
what differentiates motivational interviewing
from person centered therapy

what differentiates motivational interviewing from person centered therapy is an essential
inquiry for mental health professionals and individuals seeking effective counseling approaches.
Both motivational interviewing (MI) and person centered therapy (PCT) are widely respected
therapeutic methods rooted in empathy and collaboration, yet they possess distinct characteristics,
goals, and techniques. Understanding the unique features and applications of each approach can
enhance clinical decision-making and optimize treatment outcomes. This article explores the
theoretical foundations, core principles, therapeutic goals, counselor roles, and client engagement
strategies that differentiate motivational interviewing from person centered therapy. Additionally, it
examines practical applications and effectiveness in various clinical settings to provide a
comprehensive overview. The following sections will guide readers through these critical aspects,
offering clarity on how these two therapies compare and contrast.
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Theoretical Foundations of Motivational Interviewing
and Person Centered Therapy
Understanding the theoretical underpinnings of both motivational interviewing and person centered
therapy is crucial to grasp what differentiates motivational interviewing from person centered
therapy. Each approach originates from distinct psychological traditions and philosophical
assumptions about human behavior and change.

Origins and Development of Motivational Interviewing
Motivational interviewing was developed in the early 1980s by William R. Miller and Stephen
Rollnick. It emerged as a directive, client-centered counseling style aimed at enhancing intrinsic
motivation to change by exploring and resolving ambivalence. MI is grounded in behavioral science
and draws heavily on concepts from cognitive psychology and social psychology. It integrates a
practical focus on behavior change, particularly in areas such as addiction, health promotion, and



risk behaviors.

Foundations of Person Centered Therapy
Person centered therapy, also known as client-centered therapy, was pioneered by Carl Rogers in
the 1940s and 1950s. This approach is based on humanistic psychology and emphasizes the inherent
potential of individuals for growth and self-actualization. PCT is non-directive and relies on creating
a therapeutic environment characterized by unconditional positive regard, empathy, and
congruence. It views the client as the expert on their own experience, facilitating self-discovery and
personal development.

Core Principles and Therapeutic Goals
The core principles and goals of motivational interviewing and person centered therapy differ in
focus and intent, which is a key aspect of what differentiates motivational interviewing from person
centered therapy.

Key Principles of Motivational Interviewing
Motivational interviewing operates on several foundational principles designed to support behavior
change:

Expressing empathy: Using reflective listening to understand the client’s perspective.

Developing discrepancy: Helping clients recognize inconsistencies between their current
behaviors and broader goals or values.

Rolling with resistance: Avoiding confrontation and instead working with client
ambivalence.

Supporting self-efficacy: Encouraging belief in the ability to change.

The primary goal of MI is to elicit and strengthen the motivation for specific behavioral changes.

Fundamental Principles of Person Centered Therapy
Person centered therapy rests on three core conditions that facilitate personal growth and self-
understanding:

Unconditional positive regard: Accepting the client without judgment.

Empathic understanding: Deeply understanding the client’s feelings and experiences.

Congruence (genuineness): The therapist’s authenticity within the therapeutic relationship.



The goal of PCT is broader, focusing on fostering self-exploration, emotional healing, and
actualization rather than targeting specific behavioral change.

Role of the Therapist in Both Approaches
The therapist’s role markedly illustrates what differentiates motivational interviewing from person
centered therapy, particularly in terms of directiveness and interaction style.

Therapist’s Role in Motivational Interviewing
In motivational interviewing, the therapist adopts a collaborative yet directive stance. While
maintaining empathy and respect, the therapist actively guides the conversation to explore
ambivalence and evoke motivation for change. The therapist uses strategic questions and reflections
to help clients articulate their reasons for change and envision a healthier future. This balance
between directive and client-centered approaches is central to MI’s effectiveness.

Therapist’s Role in Person Centered Therapy
The therapist in person centered therapy functions primarily as a non-directive facilitator. The
therapist provides a supportive environment that encourages clients to explore their thoughts and
feelings at their own pace. There is minimal interpretation or advice-giving; instead, the therapist’s
presence and unconditional acceptance allow clients to access their inner resources and move
toward self-awareness and growth.

Techniques and Strategies Utilized
Examining the specific techniques and strategies employed in motivational interviewing and person
centered therapy further clarifies what differentiates motivational interviewing from person
centered therapy.

Motivational Interviewing Techniques
Motivational interviewing employs a set of structured techniques designed to enhance motivation
and commitment to change:

Open-ended questions: To encourage clients to express thoughts and feelings.

Affirmations: To reinforce client strengths and efforts.

