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Background People with severe and profound intellectual
disability typically demonstrate a limited ability to
communicate effectively. Most of their communications
are non-verbal, often idiosyncratic and ambiguous. This
article aims to identify the process that regulates
communications of this group of people with others and
to describe the methodological approach that was used
to achieve this.

Materials and Methods In this qualitative study, two
dyads consisting of a person with severe or profound
intellectual and multiple disability and a teacher or
carer were filmed as they engaged in school-based
activities. Two 1-hour videotapes were transcribed and
analysed using grounded theory.

Results Attuning was identified within the theory
proposed here as a central process that calibrates and
regulates communication.

Conclusion Attuning is conceptualized as a bidirectional,
dyadic communication process. Understanding this
process may support more effective communication
between people with severe or profound intellectual
and multiple disability and their interaction partners.

Keywords: attuning, communication, profound intellectual
disability

Introduction

People with profound intellectual and multiple
disabilities (PIMD) need extensive supports to engage
meaningfully with life and to take up the daily activities
that people without disabilities engage in ordinarily
(Hughes et al. 2011). Such supports are required because
their disabilities often make it difficult to determine
their capacities (Nakken & Vlaskamp 2007). As a
consequence, a communication gulf can emerge between
persons with intellectual disability and those who care
for, educate and support them. This gulf can be
characterized by mutual misunderstanding in
interactions involving people with PIMD and those with
whom they come into contact. An illustration of this is
the well-documented use of complex verbal language by
staff interacting with service users (Bradshaw 2001;
Healy & Noonan-Walsh 2007), language that is not

likely to be understood by the communication partner
with intellectual disability. Similarly, people without
disabilities often experience difficulties in interpreting
the communications of people with PIMD (Grove ef al.
1999), partly due to the idiosyncratic nature of such
communications and the lack of verbal communication.

This paper aims to achieve two goals. First, it sets out
to describe ‘attuning’, a process advanced as a
mechanism that illuminates communication between
people with severe and profound intellectual and
multiple disability and others. The second aim is to
describe the qualitative methodology that was used to
develop the concept of attuning and to explicate the
interpretive framework that enabled data collection and
analysis.

Attuning as described in this study can be construed
as a mechanism or process that enables potential
communicators to unravel the communication conundrum



that so often confounds interactions involving people with
severe and profound intellectual disability. Achieving such
a goal may facilitate more satisfying and sustainable
interactions and thereby positively impact both
participants in such interactions.

The Nature of Communications for People with
Profound Intellectual and Multiple Disability

For the most part, the capacity to communicate verbally is
not available to people with PIMD (Hogg ef al. 2001).
Most of their communications are non-symbolic (McLean
et al. 1999), that is, they are not based on representational
systems linked to a shared common code, such assigning
systems or explicitly indicative gestures. They rely on
contact gestures rather than distal (non contact) gestures
(McLean et al. 1991), as well as facial expressions, body
movements and vocalizations (Stephenson & Dowrick
2005), gestures (McLean et al. 1999), body direction, eye
gaze and actions (Bradshaw 2001). It has long been
argued that the symbolic constraints outlined above are
not modality-specific, but rather that people with PIMD
have a ‘limited ability to use a formal linguistic code in
any modality” (e.g., Grove ef al. 1999:190).

Despite the agreement within the literature on the
extent of communication challenges faced by those with
PIMD, it is also important to acknowledge the
heterogeneity of this group. Predicting communication
abilities on the basis of global measures of cognitive
functioning is fraught with difficulties. Individuals with
a severe intellectual impairment may well be able to use
some symbolic communication (e.g., Johnson et al. 2011),
unlike their peers with a more profound intellectual
disability. However, in the absence of definitive
evidence in the research literature that describes how
interaction for people with limited formal
communication abilities takes place, it seems plausible
that interaction involving any person with very limited
symbolic functioning places unusual demands on the
communication process. Even skilled communicators
may find themselves challenged to support mutually
enriching interactions in dyads where their partner’s
communication skills are largely non-symbolic. For this
reason, within this study, the focus is on participants
who communicate primarily through non-symbolic
communications, and whose overall level of cognitive
functioning is within the severe-profound level of intellectual
disability.

In the light of factors outlined above, it is clear that
many people with severe and profound intellectual
disability (S/PIMD) experience difficulty in achieving

mutually rewarding communication interactions (Hostyn
& Maes 2009). Understanding the factors that support
successful communication interactions is important in
seeking to enhance the communication experiences of
both partners in dyads comprising people with S/PIMD
and those with whom they come into contact.
Considerable work has been undertaken to enhance the
interaction experiences of people with intellectual
impairment, through focusing on the environment, rather
than the individual with PIMD (e.g., Bunning 1996).
Bunning’s work suggests that the nature of the
environment impacts on the behaviours of people with
PIMD and that the careful application of individually
designed sensory stimulation programmes has the effect
of reducing the level of ‘self-active’ behaviours
(stereotypical behaviours). However, Bunning points out
that the involvement of people who have a significant
role in the lives of those with PIMD is important in the
success of a sensory intervention (Bunning 1998). This
suggests that enhancing communication success rests on
attending not only to the environment but also to the role
of those who know and ‘understand’ the person with
PIMD within that environment (Bunning 1998). The
importance of such close and familiar communication
partnerships is echoed in the work of Johnson et al
(2012).

