivalence is normal.  However, it can become paralyzing and cause people to remain “stuck.”  We help customers acknowledge their ambivalence, discuss it with them, explore the two “sides” they are dealing with, and help them work through it.  If this does not occur, long-lasting behavior change becomes less probable.  
4. Roll with Resistance:  Like ambivalence, resistance is a normal behavior that should be expected when people are being asked to change.  Arguing with a customer, or creating a power struggle by threatening or trying to assert control, will likely make matters worse.  We encourage customers to come up with their own solutions to situations as they define them.  We invite them to examine new perspectives without badgering, lecturing or imposing new ways of thinking on them.  
5. Support Self-Efficacy:  A person’s belief that change is possible is an important motivator in making change.  In MI, there is no “right way” to change.  If a specific plan for change doesn’t work, customers can come up with other plans.  However, for this to occur, they must believe that change is possible, i.e. that they are capable of making the changes necessary to improve their current situation.  We engage customers in conversations to help them believe that change is possible.
Things to remember in Motivational Interviewing:
1. Motivation to change is elicited from the customer, and is not imposed from without. 
2. In MI, persuasion, coercion, and threats are replaced by identifying and mobilizing the customer’s intrinsic values and goals to stimulate behavior change.  From a MI perspective, direct persuasion is believed to increase resistance and diminish the probability of change.
3. It is the customer’s task to articulate and resolve his/her ambivalence.  Ambivalence is a form of conflict between two courses of action, each with perceived costs and benefits.  Many customers have never had the opportunity to express this conflict.  Our task is to help customers express both sides of the ambivalence and move toward an acceptable resolution that triggers change.  
4. People move toward change at different rates.  Pushing people to change before they are ready to do so will not produce the desired long term results.  When pressured, customers may “go along,” in order to keep us satisfied, but if they are feeling coerced, and their hearts and souls aren’t in it, any change that occurs is unlikely to be long-lasting.  
5. Readiness to change is not a trait, but a fluctuating product of interpersonal interaction.  In situations where we are counseling/helping, resistance is viewed as a response to our behavior.  

6. The relationship between the helping professional and the customer is more like a partnership or companionship than a helper/helpee relationship.  For a true partnership to occur, customers must view us as partners, working toward the same outcomes and goals that they value.  

7. Motivational Interviewing is more about interpersonal style and increasing a customer’s readiness for change, than it is about a set of skills or techniques to “use” on customers.  

Reactance Theory:  If there is a threat to a particular behavior e.g., “You cannot continue to miss class,” or, “You cannot continue to receive public assistance,” desirability of that behavior increases.  

A number of studies have pointed to the difference between external and internal motivation.  Extrinsic motivators include such things as rewards, threats or motivational speeches designed to elicit specific behaviors.  They are generated externally.  Intrinsic motivators come from within the person through self-messages such as “I need and want to do this for myself and others.”  Extensive research shows that the more internally motivated a person is to do something, the better the outcome.  
A reason for engaging customers and using MI skills effectively is to help them clarify and articulate their intrinsic motivators.  The more we know about these motivators, the better we will be able to help them work through their ambivalence.  
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