BASIC HELPING SKILLS

Attending Skills

When you interview another person, it seems obvious that you should look at them and maintain natural eye contact.  Further, your body should communicate interest.  It was once believed that helping was solely a verbal occupation, but with the advent of videotaping and the increased use of filming in interview training, it has become apparent that nonverbal communication is basic in any helping relationship.

Eye contact and body language are the physical fundamentals of attending behavior.  Another basic aspect of attending behavior is vocal tone.  Does your voice communicate warmth and interest or boredom and lack of caring?  Even though you may be physically attending, your voice often indicates the quality of your willingness and interest in listening.

Moreover, if you are to attend to someone, you must “listen” to them.  Listening, however, is not an observable behavior.  Intentional helpers not only maintain attentive body posture and facial expression, they also stay on the topic with the client and seldom interrupt or change topics abruptly.  A major mistake of beginning helpers is to change the topic of discussion and ignore or fail to hear what the client has to say.  For example:

Client:  I’ve been downtown this afternoon, and became afraid my perpetrator might be there.  I even wanted to run when I saw a friend.  I broke out in a sweat and felt I couldn’t move.  I’ve been in my room until just now.

Nonattending helper:  Let’s see now, you’ve been here at the shelter for 5 days?

Attending helper:  You say you were so afraid that you might see your perpetrator that you wanted to run when you saw a friend?  Could you describe the situation and what was happening in more detail?

It is seldom necessary or desirable to change the client’s topic, particularly when a client such as the above is describing what could be a traumatic response to the abuse they had experienced.  Attend carefully, and the client will tell you all you need to know.

Mirroring Nonverbal Behavior

Examination of films and videotapes of interview sessions reveals fascinating patterns of nonverbal communication.  In a successful, smoothly flowing interview, movement complementarity or movement symmetry often occurs between helper and client.  Movement complementarity is represented by a “passing” of movement back and forth between client and helper.  For example, the client pauses in the middle of a sentence, the helper nods, and the client then finishes the sentence.  Movements between helper and client pass back and forth in a rhythm.

In movement symmetry, helper and client unconsciously assume the same physical posture; their eye contact is usually direct; and their hands and feet may move in unison as if they were dancing or following a programmed script.  Movement symmetry can be achieved in a rudimentary fashion by deliberately assuming the posture and “mirroring” the gestures of the client.  This mirroring of nonverbal behavior often brings the helper to a closer and more complete understanding of the client.

Careful examination of helping interviews reveals many examples of movement symmetry as well as dyssynchronous movement that often indicates failure to communicate effectively.  For instance, the helper may say something, and the client’s head may jerk noticeable in the opposite direction.  Dissynchronous body movements that occur between helper and client can indicate that the interview is on the wrong track.  A solid knowledge and awareness of body language is necessary to consistently observe dyssynchronous behavior.

Once you become skilled in observing and practicing mirroring, it can be a valuable tool.  If you note a general pattern of body language of your client and then deliberately assume the same posture, you will find yourself in better synchrony and harmony with the client.  Through mirroring, new understandings and communication can develop.  This tool should not be used manipulatively, but rather to develop increased awareness and new levels of insight.

Cultural Differences in Nonverbal Attending Patterns

Nonverbal Dimension

Eye Contact

Body Language

Vocal Tone and Speech Rate

Physical Space

Time


European-North American Pattern

When listening to a person, direct eye contact is appropriate.  When talking, eye contact is often less frequent.

Slight forward trunk lean facing the person.  Handshake a general sign of welcome.

A varied vocal tone is favored, with some emotionality shown.  Speech rate is moderate.

Conversation distance is ordinarily “arm’s length” or more for comfort.

Highly structured, linear view of time.  Generally “on time” for appointment.


Contrasting Example from Another Culture

Some African-Americans may have patterns directly opposite and demonstrate more eye contact when talking and less when listening.

Certain Eskimo and Inuit groups in the Arctic sit side by side when working on personal issues.  A male giving a female a firm handshake may be seen as giving a sexual invitation.

Many Latina/o groups have a more extensive and expressive vocal tone and may consider European-American styles unemotional/“flat.”

Common in Arab and Middle-Eastern cultures is a six- to twelve-inch conversational distance, a point at which the European-American Becomes uncomfortable.

Several South American countries operate on a “being” view of time and do not plan that specified, previously agreed-upon times for meetings will necessarily hold.

Basic Listening Skills

Open Questions

Closed Questions

Encouraging

Paraphrasing

Reflection of Feeling

Summarization


“What” : facts

“How” : process or feelings

“Why” : reasons

“Could” : general picture

Usually begin with “do,” “is,” “are,” and can be answered in a few words.

Repeating back to client a few of the client’s main words

Repeating back the essence of a client’s words and thoughts using the client’s own main words

Selective attention to emotional content of interview.

Repeating back of client’s facts and feelings (and reasons) to client in an organized form.


Used to bring out major data and facilitate conversation

Used to quickly obtain specific data, close off lengthy answers.

Encourages detailed elaboration of the specific words and their meanings.

Acts as promoter for discussion; shows understanding; checks on clarity of helper understanding.

Results in clarification of emotion underlying key facts; promotes discussion of feelings.

Useful in beginning interview; periodically used in session to clarify where the interview has come to date and to close the session.

Confrontation

We often think of confrontation as a hostile and aggressive act.  In the helping relationship, confrontation is usually a far more gentle process in which we point out to the client discrepancies between or among attitudes, thoughts, or behaviors.  In a confrontation, individuals are faced directly with the fact that they may be saying other than what they mean, or doing other than what they say.

Double messages, incongruities, and discrepancies appear constantly in helping interviews.  A client may present an open right hand and smile while the left hand is closed in a fist.  The helper may be sitting with an open posture while covering the genital area with both hands.  The client may say, “I really like my parents” while sitting in closed posture with arms crossed over the chest.

One of the main tasks of helping is to assist clients to work through, resolve, or learn to live with incongruities.  Here is some examples:

Helper:  You’re laughing, but I sense from the tone of your voice and the look on your face that underneath it isn’t a laughing matter

Helper:  On one hand, you say you want to get out of this relationship with Chuck, but on the other hand, you’ve been saying this for several months and you’re still staying.  What is it that is keeping you in this relationship?

A useful model sentence for confrontation is:  “On one hand, you think/feel/behave . . . but on the other hand, you think/feel/behave . . .”  This model sentence provides the essence of the confrontation statement.  It is non-judgmental and helps clarify the confusing situation faced by the client.  Using your hands in a gesture as if weighing the two alternatives can be very useful in emphasizing the contradiction.

An overly confronting, charismatic helper can retard client growth, as can an overly cautious helper.  Intentional helping requires a careful balance of confrontation with supporting qualities of warmth, positive regard, and respect.  The empathic helper is one who can maintain a balance, a “push-pull,” of confrontation and support by utilizing a wide variety of helping skills.

Final Note of Caution

Helpers should refrain from using:

Directives – Telling the client what action they should take.

Advice – Providing suggestions or advice on how to act, think, or behave.

Directing and advice-giving disempower a survivor  by calling into question her ability to make her own choices.  Moreover, by directing or giving advice, you could ultimately place a survivor in serious danger!  No one knows the seriousness of the situation better than the survivor.  You must trust the survivor’s instincts and respect her choices.
___________________________________________
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