Attending: Using the SOLER Model(
To attend effectively to a survivor you must give yourself fully in order to really hear what it is that the survivor is saying or trying to say. This state of mind for ‘active listening’ involves skills and values. It also involves observation – the act of collecting information with our eyes, or to put it another way, “listening with our eyes”.

What is attending?
When survivors come to see you, it is important that they have a sense that you are attentive to them. Attending is the skill of creating a climate of attention and respect which aims to:
· Prepare the interviewer to hear properly what the survivor is saying

· Communicate the interviewer’s interest to the survivor. 

It is both a receptive language skill and a skill in expressive language. From a receptive language point of view, attending helps the service provider to concentrate on what the survivor is saying or trying to say. The aim of attending is to focus completely on the survivor, to still distractions such as talking to yourself or thinking about other things while you are listening. When we attend well, we try to ignore external distractions such as other people or outside noises.  


From an expressive language point of view, attending behaviours attempt to tell the survivor that you are there for them, that you really want to listen and to understand what is being said. When you attend well, the survivor is likely to feel confident to share their thoughts with you, and more confident to explore inner thoughts and feelings.

How to attend well
There are three ways to think about attending:
· Psychologically

· Contextually

· Behaviourally.

Psychologically
Attending psychologically firstly means suspending our preconceived ideas about the speaker or the subject on which the survivor is talking. It means suspending our values and trying not to judge the survivor. As we have already discussed, we are sometimes put in the position of trying to help people who behave in ways of which we disapprove, or who hold values that are different from ours. This can make it hard for us to give them our full attention. However, with practice, we can learn to take a neutral position and focus our energies on the ‘here and now’ moment of the survivor’s attempts to express themselves. This is especially difficult if we have preconceived ideas of what the topic of discussion is going to be.


The behavioural techniques shown below will help you stay psychologically focused.

Contextually
The contextual features of attending involve ensuring that the communication setting is comfortable, free of distractions or interruptions (or as free as possible), and one in which the survivor feels safe and secure. If either you or the survivor is concerned about being interrupted, then it will be hard for you to concentrate on the communication. If possible, arrange the furniture so that it is suitable for discussions to take place. You must make sure that there are no unnecessary distractions.

Behaviourally
Effective attending is often described in terms of five behaviours that are introduced by the acronym SOLER. Research has suggested that speakers feel more trusting of listeners who use these attending behaviours.


S 
stands for Square: This means facing the survivor square on, with your shoulders parallel to those of the speaker.
O 
stands for Open: This involves an open posture, particularly with your arms. It is suggested that speakers offer less trust to listeners who have their arms crossed.
L 
stands for Lean: When sitting, listeners who lean slightly forward engender a greater sense of intimacy than listeners who lean back in their chairs. You may have noticed this in your own experience. In some cultural groups the gender of the people who are communicating influences what is appropriate.
E 
stands for Eye: Eye contact is an important part of attending. Our survivors are less likely to communicate freely with us if we avoid eye contact with them. In fact, people will usually stop talking with another person if the listener withdraws eye contact. However, intense eye contact can also make communication difficult for the survivor. Here we need to engage in soft eye contact – regular, gentle eye contact that neither avoids direct gaze nor stares too intensely.

R 
stands for Relax: Finally, survivors are more likely to feel comfortable with interviewers who are calm and relaxed. This means refraining from fidgeting, foot-tapping, wringing hands, cracking knuckles, breathing rapidly, and so on. Being relaxed is a state of mind that is shown in the body. However, concentrating on the body can aid relaxation. We all have our own ways of imposing a relaxed state on our bodies and for most of us this will involve gentle, deep and regular breathing, relaxed muscles and a still posture.


        
The behaviours outlined in SOLER have been found to promote increased trust and communication in some cultural contexts. They may not all be applicable in all cultures. For example, you may prefer not to face your survivor square on, or it may be more appropriate for you to avoid a direct gaze in particular circumstances. 

( From Sophie Read-Hamilton, Counselling Training Workbook, IRC Tanzania, 2002. 





Handout 7.4: Attending using SOLER


