Motivational Interviewing Affirmation Starters and Values Card Sort
for Youth and Young Adults (Wyatt & Knottnerus, 2025)

“When you understand what people value, you have a key to what motivates them”
(Miller & Rollnick, 2023, p. 160).

This document updates two foundational Motivational
Interviewing (MI) methods for inspiring affirmations
and exploring values in change conversations with
young people. Think of exploring a person’s
strengths, skills, abilities, values, efforts, culture, and
past successes as wind powering the sailboat of
change. The content presented here briefly
summarizes the use of affirmations and values in Ml
practice, and may be used in training as well as in
sessions with youth and young adults.
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The evidence documenting the impact of affirmations in change conversations is
growing. In a study looking at the impact of individual therapist behaviors in M,
affirmations were found to be the only core skill that both increased change talk and
reduced sustain talk (Apodaca et al., 2016). In a book on culturally-adapted M| (CAMI),
Dr. Lee describes affirmations ”...as a way of conveying acceptance” of the person
(2025, p. 21). CAMI expands the use of affirmations from those offered by practitioners
to encouraging evocation of self-affirmation, which are client statements about their own
strengths, cultural values, and successes. Dr. Lee explains that self-affirmation may
increase openness to considering change and may be protective against stigma and
marginalization, as people are reminded of their resources.

For youth and young adults in particular, having tangible materials for affirmation and
values exploration provides structure and a place to start the conversation (Miller &
Rollnick, 2023; Naar & Suarez, 2021). Adolescence is characterized by increasing
cognitive abilities, identity exploration, and movement toward self-direction (National
Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2019). The list and cards in this
document offer a menu from which youth developing a sense of self may learn about
their unique qualities and values of importance to them. Additionally, practitioners
working with youth may use the same materials to deliver genuine, meaningful, and
specific affirmations during change conversations. The materials are useful for both
practitioner-delivered affirmation and self-affirmation.

Page 3: “Some qualities of successful changers for youth”
Pages 5-12: “Youth Values Card Sort”
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Some qualities of successful changers for youth and young adults

Listed below are a variety of values and characteristics you may have seen in yourself
and people around you. Knowing your strengths can help when you’re thinking about

making a change.

Circle a few that are important to you. Consider what friends, family, teachers, coaches,
and others have said you’re good at and what qualities are most relevant to you.

Accepting
Active
Adventurous
Ambitious
Assertive
Authentic
Brave

Calm

Caring

Clever
Compassionate
Compromises
Confident
Contributes
Courageous
Creative

Decisive

Dedicated
Detail-oriented
Determined
Empowered
Encouraging
Family
Flexible
Focused
Forgiving
Friendly
Funny
Generous
Gets things done
Good friend
Good listener

Happy
Helpful

Honest
Hopeful
Imaginative
Independent
Intelligent
Kind
Knowledgeable
Leader
Observant
Open-minded
Optimistic
Organized
Patient
Perceptive
Persistent
Real

Reliable

Resourceful
Responsible
Seeks support
Sensitive
Skeptical
Stable

Strong
Stubborn
Supports others
Thankful
Thoughtful
Tough
Trustworthy
Understanding
Unique
Unstoppable

Values community

Adapted from Steen, S. (2004). Characteristics of successful changers. In W. R. Miller (Ed.), COMBINE Monograph Series, Volume
1. Combined Behavioral Intervention Manual: A clinical research guide for therapists treating people with alcohol abuse and
dependence (p F-18). DHHS Publication No. (NIH) 04-5288. National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism.

https://www.niaaa.nih.gov/sites/default/files/NIAAA-combined-behavioral-intervention-manual.pdf
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Youth and Young Adult Values Card Sort

The Youth Values Cards consist of 68 distinct qualities, 2 column titles, and 2 blank
“write your own” values cards. There are many ways to facilitate values exploration; one
specific example that has been successful with youth is described below. It may be
modified as needed. The instructions guide the facilitator through the process with
reminders to practice OARS.

Materials: One set of printed values cards (pp 5-12).
Roles: Helper is the person facilitating the conversation. Speaker is the young person.

Instructions:
1. Helper:
a. Ask the speaker to locate the two header cards from the deck: Values |
have now, and Values | would like to have.
b. Ask the speaker to sort through the deck, choosing 5 cards under each
header.
2. Once the speaker has sorted cards under the headers, begin the discussion,
starting with Values | have now:
a. Ask an open question, such as:
i. “Looking at the values you have now, what does __ mean to you?”
ii. “How do you know you are ?”
b. Remember to reflect and affirm after each value.
c. Briefly summarize themes before moving on to the next column.
3. Moving to Values | would like to have:
a. Ask an open question, such as:
i. “How did you choose the cards in this column?”
ii. “Looking ahead, what would life look like if you were 7"
iii. “What do you notice when you look at values in both columns?”
b. Remember to reflect and affirm after each value.
c. Briefly summarize themes before moving on to the final section.
4. Summarize the conversation, highlighting values of particular importance,
affirmations, and change talk.
a. Follow with a key question, such as:
i. “What stood out to you during this conversation?”
ii. “What surprised you, if anything, during this conversation?”
b. Speaker answers and Helper wraps up conversation.
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ACCEPTING DETERMINED FLEXIBLE
ACTIVE SKEPTICAL FOCUSED
COMPASSIONATE GENEROUS FORGIVING
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ADVENTUROUS CONFIDENT KIND
VALUES
FRIENDLY COMMUNITY PERCEPTIVE
OPTIMISTIC COURAGEOUS HAPPY
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HELPFUL CREATIVE KNOWLEDGEABLE
CARING DECISIVE HOPEFUL
AMBITIOUS DEDICATED IMAGINATIVE
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COMPROMISES SENSITIVE CLEVER
ASSERTIVE INDEPENDENT INTELLIGENT
RESOURCEFUL UNSTOPPABLE ORGANIZED
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PERSISTENT STUBBORN THANKFUL
LEADER DETAIL-ORIENTED EMPOWERED
THOUGHTFUL GOOD LISTENER TOUGH
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OBSERVANT TRUSTWORTHY OPEN-MINDED
HONEST UNIQUE GOOD FRIEND
CALM UNDERSTANDING RELIABLE
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RESOURCEFUL RESPONSIBLE STRONG
SUPPORTS
BRAVE PATIENT OTHERS
CONTRIBUTES REAL FUNNY
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GETS THINGS
DONE AUTHENTIC STABLE
VALUES | HAVE VALUES | WOULD
NOW LIKE TO HAVE
SEEKS SUPPORT > }}
WRITE YOUR OWN: [ WRITE YOUR OWN:
ENCOURAGING
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