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173 - Friday Fix: The 6 Stages of Change 
 

Welcome to The Verywell Mind Podcast! I’m Amy Morin, editor-in-chief of Verywell 
Mind. I’m also a psychotherapist and a best-selling author of four books on mental 
strength.  

You’re listening to the Friday Fix! Every Friday, I share a quick mental strength strategy 
that can help fix the thoughts, feelings, and actions that can hold you back in life. 

And the fun part is we record the show from a sailboat in the Florida Keys! 

Now, let’s dive into today’s episode! 

Today I’m talking about the stages of change. It’s an important concept that therapist’s 
consider when providing treatment.  

Change doesn’t happen neatly. We usually don’t sit in one stage for a specific period of 
time before moving to the next. It’s often much messier than that. You might move back 
and forth between two stages for years. You might attempt to skip one stage only to find 
that you end up going back to it later. Or, you might find that your progress is often two 
steps forward and one step back.  

Identifying what stage you’re in can help you decide what action–if any–to take next. It 
can also help you better understand yourself and your decisions. 

It may also help in your relationships with other people. Whether you have an adult child 
who says they want to change their spending habits but they don’t do it or you have a 



partner who struggles to stick to their goals, knowing what stage of change someone is 
can help you know how to support them.  

Sometimes, we assume people are ready to take action when they aren’t and it leaves 
everyone feeling frustrated when things don’t go smoothly. If, however, you recognize 
the stage of change someone is in, you’ll be better equipped to support them right 
where they are. 

So before I run through these stages of change, take a minute and think about a change 
you’ve thought about making in your life–or when you’re already working on. It may be a 
habit you want to change, like to exercise more often or to quit smoking. Or, it might 
involve making a change in your life, like changing jobs.  

So hopefully some sort of change you’ve considered making in mind. Now, as I talk 
about these six stages, think about which stage you’re likely in. 
 

1. Pre-contemplation. 
 
This is when you think you don’t have a problem but other people tell you that they have 
concerns about you.  
 
Sometimes people come into my therapy office because they are mandated by the legal 
system or some other entity to get counseling–like anger management or substance 
abuse treatment.  
 
Despite other people’s concerns and perhaps even mounting piles of evidence that they 
have a problem, pre-contemplative people insist they don’t have an issue. 
 
Sometimes pre-contemplative people come to therapy because they want to make 
someone else happy. They might ask me to reassure their partner there is nothing 
wrong with them. Or they might say their doctor recommended therapy and while they 
don’t think it’s necessary, they want to make the doctor happy. 
 
Treatment focuses on asking questions about why other people might think they have a 
problem and how they’d know if they had a problem. It’s not about me convincing them 
that they do have a problem. It’s just about exploring why others might be concerned.  
 
At first, there’s often a fair amount of denial. They might say they’re framed or the only 
two times they ever tried drugs in their life happened to be the two times they got 
arrested.  
 



But sometimes, people are able to at least consider the possibility that they may have a 
problem.  
 
If you find yourself in this stage, spend some time thinking about why other people 
might think you have a problem and be open to at least thinking a little bit about how 
creating change might be good for you. 
 

2. Contemplation. 
 
Contemplation is the stage when you’re thinking about whether you might have a 
problem and whether you want to do something about it. 
 
In this stage, you might say things like, “I should really do something about my health 
but I just don’t have the time right now.” You know a problem exists but can’t yet 
imagine taking action. 
 
Or, there may be days when you think, “Yep, I’m going to do this.” And then other days 
when you think, “There’s no way I can do this.” You’re not ready to take action. 
 
You might be doubting your ability to succeed. Or you may be questioning whether you 
need to actually take action. 
 
You might have moments when you find yourself in denial. You might think “My 
cholesterol was only that high because I ate a lot the day before,” or “I don’t need to 
drink less. There are a lot of people who drink a lot more than I do.” 
 
When people come into my therapy office and they’re contemplative, we spend some 
time talking about the benefits they’ll get if they do make a change as well as the 
consequences they’re likely to experience if they don’t make a change. Sometimes, this 
moves the motivation needle enough for someone to decide to create change.  
 
At other times, we explore the fears keeping someone stuck. Like what if I don’t 
succeed? Or what if it’s too uncomfortable? Or what if I make my life worse?  
 
We also talk about emotions and how those feelings affect their decision making. During 
the times you feel happy, you might be motivated and confident to do something 
different. But the second you become sad or anxious you might doubt yourself.  
 
Sometimes, after talking about these things for a bit, people decide to move into the 
next stage.  



 
If you think you’re contemplative, write down a list of the benefits you might gain from 
creating change as well as the consequences you might experience if you don’t change. 
 

3. Preparation. 
 
Preparation is a stage people sometimes try to skip. They dive straight into taking action 
without having a good plan. And without a clear plan, their attempts to change might 
fail.  
 
This is one of the reasons why so many new years’ resolutions don’t last. People 
declare they’re going to change on December 31st but don’t really spend any time 
thinking about how they’ll make the change stick.  
 
The preparation stage is critical if you want your change to last over the long haul. 
 
