
AN INTRODUCTION TO 
EFFECTIVE 
ENGAGEMENT AND 
SUPPORTING CHANGE



WELCOME!



WHAT IS YOUR GREATEST 
CHALLENGE WITH 

ENGAGEMENT AND 
SUPPORTING CHANGE AND 

WHY?



COMMON CHALLENGES
• Time
• Historical exclusion-marginalization
• Cognitive impairment
• Intoxication
• Disruptions
• Attention span
• Demands of other systems that require

change rather than motivating
• Personal biases
• Understanding role: supporting autonomy and 

being a change partner at the same time

• Empathy & cultural competency
• Uncomfortable, awkward silences
• Immediate needs trump goals
• Ambiguity and ambivalence
• Don’t change talk
• Moving from change talk to commitment to 

change
• Fidelity to technique
• Absent or reduced engagement that can come 

with depression and anxiety
• Change is viewed as a linear event rather than 

an iterative process



DIFFICULT FEELINGS YOU MAY ENCOUNTER WHEN
TRYING TO EFFECTIVELY ENGAGE

• Disconnection

• Frustration

• Guilt

• The person is a lot like you (or a former version of you)

• Concern or worry

• Helplessness



CHANGING OUR OWN PERSPECTIVE ON OUR
ROLE AND FUNCTION

The job isn’t to heal. It is to help.

The job isn’t to solve the problems of program participants. The job is to help them 
solve their own problems.

We are instruments of a process, not a miracle worker with all the answers.

We need to focus on the process.



BEING NON-JUDGMENTAL AND PROMOTING
AUTONOMY CAN BE DIFFICULT

It can seem like:
• Some participants will make decisions in their life that are different than what you 

would do under the same circumstances;
• Some participants want the answers, not a process;
• There is (a seemingly constant) pressure to motivate change quickly to help the 

person move to independence with less or no support from you moving forward.



CHANGE PROCESS

Change is a process, not an event.

Change processes are often cyclical rather than linear.

Recurrence of previous behavior does not necessarily signal failure.



THE NATURE OF THE MOTIVATION
•Motivation is a key to change. 

•Motivation is multidimensional. 

•Motivation is a dynamic and fluctuating state.

•Motivation is interactive. 

•Motivation can be modified.

•The support worker’s style influences client motivation.



MORE CHALLENGES IDENTIFIED IN THE
LITERATURE

1) Burden: There is a high level of psychological effort involved in engagement and using MI. Trying 
novel skills and suppressing behaviors that are antithetical to supporting change demands much 
attentional resource and can detract from other key tasks such as maintaining empathy. 

2) Destabilizing: Recognizing the limitations of existing practice, yet feeling underprepared to deliver 
engagement or change support effectively is stressful for some and can lead to performance anxiety. 

3) Committing to uncertainty: Requires participants to accept sessions may take longer, cover more 
than one topic and may not result in (immediate or lasting) change. 

4) Difficult feelings: concern that engagement and support in change may reveal emotive issues that 
are uncomfortable for participants and practitioners. 



DEFINING THE 
STRENGTH-BASED 
APPROACH



STRENGTH-BASED APPROACH
Strength-based approach (sometimes called strength-based practice) is an approach to supporting people that 
emphasizes self-determination and strengths.

Strength-based approach is a collaboration between support worker and person receiving services. People 
receiving support are co-producers of support, not passive consumers of support.

Strength-based approach views people as resourceful and resilient.

Strength-based approach is led by the program participant, with a focus on future outcomes and strengths that 
people can bring to problems.



STRENGTH-BASED APPROACH

Strength-based approach values capacity, skills, knowledge, connections and 
potential in individuals.

A focus on strength does not mean that challenges are ignored.

A focus on strength does not mean spinning struggles into strengths.

Strength-based approach is instrumental in shifting towards prevention and 
independence.



STRENGTH-BASED APPROACH
Strength-based approach concentrates on inherent strengths. It emphasizes the 
origins of strengths and resilience and argues against the dominance of a deficit 
orientation.