The Dyadic Nature of Communication

The essence of communication is that it is a process
where two or more persons cooperate to make
mutual meaning (the ‘cooperative principle’ of Grice
(1999)), a partnership where ideas are exchanged and
meanings interpreted (Bradshaw 2001). Interpersonal
communication may be construed as a dynamic
feedback process where signals or messages are
continuously sent, interpreted and responded to in an
ongoing loop. Mutual understanding rests on attaining a
shared understanding of the interpretation to be
ascribed to signals that is, an empathic understanding,
Hewett & Nind (1998) describe empathy as a key
quality that infuses the practice of staff who wish to
work in an ethical manner with people with an
intellectual  disability. In their commentary on
interactive approaches to Intensive Interaction, they
define empathy as ‘a perspective on what the world
may be like for people with learning disabilities’
(Hewett & Nind 1998:18). A similar emotional
engagement and closeness emerged in Forster &
Tacono’s (2008) study of three disability support
workers’ views of how they interacted with a woman



with PIMD. Two elements stood out as foundations to
these interactions: the attachment between staff and
service user and the strong emotional component
inherent in that attachment. Empathic understanding is
also demonstrated in Firth ef al.’s (2010) consideration of
Intensive Interaction. These authors describe a state of
‘being with” the other person, attuned to the other, where
a state of ‘mutually pleasurable and symmetrical
sociability’ (Firth ef al. 2010:58) exists between the staff
member or teacher and the person with profound
intellectual and multiple disability. Affective attunement
is a phenomenon closely related to empathy. Stern
(1985) defines affective attunement as ‘the performance
of behaviours that express the quality of feeling of a
shared affect state without imitating the exact
behavioural expression of the inner state’ (Stern
1985:142). This meeting of minds is described in
Forster’s analysis of how disability support workers
perceive their interactions with people with PIMD. She
defines the concept of affect attunement as comprising a
matching of vocal, facial, postural and gestural
behaviours in terms of their rhythm, duration, intensity
and shape (Forster 2011).

Mutual understanding appears to be the aim of good
dyadic communication, this involves an affective
sharing that is comprehensible to the communication
partner, through a process of continuously attempting to
see the world from their perspective to truly
‘understand’ the communication.

The Interpretation of Communication

Attaining a level of understanding of reciprocal
interactions is an important factor that affects the
quality of life of persons with PIMD (Hostyn et al. 2011).
If a person’s communications cannot be easily
understood, that person’s ability to express how he or
she feels, explain what he or she may want and
ultimately have an effect on the environment in which
life takes place, is severely constrained. However,
dyadic communication is by definition bidirectional: if
neither communicator recognizes what the other is
‘saying’ it is difficult to establish a dialogue. Each
participant may attribute responsibility for the
‘miginterpretation” of communication to their
communication partner (Coia and Handley 2008). The
interpretation of communication rests on two principles.
The first is that communicators assume that meaning
exists in the other person’s behaviour (Kaiser & Goetz
1993). The second is that interpretation of meaning is
fluid and dynamic. Interpretations cannot simply be

categorized as ‘correct’ or ‘incorrect. Rather
interpretations exist along a continuum, at one end
achieving a fully shared interpretation and at the other,
a lack of any shared or agreed interpretation. Certain
factors may make it more or less likely that
interpretations of meanings align across partners, in a
sense propelling the interpretation towards the accurate
end of the axis of understanding. The identification of
one factor, (perhaps the overarching factor) in
promoting aligned interpretations of communication in
this process, is the subject of this study.

Materials and Methods

Design

The research study aimed to answer the question: how
do people with severe and profound intellectual and
multiple disability interact with those with whom they
come into contact? The obverse question was also asked,
namely, how do people without intellectual disability
interact with those with severe and profound
intellectual disability? The study set out to achieve this
aim by developing a theory that would explain the
interaction process between people with severe and
profound intellectual and multiple disability and others
with whom they interact. The study was designed as an
observational study, gathering qualitative data that
would be analysed using grounded theory. The research
site was located in a developmental disability centre
(DDCQ) in Ireland. This is a non-residential school for
children and young adults with severe and profound
intellectual disability. Ethical permission for the research
was obtained from the University Health Sciences
Research Ethics Committee and from the ethics
committee of the service provider. All participants
consented to participate in the study, either directly or
indirectly through written proxy consent from parents
or grandparents for those participants with intellectual
disability.

Participants

A purposeful sampling strategy was used to recruit
three dyads each comprising one participant with
intellectual disability and that person’s keyworker. Data
from two of these dyads are reported here. Data from
dyad 3 were not analysed for this study as data
saturation was achieved based on the selected
observations from dyads 1 and 2. Dyad 1 consisted of
JM (pseudonym John) an 18-year-old man. John could



walk but his gait was quite unsteady; he could vocalize
but had no recognizable spoken words. John had
epilepsy and was assessed as having a profound
intellectual disability. John’s keyworker, Kate was a
childcare worker in her twenties, who had known him
for 1 year. Dyad two consisted of TK (pseudonym
Tony), a 26-year-old man who had a diagnosis of
quadriplegic cerebral palsy. Tony could vocalize but
had no consistently recognizable words. Tony was
assessed as having a borderline severe/profound
intellectual disability. Tony was a non-symbolic
communicator. He had sufficient hand function to use
some movements that at times were interpreted as
gestures, but these were neither consistent nor
transparent. Mary his keyworker was a nurse in her
fifies. She had known him for over a year. Formal
assessment of communication abilittes was not
undertaken, primarily because the focus was on how
interactions between the specific communication
partners within each dyad were constructed and
managed. As such, the communication abilities of
interest were those abilities of both partners as
interpreted by the communication partner, rather than
as referenced to other contexts or standards.

The keyworkers described above organized and took
part in the activity sessions that provided the data for
this study. The keyworkers knew the service users well
and it was evident that a strong positive relationship
existed between the members of each dyad — paralleling
the emotional attachment described by Forster & Iacono
(2008) and Johnson ef al. (2012). A number of other staff
also participated in the activities either directly or
indirectly, notably Al (pseudonyms are used
throughout) a teacher who directed some of the group
activities.

