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and acceprance of the person of the client. At its waorst, sympathy is a form of col-
lusion with the client. Note the difference between Counselor A's response to
Robin and Counselor B's response. :

COUNSELOR A: This ls not an easy thing to struggle with, It's aven h;arﬂg; to talk about. Ii's even
wosss for someone who is as self-confident es you usually are.

ROBIN: [gussasn, - ' - "

Note thac Robin does not respond very enthusiastically to collusion talk. She is in- -

terested in managing her problem. The helping process does not move forward.
Let’s see a different approach.

COUNSELOF{ B: You've got some misglvings about how you look, yet you wonder whether
you're even justifled talking about it. -

ROBIN: | know, It like I'm ashamed of iy belng aghamed. What's worsa, | gat $o precccupiad
with my body that I stop thinking of myself as & pamon. [t biinds me to ths fact that | mars or
iass (ke the parson 1 am. ’

Counselor B's response gives Robin the opportunity to deal with her immediate
anxiety and then ro explore her problem situation more fully,

Faking it. Clients are sometimes confused, distracted, and in a highly emotional
state, All these condirions affect the clarity of what they are saying about them-
selves. Helpers may fail to pick up what clients are saying because of the clients’
confusion or because clients are nor stating their messages clearly. Or the helpers
themselves may have becomeé distracted in one way or another. In any case, it's a

mistake to feign understanding. Genuine helpers admit that they are lost and then

work to get back on wack again. A statement like "1 think I've lost you. Could we
go over that once more?” indicares thar you think Ir's important ro stay with the
client. It is a sign of respect. Admicting that you're lost is infinicely preferable to
such clichés.as “uh-huh,” “um,” and “I understand.” On the ockier hand, if you of-
ten catch yourself saying that you don’t understand, you'd better find out what's go-
ing on. Faking It is never a substitute for competence.
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tively [reely. Obviously, this is not always the case. Alchougls it is essential that i
helpers respond with highlights when their clients do reveal themselves, it is also
. necessary at times to encourage, prompt, and help clients explore their concemns b
When a client gets stuck when they fail to do so spontaneously. Therefore, the ability to use prompts and ’
When a client needs a new perspective probes well is another important communication skill. If sharing highlights is the
How To BECOME PROFICIENT IN USING COMMUNICATION SKILLS ' lubricant of dialogue, then probes provide ofteu:needed nudges. . .
Prompts and probes are verbal and sometimes nonverbal tactics for helping
SHADOW-SIDE REALITIES OF COMMUNICATION SKILLS ; clients talk more freely and concretely about any issue at any stage or step of the
helping pracess. Counselors using probes help clients identify and explore oppor-
tunities they have been overlooking, clear up blind spots, sranslate dreams into re-
alistic goals, come up with strategies for accomplishing goals, and work through
g obstacles to action. Probes, judiciously used, provide focus and direction for the
entire helping process, They make it more efficient. But let’s begin by looking at
prompts.

At the beginning of a new session
During a session that is going nowhere
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: !
THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SHARING HIGHLIGHTS AND USING PROBES In most of the examples used in the discussion of sharing empathic highlights, the .li
THE ART OF SUMMARIZING: PROVIDING FOCUS AND DIRECTION : clients demonstrated a willingness to explore themselves and their behavior rela- I}

NONVERBAL AND VERBAL PROMPTS

Prompts are brief verbal or nonverbal interventions designed to let clients know
that you are with them and to encourage them to talk fucther.

Nonverbal prompts. You can use various behaviors—bodily movements, gestures,
nods, eye movement, and the like—as nonverbal prompts. For example, a client
who has been talking about how difficult it is to make a peace overture to a neigh-
bor she is at odds with says, "I just can't do it! The helper says nothing but simply
leans forward attentively and waits. The client pauses and then says, *“Well, you
know what I mean. It would be very hard for me to take the first step. It would be
like giving in. You know, weakness.” They go on to explore how such an overture,
properly done, could be a sign of steength mcher than weakness.

Vocal and verbal prompts. You ean use responses "um,” “ub-huh,” "sure,” "yes,”
“I see,” “ah," “okay," and “oh” as prampts, provided you use them intentionally
and they are not simply a sign that your attention is flagging, you don’t know what
else to do, or you are on automatic pilot. In the following example, the client,
a 33-year-old married woman, is struggling with perfectionism both at work and
at home;

CLIENT (hesitatinglyl: 1 don't know whather | can "kick Lhe habit® . . . you know, Just let some trhv-
lal thirgs go at wark ard at homs. | know I've madea e conlmc:t wilh myself. I'm not sure thal |
can keep It

HELPER: Huh. [The halper utters this brialty and then remans slient.]

CUENT (aughs): Hare | am deap Into perfactionlsm and | hear myself saying that | can't do some-
thing! How Ironic. Of colirse, 1 can. | maan (1S not goTng to he easy . . . ai loast at first.

: The helper's "huh” prompts the client to reconsider what she has just said. Prompts
; should never be the main course. They are part &f the therapeut:c dialogue only as a
condlment.
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DIFFERENT FORMS OF PROBES

Probes, used judiciously, help clients name, take notice of, explore, clarify, or fur-
ther define any issue ar any stage or step of cthe helping process. Designed to pro-
vide claricy and move things forward, probes can take different forms:

Statements. One form of probe is a statement indicating the need for further clar-
ity. For instance, a helper, talking to a client who is having problems with his 23-
year-old daughter who is still living at hame, says: "It's still not clear to me whether
you want ta challenge her to leave the nest or not.” The client teplies, “Well, I
want to, but I don’t know how to do it without alienating her. I don't want it to
saund like [ don’t care about her and that I'm just trying to ger rid of her.”" Probes
in the form of statements often take the form of the helper’s confessing that he or
she is in the dark in some way: “I'm not sure 1 understand how you intend . . ." ot "}
puess I'm still confused about. . . .” This kind of request, putting the burden on the
helper, has the advantage of not accusing clients of failing to cough up the truth.

