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Motivational Interviewing:

Getting the Family Ready for Change

The Motivational Phone Call

Before the intake can take place, one must first motivate the often resistant family to come in for an interview. And as stated earlier, we believe that good treatment begins with the first phone call. Before the first phone call begins there are two central points that the PLL Coach must grasp to be successful here:

#1 – Closing Arguments at the End of the Call Must Incorporate Their Words


The number #1 mistake we see over and over again is that the PLL Coach fails to link what the parent or caregiver says earlier in the interview to why they should engage in PLL services when closing arguments are made. Look at the two examples below and see if you can pick out which one fails to use the client’s own words to influence and motivate them to change.
Scenario A: Closing Arguments
PLL Coach: 
I think you will like our approach. We meet as a support group with other parents once a week for only 6 weeks to provide specific and concrete tools to quickly fix the problems you are having with your child. We also meet for one-on-one coaching to help you in using these concrete tools. This is not traditional “how do you feel” therapy that can last up to, as you know, 6 to 8 months. This is all about specific tools to fix the problem quickly. 

Would you and your child meet with me for 30 minutes face to face with your probation officer present to go over the program and see if you are interested?
Mother:
I will try to come but not sure.

PLL Coach:
OK, but please consider it. I checked with your child’s probation officer before this call and we have next Monday at 3 pm open and next Wednesday at 4pm. Which day should I schedule with you and your son?

Mother:
I will try for Wednesday if I can make it.

Scenario B- Closing Arguments

PLL Coach: 
You said earlier in our call today three things that really stood out for me. #1- That if we don’t fix your son’s disrespect and aggression very soon he might end up hurting you or his younger sister and #2- That you were disappointed in past counselors because you never got the tools you needed to stop your son’s problem. Finally, #3 one of your best qualities is that you are like a mother lion with teeth who will fight for her children no matter what. This is why I think PLL might be a good fit for you. Because you will walk away with specific tools to stop the disrespect and aggression within the next 30 days. 


I sense that you are also tired and overwhelmed when you said earlier that I have to do this as a single mom all by myself. We will meet with other parents as a support group once a week for the next 6 weeks so that you are not all alone. We will show you how to get that fight back like a lion to stop your child’s disrespect. Life is so short that you deserve peace of mind. 

Would you and your child meet with me for 30 minutes face to face with your probation officer present to go over the program and see for yourself if we can deliver what I am proposing?

Mother:
I will try to come but not sure.

PLL Coach:
No problem. I sense your skepticism and how tired you are. But like you said we don’t have time to waste because he might hurt your younger daughter. And we would meet with his probation officer to show him that you are not alone and that you deserve peace of mind. And the best part is that you and your son only have to commit 30 minutes of your time to see the program first hand and see if it would help. You don’t have much to lose.

Mother:
What if he refuses to come?

PLL Coach:
I will call and have his probation officer strongly suggest that he be there. If not, still come because together we can stop this?

Mother:
OK what date and time do you have open?

Hopefully, you picked the second scenario. In the first scenario, the PLL Coach used a “canned” script and communicated to the mother little to no connection to the most important points that she stated earlier in the conversation. Hence, this unrealized potential was lost and the mother did not see “what’s in it for her?” to participate. 

In the second scenario, the PLL Coach clearly connected the dots and answered for the mother “what was in it for her to attend that was specific to her needs” – protect her younger daughter, get support, provide concrete tools to fix her specific problems, and how to regain her lost authority. It was even emphasized that all she would need to do is commit to the next step of a 30 minute intake to decide for herself. Finally, the PLL Coach troubleshoots what to do if her son refuses to come?  If closing arguments connect the dots to the client’s own words resistance dramatically decreases.

#2 - “It is More Important to Understand Than to Persuade”


Neil Rackham and his company conducted research studies of 35,000 actual sales calls. What he discovered was surprising. From his research, Rackham (1995) found that the most successful sales people were those who listened to clients first before trying to persuade them to do anything (buy a product, make a face-to-face appointment, introduce them to the CEO, etc.). Once the client felt understood and heard, then and only then could that person be persuaded to take any kind of action. Surprisingly, out of thousands of sales calls studied, very few salespeople used this approach. Instead, they focused on persuading.


You never persuade clients of anything. Clients persuade themselves. Your function is to first understand the issues that matter to your clients. You have to feel their problems just the way they feel them. You have to sit on their side of the table and look at issues from their point of view (p.62). 


