
Motivational Interviewing in Sports Coaching: Interactive Activities

This handout provides five interactive activities designed to help you understand how Motivational Interviewing (MI) techniques can be applied in sports coaching. 
Activity 1: Coach–Athlete Role Play (Open Questions & Reflections)
Objective: Practice using open-ended questions and reflective listening.
Instructions:
Pair students. One plays the athlete struggling with motivation (e.g., ‘I keep skipping training because I feel exhausted’), the other plays the coach.

Coach asks open questions (e.g., ‘What makes training feel exhausting for you?’) and uses simple reflections (e.g., ‘You’re feeling drained and that makes it hard to stay consistent’).



Discussion Prompt:
How did reflections help the athlete feel understood? What was challenging about avoiding advice-giving?




Activity 2: Scaling Motivation
Objective: Introduce the concept of eliciting change talk.
Instructions:
In small groups, ask: ‘On a scale of 0–10, how motivated are you to improve your performance?’
Follow-up: ‘Why are you at a 5 and not a 3?’ to elicit reasons for change.

Discussion Prompt:
How does focusing on ‘why not lower’ encourage positive self-talk?

















Activity 3: Affirmation Circle
Objective: Differentiate affirmations vs praise in a sports setting.
Instructions:
Each student shares a challenge (e.g., ‘I find it hard to stick to my nutrition plan’).
The next person offers an affirmation (e.g., ‘You’re committed to improving your habits, even when it’s tough’), not praise (‘Great job!’).

Discussion Prompt:
Why do affirmations build confidence and autonomy more effectively than praise?

















Activity 4: Change Talk Spotting
Objective: Recognize change talk in athlete statements.
Instructions:
Provide short athlete quotes (e.g., ‘I want to get faster, but I hate sprint drills’).
Students identify change talk (‘I want to get faster’) and sustain talk (‘I hate sprint drills’).

Discussion Prompt:
How can coaches reinforce change talk to strengthen motivation?


















Activity 5: Goal-Setting with MI
Objective: Practice collaborative goal-setting using MI principles.
Instructions:
In pairs, one student acts as coach, the other as athlete.
Coach uses open questions and affirmations to help athlete set a realistic goal (e.g., ‘What would success look like for you this week?’).



Discussion Prompt:
How does autonomy and empathy improve adherence to goals?
