
The purpose of this content is to provide SLPs with information on Motivational Interviewing so that

clinicians can determine their patients’ life participation goals and establish a culture for patients as co-

collaborators in creating a treatment plan. 

What Is Motivational Interviewing (MI)?

Miller and Rollnick (2012) describe MI: “motivational Interviewing is a collaborative conversation style for

strengthening a person’s own motivation and commitment to change” (p. 12). For SLPs, Motivational

Interviewing is a method of determining patients’ life participation goals and their motivation for working

towards these goals. By identifying these, SLPs can increase patients’ adherence to treatment tasks and

home programs.

What Is the Role of Motivational Interviewing in Speech-Language Pathology?

Through MI, the SLP guides a patient through decision-making rather than directing the patient. This

approach is in contrast to the traditional medical model where the clinician gives the patient a plan to

follow without collaborating with the patient. Motivational Interviewing is appropriate for many areas of an

SLP’s clinical practice. Evidence for the use of MI exists for the following areas of clinical practice: Voice

(Behrman, 2006), Dysphagia (Smith & Robinson, 2013), Aphasia (Hersh et al., 2018), and TBI (Medley &

Powell, 2010). 

Why Should I Include Motivational Interviewing Into My Assessment and Treatment Protocols?

Motivational Interviewing is evidenced-based, can be performed in a short time, and does not require

specialized training (Miller & Rose, 2009). A review by Rubak et al. (2005) found that motivational

interviewing outperformed the traditional medical model of advice-giving in approximately 80% of studies

reviewed.

Opportunities for MI occur during the initial evaluation, when asking about patients’ goals for rehab, during

daily sessions when creating or following up on home practice tasks, and when confronting patients about

lack of follow-through on therapeutic tasks. Interviewing is often associated with initial evaluations, but

revisiting patients’ awareness of the potential for better outcomes through changing behaviors has been

shown to be beneficial (Rubak et al., 2005).

Motivational interviewing is appropriate for a range of conditions associated with behavior (Rubak et al.,

2005). When we ask patients to perform strategies, use a new skill, or modify their environments, we are

asking them to change their behaviors. No studies have reported adverse effects of motivational

interviewing (Rubak et al., 2005).

What Are Some Key Skills That I Should Have?

Miller and Rollnick (2012) have identified four key skills for MI: open-ended questioning, affirming,

reflecting, and summarizing.
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What is the most important thing that you want to accomplish today?

What is going well at work/school/home? 

What is not going well at work/school/home?

What are your biggest concerns?

What would your day look like if therapy works out the way that you hope?

What do I need to know about you and your situation to provide you with excellent care?

What are some foods that you want to eat but are having difficulty chewing and swallowing?

What foods are important for you to be able to include in your diet?

What are the most important things that you need to be able to communicate?

What are some things that you need to be able to read and understand?

How have you been keeping track of your medications?

How does your memory difficulty impact your day-to-day life?

What has been the most frustrating aspect of having speech that is not easy to understand?

What are some situations in which you absolutely need your speech to be clear?

What would happen if your voice stayed the same as it is right now?

Considering all of the times during the day when you use your voice, what are some of the most critical

times that you need your voice to be clear?

What Are Some Questions I Should Ask?

General

Dysphagia

Aphasia

Cognition

Motor Speech

Voice

What If My Patient Has No Goals?

While motivational interviewing is designed for patient-clinician collaboration, there are situations where

patients cannot identify or communicate their goals. Eliciting the help of family members or care partners

(speaking on behalf of the patient’s best interests) is a critical part of these conversations. Once the goals

are established, consider using frameworks such as shared decision making (a patient-centered approach

to help the patient and care partners, as applicable) to determine how to reach these goals. While shared

decision making is outside the scope of this resource, those interested in this framework should consult

Armstrong (2007) and Elwyn et al. (2014).
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What Happens After the Motivational Interview?

Once the patient’s priorities and needs are identified, the next step would be to work with the patient to

create person-centered goals. Using tools such as a readiness ruler and Goal Attainment Scaling are

evidenced-based ways to create these goals. An upcoming resource will detail these procedures.
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