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Why Does Motivational Interviewing 
Cross Cultures?

William R. Miller, Ph.D.

Tallinn, 2019

MI began in a barbershop in Norway in 1982 Miller, W. R. (1983). Motivational interviewing with problem drinkers. Behavioural Psychotherapy, 11, 147-172.

Counselor delivers feedback in

a supportive-reflective MI style

Counselor delivers feedback in

a confrontive-directive style

Problem drinkers receiving the drinker’s check-up were randomly 
assigned to a single session in which:

or

or a 6-week waiting list group

The same counselors delivered both styles.

Miller, W. R., Benefield, R. G., & Tonigan, J. S. (1993). Enhancing motivation for change in problem drinking:

A comparison of two therapist styles. Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 61, 455-461.
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Counselor Style and Client Response
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(What’s it for?)

Practitioner’s definition (How would I use it?)

Motivational interviewing is a person-centered counseling 
style for addressing the common problem of ambivalence 
about change

The Underlying Spirit of MI 
Collaboration

Acceptance

Evocation

Compassion
MI

Spirit
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Four Fundamental

Processes in

Motivational

Interviewing

Planning

Evoking

Focusing

Engaging

Four 
Foundational 
Processes

Preparatory (DARN)        Mobilizing (CATs)
Desire Commitment
Ability Activation
Reasons Taking Steps
Need
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Pieces of a Puzzle

Began spreading rapidly into other fields including:

Health Care     Social Work     Corrections Other Drug Problems

Gambling Dentistry Mental Health     Nutrition & Fitness

Leadership Education Public Health       Infection Control

http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=puzzle&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=h7KqZg2DiDapYM&tbnid=E0fkltsEzebgMM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://www.singingthroughtherain.net/2012/04/the-reintegration-puzzle-putting-the-pieces-back-together.html&ei=_M3rUeeHCaeS0AXYtoGIDg&bvm=bv.49478099,d.ZG4&psig=AFQjCNF0_eVDN-848WP-3fkp11akQlmYyg&ust=1374494581568988
http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=puzzle&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=h7KqZg2DiDapYM&tbnid=E0fkltsEzebgMM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://www.singingthroughtherain.net/2012/04/the-reintegration-puzzle-putting-the-pieces-back-together.html&ei=_M3rUeeHCaeS0AXYtoGIDg&bvm=bv.49478099,d.ZG4&psig=AFQjCNF0_eVDN-848WP-3fkp11akQlmYyg&ust=1374494581568988
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Controlled clinical trials of MI have been published from:

OCEANIA
Australia
New Zealand

ASIA
China        Hong Kong
India       Iran
Korea     Malaysia
Marshall Islands
Pakistan  Singapore
Taiwan      Turkey

EUROPE
Austria                   Belgium 
Czech Republic   Denmark
Germany              Greece
Italy                        Netherlands
Norway                 Portugal
Romania               Russia
Spain                      Sweden
Switzerland         U.K.

CENTRAL/SOUTH AMERICA
Brazil              Chile
Mexico

NORTH AMERICA
Canada
Cherokee* 
Chicksaw*
U.S.
Zuni*

AFRICA
Egypt                 Kenya
Madagascar    Nigeria
South Africa    Tanzania
Uganda
Zambia              Zimbabwe

*Native American 
nations

Languages of MI Trainers (55) and Translations (28)

Arabic

Bulgarian
Cantonese

Chinese (simplified)
Chinese (traditional)

Croatian
Czech
Danish
Dutch
English
Estonian

French

Romanian
Russian

Spanish
Swedish

Turkish

 Gaelic

 Georgian

 German

 Greek

 Greenlandic

 Hebrew

 Hindi

 Icelandic

 Italian

 Japanese

 Korean

 Mandarin

 Māori

 Norwegian

 Persian/Farsi

 Polish

 Portuguese

 Punjabi

Why Does MI Cross Cultures?
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Reason 1.  MI has a large evidence base
Reason 2. MI has characteristics that generally 

favor dissemination of an innovation:

1. Relative advantage

Source:  Everett M. Rogers  Diffusion of Innovations

2. MI has characteristics that generally favor 
dissemination of an innovation:

1. Relative advantage: 

2. Compatibility:  with current values, beliefs, practices, needs
• Can be combined with other treatments

• When combined, improves outcomes of other treatments
• A way of doing what else you do