Procedures

This was an observational study where video was the
primary data-gathering tool. Although field notes were
also made, these were addenda to the video-derived
data. Each of the participants was filmed for 1 hour on
the basis that this would enable a variety of activities to
be observed and that each particular activity could be
filmed for a sufficiently long period (10-20 min) to
allow sequences of interactions to become apparent.
These activities took place as part of the usual school
timetable and included being fed, painting, playing one-
on-one games, motor movement exercises, group games
and group stories, as well as some interactions that
were simply social dialogues. The particular activities

were chosen because they represented periods when
interaction between staff and students was at its most
frequent. All activities included at least one staff
member, with most interactions involving a person with
PIMD and their keyworker.

Preparations for filming involved spending time in the
preceding weeks with students and staff in the DDC
and ensuring that the camera was set up before students
and staff arrived on the filming days. The films were
made using a JVC GR-D240 digital video camera. The
action was recorded to videotape and downloaded to a
laptop computer. The data were handled using Ulead
Video studio 7 (Corel Corporation, Ottawa, Ontario,
Canada), a video editing package. This software enabled
the film to be run at any required speed, run backwards
and run on a frameby-frame basis (24 frames per
second) to enable detailed transcription.

The process of transcription involved selecting a
format for translating the data from the dynamic format
of a video to a static two-dimensional representation.
One of the challenges of working with video is
balancing the risk of data overload while capturing the
level of detail that provides access to useful data for
analysis. As Ochs (1979) points out, transcriptions
become the researcher’s data — the basis for all future
analysis, shaping the questions that can be addressed
(see also Garman 1989; Fletcher & Garman 1995). To
ensure that the data transcribed would allow
exploration of communication behaviours, all recordings
were initially reviewed to identify segments
incorporating interpersonal interaction between at least
two participants. These segments were then selected for
fine-grained transcription for later analysis. The aim was
to construct a highly detailed narrative picture,
capturing micro- and macrobehaviours of all the
participants. In total, 25 min of selected action from the
2 hours of recorded data of Tony-Mary and of John-
Kate were transcribed.

A transcription framework was developed to capture
the verbal and non-verbal behaviours of participants as
they occurred on a second-by-second basis. In some
instances actions were further subdivided, delineated
and numbered using frame-by-frame analysis. This
permitted actions to be enumerated at a detail of 1/24th
of a second revealing a potential 36 000 data points
across the 25-min video recording. Such detailed
analysis enabled close observation of minute
micromovements, such as each person’s saccades (rapid
ballistic changes in eye position that occur three to four
times per second). The framework consisted of six
columns which recorded the exact time (hour/minute/



second /fraction of second) of the incident, the non-
verbal and the verbal actions of both participants and
any comments on the action in each row. The next row
recorded the same data for the following second,
thus building up a second-by-second description of
the entire interaction process. This process enabled
the development of a detailed narrative attaining
Schonfeld’s goal of explaining ‘at a particular grain size
every action and utterance’ (Schonfeld 1992:205). As a
consequence of this very detailed transcription process,
each minute of interaction yielded many pages of
interaction detail, capturing overlapping layers of
multimodal communication, for both participants in
interaction sequences.

Data analysis

Grounded theory methodologies have a well-established
tradition in research focusing on the analysis of ‘talk’.
‘The Discovery of Grounded Theory’ (Glaser & Strauss
1967) outlined a method whereby the inherent patterns
in primarily qualitative data could be identified. The
emergent approach to data analysis as applied in this
study relied on the naming of codes based on the
written data and the constant comparison of those codes
with each line of data as it was analysed. Thus, codes
were named and renamed through comparison with the
content and name of existing codes. Ultimately memos
were written to identify the theoretical relationships
between categories in the data, so that a ‘symbiotic
relationship between data and theorizing is advanced’
(Duchscher & Morgan 2004:607) ensuring a close fit
between theory and the data sources.

There are several different schools of grounded
theory. All aim to develop theory from qualitative data
through a process of coding, categorizing and modelling
relationships across the data; however, the degree to
which they adhere to the original vision differs. Three
traditions within the grounded theory schools are most
prominent. Kathy Charmaz’'s constructivist approach
views grounded theory as a flexible set of principles for
data analysis (Charmaz 2006) rather than as a
prescriptive methodology. In this view, data analysis is
an interpretive process and therefore analysed data are
by definition coconstructed by the grounded theorist.
Strauss & Corbin (1990) propose a structured data
analysis framework whereby after initial coding of the
data, a theoretical framework is developed through axial
coding linking categories around their axes, and the use
of a coding device called the conditional/consequential
matrix. Glaser (1998) eschews such a structured

approach to analysis, on the grounds that imposing
such structure may force the analysis in ways that may
distort the findings. He also regards constructivism as
espoused by Charmaz (2006) as a variation on method
for which there is no justification. Glaser accepts the
researcher’s role in data analysis, but contends that
through constantly retuming to the data to ascertain if
the emergent theory accurately reflects the data, the role
of the researcher can be neutralized (Glaser 1998). Such
neutralization requires the researcher to bracket his or
her preconceptions and insist on adopting a stance of
‘unknowing’ until the theory emerges. Thus, of these
three major approaches, a Glaserian approach places the
greatest emphasis on the importance of data-driven
theory construction, unfettered by structural analysis
constraints. The key element is that analysis should not
be ‘forced” so the relationships within the data that
emerge truly reflect what is going on in it (Glaser 1998).
One aim in the research reported here was to apply a
Glaserian approach to analysis of the narrative
transcripts that had been developed, recognizing that
much of the data to be analysed fell outside the
boundaries of traditional conceptions of ‘talk’. In the
study reported here, the first author completed all
stages of coding and analysis.