Requests. Probes can rake the form of direct requests for furcher information or
more claricy. A counselor, talking to a woman living with her husband and her
mother-in-law, says, “Tell me what you mean when you say that three’s a crowd at
home.” She answers, “I ger along fine with my husband, I get along fine with my
mother-in-law. But the chemistry among the three of us is very unsettling.” Obvi-
ously, requests should not sound like commands. "Come on, just rell me what you
are thinking.” Tone of voice and other paralinguistic and nonverbal cues help to
soften requests. ) :

Questions. Direct questions are perhaps the most common type of probe: “How do
you react when he flies off the handle? “Whar keeps you from making a decision?”’
“Now that the indirect approach to letting him know your needs is not working,
whar might Plan B look like?"* Consider this case: A client has come for help in
controlling her anger. With the help of a counselor she comes up with a solid pro-
gram. In the next session, the client gives signs of backeracking. The counselor
says, “You seemed enthusiastic abour the program last week. But now, unless I'm
mistaken, ] hear a bit of hesitancy in your voice. Whar obsracles do you see stand-
ing in your way?” The client responds, “Well, after taking a second look at the pro-
gram, I'm afraid it will make me look like a wimp. My fellow workers could gee che
wrong idea and begin pushing me around.” The counselor says, “So there's some-
thing about yourself you don'c want to lose. Whart might that be?" The client hesi-
tates for a momenct and cthen says, "Spunk!” The counselor replies, “Well, let’s see
how you can keep your spunk and still get rid of the outbursts thar get you in trou-
ble.” They go on to discuss the difference between assertiveness and aggression.

Words or phrases that are, in effect, questions or requests. Sometimes single
words or simple phrases are, in effect, probes. A clienr ralking about a difficult rela-
tionship with her sister at ene juncture says, “l really hate her.” The helper re-
sponds simply and unemorionally, "Hate.” The client responds, "Well, I know that
hate is too strong a rerm. What [ mean is thac things are getting worse and worse."
Another client, troubled. with irrational fears, says, “I've had it. I just ¢an'’t go on
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like this. No matcer what, I'm going to move forward.” The counselor replies,
“Move forward to . . . I The client says, "Well . . . to not indulging myself with my
fears. That's what they are, a form of self-indulgence. From our talks, I've Iear:_\ed
that it's a bad habit. A very bad habir.” They go on to discuss ways of controlling

such thoughts.

Whatever form probes take, they are often, directly or indirectly, questions of some
sort. Therefore, a word about the use of questions is in order.

USING QUESTIONS EFFECTIVELY

Helpers, especially novices and inept counselors, tend to ask too many questions.
When in doubt about what to say or do, they ask questions that add no value. It is
as if gathering information were the goal of the helping interview. Social intellh-
gence calls for restraint. When judiciously used, however, questions can be an im-
portant part of your interactions with clients. Here are two guidelines.

Ask a limited number of questions. When clients are asked too many questions,
they feel grilled, and. that does little for the helping relationship. Furthermore,
many clients instinctively know when questions are just filler, used_ becauselthe
helper does not have anything better to say. [ have caught myself asking questions
the answers to which 1 didn't even want to know. Let's assume thac the helper work-
ing with Robin, the young woman exploring her concems about her looks and body
image discussed in Chapter 6, asks her a whole series of questions:

“When did you first feel like this?"
“Have you discussed this with anyone?”
“What do you do to improve your looks?" )
“\What is it about your laoks that you think others don't like?”
Robin would have every right to say, “"Geod-bye, no thanks” in response to these

intrusions. Such questions constitute a random search for information that is of lic-
tle value. Helping sessions were never meant to be question-and-answer sessions

that go nowhere.
Ask open-ended questions. As a general rule, ask open-ended questions——that is,

guestions that require more than a simple yes or no or similar one-word answer. Not, -

“Now that you've decided to rake early-retirement, do you have any Plans?" but,
“Now that you've decided to take early retirement, what are your plans? C_Tounselors
who ask closed questions find themselves asking more and more questions. On.c
closed question begers another. Of course, when a specific piece of infon-faatlon is
needed, then a closed question may be called for. A career counselo_r mighr ask,
“How many jobs have you had in the past two years!" The information is re}evant to
helping the client draw up a resumé and a job-search strategy. And acc.:asmna!ly. a
sharp closed question can have the right impact. For instance, when a client finishes
outlining what he is going to do to get back ar his “ungrateful” son, l:l_le counselor
asks, “Is that what you really want?” In moderation, open-ended questions at every
stage and step of the helping process help clients fill in what is missing.
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PRINCIPLES IN THE USE OF PROBES

Here, then, are some principles that can guide you in the use of all probes, what-
ever form they may take.

Use probes to help clients engage as fully as possible in the therapeutic dia-
logue. As noted earlier, many clients do not have the all the communication
skills needed to engage in the problem-managing and opportunity-developing
dialogue. However, if you have these skills, you can use them to help your clients
“play”—thar i, engage in the kind of turn taking, connecting, mutual influ-
ence, and co-creation of outcomes that characterize dialogue. Probes are the
principal tools needed to help alt clients engage in the give-and-take of the help-
ing process. The following exchange is between a counselor at a church parish
center and a parishioner who has been struggling to tell her story about her at-

tempts to ger her insurance company to respond to the claim she filed afcer a car .

accident:

CLIEI';.IT: Thay Just won't do anything, ! call and get the cold shouilder. Thay ignore me, and ! don'l
ke 1

HELPER: Yeu're angry with ihe way you'ro belng treated, And you want to ‘get to the bottam of
Il.... Giva ma a briel overew of what you'va dona so far, '

CLIENT: Well, they sant me forms that | didn'{ understand very well. | did the best | could, | think
they waere trying to show that It was my faull. | even kept coples. I've gol them with me,

HELF;ER: You're nat sure you can trust them, . .. I'd lika to take & look at your coples of the
ormns, .

The forms turn out to be standard claim forms. Given that this is the client’s ficst
encounter with an insurance company and that she has poor communication skills,
the counselor gains some insight into what the phone conversations between her
and the insurance company must be like. By sharing highlights and using probes,
the counselor gets her to see that her experience might well be normal. The out-
come is that the client gets help from someone in the parish who has gone through
a similar experience. - .

Helping clients engage in dialogue is not some form of manipulation. You can
encourage dialogue without in any way being patronizing or condescending. This is
a robust use of probes, often very useful in interacting with nonassertive and reluc-
tant clients. You can't force your clients to do anything, but your invitations can be
strong. Social intelligence will tell you haw far you can go.