In a strength-based approach, strengths are deployed to empower and aid in 
recovery.

In a strength-based approach, the focus is on assets to support well-being.



WHAT IT IS AND IS NOT

A Strength-Based Approach IS… A Strength-Based Approach is NOT…

Values what people can do Only about positive things

Builds on abilities A way of avoiding the truth

Acknowledges that people have difficulties or 
challenges that benefit from attention and support Fixated on problems

Understands what is working well so that it can be 
reproduced About minimizing concerns



COMPARING A STRENGTH-BASED 
APPROACH TO A DEFICIT-BASED APPROACH

DEFICIT-BASED STRENGTH-BASED
Emphasis on problems Emphasis on strengths

Intervene Engage

Resistant Persistent

Diagnose Understand

Crisis Opportunity

Control Empower

Person is a case or a diagnosis Person is unique with talents and strengths

Emphasis on what is wrong or abnormal Emphasis is on strengths and capabilities

Participant is viewed as a problem to be fixed Person is viewed as potential waiting to be developed

Professional is the expert Participant is the expert of their own life

Absence or decreased impact of dysfunction is the goal Well-being, thriving & high-quality of life are the goals



STRENGTH-BASED 
APPROACH IN PRACTICE



SEEING STRENGTHS
Individual Strengths

• Personal qualities
• Talents and skills
• Aspirations

Environmental Strengths
• Resources
• Social networks
• Opportunities



A COLLABORATIVE PROCESS
Strengths-based practice:

• Is a collaborative process between the person supported by services and those supporting them;

• Allows the program participant and case manager/support worker to work together to determine 
an outcome that draws on the person's strengths and assets;

• Is principally concerned with the quality of the relationship that develops between those providing 
and being supported, as well as the elements that the person seeking support brings to the 
process;

• Promotes the opportunity for individuals to be co-producers of services and support rather than 
solely consumers of those services.

Duncan and Hubble, 2000; Morgan and Ziglio, 2007



6 ATTRIBUTES OF STRENGTH-BASED
1. Goal orientation: Strengths-based practice is goal oriented. The central and most crucial element of any approach is the 

extent to which people themselves set goals they would like to achieve in their lives.

2. Strengths assessment: The primary focus is not on problems or deficits, and the individual is supported to recognize the 
inherent resources they have at their disposal which they can use to counteract any difficulty or condition.

3. Resources from the environment: Strengths proponents believe that in every environment there are individuals, 
associations, groups and institutions who have something to give, that others may find useful, and that it may be the 
practitioner's role to enable links to these resources.

4. Explicit methods are used for identifying participant and environmental strengths for goal attainment: These methods 
will be different for each of the strengths-based approaches. For example, in solution-focused therapy people will be 
assisted to set goals before the identification of strengths, whilst in strengths-based case management, individuals will go 
through a specific 'strengths assessment'.

5. The relationship is hope-inducing: A strengths-based approach aims to increase the hopefulness of the participant. 
Further, hope can be realized through strengthened relationships with people, communities and culture.

6. Meaningful choice: Strengths proponents highlight a collaborative stance where people are experts in their own lives and 
the practitioner's role is to increase and explain choices and encourage people to make their own decisions and informed 
choices.



STRENGTH-BASED APPROACH IN
HOMELESSNESS SERVICES

• Survival – incredible resourcefulness
• Ability to meet immediate daily needs – time management, acquire services
• Past times when stably housed – housed was the norm
• Service navigation across systems – understanding access to complex organizations
• Self-resolving
• Leveraging safe and appropriate alternatives to homelessness



UNDERSTANDING CHANGE



YOUR ROLE IN THE CHANGE PROCESS
Conscious of your own values, beliefs and judgments, assist others with seeing the 
potential that comes with change.

