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Abstract
This commentary reviews advances gleaned from the current set of papers to Motivational Interviewing (MI) in preven-
tion science. We begin by acknowledging the pioneering work of Miller and Rollnick to develop the construct of MI, then 
Dishion’s use of MI principles to adapt applications of MI for the field of prevention science. We then highlight some of the 
contributions provided by the current set of papers and other recent extensions of MI. These novel applications are directed 
to parents, teachers, and older youth in the service of facilitating behavior change to promote youth development.

It is most fitting that Prevention Science brought together inno-
vative and rigorous applications of motivational interviewing 
(MI) at the current juncture. Since Miller and Rollnick (2002) 
original development of the construct, there have been numer-
ous applications of MI used with adults and children. The field 
of prevention science has held a special place for applications 
of MI because of its inherent emphasis on engaging adults 
and children in change behaviors prior to the emergence of 
more serious forms of problem behavior. Reading through the 
variety of innovative applications of MI in this Special Issue 
made us appreciate how different silos have been generated for 
MI applications directed towards parents, teachers, and youth. 
Applications of MI also have become differentiated by popula-
tions of interest (e.g., child disruptive behavior, obesity, perina-
tal substance use exposure), modalities of dissemination (e.g., 
individual, group, in-person, virtual remote), and initial point 
of contact (e.g., health care, school, childcare, home-visiting), 
making the timing of the Special Issue especially noteworthy.

Operating within traditional silos of prevention science, 
including parent-, teacher-, and youth-based programs, it is 
not surprising that the use of MI has been found to be use-
fully applied across the various contexts. Consistent with 
the divergent and recent use of MI across multiple con-
texts, the current set of papers reflect the many substantive 
(e.g., mechanisms, moderators of treatment response) and 

methodological (e.g., measurement, optimizing engagement) 
holes needed to be filled, and opportunities to utilize MI 
approaches with new populations, age groups, and modali-
ties of communication.

Contributions of Tom Dishion

Before discussing the contributions of individual papers, it is 
important to reflect and acknowledge how the current inter-
est in MI applications within prevention science occurred. 
Much like how the original work of Bowlby and Ainsworth 
led to the development of several attachment-based interven-
tions during early childhood (e.g., Dozier’s ABC, Cooper’s 
Circle of Security), and the seminal efforts of Patterson 
(1982) led to the development of many social-learning-
based parenting approaches (e.g., parent management train-
ing, parent–child interaction therapy, incredible years), it is 
reasonable to suggest that Tom Dishion played a comparable 
role in setting the stage for the proliferation of work incor-
porating MI into prevention science. Dishion translated the 
internal dissonance created by Miller’s and Rollnick’s use 
of MI for adults struggling with substance abuse to parents 
concerned with the future welfare of their adolescents (Shaw 
et al., 2018). While it does not appear that every study in the 
Special Issue was directly influenced by Dishion’s use of MI 
in the Family Check-Up approach (FCU), Tom’s insights and 
influence regarding the significance of MI in family clinical 
work likely inspired many of the articles in this volume. 
Thus, in addition to paying homage to Miller and Rollnick 
for developing the construct of MI, it is also appropriate to 
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acknowledge Dishion’s considerable impact in adapting MI 
for use in prevention science.

Moreover, in developing the FCU, Dishion also modeled 
a culture for researchers to explore new populations, age 
groups, and contexts for expanding the reach of MI. Thus, 
while beginning as a program for parents of early adoles-
cents in the middle school context, Dishion was open to 
broadening the FCU’s reach to new age groups, including 
parents struggling with toddlers’ burgeoning autonomy dur-
ing the terrible twos (Dishion et al., 2008; Shaw et al., 2006). 
In addition to expanding the age range for deploying the 
FCU, Dishion appreciated the need to modify how parents 
of younger children would be “recruited,” taking advantage 
of the existing and national Women, Infants, and Children’s 
(WIC’s) Nutritional Supplement program. More recently, 
further efforts have led to expanding the early childhood ver-
sion of the FCU to other platforms frequented by parents of 
young children living in poverty, including primary pediatric 
care, federally qualified health centers, Early Head Start, and 
Head Start, as well as family support centers. Similarly, the 
FCU’s initial substantive focus on preventing risky behav-
iors of adolescence (e.g., substance use, antisocial behavior) 
has been expanded to include the prevention of depression 
and suicide risk (Connell et al., 2019), obesity (see Berkel 
et al., 2021 in current volume), and the promotion of school 
readiness (Roby et al., 2021). As featured prominently in the 
Special Issue, Reinke et al. (2008) developed a classroom 
checkup by applying principles of MI incorporated into the 
FCU for teacher’s management of children in the classroom.

