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RESPONSE TECHNIQUES HANDOUT

There are a number of basic response techniques that build on active listening and questioning techniques. These are in addition to Paraphrasing and Reflecting which are more to do with listening. Here are some basic guidelines:

· Clarify meaning when you do not understand

· Use a neutral response (like nodding and Uha…) to encourage the speaker without leading them

· Simply remain silent and give the speaker time to think

· Expansion-build on a statement that the speaker makes

· Confirm feelings

· Repeat a question if it is not being answered

· Clarify inconsistencies

· Summarise

The following table provides a brief explanation of when you might use each response and an example of each.

	Technique
	Purpose
	Example: A= Service User, B= Questioner

	1. Clarification
	Using a question to understand exactly what they mean in general or by a particular phrase.
	A: A person who is not part of the ‘in’ group cannot expect to be listened to.

B: What do you mean by ‘in’ group?

	2. Neutrality
	An expression that encourages more information without leading the person.
	A: I’m just sick of waiting around for something to happen! I’m bored!

B: Oh, sorry to hear that-what can we do then?

	3. Silence
	As a listener, you simply sit in relaxed and attentive silence and wait.
	A: You know I think that lot in the Day Centre are just using me?

B: Silence-5-10 seconds.

A: Yeah they ask for a cigarette and once I give them one they ignore me.



	 4. Expansion
	Building on a key word or phrase to get additional information.
	A: I feel like going over and giving them one.

B: You mean giving them one…cigarette?!

A: No, bashing them

	5. Confirming feelings (like reflecting but goes further)
	Demonstrating you have some understanding of how they feel by feeding their apparent feelings back to them.
	B: So they have really upset you haven’t they?

A: They just make me feel stupid

B: Well maybe the best thing to do is just ignore them and team up with someone else?.

A: I reckon they’d sit up and take notice if I bashed ‘em one.

	6. Repetition
	Repeating your question if you did not get a satisfactory answer the first time.
	B: Yes, but what about just ignoring them-they might take notice then?

A: Umm…yeah OK

	7. Clarifying inconsistencies
	Picking up on an inconsistency and feeding this back
	A: I might just bum a coffee from George

B; So you and George are friends?

A: Can’t stand him , but he’s got some cash at the moment

B: Sorry but didn’t you just complain about Fred and Joe bumming cigarettes from you?

	8. Summarising  (can be used as a listening and responding technique)
	Summing up what has been said so far and seeking verification that this is an accurate summary.
	A: Yeah, umm, I reckon, but they just bother me

B: So, what you are saying is that you’d like to be mates with them but don’t quite know whether they feel about you, the way you feel about George?

A: Yes, exactly!


THREE DIMENSIONS OF RESPONDING SKILLS (Egan 2002)

Perceptiveness-The kind of perceptiveness you need to be a good Volunteer comes from your own life experience, maturity, ability to reflect and to tune in to people. It is about being able to read somebody’s emotional state and gently and accurately.

Example:  John is anxious about his Volunteers’ first visit and remains very silent and monosyllabic throughout and his movements are agitated. The volunteer senses his discomfort and thinks he is angry. When she says I am wondering what is making you so angry right now, John feels even more anxious and insecure and clams up even more and the Volunteer takes his silence as confirmation of his anger. This is a flawed perception and leads to a downward spiral of mis-communication. A better response would be to ask him how he feels about the meeting, stating that people often feel anxious at the first one.

Know How- Once you are aware of what kind of response is called for, you need to be able to deliver it. Returning to our previous example it could be that at a later stage John has something on his mind that he is afraid to share, but needs to. The Volunteer senses this and comes back with

John, You seem to be very uncomfortable right now and it may be that whatever is on your mind might be difficult to talk about, but I’d be glad to listen whatever it is. I don’t want to push you into anything. 

John blurts out, But I have done something terrible

 to which the Volunteer replies after pausing Well lets see what kind of sense we can make of it.. 

John hesitates takes a deep breath and launches into his story. Here the Volunteer puts John at ease and creates a sense of safety.

Assertiveness Accurate perceptions and excellent know how are meaningless if they remain locked up inside you. For example if you see that self-doubt is a theme that weaves itself throughout a service user’s story about her frustrating search for  a better relationship with her estranged brother, but fail to share your hunch with her, then you may have missed a valuable opportunity to be constructively assertive 

Mary, could we take a little time out here. I sense that you may be judging yourself too harshly here. I have noticed you doing this before. If I remember correctly you did offer to help your brother on a number of occasions and he chose not to respond

Unhelpful ways of responding (see Role play exercise for examples

· Consoling-this is a very common response from very kindly helpers wanting to reassure and ‘make everything alright’ However it denies the feelings and real concerns of the person.

· Assuming that you know how someone feels about a situation that seems similar to our own experience.  

· Judging the other without attempting to hear the person’s issues.

· Denying what the person is feeling. Even if they should not feel this way it needs to be listened to and understood as this is the stage the person is at.

· Interrogation-cutting across a person’s distress with questions can create defensiveness and result in a move away from the person’s real concerns

· Advising

· Over-sympathising can make the person feel powerless.

These 5 responses could all put a stop to a person being able to explore a situation further and create barriers to communication.

Informal and Formal language

Be aware of the difference between informal and formal language and when it is appropriate to use one or the other. You may need to check out with older people how they like to be addressed. i.e. Mrs Smith or Jean?

Formal language is used when dealing with officials, people in authority or strangers and means that correct terminology and grammar are adhered to as well as peoples titles

Informal language is a privilege of familiarity with persons or places but does not equate with bad manners! When using informal language you may incorporate slang, first names of people and local expressions and turns of phrase.
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