Source:  Everett M. Rogers  Diffusion of Innovations

2. MI has characteristics that generally favor 
dissemination of an innovation:

1. Relative advantage: cost, convenience, effectiveness, 
satisfaction; solves a common problem

2. Compatibility:  with current values, beliefs, practices, needs

3. Simplicity

Source:  Everett M. Rogers  Diffusion of Innovations

2. MI has characteristics that generally favor 
dissemination of an innovation:

1. Relative advantage: cost, convenience, effectiveness, 
satisfaction; solves a common problem

2. Compatibility:  with current values, beliefs, practices, needs

3. Simplicity:

4. Trialability

Source:  Everett M. Rogers  Diffusion of Innovations

2. MI has characteristics that generally favor 
dissemination of an innovation:

1. Relative advantage: cost, convenience, effectiveness, 
satisfaction; solves a common problem

2. Compatibility:  with current values, beliefs, practices, needs

3. Simplicity: how easy to understand, learn, and use?

4. Trialability: 

5. Observability

Source:  Everett M. Rogers  Diffusion of Innovations
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Reason 3. MI works well when serving 
people from disadvantaged populations
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Hettema, J., Steele, J., & Miller, W. R. (2005). Motivational interviewing. Annual Review of Clinical Psychology, 1, 91-111.

MI works better for disadvantaged groups

• African-American males 

• Low–income families 

Sahker, E., Jones, D. L., Lancianese, D. A., Pro, G., & Arndt, S. (2019 in press). Racial/ethnic differences in 
alcohol and drug use outcomes following screening, brief intervention, and referral to treatment (SBIRT) in 
federally qualified health centers. Journal of Racial and Ethnic Health Disparities.

Faustino-Silva, D. D., Colvara, B. C., Meyer, E., Hugo, F. N., Celeste, R. K., & Hilgert, J. B. (2019 in press). 
Motivational interviewing effects on caries prevention in children differ by income: A randomized cluster 
trial. Community Dentistry and Oral Epidemiology.

Outcomes for Native American Clients

Twelve-Step Facilitation Therapy  (12 sessions)

Motivational Enhancement Therapy (4 sessions)

Cognitive-Behavior Therapy  (12 sessions)

All three treatments were equally effective overall (N = 1,726)

Outcomes for Native American Clients
Percent Days Abstinent
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Villanueva, M., Tonigan, J. S., & Miller, W. R. (2007). Response of Native American clients to three treatment 
methods for alcohol dependence. Journal of Ethnicity in Substance Abuse, 6(2), 41-48.

Outcomes for Native American Clients
Drinks per Drinking Day
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Villanueva, M., Tonigan, J. S., & Miller, W. R. (2007). Response of Native American clients to three treatment 
methods for alcohol dependence. Journal of Ethnicity in Substance Abuse, 6(2), 41-48.

Why would MI work better with 
disadvantaged/marginalized groups?

even

Contrast effect

Orlinsky, D. E., Grawe, K., & Parks, B. K. (1994). Process and outcome in psychotherapy: Noch einmal. In A. E. Bergin & 
S. L. Garfield (Eds.), Handbook of psychotherapy and behavior change (pp. 270-376). New York: John Wiley & Sons.
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Why would MI work better with 
disadvantaged/marginalized groups?

MI is particularly useful in working with people who are 
different from the counselor

• Clients are the experts on themselves

• Counselor’s “beginner’s mind” – Not assuming you know
• Collaborative, not prescriptive

Reason 4. MI is intuitive:  It fits what we 
know about human nature

1. Ambivalence is human nature.

Ambivalence in Music

Billy Ray Cyrus

Dan Hicks (1969)

Fletcher Henderson (1931)

In fact it’s a normal part of change

Janus, Roman god of beginnings,
doorways and transitions

Reason 4. MI is intuitive:  
It fits what we know about human nature

2. So is push-back when someone tells you what to do.

Advice as a Power Hierarchy

de Almeida Neto, A. C. (2017). Understanding motivational interviewing: An evolutionary perspective. 
Evolutionary Psychological Science, 3(4), 379-389.
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Reason 4. MI is intuitive:  It fits what we 
know about human nature

3. Across cultures, people seem to recognize the dynamics 
of MI, as if it were something that they already knew,

and of course it is, from their experience of living in    
community. 

Reason 5.  Is there perhaps a broader 
emerging human consciousness?