Acknowledge, normalize and invite ambivalence in the change process – mixed 
emotions, fear & hope

Create an appropriate, personalized support structure, with access to resources and 
skills development as appropriate and necessary – build the pathways to change

Ensure you are providing a service and not exercising control – their pathway, their 
pace

Create bridges and help people bond to newness by leveraging their social capital –
building or re-building their community



WHEN IT COMES TO MOTIVATING 
CHANGE

• Don’t tell people what to do.

• Listen. Then listen some more.

• Let the other person tell YOU they need to change.

• Build people’s confidence.

• Ambivalence is normal.



Self-aware 
and self-
guided

I know I need to change. I know what I need to change. I know how to change it. I have the 
resources and skills to change it……. I change.

Self-aware 
and 

assistance 
guided

I know I need to change. I may know what I need to change. I don’t know how to change it. Or, I 
don’t have the resources or skills to change, so I seek them out. I connect to those resources. I 
learn and take on the challenge of change with that assistance…… I change. 

Motivational 
Interviewing

I am motivated to change because a helping professional used a person-centered approach to be 
exploratory in her inquiry to stimulate change. This intentional conversation was evocative 
enough to call forth my own motivation to change. I may still need supports along the way……
I change. 

Assertive 
Engagement

I do not see the need for change, or do not see the need for change right now. Motivational 
interviewing has been attempted and gotten us nowhere. Part of my current behavior is putting 
myself or others at risk which is why change is needed. Because I put up defenses when change 
is suggested, a helping professional challenges those defenses to make me more vulnerable to 
understanding the need for change - at least for the duration of the engagement. We are action 
focused……. I change. 





Change is a non-linear process in most instances.

Regressions in the process require coaching, not coercion.

Imperative to keep a focus on change action, not just change talk.



IF WE KNOW WHAT NEEDS TO HAPPEN, WHY DON’T 
PEOPLE DO IT?

People do not resist change per se (a better future can be seen) 
they resist transitions.

When we think of change, we most often look at it from a technical
stand point - what is missing or needs to be done - and rarely 
consider it from an adaptive stand point. 





1.Change Commitments 2. Doing or Not Doing 
Instead

3. Hidden Competing 
Commitments 4. Big Assumptions

What are you committed 
to doing better?

What are you doing
(or not doing) 

that gets in the way of 
doing that thing already? 

What else are you 
committed to doing that 
may be getting in the 

way?

What are you afraid of?

What are you not saying 
or doing that is an 

assumption?

Improve 
communication 

with my spouse / 
partner

• Rushing to get information 
across

• Using text when a phone call 
would be better during the day

• Keeping information superficial 
(what we are doing, not how are 
we feeling)

• Just getting ready for work in the 
morning; quick “hellos” in 
between work and kid activities; 
watching television in the 
evening (sometimes in different 
rooms)

• Going from work to evening 
activities (not making time to 
talk)

• Keeping things light and jovial or 
operational

• Committed to keeping the peace 
always

• Protecting my emotions from 
getting hurt

• My spouse will think I have 
become boring if I really share 
what is happening in my day

• If I tell them what I really think 
and feel it will rock the boat of 
things that are going well (less 
intimacy)

• I will have to spend less time 
doing the things I really like 
doing if I have to carve out time 
to talk

• They don’t want to know about 
my work life





What we do

How we do it

Why we
do it

Presenter
Presentation Notes
What makes great leaders different from others?Simon Sinek.Most organizations start from the outside in. Great leaders start from the inside out.Most of the time: what we do is end homelessness. how we do it is providing access to housing. But explain the why? Moral? Financial?What if you turned it around? Why do you get out of bed and do this each day? How do you inspire others around you to do the same? Why do you believe in ending homelessness? People don’t buy into what you do, they buy into why you do it.When we speak from the inside out, we are speaking to the behavior processor of the brain. 



What we do is end homelessness.
How we do it is providing access to housing. 
Why? Moral? Financial?

What if you turned it around? 
Why do you get out of bed and do this each day?
How do you inspire others around you to do the same?
Why do you believe in ending homelessness? 