Use probes to help clients achievé concreteness and clarity. Probes can help
clients tum what is abstract and vague into something concrete and cleac—some-
thing you can get your hands on and work with. In the next example, a man is talk-
ing about an intimate relationship that has tucned sour:

CUENT: She treals me badly, and [ don't llke il
HELPER: Tell me what she actually does.

CLIENT: She lalks abxout ms behind my back. | know sha does. Othars tell me what she 58YS.
She also cancels dates when something mors Interasting ¢omes up.
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HELPER: That's prelty demeaning. . . . How have you been reacting to all this?
CLIENT: Wall, | think sha kngws that | know. Bul we haven™l talked about it much.

In this example, the helper’s probe leads to a clearer statement of the client's expe-
rience and behavior. By sharing highlights and using probes, the helper discovers
that the client puts up with a great deal because he is afraid of losing her. He goes
on to help the client deal with the psychological “economics” of such a one-sided
relationship. ,

In the next example, a man who is dissatisfied with living a somewhat impover-
ished sacial life is telling his story. A simple probe leads to a significant revelation.

CLIENT: [ do funry things thal make me (sel good.

HELPER: What kinds of things? ’ - .

CLIENT: Well, | daydream about being & hero, a kKind of traglc herg. In my daydreams, | save the
lives of people | ke but who domn't seem to know | exist. And ithen they come running to me,
but | tum my back on them. | choose o be alonel | come up with all sorts of variatlona of this

Lhema.
HELPER: So In your daydreams, you play a charactar who wants to ba llked or loved but who
gels some kind of sallsfacilon from mjecting those who haven'l loved him back. . . . I'm not

sura I've got thal right.

CLIENT: Well . .. yesh . .. sort of contradict mysell . . . | do went to ba loved, but | don't do very
much to gal a real social life. 1Us all In my head. i

The helper’s probe leads to a clearer statement of the client's internal behaviors.
Helping the client to explore his fantasy life could be a first step toward finding out
what he really wants from relationships.

The next client has become the breadwinner since her husband suffered a
stroke. Someane takes care of her husband during the day.

CLIENT: Since my husband had hig sirokse, coming heme at night [s rather difficull for me. | Just
- . . Wall, I don™t kaow,

HELPER: It really gets you down. . . . Whel's Il like?

CLIENT: When | see him sftllng Immobile in tha chalr, I'm filled with plty for him, And tha next thing
| knowy, it's plty for mysslf, and It's mixed wilh anger or even rags. But | don't know what or
whom 1o be angry at. 1 don't know how to focus my anger. Good God, he's onfy 42, and I'm
only 401

In this case, the helper's probe leads to a fuller description of the intensity of che
client's feelings and emotions. -

In each of these cases, che client's story gets more specific. Of course, the goal
is not to get more and more détail. Rather, it is to get the kind of detail that makes
the problem or unused opportunity clear encugh to see what can be done about it.

Use probes to help clients complete the picture. Probes further the therapeutic
dialogue by helping clients identify missing pieces of the puzzle—experiences, be-
haviors, and feelings that would help both clients and helpers get a becter fix on
problem situations, possibilities for a better future, or drawing up plans of action.
The client in the following example is at odds with his wife over his mother-in-law’s
upcoming visit: Co
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HELPER: | raalize now that you oflen get angry when your mather-in-iaw stays for mare then a
day. But I'm slill not sure what she does that makes you angry.

CLIENT: Flrst of all, sha throwa cur househald schedule out and puts in her own. Then she pro-
vides a steady stream of advice on how to raise the kids, My wife saes thla as an "Incon-
venlence.” For ma It's & total lamlry dlisruptlor, Whan sha leaves, thera's a lot of amotional
cleaning up to be done, .

Just what the client’s mother-in-law does o get him going has been missing. Once
the behavior has been spelled cur in some detail, it is easier to help him come up
with some remedies. Still missing, however, is what he does as a result of his
mother-in-law’s behavior. The helper continues:

HELPER: So whan she takes over, evenything gets tumed upalde down. . . .
the face of all this turmoll’?

CUENT: Well...wall...|guess|go silani. Or [ just get out of there, go somewhers, erxl fuma,
After she's gane, 1 take It cul on my wife, wha still doesn't see whal ell the fuss s aboul.

How do you raact in

So now it's clear that the client does lictle to change things. It is also obvious that
he is a lictle taken aback by being asked how he handles the situation.

In the next example, a divorced woman is ralking aboue the turmoil that takes
place when her ex-husband visits the children. It has some similarities with the
case we've just seen.

HELPER: The Sundaya your ex-husband exerclaas his visliing righle wilh the childran end
In his taking verbal potshols al you, and you getl these headachas. i've got a falry claar pic-
ture of what he does when ha comas over, but it might help if you could dascribe whet you
do.

CLIENT: Wall, | do nothing.

HELFER: So last Sunday he Just began letting you have It for no particular reason. Or just 1o maka
you fasl bad.

CLIENT: Well. . . not exacily, | esked him about Increasing the amoun of the child suppart pay-
ments, And | asked him why he's dmgging his fest about gatling a better Job, He's 5o stupld.
Ha can't even take a kit of sound advica.

Through probes, the counselor helps the client fill in a missing part of the pie-
ture—her own behavior, She keeps describing herself as total victim and her ex-
husband as total aggressor. But that doesn't seem to be che full story.

Next we have Jolanda, a mother of four kids, two of whom are in their early
teens, ralking to a friend, Vivian, whao does a lot of volunteer work ar a community
social center. Her complaint is thar her hushand and kids don'e provide much help
in getting hausehold chores done. Vivian has a lot of social savvy.

ICLANDA {In 8 matter-of-fact volce): Al the end of the day, what wilh tha klds and dinner and
claaning ugp, I'm not at my best,

VIVIAN: When you ask for help, how do they respond?

IOLANDA: 1 shouldn't have to askl They can see whal needs o be done.

VIVIAN: [l sounds like soma bad hablis are In place. . . . If yoﬁrs ware the Ideal housenold, what
would ba happaning? What would the division of labor look Tke?

IOLANDA: Hmm. . . . Wall, first ofal....
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Her friend realizes that the “family culture” is probably filled with bad habits. Her
probe indicates that the mather resents having to ask for help. So she uses another
probe to put the conversation on a different tack—Ilooking at possibilities for a bet-
ter future rather than digging deeper into the problem situation itself. Her strategy
is to help lolanda determine what she wants and chen help her see what needs to be
done to get it.

