
 

Motivating Health Behavior Change in  
Brief Clinical Encounters 

 
Consider a different perspective from the traditional medical model.  The traditional model often focuses on 
the physician treating physical symptoms.   Patient describes their symptoms and the physician determines 
what is wrong and how to treat it. 
 
Illness is experienced at a personal level, however, whereby family and culture often determine the rules for 
management.  Illness is “culturally constructed.”  In order to assess this adequately, listen to patient’s 
experiences and assist them with realistic problem-solving skills.  This framework allows for “deep structure” 
interventions, rather than superficial “one size fits all” interventions.  Recognize that while patient self-
management may be within their control, it cannot be successful if patients “veto” physician messages. 
 
Try open-ended questions to illicit from your patients how they interpret their illness.  The answers to these 
questions lead to “deep structure” interventions that build upon a collaborative approach between the patient 
and the doctor.   
• What do you think has caused the problem or illness? 
• What do you think started this problem? 
• What do you think your illness does to you? 
• How severe is your illness? 
• What kind of treatment do you think you should receive? 
• How does your faith/religion help you with your illness? 
 
In order to be successful the patient must be able to integrate recommended behaviors outside the medical 
office where treatment is provided.  Patients manage illness over 90% of the time within their home and social 
circles.  It is within these arenas that the behavior must be adopted and sustained. 

 
Strategy #1: Assess Readiness 

 
• Ask about readiness: “On a scale of 0-10 how ready are you to consider ________?” 
• Encourage elaboration: “Why would you give yourself a 5?” (This 

allows you to learn what concerns the patient about making this 
change.) 

• Summarize using your patient's words without judgment. 
• Ask: “Did I state clearly what you have just told me?” 
• Ask about the next step: “Where does that leave us now?” 
• Show recognition and support self-efficacy, “I believe you can do 

this!” 
 
Strategy #2: Explore Ambivalence 
 

• Ask “disarming” open ended question: “What are some of the advantages for keeping things just the 
way they are?” 

 
• Summarize both sides of ambivalence.  Ask, “Did I get it all?” Ask about the next step, “Where does 

this leave us now?”  Show recognition and support self-efficacy, “I believe you can do this.” 
 
 
 
 
 

(over) 



 

 
Strategy #3: Offer Advice 
 

• Offer advice: “Based on my experience, I would encourage you to consider ______________.  Many of 
my patients find __________.” 

• Emphasize it is the patient's choice.  “And, I recognize it’s your choice to do so.  Perhaps you like the 
idea but would like to do it another way.” 

• Voice confidence in your patients.  “I’m very confident that if you make a decision and commitment to 
_____________, you’ll find a way to do it.” 

 
Strategy #4: Negotiating the Plan 
 

• Show options: “Tell the patient up front all the options available for the problem.” 
• Elicit patient response: “Is there something else not listed here?”  
• If appropriate, let your patient know your own opinion. “I’m not sure what you think, but all of these 

possibilities, the one in particular I think would benefit you the most is _____________. What do you 
think?” 

• Be prepared to negotiate and accept what the patient is willing to do.  Small steps build 
understanding and trust.  What the patient is willing to do may be less than your ideal treatment plan but it 
is a beginning. 

 
Strategy #5: Trouble-shoot With Your Patient 

 
• Once the plan has been negotiated help your patient develop problem-solving skills 

before he or she leaves your office.  This will also allow for immediate change in 
plan if necessary. 

• Elicit patient response: “What problem do you think you will have with this plan?” 
“How can you deal with that”  “Who can support you with this plan? 

 
Strategy #6: Manage Your Patients’ Expectations 

 
• Tell your patient how long he or she needs to wait to expect changes.  If new medication has been 

prescribed for instance, when can the patient expect to feel differently? 
 
 

Summary Points 
 

♦ Motivation-and-resistance is powerfully influenced by the interpersonal style of the health 
professional.  Remaining open to dialogue and non-judgmental build communication bridges. 

♦ Avoid behaviors that cause patients to become defensive such as, confronting, pressuring, criticizing, 
nagging, interrupting, talking down to, labeling, judging, or scolding 

♦ Physicians are the most respected health advisor for patients.  Listening to how the patient is 
experiencing their illness and negotiating a realistic treatment plan step by step are the keys to 
establishing the long-term relationship needed to achieve successful health outcomes. 



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /FRA <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents with higher image resolution for improved printing quality. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later.)
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308000200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e30593002537052376642306e753b8cea3092670059279650306b4fdd306430533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