Reflective listening: To demonstrate understanding and clarify client statements.

Summarizing: To consolidate information and highlight change talk.

Eliciting change talk: Specifically encouraging clients to verbalize their desire, ability,



reasons, and need for change.

Person Centered Therapy Techniques
Person centered therapy relies less on specific techniques and more on cultivating therapeutic
conditions. Common strategies include:

Active listening: Fully attending to the client’s verbal and nonverbal communication.

Reflecting feelings: Mirroring the client’s emotional experience to promote awareness.

Providing unconditional positive regard: Consistently conveying acceptance without
judgment.

Maintaining therapist congruence: Being genuine and transparent within the therapeutic
relationship.

Client Engagement and Communication Styles
The styles of client engagement and communication employed in motivational interviewing and
person centered therapy reveal important differences in how each approach facilitates change and
healing.

Client Engagement in Motivational Interviewing
Motivational interviewing actively engages clients in examining ambivalence and exploring personal
motivations. The communication style is collaborative but goal-oriented, with the therapist
strategically guiding conversations toward resolving doubts about change. This method emphasizes
eliciting “change talk,” where clients articulate their own reasons and commitment to alter
behaviors, fostering empowerment and readiness.

Client Engagement in Person Centered Therapy
Person centered therapy fosters a safe, nonjudgmental space where clients feel fully accepted and
understood. Engagement is client-led, with therapists following the client’s pace and direction.
Communication is empathetic and validating, focusing on emotional expression and self-exploration
rather than specific behavioral outcomes. This open-ended engagement supports deep personal
insight and emotional healing.



Applications and Effectiveness in Clinical Practice
Practical applications and demonstrated effectiveness also highlight what differentiates motivational
interviewing from person centered therapy, particularly regarding target populations and treatment
settings.

Use of Motivational Interviewing in Clinical Settings
Motivational interviewing is frequently applied in contexts requiring behavior change, such as
substance use disorders, smoking cessation, weight management, and medication adherence. Its
structured approach to resolving ambivalence and enhancing motivation makes it effective in brief
interventions and integrated care models. MI is often combined with other evidence-based
treatments to optimize outcomes.

Use of Person Centered Therapy in Clinical Settings
Person centered therapy is widely used in diverse mental health settings, including counseling for
depression, anxiety, relationship issues, and personal development. Its emphasis on empathy and
unconditional acceptance provides a foundation for clients to explore complex emotions and life
challenges. PCT’s non-directive nature supports long-term therapeutic relationships and holistic
growth.

Summary of Key Differences

Goal Orientation: MI focuses on motivating specific behavior change; PCT emphasizes
personal growth and self-understanding.

Therapist Role: MI therapists are directive and strategic; PCT therapists are non-directive
and facilitative.

Techniques: MI uses targeted strategies to elicit change talk; PCT relies on creating a
supportive relational environment.

Communication Style: MI is goal-directed and collaborative; PCT is client-led and
empathetic.

Applications: MI is often used in addiction and health behavior change; PCT is applied
broadly in mental health and counseling.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the primary focus of motivational interviewing
compared to person-centered therapy?
Motivational interviewing primarily focuses on enhancing a person's motivation to change by
resolving ambivalence, whereas person-centered therapy emphasizes providing a supportive
environment for self-exploration and personal growth without directing change.

How does the therapist's role differ in motivational
interviewing versus person-centered therapy?
In motivational interviewing, the therapist takes an active, guiding role to elicit and strengthen
motivation for change, while in person-centered therapy, the therapist adopts a more non-directive,
empathetic, and accepting stance to facilitate the client's self-discovery.

Are the techniques used in motivational interviewing different
from those in person-centered therapy?
Yes, motivational interviewing uses specific techniques such as reflective listening, open-ended
questions, and eliciting change talk, whereas person-centered therapy relies more broadly on
unconditional positive regard, empathy, and congruence without structured techniques aimed at
eliciting change.

Is the goal of change more explicit in motivational
interviewing than in person-centered therapy?
Yes, motivational interviewing explicitly aims to promote behavioral change, particularly in areas
like addiction or health behaviors, while person-centered therapy focuses more on personal growth
and self-acceptance without necessarily targeting specific behavioral changes.

How do motivational interviewing and person-centered
therapy view client ambivalence?
Motivational interviewing directly addresses client ambivalence about change as a central focus,
helping clients resolve it, whereas person-centered therapy accepts ambivalence as part of the
client's experience without explicitly targeting it for resolution.

