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Building Ropport

We say that two people have established rapport when their rela-
tionship is characterized by closeness, empathy, and mutual liking.
In the absence of rapport, people may show little interest in inter-
acting spontaneously and enthusiastically with one another. As we
see next, rapport-building is a critical feature of our approach to
intervention. It is an ongoing part of the intervention, not just a
stage that occurs once at the beginning and is then dropped. Fur-
thermore, rapport-building is not a mechanical set of procedures
but is based on sharing, cooperation, and mutual give-and-take. Be-
cause rapport involves an interactive relationship, it helps to over-
come the passivity that people with disabilities often show or,
worse, are encouraged to show. Rapport is therefore an important
part of a communication-based approach to intervention, which as-
sumes a speaker and a listener who want to interact with one an-
other' The presence of either the speaker or the listener acts as a
signal (or "discriminative stimulus" in scientific terminology) for
the other person to initiate and maintain communication. The sig-
nal or cue is effective because in the past the speaker and the lii-
tener have shared a variety of enjoyable activities and events
through communicating with one another. Sometimes, however,
the presence of one person does not signal to the other person that
communicative behavior will pay off. There are several reasons
why this situation might develop. For example, a parent may have
a long history of battling with a child at meals or at bedtime. Be-
cause of this negative history, the presence of the parent in these
contexts becomes a signal for problem behavior rather than a signal
for communication. A second example concerns a new staff mem-
ber in a group home who is just getting to know a particular resi-
dent. The two individuals have not yet established a relationship in
which communication is reliably followed by pleasant interactions.
Therefore, the presence of the staff member may be a signal for the
resident to seek out other people and activities, in effeit ignoring
the new staff member rather than communicating with himlr her.

ill
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In situations such as these two, it may be worthwhile to consider
using the following rapport-building procedures.

MAKE YOURSELF INTO A SIGNAT FOR REINFORCEMENT

If you associate yourself repeatedly with a wide variety of activities,
people, and things that the person values, then eventually your
presence will become a signal that many rewarding activities and
events are available with you. (In technical terms, your presence
becomes a "generalized reinforcer.") The purpose of associating
yourself with positive experiences is to begin reversing any hostil-
ity or indifference that the person with disabilities may feel toward
you. In time, that person will view you as someone worth attending
to and interacting with.

Exomple: Vol

At first, Val had a poor relationship with Joan. Sometimes, ]oan
would angrily tell Val to stop spitting and cursing. Also, when Val
hit others or grabbed someone's hair, |oan and her aides would
have to restrain Val momentarily for protection. Because Val did
not like to be held in this manner, she frequently became angrier
and even more aggressive toward Joan. Over time, |oan became a
person Val tried to avoid. To remedy this situation, foan began by
drawing up a list of things that she thought Val enjoyed the most.
The list included singing, doing her nails, putting on cosmetics,
and talking with Val about weekend activities at home as well as
her art work. During the first few days of rapport-building, foan
provided these activities to Val without asking her to do anything
to get them f"reinforcers were dispensed noncontingently," in sci-
entific terms.) foan helped Val to put on cosmetics. She turned on
some popular music and sang songs with VaI. Because Val liked to
get strong reactions from others (such as she got whenever she dis-
played problem behavior), foan made sure that whenever she and
Val were talking, the conversation generated a strong reaction from
her. For example, when the two were talking about Val's weekend
shopping expedition, Joan was enthusiastic and animated rather
than quiet and matter-of-fact. Joan knew that she was beginning to
make progress when Val began to laugh regularly and make conver-
sation spontaneously in the context of these activities.

Exomple: Jucrn
When Bill joined the group home, he was assigned to work closely
with Juan in order to enhance Juan's community living skills. The
other staff told Bill that fuan was for the most part indifferent to
social interaction. This made it difficult for Bill to establish rapport
with Juan. At first, fuan completely ignored BiIl and spent most of
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his time sitting on the couch staring at the television. To remedy

this situation, Bill found out from the other staff what sorts of

things Juan liked. Also, he observed Juan for himself' Bill was able

to develop a list of things that fuan liked that included food items

such as ic-e cream, cookies, iuice, and olanges. Contrary to what the

other staff had said, it appeared that |uan sometimes liked people

to talk to him in a friendly way although he could not talk' Bill

began to build rapport by going up to fuan and- handing him some

cookies and orange slices. As fast as Juan ate them, Bill was there

with more. while Juan was eating, Bill kept up a steady stream of

talk about life in the home and aspects of life in the community

that Juan had recently experienced, such as neighborhood walks

and going shopping. After a few days of this type of interaction,

fuan was paying attention to Bill whenever BiIl entered the room

and was *oi. int"r"sted in being near Bill than in sitting on the

couch in front of the television'