Use probes to help clients get a balanced view of problem situations and oppor-
tunities. Clients, in their eagemess to discuss issues or make points, often describe
one side of a picture or one viewpoint. Probes can be used to help them fill out the
picture. In the following example, the client-—a manager who has to work with a
bright, highly ambitious, aggressive young woman who plays politics to further her
own interests—has been agonizing over his plight:

COUNSELOR; I've been wonderng whather you sese any upslds to this, any hidden opportunitles.
CLIENT: I'm nat sure what you mean, Its just a disaster. '

COUNSELCR: Wall, you sirike me as a praity bright guy. I'm wondering It thera ara any lassons
for you hiddan in all 1his.

CLIENT {pausing): Oh, well, you know 1 lend 1o Ignore palitlcs around hem, bul naow It's In my face.
Whare thara are people, 1here ara pofifics, | think sha's being political 1o serve har own caraer
But | don't want to play her game. Thara rust ba same olher kind of game or something that
would let me keep my inteqrity. The days of avolding 2l of thls are probably over.

The problem situation has a flip side. It is an opportunity for rethinking and leamn-
ing. As such, problems are incentives for constructive change. The client can learri
something from all this. Ir's an opportunity to come to grips with the male-female
dynamics of the workplace and a chance to explore “positive” political skills.

Use probes to help clients move into more beneficial stages and steps of the help-
ing process. Praobes can be used to open up new areas for discussion. They can be
used help clients engage in dialogue about any pare of the helping process—telling
their stories more fully, atcacking blind spots, setting goals, formulating action
strategies, discussing obstacles ro action, and reviewing actions taken. Many clients
do not easily move into whatever stage or step of the helping process might be most
useful for them. Probes can help them do so. In the following example, the coun-
selor uses a probe to help a middle-aged couple—Sean and Fiona, who have been
complaining about each cther—move on to the Stages [1 and 111. Besides complain-

ing, they have talked vaguely about "reinventing” their marriage. Part of thls rein-

vention might focus on doing more things in common,

COUNSELCR: What kinds of thinga do you ke doing together? What are some possiblities?

FIONA: | can think of something, though It might sound stupld to you [she says in an asids to her
husband]. We bath Ika dolng things lor cthers, you know, caring about other pecpla. Bafore
we were married we lafked about spending some time In the Peace Corps together, though
N never happened.

SEAN: | wish wa had. . . . But thass days ama past,

COUNSELOR: Ara they? The Peace Corps may ot ba an opllon, but there must be other poss)-
bliiles. [Neither Flona nor Sean says anything,] | 1all you what. Here are a coupla of pleces of
paper. Jat dowi thrae ways of helping othera. Do your own llal, Forgat whal your partner
might think.

S
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The counselor uses probes to get Sean and Fiona to brainstorm possibilities for
some kind of service to others. He turns it into a written exercise. This gets them
away from what was proving to be a tortuous process of problem exploration and
moves them toward opportunity development.

The next client has been talking endlessly about the affair her husband is hav- .

ing. He knows that she knows.

COUNSELOR: You've sald yoﬁ're not golng to do anylhing about it because it might hurt your
son. Bul doing nothing I3 not the only possibla option. Let's just nams some others. Who
knows? Wea might find a gem. . S

CLIENT: Hmm. . . . I'm not sura | know,

COUNSELOR: Well, you know people in the semé predlicament. You've read novels, seen
movies. Whalt are some of the standard things people do? I'm not saying do lhem. Let's just
review them. .

CLIENT: Hmm, . . . Well, | knew someone who did an outrageous thing. She knew her daughter
knaw. S0 one night at dinner she just sald, *Lets all talk about the alfalr you're heving and
how to handie I. It's cartalnly not news to any of ua.”

COUNSELOR: All right, that's one way. Lel's heer some more.,

The client’s current way of handling the affair is just one way. In their discussion,
she says that she's pretty sure her son knows. So they also explore possibilities based
on the assumption that he does know. :

In the following example, Jill, the helper, and Justin, the client, have been dis-
cussing how Justin is letting his impairment—he has lost a leg in a car accident—
getin the way of his picking up his life again. The session has bogged down a bit.

JILL: Let’s iry a bil of drama. I'm going to ba Justin for a while. Your're golng to be JIIl. As my

counsalor, ask me soma questions that you think might make a difference for ma . . . that is,
Justin.

JUSTIN (pausing a long Ume); I'm not much of an actor, but here goes. . .. Why are ydu taking
ihe coward’s way cut? Why are you on the vargs of giving up7 [Mis eyes lear up.)

Jill gets Justin to formulate the probes. It’s her way of asking Justin to “move for- -

ward" and take responstbility for his part of the session. Justin's “probes” turn our to
be challenges, almost accusations, certainly much stronger than anything jill, at
this stage, would have tried. However painful this is for Justin, it’s a breakthrough,

In the following example, George, a single man in his sixties, is seeing a coun-
selor to deal with the anxiety he is experiencing after an unexpected ten-day scay
in the hospiral for an intestinal disorder. George is a hardworking, very indepen-
dent man. The counsetor would like him to use his illness as time-out to reflect on
his current lifestyle. The illness and the subsequent anxiety, could bé used as a
springboard for creating a different way of living that would include a less haphaz-
ard social life. Developing a better social system could help him deal with the nat-
ural and inevitable ups and downs of growing older.

HELPER: George, describe to me Lhe current balance bstwesn your work life and your lelsure
and soclal life.

GEQRGE {pausing): [ never slop (o think aboul . . , . Leisure and soclal lfe are Lhings thal get

shog-horned Into my work scheduls. On paper 1L all Icoks lamibly unbalanced, but that's not
how 1 feel, ... Except. ...
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HELPER: Except?

CLIENT: Alct of iimes, when | finish a project and am looking for something to do with my I’rlands-:.
I reglize thet | do everylhing by appointment. . . . A social life by appointment. That dossn’t
gsound very balanced . . . even o ma.

The helper's probe around work-social-life balance hias the impact of a “What's go-
ing on?” probe. George says, in effect, “Maybe I should take a more serious look at

this.”