The first step, coding, involved constant comparison.
Following identification of the first code, the next piece
of data identified was compared with it, to ascertain its
similarity or otherwise to the initial code. If it was
similar it was incorporated in the first code; if different,
a second code was named. Initial coding of the
interaction data identified 242 codes. Simultaneously
with the coding process, memos were written that
identified potential relationships between the emerging
codes and categories. The 242 codes were eventually
merged into eight categories (concepts), by grouping
initial codes that appeared to relate to similar concepts.
These groups were then formed into named clusters.
Clusters were subsequently reformed, (in some cases
several times) as additional codes were added to each
cluster in a constant iterative cycle. Eventually
prospective names emerged. These clusters were
developed to become the initial categories of the theory
and these categories ultimately constituted the concepts
of the theory (see Figure 1).

As with any analysis that involves the generation of
codes or categories, one important goal was to attain
data saturation. Data saturation occurs when the
properties of the categories become well defined and the
analysis of further data does not add to those properties
or expand the definition of the categories. As data
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analysis proceeded, when it became clear that the
properties of a particular category were not defined
consistently, or that the relationship between that
category and other categories was not explicit, further
theoretical sampling was undertaken. This involved
returning to the field to take further observational field
notes and in two instances conducting focus group
interviews with key staff members. Ultimately, as the
theoretical sampling process was completed, no further
codes arose that clarified the properties of categories
that had not until then achieved saturation. This meant
that each category had achieved data saturation. As well
as the development of the categories from the initial
codes, over 200 memos were written during the data
gathering, analysis and theoretical sampling processes.
The coding process defined and identified the properties
of each of the categories. The memos were written to
identify possible relationships between the codes and
the categories. The codes therefore named the categories
and their properties (the vertical structures of the
theory) while the memos identified how the categories
of the theory were linked (the network structure of the
theory). This analysis then led to the generation of the
proposed core category of attuning, that is, the category
that accounts for most of the data (Glaser 1998).

The robustness of the data

Grounded theory (GT) rests on the fundamental
assumption that the theory that emerges from the

research data fits that data (Glaser & Strauss 1967). This
assumption requires that the theory (the findings)
reflects the incidents in the data and explains and
accounts for the interactions that are under scrutiny.
Four criteria operate as sources of trust in grounded
theory (Glaser 1998): fit, relevance, work and
modifiability. Fit is the GT equivalent of validity or
trustworthiness. Evidence to support the fit of a theory
to the data from which it was sourced lies in the
assiduous application of the constant comparative
method. Such evidence is to be found in the audit trail
that was compiled from a research diary documenting
the research process. Relevance rests on the extent to
which the theory is actually applicable to the issues of
the participants. Supporting evidence for the fit and
relevance of the data rested on interviews with the staff
members of each dyad, which took place after the initial
analyses of the data, exploring the interpretations of
certain behaviours, the accuracy of the coding process
and relevance of the emerging concepts and core
category. Some minor changes were made to some of
the interpretations on the basis of the staff comments.
However, where clear differences in interpretations
occurred, staff interpretations were incorporated into the
results until agreement was reached. Fit was also
explored through the process of seeking further data
saturation for categories that were underspecified from
the original data set, through theoretical sampling of
further video recordings. Finally, a theory can be said to
work if practitioners find it useful in the field and it
may have modifiability if it can be altered to
accommodate new information. Both of these are post-
theoretical tests that have yet to be applied.

Classic Glaserian grounded theory has rarely been
applied to the analysis of qualitative descriptive data
obtained through observation, and to our knowledge
has been applied only once to interaction data of the
kind reported here (Nilsson 2011), where non-verbal
communication played a prominent role. The necessity
for finding a way to elicit the meaning of interactions
involving people with little access to conventional
‘words’ or ‘talk was the main driver for the
development of the methodology. The use of grounded
theory facilitated this. In the process, it tumed out to be
a methodology that provided a new way of discovering
‘talk’ that did not rely on words.

Results

The goal in any grounded theory analysis is to identify
a core category, that is, a category that accounts for



most of the data. The core category identified here is
‘attuning’, a process whereby communication partners
move symmetrically or asymmetrically towards or away
from each cognitively and emotionally. The theory
suggests that attuning regulates communication.
Attuning as the core category names the theory
proposed here, but it is also the process that operates to
regulate how communication takes place. The full
theory is composed of seven related but discrete
concepts: setting, being, stimulus, attention, action,
engagement and attuning, with attuning representing
the core category (see Figure 1).

The theory of attuning

The theory of attuning may be summed up in the
following way: all communication takes place in the
context of a physical setting. The setting influences the
state of mind of the person in it (his or her sense of
being). A person’s state of mind influences what stimuli
the person offers to another, who may attend to the
stimulus or not. Attending to the stimulus is influenced
by the setting in which the interaction takes place and
the state of mind of the person attending to the
stimulus. If the other attends to the stimulus, he or she
may act or may become engaged with the first person.
The determining factor is the process of attuning.
Attuning affects and reflects how a communication
partner feels and therefore whether he or she may offer
a stimulus to a partner, attend to the other, engage with
the other and then act. Whether a person attunes to
another is determined by similar factors and of course
the engagement process itself. All these processes feed
back to both communication partners to influence their
state of mind (being).

Attuning constitutes an implicit cognitive process that
is not observable in itself. Nevertheless, within the data,
there are observable behaviours that indicate that
attuning is taking place:

e Two partners looking at each other.

e Movement towards the person/object to whom the
partner is attuned.

¢ Eye contact

e Physical manifestation of assent such as a smile in
reaction to a stimulus that has been offered by
another partner.

e Close physical contact.

e Close psychological contact manifested by physical
indicators such as smile, posture, gaze and
expression.

e Smile or laughter indicating shared amusement at
third person or object.

e Joint action.

® Mutual attention.

e An action or stimulus offered by one partner leading
to a changed and more attuned state of being in the
other partner.

Structure of the theory

Attuning therefore, as proposed here, is an active
process  that operates within  communication
partnerships, characterized by fluctuating levels of
direct mental, emotional and physical closeness
between the partners in a communication dyad. It is
represented by two, two-dimensional continua, thus it
has four dimensions. These continua can be considered
as constituting two paired-opposite dimensions:
empathy (which varies from the high empathy code of
harmony to the low-empathic code of screaming) and
cooperation (which varies from the high cooperation
code of aftuning dual to the low cooperation code of
refusal). In essence how people attune to one another is
manifested in the degree to which they empathize and
cooperate with the other.