Comment: Some Initiol lssues in Ropporl-Building

Val is an example of an individual whose history of negative inter-

actions with otler people could prevent communication skills from

developing further. fuan is an example of an individual whose lack

of experience in interacting with another person could prevent the

devel,opment of communication skills. Although Val was a rather

friendly, social person and |uan was not, rapport-building was es-

sential for both in order to provide a foundation on which to build

genuine communicative interaction. Val liked to talk about her art

work but Juan did not. Therefore, att work was a conversational

topic in working with Val but not in working with fuan. fuan liked

oranges but Val was not interested in them. Therefore, olanges were

freely given out to |uan but were not part of any interaction with

Val. Do not assume that what one pelson likes is what everyone

likes. If you do, you will not be treating the person as an individual

and rapport probably will not develop'
In the beginning, provide situations that the person likes with-

out conditiotri ltron"ontingently). Do not ask the person with disa-

bilities to earn these reinfolcers oI to ask for them. If you do, he or

she may refuse to work and a battle will begin. AIso, he or she may

not yet know how to ask for the things he or she likes and may

become frustrated and tantrum. In either case' any rapport-building

will come to an end. The idea at this stage is for the person with

disabilities to learn that you are associated with many positive, in-

teresting, and valued experiences and are definitely someone worth

paying attention to.
Rapport-building is not something that you do once and then

drop in order to move on to something else. Rather, it is something

that must continue as long as you have a relationship with the per-
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son with disabilities. The initial rapport-building procedure that we
just described should take place many times each day. Typically,
we have used this initial procedure for 2 or 3 days before adding to
it. How will you know when you are succeeding? You will know
when the person becomes more responsive to you. He or she will
Iook at you more often, stay close to you, and continue to interact
with you, not walk away, once you have approached him or her.
He or she will seem huppy to see you and smile, laugh, or, if verbal,
talk to you when you are around and ask for you when you are not
around. In short, the person will appear to be enjoying him- or her-
self when around you.

The last point, concerning enjoyment and happiness, is im-
portant and deserves further comment. Rapport-building is not a
mechanical procedure. You should not become a vending machine
dispensing positive experiences, The idea is for you and the indi-
vidual displaying behavior problems to interact with one another
within a context of sharing entertaining and rewarding activities
and generally enjoying each other's company. These interactions
may strike you or others as "goofing off," but that is not a problem
as long as it leads to an ongoing positive relationship. Ultimately,
rapport-building is intended to establish a friendship between you
and the person with disabilities, a friendship that can provide a
basis for teaching that person that there are other ways besides
problem behavior for achieving important goals. Therefore, sponta-
neous, enthusiastic, and emotionally satisfying interactions are the
hallmark of success in building rapport.

L
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MAKE YOURSELF INTO A SIGNAL--
FoR APPRoAcH ii'ii simprt commuNlcArloN

Nowthatthepersonwithdisabi l i t iesisconsistent lypayingatten-
tion to you, it is time to ensure that he or she will initiate interac-

tions. You want the person * 
"ppt"*tt 

you when appropriate and

ultimately to communicate with you in any rlay that he or she can'

In this phase of interventiot'-if'" p"ts91'begins to learn that he or

shecaninf luenceyouino'a ' ' .ogetthingiofvalue(reinforcers)
without resorting to problem behavior'

ExomPle: Juon
WhenJuanhadlearnedtoattendtoBi l lwheneverBi l lenteredthe
room' BiIl decided that it *u' ti-" for Juan-to-Iearn to initiate inter-

act ions.Unt i lnow,Bi l th; l ; i t iatedal l theinteract ions.Now
when Bill entered 

" 'oorn'Te-*""fa 
stand s-to feet away from

luan and wait for him to upp^rou"ft' +l-fitt-t'Juan 
Iooked eagerly at

Bi l lbutdidnotmovetowi iJf i* 'Af ter lor2minutes' fuanbe-

"u-" 
i*i"I';;i;;; *"a' 