People don’t buy into what you do, they buy into why you do it.
When we speak from the inside out, we are speaking to the behavior 
processor of the brain…..what motivates.



THINGS THAT ARE NOT MI OR AE
• Ordering, directing, or commanding
• Coercing, bargaining, warning or threatening
• Giving advice, making suggestions or providing solutions
• Lecturing or arguing
• Moralizing, preaching, or telling clients what they should do
• Disagreeing, judging, criticizing, or blaming
• Agreeing, approving, or praising only the results and not the effort
• Ingratiating, shaming, ridiculing, or labeling
• Consoling or sympathizing
• Withdrawing, distracting, humoring, or changing the subject



PLEASE DON’T THINK OR ASSUME
Someone wants to change.

Someone ought to change.

You know best.

The present is always the best time to change.

Being tough inspires change.

Threatening with doomsday suggestions gets people to change.

You can reason with anyone - and logic will win the day.



STAGES OF CHANGE

Pre-contemplation
Contemplation

Preparation
Action

Maintenance

Relapse/Regression



PRECONTEMPLATION

CHARACTERISTICS

•Change is not being considered

•Likely to be passive

•Resistant, defensive and even angry if change is suggested

•Does not acknowledge there would be benefits to making a 
change happen



PRECONTEMPLATION

KEYS TO SUCCESS

•Build rapport

•Raise awareness

•Find the crack in the door

•Generate curiosity



CONTEMPLATION

CHARACTERISTICS

•Deliberating pros and cons

•Requests for more information

•Acknowledges - perhaps only somewhat - that there could be a 
benefit to changing

•Ambivalence



CONTEMPLATION

KEYS TO SUCCESS

•Patience

•Emphasize client control

•Normalize ambivalence

•Assess readiness

•Negotiate small steps



PREPARATION

CHARACTERISTICS

•Taking the steps, including determination, to change

•Mix of emotions

•May be considering how important the change is to make and 
how confident they feel or do not feel

•Likely to be considering the impact the change will have



PREPARATION

KEYS TO SUCCESS

•Negotiate a change plan

•Calibrate expectations

•Address barriers

•Build confidence



ACTION

CHARACTERISTICS

•Engaged in new behavior

•More able to set specific goals of what they want out of the 
change

•May distance themselves from others engaged in the old 
behavior

•Almost always comes with a sense of loss, even if not readily 
acknowledged



ACTION

KEYS TO SUCCESS

•Program adoption

•Prolapse

•Opportunity to learn from new behavior



MAINTENANCE

CHARACTERISTICS

•Change is sustained

•Personal recognition of temptations and triggers

•Change in other areas of life begins to be considered too

•Reinforcing commitment to stay changed is critical



MAINTENANCE

KEYS TO SUCCESS

•Affirmation - life is better because…

•Goals reached

•Reaping reward(s) of making the change

•Feel alignment to core values



RELAPSE/REGRESSION

CHARACTERISTICS

•Varies in intensity and duration

•Feelings of guilt and shame are common

•Hesitant or reluctant to re-engage

• If supported, client can re-engage at Preparation or Action 
Stages rather fluidly

•Opportunity for discovery and learning so as to not have the 
same issues in the future



RELAPSE/REGRESSION

KEYS TO SUCCESS

•Do not be punitive

•Frame as slips, not as failure

•Opportunity to learn

•Does not have to be back to square one

•Re-engage as quickly as possible

•Review commitment to change



STAGE CHARACTERISTICS
Precontemplation Resistant, reluctant, rebellious, rationalizing

Contemplation Analysis paralysis, fishing for what they want to hear, mistaking 
opinion for fact

Preparation Unrealistic goals, all planning no action, rushing (“ready, fire, 
aim”)

Action Going with the flow, being distracted by things not planned for, 
multi-tasking

Maintenance Zealous, judgmental

Relapse/Regression Shame, going AWOL, frustration, anger, fear



UNDERSTANDING MI

MI is an intentional conversation about change 

MI is person-centered, respecting the autonomy of the individual as decision-maker 

MI is exploratory in its inquiry, without purposely trying to create conflict

MI is evocative and through conversation seeks to call forth the person’s own 
motivation and commitment



THE ORDER YOU ENGAGE IN IS IMPORTANT…

Relational 
Foundation

Engaging Focusing

Motivational 
Interviewing

Evoking Planning



WHAT DO RAPPORT AND 
TRUSTWORTHINESS MEAN TO 
YOU? HOW DO YOU DEVELOP 
IT? HOW DO YOU KNOW YOU 

HAVE IT?