When this principle is translated into a motivational first phone call, it means that understanding the parent’s pain and their needs FIRST before requesting any action, such as bringing in their village or coming to a first session.  This also means taking time out of our schedule to “do it right the first time” by getting to know our parents, rather than a quick traditional 3-minute call to set up an appointment. The motivational questions are set up to hear your parents and let them persuade themselves.


The motivational interviewing strategies were adapted from SPIN Selling (1995) by Neil Rackham. Please review Appendix B again in the PLL Group Therapy Manual (pp. 193-199) before the first phone call to thoroughly understand the purpose of each question. 

How to Prepare for the Call

Use the script below and have it in front of you for the call. It is also recommended that you have a clock or timer in front of you. Each question has an estimated time limit as a guide. It was put there to remind you that this call is not meant to turn into a therapy session. Otherwise, the parent has no reason to go to the next step if their problems are solved and you don’t have time to spend an hour with each parent on the phone. Your goal is to get the parent to a face to face motivational intake and to begin to inspire them with hope.
30 minutes to 45 minutes Total Time 
Script for the Motivational Phone Call
After the parent picks up the phone, identify yourself as who you are and where you are calling from. Let the parent know why you are calling (a) received a referral from 

 and (b) wanted to get their perspective or input on any stress that they are having with their child. Also ask if this is a good time to talk.

After this introduction, Question #1 below is used to get multiple parents or significant others on the call (if they exist) at the same time to motivate them simultaneously. In addition, the PLL Coach can motivate “two for the price of one” meaning that he or she does not have to make several individual phone calls to motivate other family members because everyone is on the phone call at the same time. 
In addition, since most calling plans come equipped with a standard three-way calling or speaker phone feature, the PLL Coach can call the mother and father at home through both of their cell phones or one at home and the other at work. They can also ask the parents to get on two phone extensions in the home but this is becoming rare as cell phones are taking over.

For the first few calls you may be nervous and may want to bypass Question #1 and go straight to Question #2. This is acceptable when first starting out. However, as you get more comfortable please begin with Question #1. It will help with the motivational process.

INTRODUCE YOURSELF AND THEN BEGIN

Question #1      (Person’s name), before we go on can I ask if there are other caretakers such as a father/mother, boyfriend/girlfriend, partner, housemate, etc. at home? 

(If yes) Do you have two phone extensions or a cell phone that has a speakerphone to allow us all to talk together? The reason I ask is that it helps to get everyone’s opinion about the problem and potential solution.
Question #2      What are some of the difficult experiences that you have had to suffer in the last year as the result of these problems?  [Estimated time of completion = 5 min]

IMPORTANT: (After every 30 seconds to 1 minute, gently interrupt the client with) Correct me if I am wrong, but it sounds like what you are saying is. [Summarize and encapsulate what the parent just said in one succinct sentence]

Question #3       When I get to know you better, what qualities and strengths would I come to admire about you as a (person, parent, spouse, etc.)? [Estimated time of completion = 3-5 min].

Question #4      What do you think will happen to (your teen, child, marriage, or you personally) if the problems you described earlier remain unfixed in the next three months, six months, or even a year from now?  [Estimated time of completion = 3-5 min]

Question #5       Have you seen a counselor for any of these problems before? (If “yes”) What have other counselors missed with you? The reason I ask is that I don’t want to make the same mistakes twice. [Estimated time of completion = 2-3 min]
For this question to work well give the parent multiple choice examples. After you state “what have other counselors missed with you?”, immediately follow-up with some multiple choices such as “what I mean by this is that other parents have told me that past counselors did not give them concrete tools, or they only saw their child and not the family, or that it seemed to drag out with no end in sight?” Did any of this happen to you because we don’t want to make the same mistake twice?
This line of questions with multiple choices moves the client in the right direction? 
Question #6       Do you want to fix the problem or problems you listed (list them) fast, medium, or slow speed? [Estimated time of completion = 1 min]

Immediately after question #6 you will begin closing arguments to wrap things up and if everything goes right get a commitment from the parent(s) to attend the face to face motivational intake. 

As stated earlier, you must connect the dots between the parent’s answers to the questions above and your closing arguments. This is the number #1 mistake new PLL Coaches make: A canned and scripted response with no connection to the parent’s words. Please do not make this same mistake.

The author cannot possibly think of every possible custom fit closing argument to use. Therefore, the statements below serve only to jump start the process rather than to be used as a “canned script”. At the end of this section, the author will offer some suggestions on classic countermoves to make if the client continues to show resistance after your closing arguments are made.