Use probes to help clients move forward within some step .Of the helping
process. Prabes can be used not only to help clients move toa different stage or
step but also to move within a step. Contrast the two (ollowing lapproaches to prob-
ing. The client, a woman in the middle of an actimonious divorce, has recently
learned that her breast cancer has reappeared. She is seeing the counselor after a
long interlude. :

CLIENT {loward the end of the sesslon): Wel!l, now we're up-lo-date. You know the full misarable
story.

GOUNSELOR A: | haven't seen you for a while. When did you find cul about the reappearance of
ihe cancer? .

CLIENT: Lel's saa. . . . Oh, who knows and who caresl . . . Well, | havi to go.

The probe is a useless one, mere filler. It does nothing but annay the client. Let’s

replay the scene with another counselor.

COUNSELOR B: | haven't sean you for a whils. I've been wondering whether the reappaarance of
the cancar has altered your thinking aboul the divorce in any way.

CLENT, Only n one way. If! dis, | don't want {o die married lo him. | [ust don't. It would be dis-
honest, Qur relalionship, &3 you know, died a long Ume ago.

' hes In-

CQUNSELCR B: So you're slicking 1o your guns. In fact, finding out ebout the cancer

: creased your mszlva. . . . But the divorce proceedings up to now have bean pratty bitler for
you. I'm wendering how going through divorce progeedings fits In with your rasolve to be
Yinder 1o yourseli. . .

CLIENT: Hmm. . . . The divorca /s driving me Into the ground. . . . | tell you what. Caving in Is off
limits. Trade-offs . . . wall, thats a different stary. Lel's lalk about lrade-offs the next time we
meet. | have Lo think about |t

The helper probes to see wh‘elther her decision to pursue the divlorce (a Stage ] ac-
tivity) is irrevocable. She's not going to “cave in." But there might be some t.rade-
offs on the way she pursues the divorce that might spare her much needless pain.

Use probes to explore and clarify clients’ points of view, decisions, and Propos-
als. Clients often fail to clarify cheir points of view, decisions, and intentions or
proposals. For instance, the decision ltself might be unclear, and the reason behind
it and the implications for the client and others are not spelled out. In the follow-
ing case, the client, driving under the influence, has had a bad automobile accide.-.nt.
Luckily, he was the only one hurt. He is recovering physically, but his psycholog_lcal
tecovery has been slow. The accident opened up a Pandoras box of psychological
problems—not the least of which is a lack of self-tesponsibiliy—that had been
waiting to pop out. A counselor is helping him work through some of the key prob-
lems. Here is part of an early session.
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CLENT: [ don't think that 1he laws around driving under the influence shauld be as tough as thay
are. I'm scared to death of what might happen to me'lf | ever had an aecldent agaln.

COUNSELCRA: So you feel you're In Jecpardy. . . . What makes you think thet the laws are too
tough? ' . L.

CLIENT: Wall, they bully us, Cne litlla mistake and bingol Your treadom goes out the windaw.
Laws, should make people free, o S .

GOUNSELOR: Lat's say all laws on driving under 1he Influsnce were dropped, Whit then?

The counselor knows thac the client is running away from taking résponsibility for
his acrions. Using probes to get him to spell out the jmplications of his point of
view on.DUI laws and its implications is the beginning of an attempt to help the
client face up to himself. _ ' A

In a later session, the client talks about the legal ramifications of the accident.
He has to go o court. ‘ )

CLIENT: "I've been ihinking abaul this. I'm going te gat me a really good lawyer and fight this
thing. | talked with a friend, and he thinks he knows someone who can gat me off. | need a
break. It might cost me a bundie. Afler afl, | massed up someane’s property a bil; but | didn't
hurt anyone, e . : o

COUNSELOR: What's the best thing that could happen In court? .
GLIENT: Id get off scot-free. Wet, maybe & slap on the wrist of Some Kind. A waming.
COUNSELOR: And what's the worst thing thal could happen?

CLIENT: | havan't given that a'lot of thought. 1 don't really know much aboul the laws or tha
courls or how tough they might ba. Thet sort of stuff, But with the right lawyer . . . .

GOUNSELOR: Hmm, . . . I'm tiying to put myseil 1 your shoss. . . . I think I'd ry {0 find out what
the most (Ikely deal in court mighl ba before | made up my mind about lawyars and things.
What ¢ you think?

The counselor is using probes to help the client explore the implications of a deci-
sion he's making. " P o

The stare has very tough DUI laws. In the end che client, because of the alco-
hol level in his blood, has his license suspended for six months, is fined heavily, and
has to spend a month in jail. All of this'is very sobering. The counselor visits him
in jail, and they talk abour che future. :

CLIENT: | feei like I've been hit by a train.

COUNSELOR: You had no idea that Il would ba this bad.

CLIENT: ,i’{lghl. No Idea. . . . | know yau tried to wam ma In your own way, but | wasn’t ready to
fisten. . . . Now | have 1o bagin to put my [fa baclk together. Though I don't feel like i

COUNSELOR: Bul now youi've had ihe wake-up call, a homribla wake-up-call. So whal does the
fulure hold . . . aven If you don't feel up lo looking at it? ., '

CLIENT: 1 hava baen thinidng. One thing | want to do is lo make seme sort of apology to my fam-

lly, They'ra hurting es bed as | am, | fesl 80 awkward. | know how to act In cocky mode.

Humble mads I'm nat used 10, Do i write & long letter? Do | walt and Just ‘apolegize through -

ray actions? Do ) take each ona of tham asida? L don't kow, bt I've fust got to do L.
COUNSELOR: Somshow you have 1o maka things right with them. Just How, well that's another

matter, Mayba we could start by inding out what you want to accomgtish through an'apol- -

ogy. howaver i's done.