STRUCTURING THE ENGAGEMENT: TOOLS 
AND WORKSHEETS

The process of structuring a change conversation can be aided by the use of tools 
and worksheets

Being fluent in more than one approach gives you more options when working with 
clients







MI 4 PRINCIPLES

1. Express empathy

2. Support Self-Efficacy

3. Roll with resistance/Dance with Discord

4. Develop discrepancy



EXPRESS EMPATHY

Empathy involves seeing the world from another’s eyes, thinking about 
things as they think about them, feeling things as they feel them, and 
sharing in their experiences. 

This approach provides the basis for people to be heard and 
understood, and in turn, they are more likely to honestly share their 
experiences in depth.



SUPPORT SELF-EFFICACY

Motivational Interviewing is a strengths-based approach that believes people 
have within themselves the capabilities to change successfully. 

A person’s belief that change is possible (self-efficacy) is needed to instill
hope about making difficult changes. 

In MI practitioners support self-efficacy by focusing on past successes and 
highlighting skills and strengths that the person already has.



ENHANCING SELF EFFICACY
Self-efficacy is a person's belief in their ability to succeed in a particular situation.
Eliciting self motivational statements is an important part of self efficacy.

Four types of motivational statements are possible:

1. Cognitive recognition of the problem (e.g., "I guess this is more serious than I thought.") 

2. Affective expression of concern about the perceived problem

(e.g., "I'm really worried about what is happening to me.") 

3. A direct or implicit intention to change behavior (e.g., "I've got to do something about this.") 

4. Optimism about one's ability to change (e.g., "I know that if I try, I can really do it.") 



ROLL WITH RESISTANCE/
DANCE WITH DISCORD

From an MI perspective, resistance or discord occurs when there is 
ambivalence about change….mixed emotions, fear, uncertainty

In MI there is no attempt at confrontation, but rather a rolling 
with or dancing with negative reactions to avoid a struggle or 
power dynamic when negative responses occur….acknowledge you 
hear them



DEVELOPING DISCREPANCY

Motivation for change occurs when people perceive a mismatch between where 
they are and where they want to be. 

The MI practitioner works to develop this by having the person examine 
discrepancies between their current situation and their values and future goals. 

When people recognize that their current behaviors place them in conflict with 
their values or self-identified goals, they are more likely to experience increased 
motivation to change.





MORE ON DEVELOPING DISCREPANCY
You are trying to fuel change, not pass judgment. Sample questions/statements:

– "You have said that you know _______ is the best choice, but that it won't fit with your lifestyle. What are some of your 
concerns about fitting ________ into your current lifestyle?"

– “I have heard you say ___________ but then do ___________. Help me understand how ___________ is helping you 
achieve ___________.”

– "What is it about your ___________ that others may see as reasons for concern?"

– "How has __________ stopped you from doing what you want to do?"
– "If things worked out exactly as you like, what would be different?"

– "If you decided to change, what do you think would work for you?"
– "What concerns do you have about making changes?"
– "What things make you think that this is a problem?"

– "What difficulties have you encountered trying to change your __________?"