The theory further suggests that these continua
operate independently. Because attuning is a
dynamic, active process, levels of attuning between
partners can vary at any point in communication,
along both dimensions of empathy and cooperation.
For example, partners may be highly attuned and
empathic with each other and focused on a shared
goal (high on both axes, see upper left quadrant A
in Table 1 and Figure 2). However, partners may also
be highly attuned to each other's ‘state of mind’ or
wishes (high on the dimension of empathy), but
disagree on a goal, leading to strong refusal
incidents. One example, coded as defensive restraint, is
illustrated by an incident where Al tries to hold
John’s hands to prevent him grabbing her waistcoat
(JM9-8.52) (See upper right quadrant B; high on
empathy but low on cooperation). Participants may
also exhibit behaviours that code low on both axes
(lower right quadrant D), in codes such as
disconnected, an example of which is Tony looking at
the camera while Mary is standing beside him, not
looking at him but playing with a toy tiger (TK6-
52.18-20). Further detail on both axes (empathy and
cooperation) is provided below.

The framework is illustrated in Table 1 and Figure 2.



Table | The structure of attuning

Positive attuning

Negative attuning

Pro-attuning

is a sense of harmony regarding the
mutuality of their actions.

Anti-attuning A low level of empathy is combined
with a high degree of cooperation
between the partners. Partners
may cooperate but in an
automatic manner that does not

indicate affective engagement.

Both partners are highly attuned to each other
and what they do and how they feel. There

Both partners are empathically attuned to
each other, they understand what the
other wishes, however, one or both does
not accede to the other’s wishes. Good
mutual understanding is demonstrated
but cooperation is absent.

A low or absent level of attuning is combined
with little or no cooperation between the
partners. Strong disengagement characterizes
the concept such as where one partner is
distressed and the other does not connect to that.

Quadrant A Quadrant B

<= Aypedwug -

<- Coopjeration ->

Quadrant C Quadrant D

Figure 2 The Structure of Attuning

Dimension |: Empathy

The empathy dimension of attuning is concemed with
calibration of mutual understanding and accord
between the communication partners. Table 2 illustrates
the ranked codes that constitute a continuum from a
highly attuned state of harmony to a strongly dis-
attuned state of screaming, on this axis of empathy.

The code harmony denotes the highest level of
empathy and can be illustrated by two incidents. In one
(TK1-9.33), Mary is feeding Tony. He opens his mouth
as the spoon arrives, she inserts the spoon and he takes
the food. Tony’s anticipation of the spoon and his
response to that anticipation (opening his mouth) allows

the easy insertion of food, and a calm, rhythmic
coordination of actions. A second illustration (JM9-8.36-
8.42) suggests a silent accord. John is sitting on a mat,
holding hands in silence with Al who is squatting on
the mat beside him. This episode lasts for some seconds.
A mid-ranking code such as assent is illustrated by a
painting session with Tony and Mary. Initially, Tony is
reluctant to participate but he finally allows Mary to
push his hand onto the paper and start painting (TK7-
58.07). The painting session continues as Tony’s smile
vanishes, his mouth opens and his face looks strained,
leading to a contrasting code upset characterized by a
negative emotional component. This is a code that
demonstrates lack of understanding by the partners at
an empathic level. In another illustration of this code
(TK7-58.13-58.16), Tony is being prompted to paint on
paper, in conjunction with two staff. However, his
mouth opens wide until he grimaces, his head turns
away from the paper, and he cries. Neither staff
demonstrates recognition of the indication that Tony
does not want to paint at this point, as they both
prompt him to continue to hold the brush and apply it
to the paper.

Dimension 2: Cooperation

Table 3 illustrates the second dimension of attuning:
cooperation, which calibrates the degree of cooperation
between the communication partners. A high level of
positive attuning is evident when both partners
cooperate together in pursuit of a common purpose.
One of the incidents upon which the code attuning single
was based, takes place where one partner accepts the
wishes of the other. In this instance, John has been



7691 ‘sweans 3y se 18y

ayy jjo paem 03 dn sawod puey sy ‘Auo] jo juoy u Sunduep 108y Lo e sey Aiep
TE'S-9LL ‘pounee 00| 3y ‘asop saka ‘apim

suado ynow sty “Aeme suany ay ‘Auoy, jo juoy ui Sunuep axyeus L0y e sey Aiepy
9’8y
~E1'86-1L “Suip aq 03 swaas pue Leme swmy saoewnid ay [un apim Aenpesd

suado yynow s1y ‘siyy a1 jou saop ay “aded uo jured 0 paydwoad Buiaq s1 Auoj,

€TS-HA Siuawpaow puey [eardAjoasags siy noqe uyof 03 Sunureidwod st ajey
9r'6E-SL6E

-OLL “Aeme suiny pue Auo] woay yoeq synd Arepy “19a0 s1 uoissas Suiaylios ay g,
0TSE-SLL JJ€S OM) a3 pue 300q a3 woy Aeme swny AUOJ, yorym je

11 noqe syeads pue 31 03 sjutod Arepy yooqhiogs e jo aded e Luoj Summoys s1 [y
€E01-DLL "snoatau oo ay ‘sapnyjoad anSuog ‘asopd

saka sy ‘pajpuey Suraq je asuay s1 Auo], ‘peay s,Luo] jaoddns 03 saaow Aiep
OV 1S

-9y Aeme sj00] ay ‘aej s Auo], punose paiq 40y a&ie] e Sunemdiuew st Lxepy
60'S-HIN ey 01 uayy “Aiepy 03 saungje ay ‘08 03 Apeaa s1 3y Aem