I S
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Here we find a much more sober and cooperative client. He proposes, roughly, a
course of action. The counselor supports his feed 1o move beyond past stupidities
and present misery. It’s about the future, not the past. The counselor’s last statement
is a probe aimed ac giving substance and order ro the client’s proposal: “What do
you want to accomplishi” ~.© . T 0T o
Use probes to challenge clients and help them challenge themselves. In the last.
chapter, we saw tha sharing highlights can act as a mild form of social influence or -
challenge. We also saw thar effective highlights often act as probes. That is, they
can be indirect-requests for further information or ways of steering a client toward a
different stage-or step of the helping process. And, as you-have probably noticed in
the examples used in this.chapter, probes can have an edge of challenge in them.
Many probes are not just requests for relevant information. They often place some. -
kind of demand on the client tg‘réspond, reflece, review, or reevaluate. Such probes
are challenges of one kind or another. Or at least they serve as a bridge between
communicating understanding to clients and helping them challenge themselves.
The following client; having ‘committed: hiimself to standing up:to some-of his
mother’s possessive ways, now shows signs of weakening in his resolve:

HELPER: The other day you talked of "having It out with her"—thaugh that might be too strong'a .

tarm. A litle whits ago you menticned somelning about "belng reasonable with her.” Tell me
how (hese two differ, i . L

CLIENT (pausing); Wedl, | think you might be witnessing a casa of cold feet. . . . She's a very atrong
woman: : t -

The counselor helps the client revisit his decision to “get tough” with his mother
and, if this is whar he really wants, what he can do to strengthen his resolve. Using.
probes as mild forms of challenge is perfectly legitimate, provided you know what
you are doing. Do e T C oo ‘

Probes can also be used to help clients remain focused on relevant and impor- *
tant issues. Some clients meander because that’s their communication style. Probes
help them stay focused, Other clients wander because the topic at hand is getting
tao uncomfortable. Probes are then gentle nudges to keep them focused on real is-
sues. On the other hand, probes should-not be ways of extorting from clients things
they don't want to give. Statements that have the flavor of “Oh, come on, tell me!
I’s really not going to hurt" move into dangerous territory. High-quality probes in-
crease rather than decrease the client'ssense of self-responsibility. Challenge and
the wisdom that should permeate it are discussed in Chapters 10, 11, and'12.

THE RELATIONSH!P BETWEEN SHARING
‘HiGHLIGHTS AND USING PROBES

The trouble with dealing with skills one at a time is that each skill is raken out of
context. In the give-and-take of any helping session, however, a helper must inter-
mingle the skills in a natural way. In actual sessions, skilled helpers continually
tune in, listen actively, and use a mix.of probes and empathy to help clients clarify
and come to grips with their concerns, deal wich blind spots, ser goals, make plans,
and get things done, There is no formula for the right mix; it depends on the
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:.ll\ient, client needs, the problem situation, possible opportunities, the stage, and
e step. ) o '

A. word about the relationship between sharing highlights and using probes.
Here is a basic guideline: After using a probe ‘to which a client responds, share a
highlight that expresses and checks your understanding. Be hesitair to follow one
?robe with anothier. The logic of this is straightforward. First, if a probe is effective
it will yield.information that neéds vo.be listened to and understood. Secc;nd. a:
shared highlight, if accurate, tends to place a.demand on the client to explore fur-
ther. It puts the ball back in the client’s court. Years ago during a seminar Bob
Carkhuff suggested, with his usual edge, that if helpers find themselves asking two
questions in a row, they may just have askéd two stupid questions. -

In the following example, the client is a: young Chinese American woman
whose father died in China and whose mother is now dying in the United States.
She has been ralking about the traditional abedience of Chinese women and her
ﬂ-zars of slipping into a form of passivity'in her American life. She talks abour her
sister, who gives everything to her husband without looking for anything in return.
The first counselor sticks to probes.. .. . . -

COUNSELOR: To what degree Is this self-effacing rols rootad In your culturs?

CLIENT: Well. belng somewhat self-eflacing ld'oeriélnly In my cultural genes. And yel 1 look
araund and see many of my North American counterparls adopt & dilferent styla . . . a style
that frankly appeals to me. But lasl yaar, whan | took a tip back 10 China wilh my mother to
mest my half sisters, the mament | landed | wasn't American. | was {olally Chinesa agaln,

COUNSELCR A: What did you learn there?, .
CLIENT: That | am Chineset - S .

The client says something significant about herself, but ‘instead of responding with
understanding, the helper uses another probe. This elicits only a repetition, with
some annoyance, of what she had just said. Now a'different approach:

COUNSELOR B: You lsarned just how deep your cullural reots go.

CLIENT: ‘And |f these rools ara 56 deep, whiat does Ihat mean for me here? Hove my Chiness cul-
ture. I'want {o ba Chinese and American &l the same time. How 10°do that ... . well, | havan'|
figurad thal cut yet. 1 thought | had, but | haven't, : S

In this case, an empathic highlig?hf works muach moré effectively than another
. ' ! : HW .

probe. Counselor B helps the client move forward.

In the next example, a single middle-aged womarni working in a company that
has reinvented itself for the so-called new economy still has a job, but the pay is
much less and she is doing work she does not enjoy. Shie' doés not have the com-
dputer an:l:l Internet-related skills for the better jobs. She feels both-stressed and

epressed. '

CLIENT: -well, | supposa that | should be grateful.for even_ha\}lng a joi:l. But now | \;u'ork longer
hours for less pay. And I'm dolng stuff | den't gven ke, My fife 18 no fonger minal |

HELFPER: S0 the extra pressura and slress make you wonder fust how "grateful™ you should feel,
CLIENT: Precisely. And the fulure lodks pretty bleak, = - - o
HELPER: What could you cherige [n the short term to make Wings mone bearable?
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CLIENT: Hmm. . . . Well, | know one wey. Wa all keep comglaining to one another at wark, And
this seems Lo make things even worse. | can get out of thal [oop. [t's & simple way of making
life a bit less miserable. ' ' T

HELPER: So ona way is to siop conlributing 1o your own migery by slaying away from the com-
plalining chorus. . . . What might you start dolng?

CLIENT: Well, \here'a no use sliting ercund hoplng that what has heppanad Is going to be re-
versed. I'va been really foited out of my complacency. | assurned with the aconomy humming
and unemployment §0 low [*d Just motor on as usual. Bul I'm still young anough 1o acquire
soma more sidfis. And | do heve some skifis thet | haven't neaded to use belfore, I'm a good
communicater and I'va gal alot o_f'qommon‘ sense. | work well with peopla. There are proba-
bly lots of jobig afound here that require those sidils,  ©

HELPER: So, given the wake-up call, you think it might be possibla 1o take unused skills and repo-
sitlon yoursell at work, And, of courss, you could develop soma technology skills.