BREAK – BACK IN 10 



USE OF THE OARS TECHNIQUE

Open ended questions

Affirmation

Reflective listening

Summarizing listening



OPEN QUESTIONS

• Probe for information

• Avoid the question and answer trap

• Requires patience

• Focuses on themes

• Never ask three questions in a row

• Offer two reflections for each question asked



EXAMPLES OF OPEN QUESTIONS

- Why would you want to make this change? (Desire)

- How might you go about it, in order to succeed? (Ability)

- What are the three best reasons for you to do it? (Reasons)

- How important is it for you to make this change? (Need)

- So what do you think you’ll do? (Commitment)



USE THE PAST TO INFORM THE PRESENT

Ask about a time before the current concern emerged:

- How have things been better in the past? 

- What past events can you recall when things were different?



ELABORATION

When a change talk theme emerges, ask for more detail: 

- In what ways? 

- How do you see this happening?

- What have you changed in the past that you can relate to this issue?



GO TO EXTREMES

Ask about the best and worst case scenarios to elicit additional information:

- What are the worst things that might happen if you don't make this change? 

- What are the best things that might happen if you do make this change?



EXPLORE THE FUTURE

Ask about how the future is viewed:

- What may happen if things continue as they are (status quo). 

- If you were 100% successful in making the changes you want, what would be different?    

- How would you like your life to be in the future?



EXAMPLES FROM OTHER PARTS OF THEIR 
LIFE

When a change talk theme emerges, ask for specific examples. 

- When was the last time that happened? 

- Describe a specific example of when this happens.

- What else?



VALUES & GOALS ALIGNMENT

Ask what the person's guiding values are.

- What do they want in life? 

- What values are most important to you?

- How does this behavior fit into your value system? 

- What ways does ________ (the behavior) conflict with your value system



AFFIRM

• Affirm - don’t cheerlead!

• Focus on the process, not the outcome.

• Find positives.



REFLECT

• Reflective listening has been proven to be more effective than questioning!

• Simple reflections are short summaries

• Complex reflections add meaning

• Reflections are never longer than what the person has shared!



SUMMARIZE
• Keep it short.
• Keep it sequential.
• Keep it factual.
• Use the summary to:

• Link to other things you feel necessary to talk about;
• Affirm the change that is happening;
• End the conversation for the day.



THE 7 GENERAL STEPS

1. Ask permission to talk about change.

2. Elicit a response.

3. Explore through open-ended questions.

4. Normalize the experience.

5. Affirm the process.

6. Develop discrepancy.

7. Summarize.



REASONABLE EXPECTATION AND OUTLINE 
OF AN MI SESSION



SHIFTING ROLE OF 
SUPPORT PROFESSIONAL 
OVER TIME



STAGES OF STRENGTHS-BASED 
APPROACH IN ENGAGEMENT & SUPPORT

STAGE PARTICIPANT SUPPORT 
PROFESSIONAL EXAMPLES

1 Dependent Coach
Providing immediate feedback. Information provided. 
Overcoming resistance.

2 Interested Motivator
Inspiring. Guided discussion. Goal-setting and learning 
strategies.

3 Involved Facilitator
Discussion between equals. Facilitated discussion.

4 Self-directed Consultant
Individual or self-directed work on goal setting and actions.



PERSPECTIVE 
OLD THINKING

Until relatively recently motivation was commonly viewed as a static trait that the client either did or 
did not have. According to this view, the support worker has little chance of influencing a client’s 
motivation. If the client is not motivated to change, it is the client’s—not the support worker’s —
problem. 

CURRENT THINKING

Recent models of change, however, recognize that change itself is influenced by biological, 
psychological, sociological, and spiritual variables. The capacity that each individual brings to the 
change process is affected by these variables. At the same time, although the client is ultimately 
responsible for change, this responsibility is shared through the development of a “therapeutic 
partnership” or a “working alliance”.



STRENGTHENING WORKING ALLIANCE
You don’t have to be a therapist to create and support a therapeutic partnership.

Think of it as a close, consistent association mutually entered into willingly by at 
least two people.