03 wiy 308 03 Sundwagye s1 Liepy ‘a3ey 0] WOOI AY) SSODE J[eMm 0] Jnoqe s1 uyof
9P FL-FH P 1-OLL (oA aze gjo 3t ey 03 Suikyy, ;Sutop nok

a1e ey sAes puey 339 s1y 330 Surwiod yos s1y saas ays ‘Auoy, Suipjoy st ey
1#01-1LL uoods saaowaa Arepy uoods ay)

212231 03 yinow s1y suado Luoj ‘uoods yjm unyd s, Luoy, woaj pooy sadeidss Aiepy
SULI€ L LI=ILL ¢821 Aw wnd nof asy uonsanb s, Lxep 03 asuodsas ui

oo [#01m3] shes pue pejuod aka saa1d ay ‘wiry 1040 Juaq ‘Auo] je Sunjoo] st Aiep
0L'ZZTHL Auog 1004,

synoys pue wue siy syi| Azepy “def sy 03 ey wue s1y s39] pue peay sty sdip Auog,
C1-Z1'8-1LL ‘uoods ayy j19sul 03 19y smofe pue yinow sty suado Ajduns

ay uoods ayy uo aze8 sny sNOOJ Jou saop Ay saamoy Arepy Aq paj Sutaq st Auog,
LYLS-OIL

19y e sajnws ay pue wayy utol 0 Sunwod [y saas ay Arepy yim Sunured s1 Auog,
10

-00°S-€ yooyn sdes pue saqiws ay ‘sdojs uayy uyof woiy Aeme y[em 03 saLy ey

TYTT-LL 910 yoea je ydney yioq Aoy “Auoy, 03 Surduis st Azepy

Sunuvaiog

passaysic]

jasdn)

JuaUYSIUOW PR
o i
psaiausiq
UOISUIJ
Pajoaunu0Isy(]
uoLYISIH
uoyvyuLl SIS
UOHIVLJUI POOJSIa PRINSTIN
Juassy
Apavpros
Jsnag

pasw|d

sipa
Auowavyy

Suunyy nuy

\/

supydwaxa puv sapoo aausnyl|

Surunyyy o4

Agyedwa uorsuawip ayy uo Suunye gue-oad jo ASojdA v 7 9qeL



Table 3 A typology of positive - negative attuning on the dimension of cooperation

Positive attuning

Illustrative codes and exemplars:

VAN

Attuning dual
Attuning single
Disinterested
Wit hdrawal
Admonishment
Action clash
Defence

Happy refusal
Refusal-passive

Refusal-active

A4

Negative attuning

Researcher is looking John as he passes by, he looks back and grins JM1-3.28.
John has walked across the room to Kate, she proceeds to rub his head. J]M4-5.16-21.
Al turns the page of Bertie book that she is reading to Tony, Mary points
to picture and speaks of it, Tony turns away. TK5-38.20
Mary is beside Tony who is in his wheelchair and she has been giving him a
cup of tea. Then Mary’s head and whole body pull away from Tony, she sits
upright in the chair, she turns away to look at John TK5-39.45-46.
Mary says to Tony Don't bite on that (your) tongue.TK1-9.30
John wants to grab Kate's shirt, Kate does not want this so she pulls it away
and holds the hand to prevent this. ]M 2-4.12- 413
John is trying to grab Al, she catches John’s two hands and deflects them
away from her. 9-8.56-8.57
Tony smiles at Mary as she tries to push his hand down so he paints but it
just wobbles. TK7.57.57
Al asks John to move along mat to knock over a pile of toy bricks. John does
nothing. JM 8-7.29-7 .33.
John is crouching on the mat. Al does not try to move him then she crawls away.
John tries to grab her. JM10.-10.47

induced to walk across the room to meet Kate. She rubs
his head and he reacts by vocalizing and smiling (JM
5.16-5.21). By contrast, negative attuning occurs when
the goals of both partners are in opposition to each
other and where they ‘refuse’ to cooperate. It is based
on incidents such as where Mary is trying to feed Tony
with a spoon, he pushes his tongue out and forces the
spoon away from his mouth (TK2-14.14-16).

Some examples illustrate decreasing levels of
cooperation (see Table 3). The code disinterested is, in
part, based on an incident where Al is showing Tony a
page of a storybook. Mary points to it and speaks about
it, at which Tony tums away from the book and the two
staff (TK5-38.20). Withdrawal by contrast is concerned
with the removal of cooperation in the interaction. In
another incident, Mary is beside Tony who is in his
wheelchair and she has been giving him a cup of tea.
Then, Mary’s head and whole body pull away from
Tony, she sits upright in the chair and tums away to
look at John (TK5-39.45-46). This act signifies a change
in the level of cooperation between Mary and Tony and
an end to the communication between them.

At the negative end of the continuum of cooperation,
there are many codes for refusal. However, a typical
code is refusal-active. This is illustrated by an incident
where John is sitting on a gym mat. A series of mats

cover the floor ahead of him and a large plastic triangle
is in front of him. Al is trying to induce him to crawl
through the plastic triangle that is in front of him. John
sees Al approach. She says ‘move that bum’, he
continues to sit cross-legged on the mat; he drops his
head, puts his hands in his lap and looks blank (JMS8-
7.23-27). Refusal passive is a different code that depicts
passive refusal to accede to the demands of the other
person. In one such incident, a painting session is in
progress and Tony is holding onto a tube of paint. Mary
is trying to dislodge Tony’s hand from the tube. He
holds on and then rather mischievously seems to
celebrate his victory by vocalizing the utterance ‘Heh’
(TK8-1.00.44).