People who enter my therapy office in the preparation stage might say things like, “I 
know what I want to do, I’m just not sure what step to take first.” Or, they might be 
looking for some guidance on what course of action they should take. They might ask 
whether the best way to quit smoking is to go cold turkey, attend a support group, chew 
nicotine, take a medication, or do something else.  
 
To help someone in this stage, we usually review the options so they can make an 
informed decision. Then, we talk about the steps they’re going to take. 
 
Some change involves a gradual shift–like cutting down on the number of drinks per 
day. Other changes involve a major shift, like stopping drinking altogether. 
 
Someone who is going to make a change will benefit from planning ahead. Answering 
questions like, “What action step will you take to make this happen?” and “What 
obstacles do you expect you’ll encounter” can help someone gain confidence in their 
ability to make the change.  
 
And that can move them into the next stage.  
 
If you find yourself in the preparation stage, this is the time to do your research. Learn 
about what strategies you want to try. You might talk to other people who have made a 
similar change and find out how they did it. Or you might want to look ahead and see 
what obstacles you are likely to encounter–or you may want to reflect on what hasn’t 



worked in the past so you can move forward with more knowledge than before. 
 

4. Action. 
 
This is the stage when you are taking steps toward your goal.  
 
Someone who is in this stage might come into my office saying something like, “I’ve lost 
30 of the 50 pounds my doctor suggested already. I want help figuring out what else I 
can do.” Or, they might say, “I am planning to start tackling my debt next week and I 
want some support while I do it. I cut back on my online shopping already but need to 
make some more changes to my life.”  
 
In this stage, we often figure out more steps you might try or changes to the steps 
you’re taking. You might experiment with different strategies. 
 
For example, you might try working out in the morning one week and then in the 
afternoon another week to see if you like one time of day better than other. Or you might 
cut back on sweets for a bit and then decide to start adding daily walks into your 
routine.  
 
Once you’re consistently taking action, you might move to the next stage. 
 

5. Maintenance. 
 
It’s no secret that we know that people can often make a change for the short-term but 
struggle to maintain those results over the long-term. Take weight loss for example. The 
vast majority of people who lose weight gain it back.  
 
That’s where the maintenance stage comes in. This is all about maintaining those 
changes in your life for the long haul.  
 
How are you going to maintain your sobriety after you get out of rehab? Or how are you 
going to stick to your debt reduction plan when the holidays are just around the corner?  
 
This stage is all about figuring out how to make your changes last–even when life gets 
stressful, when your support system changes, or you encounter obstacles. 
 

6. Relapse. 
 



We used to talk about stages of change in terms of five stages. But the model has been 
changed to include the sixth stage. 
There are few changes you’ll ever make where you don’t ever relapse.  
 
A relapse doesn’t mean you’ve failed. It means you have an opportunity to learn and 
grow.  
 
But someone who has relapsed might come to therapy saying something, “I just can’t 
do it,” or “I lost my motivation.”  
 
A relapse might mean they’ve gained their weight back, stopped working out, picked up 
smoking again, or abandoned their self-improvement strategies. 
 
Quite often, when people relapse, they think they haven’t made any progress. They’re 
frustrated to think they have to start all over again.  
 
So we often try to help them see that they may have taken a step back but they aren’t 
all the way back at the beginning. Hopefully they’ve learned a lot along the way and a 
relapse is just another learning opportunity so they can move forward with even more 
knowledge than before. 
 
In the therapy office, we might look at what went well, where they started to struggle, 
and whether they want to try again.  
 
Rather than ask, “what led to your relapse?” we sometimes start by asking, “How did 
you do so well for so long?”  
 
If the person decides to try again, we might move forward with a slightly different plan or 
with new resources in place to support their efforts.  
 
Keep in mind that progress doesn’t always come in a straight line. Sometimes, things 
feel like they’re getting a little worse before they get better. 
 

So those are the six stages of change: precontemplation, contemplation, preparation, 
action, maintenance, and relapse. Understanding what stage you’re in and what you’d 
need to do to move to the next stage can help you work through the process–and 
perhaps help you create lasting change.  
 
If you’re struggling to create change, you might appreciate episode 138 where we talk 
about indecisiveness with Dr. William Miller. And if you’re having trouble making your 



changes stick, check out episode 106, psychological tricks for lasting change with Dr. 
Katy Milkman. 
If you know someone who could benefit from hearing this message, share it with them. 
Simply sharing a link to this episode could help someone feel better and grow stronger! 
  
Do you want free access to my online course? It’s called 1”0 Mental Strength Exercises 
That Will Help You Reach Your Greatest Potential.” To get your free pass, all you have 
to do is leave us a review on Apple Podcasts. Then, send us a screenshot of your 
review. Our email address is podcast@verywell.com. We’ll reply with your all-access 
pass to the course. 
 
Thank you for hanging out with me today and listening to The Verywell Mind Podcast! 
 
And as always, a big thank you to my show’s producer (who likes to change up the look 
of the podcast studio with his red decorations), Nick Valentin. 