We now offer some comments about how the current set 
of manuscripts has contributed to the application of MI in 
prevention science. We review studies based on the applica-
tion of MI to parents (and in some cases, youth), teachers, 
and older youth and young adults.

Parenting

Within the domain of parenting-based applications of MI, 
Berkel et al. (2021) demonstrated the FCU 4 Health’s abil-
ity to promote parent’s active engagement in intervention 
and participate in a greater number of follow-up treatment 
sessions, which is related to the interventionist’s MI skills 
demonstrated in the first session. The Stormshak et al. (2021) 
paper replicates prior work using the FCU with both parents 
of adolescents (Connell et al., 2016) and toddlers (Dishion 
et al., 2008), demonstrating that improvements in both parent 
and teacher reports of child problem behavior were mediated 
by improvements in positive parenting. The novelty here is 
testing the FCU with children transitioning to kindergarten, 
capitalizing on a developmental transition for children (and 
parents). The selected age group is consistent with prior tri-
als of the FCU initiated during the turbulent developmental 
periods of early adolescence and the “terrible twos.”

On the near horizon in applying MI approaches with par-
ents is remote delivery of the FCU, already spanning from 
early childhood to early adolescence. Pioneered by Beth 
Stormshak (Stormshak et al., 2019) initially for families 
living in remote rural locations, in the context of the coro-
navirus pandemic, the online version of the FCU has become 
invaluable and will continue to provide interventionists and 
parents with enhanced flexibility for engaging families.

Another innovation to MI in general and FCU in par-
ticular has been combining MI applications with other 
approaches to address the heterogeneity of risk facing fami-
lies living in poverty. The impetus for combining forces with 
other intervention models is also based on findings reported 
on by Pelham et al. (2017). Based on a RCT of WIC families 
with toddlers followed through age 5 with annual reports of 
child conduct problems, the FCU showed moderate to high 
effect sizes for families with additional family and child risks 
beyond financial stress (e.g., maternal depression, parental 
antisocial behavior, child protective services). However, 
effect sizes for WIC families without additional risk factors 
were minimal. The Family Check-Up is now used as part 
of a 0 to 3 model with the universal preventive intervention 
model, video interaction project (VIP). Known as the Smart 
Beginnings model (Shaw et al., under review), all families 
receiving public insurance with newborns are offered VIP, 
with families experiencing additional family or child risk 
(e.g., maternal depression, family violence, low-social sup-
port) that were also offered the FCU. Initial data suggest 
strong engagement rates that are amplified for higher-risk 
families offered both VIP and FCU (e.g., high engagement 
in VIP associated with subsequent high engagement in FCU 
and engaging in FCU related to subsequent engagement in 
VIP for previously low VIP engagers; Canfield et al., 2021).

The Small et al. (2021) study also represents an impor-
tant stepping stone in validating the utility of MI approaches 
with parents, demonstrating that school personnel could be 
reliably trained to deliver an MI-based program to support 
parents. The three studies stretch preexisting boundaries in 
using MI, pioneering its use with new populations and age 
periods, as well as making advances in sustainability by uti-
lizing existing school staff.

Another study that sought to extend the traditional reach 
of family-based applications using MI was a contribution by 
Sibley et al. (2021). The authors tested the implementation 
of the well-established Supporting Teens’ Autonomy Daily 
(STAND) program for adolescent youth and their parents 
at four community mental health clinics that are much like 
the FCU, incorporating MI and behaviorally based family 
management practices. As prior trials using STAND previ-
ously had been limited to training university-based inter-
ventionists, an RCT design was used to compare feasibility, 
acceptability, and fidelity between STAND and usual care. 
Findings indicated that community therapists found both 
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training and supervision to be acceptable having a lower 
burden than usual care interventions; however, MI compe-
tence and implementation were lower than found in univer-
sity settings, and content fidelity tended to decrease after 
initial sessions (e.g., deterioration of weekly review of goals 
and home practice). Some of the disappointing findings were 
linked to the poorer resources of community-based clinics, 
which was reflected in the reduced amount of time avail-
able to train and supervise community therapists relative to 
STAND’s typical practices with university-based trainees.