In some of the interactions analysed, both partners are
symmetrically and reciprocally attuned to each other,
indicated by codes such as collusion, empathy, assent,
contact and close contact. However, attuning can also be
asymmetrical. One partner may be highly focused or
‘attuned’ to another, while the latter may demonstrate
far less empathy, to the point of ignoring the partner or
refusing to cooperate. One example of such asymmetry
occurred in an incident coded the crush. In this incident
(J]M 24.05), John is running across the room to Kate
who is on the far side of the room and has her arms
open. John is hurrying in her direction, his eyes intently



fixed on her (suggesting high attuning). Kate is looking
at John, as she is waiting for him to arrive, but he has
his arms open, is looking at her intently as he nears her.
John appears to be very keen to complete the task of
running across the room. It appears that Kate is attuned
to John but by no means to the same degree, as he is
making the physical movement towards her while she
simply awaits him. The attuning is imbalanced at this

point.

Attuning: Summed up

Thus, what emerges from the data here is a complex
construct of attuning, characterized by relationships
along two interfacing continua, one representing
empathy and the other cooperation. The degree of
attuning can vary along these dimensions, can change
rapidly within interacions and can be either
symmetrical or asymmetrical across participants in
interactions. Three different foundations seem to impact
on the attuning process. The first is previous knowledge
of patterns of behaviour within the dyad that appear
likely to be repeated in the future. The second is an
awareness of what is happening in the present
interaction and the third is knowledge of anticipated
behaviours that are based on current observations. The
anticipation of future behaviours based on a learmed
understanding of previous patterns of communication
implies that both communication partners comprehend
that interactions occur in pattemns and are to some
extent predictable. For example, the incidents where
Tony is being fed easily (harmony TK1-933) and the
code crush (JM 2-4.05) referred to above, both suggest
that these actions have been done before and the routine
is well understood and predicted by the participants.
The importance of routines in providing a context for
social interaction has also been noted by Johnson ef al.
(2012).

Discussion

This section locates attuning in the context of the dyadic
interaction process, identifies some related concepts in
the field and considers some implications of the
findings.

The significance of attuning for the interaction process

Attuning as proposed here shares many similarities
with concepts such as attunements, sensitive
responsibility and some elements of the process of

intensive interaction. All attempt to describe how two

people align emotionally and behaviourally to achieve

understanding. Sterm (1985) views attunement in this
light. Heidegger (1998) regards attunements as central to
the identification of a person’s intrapersonal life (their

Dasein). Attunements also define the relationship a

person may have with the world (Miller 2005). If the

conflation of these concepts can be accepted, then
attuning is the gerund that dictates the
operationalization of attunements. In other words,
attunements are individual events that punctuate the
attuning process; they are separate steps in the dynamic
process of attuning. Attuning may therefore be
construed as a process that regulates how each person
engages with the world around him or herself and
specifically with others in the interaction process.
Dyadic attuning takes place in the context of an
understanding that communication is not linear but that
it involves a series of reciprocal feedback loops that
operate continually. There is ongoing interaction at all
times between two people in the one communication
space and interaction may register a higher or lower
level of attuning at any particular time. In attuning,
both participants are equal: attuning is not ‘owned’ by
either participant and cannot be imposed by one
participant on the other. Each participant has the same
potential for attuning to their partner, creating a power
balance that is often lacking in descriptions of
interactions of people with PIMD. The attuning model
of communication is termed a continuous process model

(Fogel 1993) and it suggests:

e That each person in the dyad creates information by
engaging in the interaction process.

e That the interaction process involves an ongoing
interplay of perception of what the other is doing,
creating information for the individual who may then
act upon that perception of created information.

e That meaning is constructed from the particular
information that is perceived by each person in the
dyad.

e That each perception and each piece of information
generated by it is regulated by attuning.

Attuning and related processes

Attuning is not a process that is widely named in the
intellectual disability literature. However, there are two
other processes that are quite similar and one
therapeutic intervention that appears to be related.
Sensitive responsibility is the empathic reading of
another's communications. Wilder & Granlund (2003)



examined the perceptions of the dyadic interaction of
seven caregivers of children who were aged between 3
and 7 years who communicated at the pre-symbolic
level. They found that ‘caregivers show sensitive
responsibility in interaction’ defined as ‘reading the
children’s signals and leading the interaction according
to what the children’s capabilities are at that moment’
(Wilder & Granlund 2003:565). The authors also note
that the caregivers explained that they are ‘sensitive to
changes in the immediate interaction situation’ (Wilder
& Granlund 2003:566) (i.e. within the model proposed
here, they are highly attuned). These authors say less
about the capabilities of the children, who are described
as not displaying intentionality in their interactions.

A similarly named but contrasting process describes a
certain empathy that is ascribed to both communicators
in the dyadic interaction, is ‘sensitive responsiveness,’
referring ‘to the way partners perceive each other’s
signals accurately and correspondingly respond to each
other (Hostyn & Maes 2009:304). The accurate cognitive
perception of another’s communication signals is one
element of attuning; in addition, attuning as proposed
here incorporates an affective aspect. Hostyn and Maes
note that communication requires an emotional
(affective) component. They also discuss ‘co-regulation’
as a factor in the dyadic interaction process, noting that
it brings together ‘ideas of mutuality, reciprocity and
tumn taking’ (Hostyn & Maes 2009:305). Co-regulation is
very similar to the code harmony outlined above, which
indicates the highest level of pro-attuning. Joint
attention is the fourth element that plays a part in the
interaction process, according to Hostyn and Maes. In
combination, the concepts of co-regulation, an emotional
element and sensitive responsiveness suggest a similar
process to that of attuning. However, attention, a core
element in sensitive responsiveness, is construed in the
theory of attuning as operating in tandem with, but
separately to, the process of attuning. Attention is seen
as a different step of the process, related to attuning but
not part of it It would appear that sensitive
responsibility and sensitive responsiveness are static
concepts, that is, they describe a quality that the
individual possesses that facilitates communication. By
contrast, attuning is dynamic, changing as
communication changes. It is therefore possible to
calibrate the level of attuning that a communicator is
demonstrating at any one moment. However, attuning
is also a driver for communication, in that the degree of
attuning of one individual to another at any one
moment affects the level of understanding, cooperation
and communication that is achieved at that point. All

three concepts (sensitive responsibility; sensitive
responsiveness and attuning) suggest that sensitivity is
a prerequisite for good communication; however, only
attuning addresses the communicative ebb and flow
that characterizes interaction in the dyad. This
processual dynamic is also evident in the related
therapeutic intervention, namely, intensive interaction.