'oL" 
grunting sounds. BilI still did not

move' At this point' 1""" eoi o"i of his chair and walked over to

BilI' BiIl immediateln '"d;;;; 
uv gi"i"s |uan some coffee and

cookies and talking tt ftim aU""t tite day's events' Over the next

t-o auvJ i]ril"p"it"a trrir pto""aure at ieast a dozen times using

" 
ruriliu ;il;;r. wrr"" l"I" *"s reliablv approaching Bill' thev

wentontothenextstep:*rr"ol""""ppt l "" t t "dBi l l ,Bi l Id idnot
offer any reinforcers. ntt"r'^-*i"ute, iuan said' "orngy," a word

that e;u'recognized as ,.orange." BilI immediately gave |uan an or-

""r" 
;ii;-;;J-t"gu" talkini to him' since Juan had almost no

,n 
"""fr,'i 

tf i*"s 
""-o'J"ntlf 

; th" lookout f or word approximations

to which he could 
'"'po"J' 

Another opportunity 
"a,1: T-l::t

r"t", #il"IL1""" 
"pp'"""r'ed 

BilI and asked fot .,ke911,'' an apploxr-

mation of ice cream. ng"i", gilr gave Juan what he wanted and

started talking to him 
"uo.rit 

i, t"vlrite ilurrott of ice cream' During

thenextthreedays'Bi l i - ; ; ; "dtheprocedureseveraldozen
times. By the end of this phase, fuan was reliably approaching Bill

""a 
tJ'ig""rl li nit *oti upp'o*imations' at various times' to re-

q.," , ia",- i .udfoodsandact iv i t ies.}uanwasonhiswaytolearning
thattherewasadirectrelat ionshlpbetweensayingspecif icwords
t""t;;;;t u"d obtui"ing specific iotttequ"ttces fgetting an orange

to eat)'

ExomPle: GorY

Gary'smother 'Mrs' Ibsen'hadbeensuccessful ingett ingGaryto
attendtoherandnowshewantedtomoveontothenextstageof
rapport-building' She had taught Gary to approach her using the
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procedure iust describ"g.lot ]uan' When 
ill::::1,*as 

established

inthisway,shedecideditwast imetoencouragesimplecommuni-
cation' B"'";;; c"tlt' 

""fifte 
|uan' could talk' Mrs' Ibsen now re-

quired t#;;;;l'o** ''tt" 
*o"ta give him what he wanted'

When Gary approached her and looked ut ttit tape recorder up on

the shelf, Vtt'' iU'"" smiled at him but did not provide the recorder'

After lessthanaminute,c"ryr" id, inaloudvoice,"Music,please,"
andMrs.Ibsenimmediatelyr'""a"ahimtherecorder,allowinghim
to put in his favorite t"p" 

""J 
play il, {trit9 

the tape tan' Mrs'

Ibsen sang along with Gary and tut"t tatt"d to him about the songs

towhichtheyhadl istened.a.L*t 'o" 's later,Garyapproachedhis
mother in the kitchen while 

'tt" 
*ut preparing food' Mrs' Ibsen

repeated^wft"i ttt" had done earlier' waiting for Gary to say some-

thing'Wh;;A;remai ledl i lentforabout30seconds'Mrs' Ibsen
looked at him and said"'S""a*i"ttt" When Gary repeated this

statement' Mrs' Ibsen 
'"id' 

ilb"'"' Gu'y"' and- handed him the

bread, mayonnaise' lettuce' 
""d-i"'k"y 

so 
-that 

Gary could make a

sandwich for himself. The next day, in the same situation, Mrs.

IbsendidnothavetocueGaryto" ' t fo 'asandwich.Hespontane-
otrty 

'u[#iJ"""' 
o"er thJnext few days' Gary began to request

munvdi?f*#""rti"gtltterheuffto""n"ahismotherandshehon-
ored all of his requests'

Comment: Linking Ropporr-Building ond Communicolion

people joitr, a"rr"topmental disabilities are often not encouraged to

takeanact iverolein"ontol t i . rgtheirownl ives. I t issomet imes
easier to do things for them a"J"trtir approach.encourages them to

u" p""iuili;;;;i*"tt thi;;;';i"itv' it is important not to be

satisfied when your child, ri;d;;, or gtonp home resident, for ex-

ample, ttrnnin iays attention to you and appears happy to see you'

you must move beyo"d t;-;;;nning level of rapport-building

una *"i" ;;;;If i"to 
" 

signal f"o' uppto""h-and communication'

" 
,ie,'"I ih"|works b"""us""yo,, are associated with many positive'

vahied, and interesting things'

wffi;;" ;; 
"rauri.r,i"g 

this part of intervention, you mav

find that behavior p,obl"-, 
"o",'ti""u 

to occul. If this happens, ask

v'r,,'"ii'li'o"" *" i"-u"ai";;;;;"h of the person' For example'

