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150 word abstract

One way of describing the interactions that occur between disability support workers and adults with profound intellectual and multiple disabilities is describing incidents of affective attunement. Affective attunement is a process whereby the interaction partner recasts an expression of the person with emphasis on the feeling of the expression. It is different from imitation, where the partner copies the physical characteristics of the original expression in that affective attunement works across modalities: For example, a sneeze can be imitated, or the qualities of the sneeze can be recast using a sudden, sharp “ooh!” vocalisation, and raising the eyebrows. We will present the preliminary findings of how disability support workers use affective attunement in their natural interactions with residents who have profound intellectual and multiple disabilities. We will describe the behaviours to which support workers attune, and how they show the person that they saw what the person was feeling.

Short paper no more than 500 words

There is little research addressing interactions between disability support workers (DSWs) and adults with profound intellectual and multiple disabilities (PIMD). This paucity is surprising given the impact on the quality of life of the person with PIMD 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 

(Marquis & Jackson, 2000; Petry, Maes, & Vlaskamp, 2007)
. In the published research, findings have indicated that interactions do not occur often and those that do are quite complex given comprehension levels (Bradshaw, 2001). Limited attention has been given to what happens when the two people are together. Clinical recommendations have been made for improving interactions, however these rarely have been based on evidence that the strategies will improve the quality of everyday interactions. Best practice must be based on understanding what does happen, what strengths currently exist in the dyad, and what can be enhanced, rather than focusing on what is not happening (von Tetzchner & Grove, 2003).  Practice must also take into consideration how the DSW views the interaction (Forster & Iacono, 2008). Knowing what happens requires descriptions of the interaction that are sensitive to the nonverbal expressions that are used when speech is not the primary tool for connection.

One means of describing the interactions that occur between DSWs and adults with PIMD is describing incidents of affective attunement. Affective attunement is a process whereby the interaction partner recasts an expression of the person with emphasis on the feeling of the expression (Stern, Hofer, Haft, & Dore, 1985). It is different from imitation, where the partner copies the physical characteristics of the original expression in that affective attunement works across modalities: For example, a sneeze can be imitated, or the qualities of the sneeze can be recast using a sudden, sharp “ooh!” vocalisation with raised eyebrows.

The construct of affective attunement has been used in the authors’ research to describe 15 minute videos of interactions between DSWs and people with PIMD living in residential services. Preliminary findings of how DSWs use affective attunement in their interactions will be presented. The behaviours to which  DSWs attune, and how they demonstrate affective attunement will be explored. In concluding, initial clinical and research implications arising from the findings will be outlined.
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