Can motivational interviewing be considered a directive
therapy compared to person-centered therapy?
Motivational interviewing is considered a directive, goal-oriented approach designed to elicit
motivation for change, while person-centered therapy is non-directive and centered on providing a
supportive therapeutic relationship without leading the client toward specific outcomes.

Do both motivational interviewing and person-centered



therapy emphasize empathy?
Yes, both approaches highly value empathy; however, in motivational interviewing, empathy is used
strategically to facilitate motivation and change, whereas in person-centered therapy, empathy is a
foundational condition to create a safe and accepting environment for client self-exploration.

Which therapy approach is more structured: motivational
interviewing or person-centered therapy?
Motivational interviewing is more structured with defined stages and techniques aimed at enhancing
motivation, while person-centered therapy is less structured, emphasizing an open and accepting
therapeutic relationship without a set protocol.

Is motivational interviewing derived from person-centered
therapy principles?
Yes, motivational interviewing is influenced by person-centered therapy principles such as empathy
and unconditional positive regard but integrates additional strategies and a directive stance to
specifically address motivation and ambivalence toward change.

Additional Resources
1. Motivational Interviewing: Helping People Change
This foundational book by William R. Miller and Stephen Rollnick introduces the core principles and
techniques of motivational interviewing (MI). It contrasts MI’s directive, goal-oriented approach with
the nondirective, empathic stance characteristic of person-centered therapy. Readers gain insight
into how MI strategically enhances motivation to change, setting it apart from purely client-driven
therapies.

2. Person-Centered Therapy: A Revolutionary Paradigm
Authored by Elliott, Watson, and Greenberg, this book explores the philosophy and practice of
person-centered therapy developed by Carl Rogers. It emphasizes the therapist’s unconditional
positive regard, empathy, and congruence as the basis for client growth. The text provides context to
understand how this non-directive approach differs from motivational interviewing’s more
structured style.

3. Motivational Interviewing in Social Work Practice
This book by Melinda Hohman bridges motivational interviewing with social work, highlighting MI’s
practical applications and goal-focused strategies. It contrasts MI’s emphasis on eliciting change
talk with the person-centered focus on providing a supportive, accepting environment. The book
helps readers discern how MI’s directive techniques complement but differ from person-centered
therapy’s facilitative stance.

4. The Spirit of Motivational Interviewing: Embodying a Person-Centered Approach
This text delves into the shared humanistic roots of MI and person-centered therapy, clarifying their
philosophical overlap and practical distinctions. It shows how MI incorporates person-centered
empathy while adding strategic methods to guide clients toward behavior change. The book is ideal
for understanding the nuanced differences in therapist intention and technique.



5. Advanced Motivational Interviewing: Training, Practice, and Research
Focusing on the evolution of MI, this book highlights how motivational interviewing integrates
client-centered empathy with directive strategies to enhance motivation. It contrasts the structured
feedback and change planning in MI with the open-ended exploration of person-centered therapy.
Readers gain an in-depth perspective on how MI’s techniques are tailored to foster specific
behavioral outcomes.

6. Person-Centered Counseling: An Experiential Approach
This book provides an experiential understanding of person-centered therapy, emphasizing the
therapist’s role in creating a safe, nonjudgmental environment. It contrasts this with motivational
interviewing’s goal-oriented methods, illustrating how the two approaches differ in therapist
involvement and outcome focus. The book is useful for grasping the foundational attitudes behind
person-centered work.

7. Motivational Interviewing and Person-Centered Therapy: A Comparative Analysis
This analytical work explicitly compares and contrasts the theoretical foundations, techniques, and
applications of MI and person-centered therapy. It highlights how MI’s active elicitation of change
talk and strategic interventions differ from the non-directive, client-led process of person-centered
therapy. The book is essential for therapists deciding between or integrating these approaches.

8. Behavior Change Counseling: Integrating Motivational Interviewing and Person-Centered
Techniques
This practical guide explores how motivational interviewing’s structured strategies can be blended
with the empathic, accepting stance of person-centered therapy. It discusses the benefits and
challenges of combining directive and non-directive methods to support client change. The book
offers case examples illustrating the nuanced application of both approaches.

9. Foundations of Counseling and Psychotherapy: Person-Centered and Motivational Interviewing
Perspectives
This comprehensive textbook covers core concepts and interventions in both person-centered
therapy and motivational interviewing. It explains the philosophical roots, therapist roles, and client
outcomes, highlighting differences such as MI’s focus on resolving ambivalence versus person-
centered therapy’s emphasis on unconditional acceptance. The book serves as an educational
resource for understanding these distinct yet related modalities.
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