Examples of Closing Arguments 
If the parent states earlier in the call that they “want to fix the problem fast” and that they “want concrete tools to fix their child’s problem”:

· Based on our call today, I heard two important messages come through loud and clear. You are sick and tired of the [state what they said their teen’s problems were here] and you want it fixed like yesterday. And you want a program that will give you concrete tools to fix these problems quickly and not some how do you feel therapy that drags on forever with no results. Am I close or way off? 

I think then you will like what I propose. The program we offer was specifically designed to give you concrete tools to fix the problem’s you mentioned. We meet with other parents once a week who are struggling with similar issues and we help one another fix the problem like they used to do in the old days.  We also meet one on one with the family. And best of all it is short term. Within just the first two weeks you will likely see positive changes in your child and greater respect for you. Does this seem to fit for you?

The next step is to just come in with your child for 30 minutes so that I can show you what the program is all about? Will you come? (If yes, ask if there are any barriers- list them out loud- transportation, child care, etc.)

Also ask: Besides yourself, who else should we invite to the intake interview that is a support to you or your child? (extended family, like grandparents, friends, ex-spouses, etc.) The reason I ask is we are old school in this program and we believe that it takes a village to raise a child. Can I contact them personally to invite them? 

Finally, do you have an internet connection at home? (If yes) Then you might want to copy down this web address to check out more about the program. It is www.difficult.net. It will give you a nice overview before our meeting.
Connecting Question #4 above or what they state will happen if the problem remains unchanged to closing arguments:

· You said earlier in our call that if things do not get better in the next weeks or months that the odds are great that your child will [restate what they said]. If that’s the case we don’t have a lot of time left.

I think that you will like our program. It is called Parenting with Love and Limits and it is designed to give you the tools you need fast to stop your child from going further down the drain and ending up where you described. 

Based on what you said, I think it would be worth your while for us to meet face to face for no more than 30 minutes with your child’s [PO, teacher, etc] to go over this program and how quickly we might be able to stop your child from getting worse. We have to try something radically different because like you said we don’t have much time. 

I have these two times and dates available next week, which one is best for you? Also, since we have no time to lose, who besides yourself should we invite that has influence in your child’s life- Is there a grandparent, aunt, uncle, coach, etc? Can I call them to invite them personally?
Any obstacles that might prevent you from coming?- Transportation, child care etc.
Finally, do you have an internet connection at home? (If yes) Then you might want to copy down this web address to check out more about the program. It is www.difficult.net. It will give you a nice overview before our meeting.
Connecting strengths they give about themselves in Question #3 above to closing arguments:

· Earlier you said that the quality I would come to admire about you was [insert quality]. That was so important for me to know because it is absolutely incredible that with everything you have gone through you have not given up.
I think you are probably misunderstood by your child and that they don’t appreciate you like they should and it just wears you out. Am I close or way off? It has been an honor to speak with you today. Your child is so lucky to have you as a parent
And I think you will like our program because we bring other parents together and we help one another out. You will receive concrete tools to fix the problems that you mentioned earlier and get the support from other parents who will appreciate all you do so that you are not alone.

We will also work one on one, you and I with your teen, to help them better respect and open the lines of communication. What do you think?

Cut them off if they start going off on a tangent.
Based on what you said, I think it would be worth your while for us to meet face to face for no more than 30 minutes with your child’s [PO, teacher, etc] to go over this program and how quickly we might be able to help.  

I have these two times and dates available next week, which one is best for you? Also, since we have no time to lose, who besides yourself should we invite that has influence in your child’s life- Is there a grandparent, aunt, uncle, coach, etc? Can I call them to invite them personally?
Any obstacles that might prevent you from coming?- Transportation, child care etc.

Finally, do you have an internet connection at home? (If yes) Then you might want to copy down this web address to check out more about the program. It is www.difficult.net. It will give you a nice overview before our meeting.
It important to note that you can mix and match parts of each of the three closing argument examples above as needed based on the particular phone call. As stated earlier, the most important factor is directly connecting key points that they stated earlier with what’s in it for them to take the next action step: Coming in for a face to face motivational intake.

It is also important to avoid going into details about the program over the phone. It will likely confuse them. You can however ask them to preview the website at diificult.net ahead of time. Parents have told us later that it was impressive to see and read about the program on the web.