Bill could have withh"ra o""ng"r when Juan said "orngy" and

*"a" ii'i ptto"""u trt" *otJ better' That would have been a

poi"tf"" 
't'ategy 

becau'" ii'*""iJ have delayed his getting what

hewantedfortootoog'""" ' i "gt t i t t t tobecomefrustratedandpossi-
bly aggressive' Later in intervention you can make more demands

on trr""p?r"*;, ili-i";;ow the idea is to encourage him or her to

usewhitevelCommunicat ionheorshehasinordertoinf luence
vou' This strategy t"a"r'*s iL.|",,o,' that positive approach and
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communication pay off and therefore problem behavior is not nec-
essary.

sometimes, as with Gary, the person does not ask for what he
or she wants, although you know thit the person knows how to ask.
If this situation develops, do what Gary's mother did. That is, help
(prompt) the person to make the request. Do not use this procedure
every time, however, because then the person may alwayis wait for
you to provide prompts and become too passive. Instead, wait up
to 60 seconds before providing the prompt, or prompt only every
second or third time that the person fails to make the re{uest. If
you adopt this strategy, the person will soon learn that it is better
to communicate right away because not communicating simply
means that one has to wait until one's mother or teacher dicides to
give a prompt and that could mean waiting a long time.

communication takes many forms. clearly ih" *"y that Juancommunicated was very different from the way that Gary communi-
cated. If the person with whom you are 

-orki.rg 
does not- speak,

you can still carry out this phase of rapport-building. However, in-
stead of waiting for the person to use speech, yo,, ,i"y have to ac_
cept grunts accompanied by pointing, or perhaps simple sign lan_
g-uage or picture cards, or perhaps allow the peisotr to lead 

"you 
by

the hand to where the desired oblect or activity is. The imiortant
thing is to honor whatever type of communication the person is
able to use.

, How will you know if you are successful? The answer is that
the person will nag you a_lot by approaching you frequently and
making requests. you will probably find this a"""top-"ot 

"rr-noying at times because it prevents you from doing otler things.
But ask yourself this question: Would you rather be nagged orpunched in the face? would you rather be nagged or have iti" p"r-
son bang his or her head in front of you untiihe or she is bloody?
Most people learn to tolerate the nagging because it is short term
and decreases problem behavior. If the nagging is too much for you,
try to break up the day so that other p"opi" are available to assume
part of the responsibility- In any 

""r", 
t"-"-ber that this phase of

intervention lasts only a few days and soon you will harre an oppor_
tunity to use additional interventions that will sharply reduce
nagging.

---("""ti^*d)
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HEIP THE PERSON WITH
DISABITITIES TO BECO'I,IE LIKEABLE TO YOU

We have been focusing on ways to make yourself likeable to the
person with disabilities. An equally important point, frequently
overlooked, is that the person with disabilities should be likeable
to you. In order for you to encourage communication, you must be
a responsive listener. You are not likely to be responsive if you do
not like the other person. Instead, you may avoid him or her when-
ever possible and try to keep your social interaction to a minimum.
The result is that neither communication skills nor friendships are
being built.

In reality, many teachers and direct support staff find some
people with disabilities physically unattractive, boring, or fear-
some. It is not good to deny these feelings when they exist by as-
suming that one ought not to have them. When these feelings exist,
they often lead to a pattern of avoidance and even rejection. There-
fore, it is better to be honest and acknowledge the feelings by ac-
tively confronting them. In our culture, friendship formation often
depends on considerations of personal appearance and shared in-
terests. Therefore, we will concentrate on these two factors.

Exomple: Personql Appeoronce. Juon

fuan was physically unattractive to most people in his group home.
His clothes had a disheveled, institutional appearance and did not
reflect community standards of how a person his age should dress.
His face was covered with acne and his hair was unkempt. fuan
frequently had body odor and sometimes bad breath as well. His
table manners were poor and he frequently got food on his clothing
and in his hair. At several meetings, some staff admitted that al-
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though they had been successful in getting Juan to approach them
pand communicate, they were uncomfortable when Juan did come
near because of his appearance and personal hygiene. Staff were
assured by the group home manager that their reactions to Juan
were natutal given societal values and that they should not feel
ashamed. Instead, the manager said that the staff members should
ask themselves what expectations they had for physical appearance
and personal hygiene for people who did not have disabilities, for
example their friends and relatives. The expectations that the staff
had for persons without disabilities became the basis for devel-
oping a program for |uan to ensure that whenever possible he
would be held to the same standards as people who did not have
disabilities. The program that was developed for fuan had several
elements. First, many of his clothes were given away for recycling.
Then, fuan was taken periodically to the shopping mall' and staff
presented him with a number of plausible options for clothing. If