CLIENT: Repositioning. Hmm, | fke that word. |t makes a lot of piclures danca through my mind. . ...
Yas, | nead 1o reposition mysell. For Inslanca . . . :

This combination of highlights and probing gets things moving. Instead of focusing
on the misery of the present situation, the client names a few possibilities for a bet--
ter future—a Stage 11 activity. Box 7-1 summarizes the main points about the use of
probes. ’ _ -

On the other hand, you should be careful not to become either an empathic
highlight “machine,” grinding out one highlight alter another, or an “interrogator,”
peppering your clients continually with needless probes. All responses to clients, in-
cluding probes and challenges, are empathic if they are based on solid understand-
ing of clients’ core messages and points of view. All responses that build on and add
to clients’ remarks are implicitly empachic. Since these responses are empathic in
effect, they cut down on the need for a steady stream of highlights. '

!

-THE ART.OF SUMMARIZING:
PROVIDING FOCUS AND DIRECTION

The communication skills,l of-yisribl;,; tuning in, listening, sharing highlights, and - .
probing need to be orchestrated in such a way that they help clients focus their at-
tention on issues that make a difference. The ability to summarize and help clients’ f

summarize the main points of a helping interchange or session is a skill that can be
used to provide both focus and challenge. oo
Brammer (1973) lists a number of goals that-can be achieved by judicious use
of summarizing: “warming up” the client, focusing scattered thoughts and feelings,
bringing the discussicn of a particular theme to.a close, and prompting the client'to

explore a theme more thoroughly, There are certain times when summaries prove

particulacly useful: at the beginning of a new session, when a session seéms to be go-
ing nowhere, and when a client gets stuck.

At the beginning of a new session. When a summary-is used at the beginning of a
new session, especially when a client seems uncertain about how to begin, it pre-
vents the client from merely repeating what has already been said before. It puts the
client under pressure to move on. Consider this example: Liz, a social worker, be-
gins a session with a rather overly talkative man with'a suminary of the main points

e
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of the previous session. This serves several purposes: First, it shows the client that
she had listened carefully ro whart he had said in the last session and that she had
reflected on it after the session. Second, the summary gives the client a jumping-off
point for the new session. It gives him an opportunity to add to or madify what was
said. Finally, it places the responsibility for moving forward on the client. The im-
plied sentimenc of the summary is “Now where do yotl want to go with this?" Sum-

maries put the ball in the clients' court and give them an opportunity to exercise
Initiative. ' : '

During a session that is going nowhere. A summary can give focus to a session .

El}:at seems to be going nowhere. One of the main reasons sessions go nowhere is
that helpers allow clients to keep “going "round the mulberry bush”"—that is, saying

,'." erripafhllg': hlighllll_'ghll;-—il-a'théf;-?:'thgh another probe.:: vt
|| 6. 1Use whatever judiciolis mlktiite of highlights and probing 1s fieeded to Fielp -

i
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deeply into their stories, focus on possibilities and goals, or discuss strategies chat
will help clients ger what they need and want. For instance, a counselor provides i
assistance to the staff of a shelter for the homeless. One of the staff members is gt
showing signs of burnout. In a second meering with the counselor, she keeps going B
over the same ground, talking endlessly abour seressful incidents that have taken - i
place over the last few months. At one point the counselor provides a summary. l

L

|

!

the same things over and over again—instead of helping them either go more i
I

)

COUNSELOR: Let's sea If 1 can pull togethar what you've been saying. The work hera, by s very J
nature, [s stressful. You've mentloned a whole string of incldents such as belng hit by some-
one you wers lrying lo halp énd healed arguments with seme of your coworkers, But | be- ).
liave you've Intimated that these are 1he kinds of things that happen In thess places. Sheiters g
are prong to them. They am part of the fumiture, ‘They're nat going to slop. But they can be
vary punishing. At times, you wish you weren't here, But If they ara not going to stop, maybe :
the naxt question ls, *How do | cope wilh them? How do | do my work and get some ongo- i

Ing satlsfaclion from t?° ¥

The purpose of the summary is to help the client move beyond “poor me” and find
ways of coping with this kind of work. Thé challenge in places like shelters is creat: -
ing a supportive work environment, developing a sense of organizational and per- -
sonal purpose, promoring the kind of teamwork that fits the institution’s mission,
and fostering a culture of coping strategies (see Brown & O'Brien, 1998). 1

When a client gets stuck. A summary can be used when a client doesn’t seem to
know where to go next, either in the helping session itself or in an action program
out there in the real world. In such a case, the helper can, of course, use probes to
help the-client move on. A summary, however, has a way of keeping the ball in the
client’s court. Moreover, the helper does not always have to provide the summary.
Often it is better ro ask the client to pull together the major points. This helps the
client own the helping process, pull togecher the salient points, and move on. Since ’
this is not meant to be a way of testing the client, the counsetor should offer the
client help to stitch the summary together. Consider, for example, 2 client who has
lost her job and her boyfriend because she has outbreaks of anger when she drinks.
She has been ralking about “not being able to stick to the program.” The counselor
asks her to summarize what she’s been doing and the obstacles she has been running
into. With the help of the counselor, she stumbles through a summary. At the end
of it she says, “I guess it's clear to both of us that | haven't been doing a very good
job sticking to the program. On paper, the 12 steps look like a snap. Bur it seems
that [ don't live on paper.” The counselor now sees that ir’s time o go back to the
drawing board on the action steps, what it takes to stick to the program, and how to
cope with obstacles. ' '

When a client needs a new perspective. Often when scattered elements are
brought together, the client sees the “bigger picture” more clearly. In the following
example, a man who has been reluctant to go to a:counselor with his wife has, ina
solo session with the counselor, agreed to a couple of sessions “to please her.” In the
session, he ralks a great deal about his behavior at home, but ina rather disjointed
way. Much of it is caring. - o o
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COUNSELOR: 1'd tke to pull a few things together. You've encouraged your wite In her career,
‘espaclally when things are difficult for her at work.. You also enceuraga her to spend time
wilh her friends as a way of enjoying herself and letling off steam, You also make sure that
you spend {ime with the ids. In fact, ime with hem s tmpartant for you,

CLIENT: Yesh, That' right.

COUNSELOR: Also, If I have heard you comectly, you currently (ake care of the houssheld fi-
nances. You are usually the one who accepts or rejects soclal invitalions, because your
schaduls [s tighter than hers. And now you're about Lo ask her to move becauss you can gat
& batter job n Bosion.