Finally, make sure you have the times available ahead of time and proactively go over any obstacles. Invite and bring up the village and ask for permission to call them personally. Our research has shown over and over again that asking the parent to bring the village in will not work. Ask the parent for a best time and date and if they will call that person ahead of time to let them know that you will be calling.

If the parent is still resistant, look over some of the Plan B’s below and bring it up on your next PLL Supervision call.

Plan B’s if Parent Still Resistant
· What to do if the parent says “I will think about it or get back to you?”

One Possible Response 

Be straightforward and let them that you only have limited slots available. Let them also know that this is the only program of its kind and it is research-based. 
Also tell them if they miss the intake, the slot will be given to someone else because there is a waiting list.

Set a specific follow-up phone appointment with the parent(s) within the next couple of days to find out one way or the other. Let them know if you cannot reach them at the appointed time that their slot will be given away to someone else. The more swagger you have and a take it or leave it attitude the greater success you will see. You should not seem desperate and families respect this stance.

Another Possible Response

Make the statement of “What do you have to lose?” Briefly restate the implications of doing nothing (go to jail, system will continue to be on your case, etc). And then emphasize that you are not asking for any more of a commitment than coming for a 30 minute intake to get an overview of the program.

Once at the meeting they can choose to participate or not. Let them know that even if court ordered they still have the freedom to say “no”.

· What if the parent indicates high skepticism or a too good to be true attitude.

One Possible Response
A very creative and “out of the box” tactic that works almost all the time is to ask some of your strongest parent graduates if they would be willing to be a reference for new referrals.

Explain that you would call them ahead of time to give them the time and date of the phone appointment that you would set up with the other parent.

Tell them not to breach confidentiality by revealing details about their child or asking about specifics regarding the other parent’s child. Instead, the goal of the call is to answer questions and give testimony of how PLL was different from other programs they had tried in the past and why it worked.

This tactic takes some pre-planning on your part to set up the infrastructure of having a cadre of available parents but it is worth it. Think back in your life on how many times you had big decisions to make such as child care or hiring an employee. In each instance checking on references was a must have before going forward. This type of decision is no different.

· What if the parent states that they are not the one with the problem or they don’t need help?
One Possible Response

Agree with them. But also ask if they are tired of having the system (probation, judges, police) in their life or getting calls at work from school? If they say “yes” tell them that others parents have told you that they liked PLL because it was not therapy. Instead, PLL did a great job of advocating for the family and helping the parents get the system off their case and out of their life.

If they ask how, you can give a couple of concrete examples. Use the metaphor of getting audited by the IRS and needing a good tax attorney to go with you to the meeting. In the same way, you as the PLL Coach, would stand up in court or with the school officials or probation officer and point out all the positive things that you have been doing in the program.

You would also sit down with these systems and find out exactly what had to be done and within what specific time frame to get them off their backs.

Another Possible Response

Agree with them. But point out how PLL is not built to fix them but specifically how to fix the problems with their youth. They are only asked to participate as consultants to help you better work with their child and help them show more respect to their parent.

If you have a reference list of past parent graduates they can speak to them to confirm what you are saying or just come to the face to face intake to see for themselves.
· What if the parent states that their child doesn’t have a problem?
One Possible Response

Agree with them. However, point out that unfortunately the system (the person or agency making the referral) thinks that there is a problem. And as long as they do they will likely continue to make their child’s life or their life a living nightmare. 

Pause here and ask the parent if they agree with your comment and what they think?

If the parent agrees, outline clearly that one important role of a PLL Coach is to come alongside the parent and their child as an advocate with these systems to get them out of their life. However, without your help it is likely that they will not listen to the parent or the child and that they will continue to be misunderstood.

Important Points to Remember 

After the motivational interview is completed, the next step is the motivational face to face intake. Please call the family and the referral agency (if they are scheduled to attend) the day before as a friendly reminder. 

Don’t forget to gain permission from the parent on the call to contact other important immediate or extended family members as well. Personally contact them rather than relying on the parent. 

   


















Key Points to Remember





Follow the recommended times for each question to prevent the call from turning into a therapy session.


If you fail to connect the dots or directly link what they say to your closing arguments 50% or more of your leverage disappears.


Do not forget to proactively bring up at the end of the call possible obstacles to attend (transportation, child care) and brainstorm how to remove these obstacles.


Don’t forget to also ask about the village and stand ready to call them personally using the phone call script instead of the parent.


Memorize ahead of time the possible countermove responses to the most common objections to be prepared.


Call the family and the referral agency the day before the intake to remind them about the appointment.
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