Formula: goals + tasks + bond = working alliance



ABLE, WILLING AND READY
Able: skills, resources, confidence

Willing: the importance of change and how much change is desired

Ready: final decision to enter into the change process



STRUCTURING 
ENGAGEMENT AND 
SUPPORT AROUND GOALS



A CLOSER LOOK

GOALS DREAMS
Acting on Thinking about
Have deadlines Do not have deadlines
Require dedicated time and effort Can happen whenever is convenient

Produce results Have no results to measure

Reality Imaginary
Life changing Inspiring
Stretch the person Stretch the imagination
Has a plan Has ideas





FOCUS ON “GROW”

Goal
Reality
Options
Way Forward



GOAL

1. Why do you really want this goal?

2. How important is it for you to achieve this goal?

3. How will you know when you have achieved this goal?

4. How will you feel after achieving this goal?

5. Do you believe you can influence this goal?

6. Describe what kind of positive impact achieving this goal will have in your life.

7. Describe any downsides when it comes to achieving the goal. If there are any, 

explain how you can handle that.



REALITY

1. Is the goal realistic?

2. What is happening in terms of your goal at the present moment?

3. What kinds of action have you taken in support of this goal?

4. What kinds of results have you seen thus far?

5. If struggling with this goal, may need to adjust goal and be more realistic.



OPTIONS

1. What options have you explored in terms of achieving this goal?

2. What are some other ways you can move forward?

3. What else have you learned?

4. What are the pros and cons of each of these options?



WAY FORWARD

1. What kinds of obstacles can you envision you might face?

2. How can you plan ahead and come up with some strategies ahead of time?

3. You can also rate your success or the possibility of achievement on a 1–10 scale. 

The number 1 means you have no certainty of achieving this goal and 10 means 

you have 100% certainty of achieving this goal.

4. List three small steps you could take to start bringing yourself closer to this goal 

within the next 24 hours. This could be something simple like making a phone 

call, sending an email, going to a government office or doing online research.



SIMPLE GOAL SETTING WORKSHEET
Name: Date:

My goal is:

Planned goal completion date:

Tasks to complete my 
goal:

Two things to help me 
reach my goal:

Task 1 1

Task 2

Task 3 2

Task 4

I know I have reached my goal because:

This goal is important to me because:

Formula: goals + tasks + bond = working alliance



EXPECT RESISTANCE TO CHANGE

•Disagreeing “Yes, but…”

•Discounting “I’ve already tried that.”

•Interrupting “but…”

•Sidetracking “I know you want me to see apartments, but didn’t you notice I got my ID? 

That was huge!”

•Unwillingness “I don’t want to have to do that as well”



EXPECT RESISTANCE TO CHANGE
•Blaming “It’s not my fault. If only my parents…”

•Arguing “How do you know?”

•Challenging “Well a rent subsidy isn’t going to help me in MY situation.”

•Minimizing “I’m not that bad of a tenant.”

•Pessimism “I keep trying to do better but nothing seems to help.”

•Excusing “I know I should keep it down at night, but with my friends that have no where to go I 

have to let them inside.”

•Ignoring 



LIMITATIONS ON CHANGE
Some people are cognitively incapable of engaging in change the same way that others engage in 
change. (Brain injury; psychosis; etc.)

Frequent substance use is not a reason to avoid change conversation, but the manner and time 
chosen to engage may need to be flexible.

Other systems (Child Welfare, Justice, etc.) can place restrictions on what change is permissible or 
not.



ASSERTIVE ENGAGEMENT



ASSERTIVE ENGAGEMENT

Assertive Engagement is best understood as the 

process whereby a worker uses their interpersonal 

skills and creativity effectively to make the 

environments and circumstances that their service 

users are encountered in more conducive to change 

than they might otherwise be, for at least the 

duration of the engagement.



ASSERTIVE ENGAGEMENT PRESUPPOSES

1. That there are people who want to, or need to, effect some change in their 
lives because they recognize, or it is recognized, that aspects of their present 
lifestyle are damaging in some capacity.

2. That lives can be changed for the better and that professional support workers 
can be a part of the process towards change.