CUENT: When you put ll all tagather like that, it sounds as il I'm runnlng her lifs. .
tells ma I'm running her life.

COUNSELOR: Maybe we could latk a ltile ebout this when tha three of us get logather,

IGNATIUS: Hmm. ... well, I'd... + » [laughs]. I'd batter think about all of this before \he
next sesslon. -

. She ngver

The summary provides the client with a mild jolt. He realizes that he needs to .

face up to the “I am making all the big decisions for her” theme implied in the
summary. )

How To BECOME PROFICIENT IN
. UsING COMMUNICATION SKILLS

Undeérstanding communication skills and how they fit into the helping process is
one thing.. Becoming proficient in ‘their use is another. Some trainces think that
they can learn these “soft” skills easily and fail to put in the kind of hard work and
practice needed to become “fluent” in them {Binder, [990; Georges, 1988). Doing

the exercises on communication skills in the manual that accompanles this book -

and pracricing these skills in training groups can help, but that isn’t enuugh to
make the skills second nature. If you trot out your skills of tuning in, listening, pro-
cessing, sharing highlights, and probing only for helping encounters your sessions

ate likely to have'a hollow ring to them. You need to exercise these skills in all your

relationships, making them part of your everyday communicarion style: °

After providing some initial training in communication skills, I tell studens,
"Now. g0 out into your real lives and get good at these skills. I can’ t do that for
you." In the beginning, it may be difficult to practice all these skills in evcn,rday life,
not because they are very difficult, but because they are relatively rare in conversa-
tions. Take sharing highlights. Listen to the conversations around you. If you were
to use an unoberusive caunter, pressing the plunger every time you heard someone
share an empathic highlight, you might go days without pressing the plunger. But
you can make sharing highlights a reality in your everyday life. And those who in-
teract with you will notice the difference, They probably will not call it empathy or
sharing highlights. Rather, they will says such I:hmgs as "She really hstens to me” or
“He takes me seriously." ..

On the other hand, you will hear many probes in everyday conversations. Peo-
ple are much more comfortable asking questions than providing understanding.
However, many of these probes are aimless. Worse, many will be disguised criti-
cisms: “Why on earth did you do that?” Learning how to integrate purposeful probes
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with highlights demands practice in everyday life. Life is your lab. Every conversa-
tion is an opportunity.

1 once ran a training program on these skills for a CPA firm. Although the di-
rector of training believed in their value in the business world, many of the account
executives did not. They resisted the whole process. I got a call one day from one of
the more notable resisters. ' owe you this call,” he said. "Really?” I replied with an
edge of doubt in my voice. “Really,” he said. He went on to tell me how he had re-
cently called on a potential client: This client, dissarisfied with its current audit
firm, was interviewing for 2 new one. During the interview, he said to himsell,
“Since we don’t have the slightest chance of getting this account, why don’t I amuse
myself by urying these communication skillsi" In his phone call to me, he went on
to say, “This morning [ got a call from that client..He gave us the account, but in
doing so he said, ‘You're not getting the account because you were the low bidder.
You were not. You're getting the account because we thought that you were the only
one that really understood our needs.' So, almost literally, | owe you this call.” I for-
got to ask him for a share of the fee.

SHADOW-SIDE REALITIES OF
COMMUNICATION SKILLS

Some helpers tend to overidentify the helping process with the communication
skills—thar is, with the tools that serve it. This is true not only of tuning in, listen-
ing, processing, sharing highlights, and probing but also of the skills of challenging
that are the focus of Chapters 10, 11, and 12. Being good at communication skills is
not the same as being good at helpmg Moreover, an overemphasis on communica-
tion skills can tumn helping into a greac deal of ralk with very little action, and few

_outcomes.

Communication skills are essential, of course, but they still must serve both the
process and the outcomes of helping. These skills certainly help you establish a good

relationship with clients. And a good relationship is the basis for the kind of social-,

emotional reeducation that has been outlined earlier. But you can be good at commu-
nication, good at relationship building, even good at social-emotional reeducation
and still shortchange your clients, because they need more. Some helpers who over-
estimate the value of communication skills tend to see a skill such as sharing high-
lights as some kind of “magic bullet.” Others overestimate the value of information
gathering. This is nota broad indictment of the profession. Rather, it is a caution for
beginners

On the other hand, some practltloncrs underestlmal:e the need for solid com-
munication skills, There is a subtle assumption that the "technology” of their ap-

proach, such as manualized treatments, is sufficient. They listen and respond .

through their theories and constructs rather than through their humanity. They be-
come technologts:s instead of helpers. They are like some medical docrors who
become more and more proficient in the use of medical technology and less and less
in touch with the humanity of their patients. Some years apo, | spent ten days in a
hospital (an etemity in these days of managed care). The staff were magnificent in
addressing my medical needs. But o one ever addressed the psychological needs
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that sprang from my anxiety dbout my illness. Unfortunately, my. anxieties were of- . P A R T

ten expressed through physical symptoms. Then thase symptoms.were treated med- ' ’ I'

:lcally. 1 aske;:lx:|r "l\;Vhen ycu.;1 have conferences during which patients are discussed, - ' THREE !
o you say, ‘Well, we’ve thoroughly reviewed his medical status and needs. Now

l;l:’s tull;nd?ur arrention to what he’s going through. What can,we do to help him STAGE 1 OF THE HELPING

through this experience?” One resident said, "No, we don't have time." Don't get IA ND AN C v

me wrong. These were dedicated, generous people who had my interests at heart. MODEL ADV. CED | :

Bur they ignored many of my needs. We have a long way to go. . COMMUNICATION SKILLS

The basic communicatio;l skills reviewed in
Part Two are critical tools. With them, you can
help clients engage in all the stages and steps of
the helping model. But rhose communication
skills are not the helping process itself. Part
Three is a detailed exposition and illustration
of Stage I of the helping model, together with
its three steps. Step I-A, helping clients tell
their stories, is discussed in Chapter 8. Chapter
9 deals with reluctant and resistant clients.
Step I-B focuses on advanced communication
skills—those related to helping clients chal-
lenge themselves. These skills are discussed and
illustrated in Chapters 10, 11, and 12. Step I-C
introduces the concept of 1evetage—help'ing o . f

clients choose the right issues to work on—
which is the focus of Chapter 13.
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