Intensive interaction

Intensive interaction (Nind & Hewett 2005) is a widely
accepted intervention, which applies principles based
upon the empathic nature of the mother-infant dyad, to
the problem of how to communicate with people who
have severe communication difficulties. A central plank
of this approach is the development of mutually
acceptable interactive games in which the person with
PIMD is encouraged to take the lead (Nind & Hewett
2005). There is research evidence that intensive
interaction impacts individuals with  profound
intellectual disability by promoting positive interactions,
vocal imitations and looking behaviours (gaze) (Samuel
et al. 2008). Infusing intensive interaction is the quality
of empathy. Empathy, as proposed here, is one
dimension of attuning. Solidarity, reassurance and trust
are some of the codes that comprise a central element
of attuning. These codes imply a sense of mutual
valuing which also appears to characterize effective
intensive interaction. Attuning and intensive interaction
converge where both describe optimal states of
communication, perhaps best explained as a state of
‘being with” the other person (Firth et al. 2010:58).
However, attuning differs from intensive interaction in
that it also registers states of asymmetrical interaction,
where the degree of sociability is anything but
equivalent. To sum wup, attuning shares some
fundamental characteristics with intensive interaction.
Both suggest that communication works best when both
participants share an equality of control. Both make
reference to empathy, to ‘being with’ the
communication partner. However, attuning as proposed
here extends the concept of attuning to a complex,
dynamic process incorporating and integrating
dimensions of empathy and cooperation that are
themselves in constant states of flux.

To conclude, attuning is a process that resonates with
many related concepts in the recent intellectual
disability literature. It differs from intensive interaction
and from sensitive responsiveness in that attuning
encompasses interaction that is highly empathic as well
as interaction that is deeply disjointed and un-empathic.



Attuning offers a theory that describes and predicts
behaviour across all forms of interaction. It thus differs
considerably from sensitive responsiveness and
intensive interaction. The theory of attuning can inform
practice and assist in developing understanding of how
interaction works but is also a process that is new, with
potential that is yet to be discovered. Attuning is a
mutual process. Each participant has the same potential
for attuning to their partner. Attuning explains how
each person in the dyad interacts in a power neutral
context. It does not rely on power being tacitly handed
back by one participant to the other; instead, it takes as
its basic assumption that communicative power is
shared from the outset.

The Implications of the Study

Implications for method

The primary innovation of the study has been in the
analysis of microdata derived from detailed descriptions
of non-verbal and verbal behaviours in video-recorded
interactions, using classic grounded theory. The
evidence that is there to be discovered is predominantly
manifested as non-verbal behaviours and comprises
subtle behavioural changes that are difficult to identify
(Mitchell & Van DerGaag 2002), behaviours that may
not be remarked because of their ordinariness (Finlay
et al. 2008) and behaviours that occur very rapidly
(Shimmerlik 2008). It is through the collection of data
that is to a great extent unseen because of its smallness
and its unremarkableness that the process of attuning
has been identified and it is through the application of
grounded theory to the analysis of that data that a
theory has emerged (see Griffiths (2013) for further
elaboration).

Implications for practice

This study has found that two people who have
severe/profound intellectual disability and staff who
interact with them have a capacity to attune to each
other, using the same processes. This capability has not
been explicitly identified in the literature previously.
The theory proposes that attuning applies equally to
those with disabilities as well as those without
intellectual disability. There are certain implications
that follow. First, the free-flowing dyadic nature of
interaction is understood by the participants as being
the arena where they can communicate. Second, it is
possible for a person with complex disabilities to

ascertain the ‘meaning’ of another person. Third, the
process by which they ascertain that meaning is the
same for both participants, namely, attuning. Implicit
in the attuning process is that communication between
those with severe and profound intellectual disability
and their communication partners should be
understood as an interaction of equals, who display
their communications in different ways. Both
communication partners engage in the process and
both attempt to use the process to attain their goals.
Attuning as a theory suggests that both partners
display equal degrees of agency in communication.
Therefore, to take an attuning perspective is to
comprehend that both partners in the dyad exert equal
degrees of agency and power. Recognizing this implies
that the practice of those who support people with
PIMD will be one of mutuality, where a mutual esteem
is written into all that takes place between the person
with PIMD and the other, with the effect that mutual
understanding is enhanced and the quality of life is
raised for both.

Limitations

This was an inductive research study that developed
theory from qualitative data. That data has some
limitations in that it was primarily based upon the
analysis of two dyads. In descriptive terms, there is no
possibility to generalize from such a limited sample.
However, grounded theory assumes that a theoretical
framework applies to the context from which it was
derived, as long as data do not emerge that makes the
theory unworkable. In that sense, the theory of attuning
is applicable to the substantive area, a testable theory
and a work in progress. Lastly the long period of time
that data transcription and analysis requires is noted as
being not necessarily a limitation, but a methodological
caution.

Conclusion

This study revealed that people with severe and
profound intellectual and multiple disability have a
functional ability to engage in communication and that
they do this in tandem with their communication
partner. The study supports recent research, suggesting
that a timely opportunity has arisen to discover more
about the ways in which people with complex
disabilities communicate, function and understand their
interpersonal life. The challenge is to find ways in
which this knowledge can be developed to understand



what people with PIMD think and how they make
meaningful choices and thereby offering them a chance
to assert autonomy in their lives to achieve the type of
living that they wish.
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