3. That change requires processing, decisions need to be made, and this 
processing is best achieved in certain circumstances and environments (i.e. 
environments that are safe, free from stress, supportive, with few other demands 
and needs to be met - roughly, those environments that we would term 
therapeutic).

4. That most vulnerable people do not live in environments and 
circumstances that are conducive to change. And most workers will encounter 
their clients in environments that are by and large un-therapeutic.



ASSERTIVE ENGAGEMENT & PRECONTEMPLATION

Assertive social engagement is PRIMARILY designed for work with 
clients who are in precontemplation or contemplation.

Precontemplative clients are those who do not see the damage 
particular behaviors cause, both to themselves and wider social 
groups. 

They do not see the need to change, or if they do, they do not see 
the need to change today. May have vague or not completely 
articulated expectations that change will somehow occur at a later 
date. 

These clients use these as regular excuses for interacting with their 
worker. 



EXPECTING DEFENSES & RESISTANCE

Clients who benefit from this type of interaction usually have a fragile 
psyche with a range of defenses, up to and including lashing out at 
their worker emotionally.

Research tells us that consciousness raising is needed for bridges to 
be built and the gap between where the client is in their state of harm 
and behavior and what would likely lead to life improvements.



ADDRESSING THE DEFENSE

1.Information is put forward by the worker

2.Defenses are erected

3.The defenses are challenged

4.The client is made more vulnerable to the information

5.Consequences are to some extent understood



4 DEFENSES

•Projection & Displacement

•Denial & Minimization

•Rationalization & 
Intellectualization

•Internalization



PROJECTION & DISPLACEMENT

Projection & Displacement -

Blaming someone else for behavior which they actual had 
control over, for example, “John kept giving me the bottle to 
drink”



DENIAL & MINIMIZATION

Denial & Minimization

Claiming no responsibility; 
and/or, Using language that demonstrates they are not accepting full responsibility, 

for example:

“I slept it off in the park” rather than “Blacked out”
“Borrow” rather than “Stole”
“Egged her on” rather than “Provoked her”; and/or,

Minimizes the impact their behavior is having on friends or family



RATIONALIZATION & 
INTELLECTUALIZATION

Rationalization & Intellectualization

Some awareness of behavior but excuse driven, for example, “I have to drink to fall 
asleep…”, 

and/or;

May intellectualize through a distortion of facts to suit their needs



INTERNALIZATION

Internalization

A “fighting fire with fire” response, 

and/or

Extreme self-loathing, for example “I am such a bad, bad person. I don’t 
deserve any help. I am worthless. I should be left alone. I don’t deserve all you 
try to do for me. You shouldn’t even try.”



Introducing Topics and Information



INTRODUCING IMPORTANT INFORMATION

Set the tone 

(e.g., “I know this may be difficult, but...” or “Probably long overdue 
that we chat about...”)

Introduce topic and goal

Provide facts to set the stage for the discussion



INTRODUCING IMPORTANT INFORMATION

Elicit response

Embrace the awkward silence (if necessary)

Listen. Listen. Listen. (repeat)

Reflect and summarize.

Negotiate small steps.



SIMPLE RULES

Do not provide advice.

Empathy not sympathy.

Consider other points of view.

It’s not about you.

No wrestling.

Avoid binary responses.



AMBIVALENCE

Normalize it.

Invite it.

Acknowledge it.

Mixed emotions, conflict, turmoil, confusion, fear ….is expected, 

normal.



NORMALIZE AMBIVALENCE

“Change is hard.”

“There’s two sides to every coin.”

“Choosing not to take action is still a choice.”



INVITE AMBIVALENCE

“What do you enjoy about (blank)?”

“What concerns you about (blank)?”

“What will you miss about (blank)?”

“What will make it hard to change?”

“What do you think will be the biggest challenge?”



ACKNOWLEDGE AMBIVALENCE

“On the one hand (blank). On the other hand (blank).”

“You feel both (blank) and (blank) at the same time.”



QUESTIONS?
REFLECTIONS?
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