Teachers

In recent years, a considerable amount of intervention 
research using parent training and specifically MI-based 
parenting approaches has been dedicated to examining mod-
erating factors of treatment response (see Shelleby & Shaw, 
2014). It is therefore a welcome and logical development 
that many of the teacher-based papers in the current volume 
are focused on factors that could moderate teachers’ and 
children’s response to MI-based approaches. Also consist-
ent with research needed to better understand the change 
process underlying MI, one paper addresses mechanisms by 
which MI consultations with teachers are associated with 
their behavior change.

Owens et al. (2021) examined initial individual differ-
ences in teachers’ perceptions of the importance of the inter-
vention plan and teachers’ level of confidence in carrying out 
the plan as predictors of intervention delivery effectiveness. 
The authors found that those teachers with high confidence 
at baseline doubled their use of management strategies by 
the second intervention session, whereas use of management 
strategies for those with initially low confidence improved 
more modestly. As similar results were found for teachers’ 
initial perception of the importance of their plan, additional 
strategies could be developed to improve uptake for teachers 
with initial low levels of confidence and/or importance of 
the intervention.

Thompson et al. (2021) used person-centered methods 
to examine whether there are students whose daily moti-
vation and readiness for change are influenced by teacher 
feedback in relation to the impact of self-monitoring and 
regulation training strategy. Whereas one group of students’ 
daily readiness aligned with teacher agreement on perfor-
mance ratings, a group of students’ daily motivation and 
readiness for change was adversely influenced by negative 
teacher feedback on the previous day. The same group of 
students showed high levels of depression and internalizing 
symptoms, suggesting that they might benefit by the intro-
duction of teacher-applied MI practices.

Taking a lesson from parenting interventions that have 
implemented MI strategies prior to the delivery of a parenting 

intervention to enhance its engagement, Larson et al. (2021) 
describe a motivational tool to improve motivation for teachers 
about to receive training in implementing the Good Behavior 
Game. Implementation of the MI-based program improved 
both self-efficacy and intentions to implement the Good 
Behavior Game. Larson and colleagues’ findings are consist-
ent with mechanisms underlying teachers’ behavior change in 
prior research.

Pas et al. (2021) also were interested in advancing our knowl-
edge of processes underlying behavior change using MI with 
teachers. They used sequential analysis to examine how teach-
ers’ verbalization of change and sustain talk were influenced by 
coaches’ use of MI-consistent and MI-inconsistent language. 
Consistent with social learning principles and research dem-
onstrating the powerful role of parent positive reinforcement 
in increasing child self-regulation (Sitnick et al., 2015), teacher 
sustain talk was more likely to occur following coach use of 
MI-consistent language and teacher change talk.

Adolescents and Young Adults

The papers focusing on applying MI methods with adoles-
cents and young adults span the gamut of using MI to enhance 
engagement in an independent intervention, to developing an 
MI program for a growing and potentially vulnerable popula-
tion of 9th graders, and to redesigning the development of a 
measure that could have relevance for MI approaches. Spe-
cifically, Terry et al. (2021) used MI to boost engagement in 
a modular cognitive-behavior therapy program. Adolescents 
receiving the MI program showed increases in behavioral and 
emotional functioning, higher self-efficacy, and expectations 
to regulate behaviors and succeed at school. Suldo et al. (2021) 
described the development of a MI intervention for high 
school freshmen taking accelerated high school curricula (i.e., 
advanced placement or international baccalaureate classes), 
with initial results suggesting the program to be highly accept-
able to students, interventionists, and school mental health 
staff. Finally, Lee et al. (2021) described the development of 
a measure assessing the consequences of marijuana use for 
young adults. As prior measures of adolescent use of mari-
juana had been adapted based on the consequences of alcohol 
use, the new measure, based on consequences of actual young 
adult marijuana use, should make an important contribution to 
applications of MI tailored to marijuana abuse.

Conclusion

In summary, the current Special Issue on advances in the 
use of MI approaches within the field of prevention sci-
ence brings together an understandably varied group of 
papers reflecting the diversity in which MI recently has 
been applied in innovative ways to multiple age groups, 
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vulnerable populations, and modalities. We look forward to 
MI’s continued growth and refinements across these multiple 
domains in the coming years.
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