fuan indicated a preference for an item, that item was purchased. If
not, the staff made the choice. The goal of these outings was to
select clothing that would evoke positive comments from the peo-
ple with whom Juan interacted daily. A competition ensued among
the staff to see who could help Juan select the most socially ad-
mired wardrobe. Second, Juan was taken to the dermatologist who
prescribed medication for his acne, which subsequently cleared up'
Third, a program was put into effect that systematically monitored
and taught luan to brush his teeth several times a day as well as to
floss. Showering skills were another target of intervention as was
the application of deodorant. Grooming intervention also included
regular visits to a barber who focused on giving Juan a stylish but
subdued haircut. Juan learned to brush and comb his hair as
needed and his progress in this area was also monitored. Finally, a
schedule was developed for improving fuan's table manners and
cleanliness.

Commenl: Personql Appeoronce ls o Serious Considerotion

Some people may reject the focus on grooming or clothing as shal-
Iow and beneath the dignity of anyone who is serious about trying
to help individuals with disabilities. That attitude is a mistake.
That attitude implies that we ought to have lower expectations for
certain individuals just because they have disabilities. It is equiva-
lent to making excuses for these individuals based on the notion
that in some basic way they are different' Making excuses is de-
meaning, counterproductive, and unnecessary' It is demeaning be-
cause it sets people with disabilities apart from the rest of us and
is therefore a form of rejection. It is counterproductive because
making excuses ensures that nothing is done about the impact the

119
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individual has on others and therefore new learning experiences
and the possibility of forming friendships with others is denied.
It is unnecessary because many programs can effectively teach an
individual with disabilities how to fit in better with community
standards and, therefore, to make that individual more likeable to
others.

Of course, an improvement in physical appearance does not by
itself guarantee likability and there are some aspects of appearance
that cannot be changed. Nonetheless, addressing this issue can
sometimes start the process of helping the person to be accepted by
others. For example, staff enjoyed the shopping outings with Juan,
and he became a center of attention when he put on his new clothes
and when he was later seen by others in them. His clothing became
a topic of conversation and, although he could not speak, )uan ap-
peared to enjoy being the star attraction. We would like to also note
that when the staff took Juan to the shopping mall to buy new
clothes, they were effectively beginning the process of broadening
his life. Juan had previously been excluded from most community
outings. Now, he was provided with the experience of shopping in
the community mall, of going for haircuts, and of being seen in
public as the well-groomed, well-dressed man he had become. Fur-
thermore, Juan experienced an increase in personal control since
he was asked to indicate, for instance, what his clothing prefer-
ences were and which aftershave lotion he liked best. Juan's stylish
haircut, the scent of his aftershave lotion, and his improved com-
plexion had a positive effect on the attitude of others toward him.
These factors as well as the dramatic gains he made in the area of
personal hygiene changed the way people viewed him. He now
seemed much more like other people in the community, and staff
became more responsive to his approaches and his communicative
overtures. Indeed, based on the example of fuan, you may want to
consider improving likability before you try to enhance approach
and communication. If you feel that an individual's personal ap-
pearance is so unacceptable by community standards that few peo-
ple would want to interact with him or her, then you may want to
address acceptability as your first priority, only later focusing on
approach and communication.
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Exomple: Shqred Inlerests. GqrY

Gary's family often looked forward to respite care for Gary so that

they could leave the house and pursue their independent interests.

For years, they had viewed Gary as someone they had to take care

of rather than someone with whom they could enjoy life. Gary's

mother, Mrs. Ibsen, had spoken of this problem openly and with

some guilt. one day, the behavior consultant with whom Mrs. Ibsen

was working poinied out that perhaps the family found Gary bor-

ing. After some discussion, everyone in the family agreed that it

was more fun to be with someone who had the same interests, and

each member of the family thought about what activities both they

and Gary enjoyed and could share. Gary's brother loved rock music

and so aia cury, so several times a week Gary and his brother lis-

tened to rock music together. Gary's brother did not see this activity

as a burden since it was something that he liked to do anyway.

Gary and his brother shared a common interest and enioyed singing

together, collecting rock posters, and occasionally going to concerts.

Gary's father did not like rock music, but he was an avid jogger'

Gary's father noticed that his son would sometimes imitate him

when he saw his father jogging. Therefore, it seemed reasonable

that Gary and his father would go to the neighborhood park several

times a week and run around the track. To everyone's surprise,

Gary liked this activity and seemed happy whenever his father in-

vited him to go to the park. Gary and his father shared a common

interest and Gary frequently asked to go jogging. He developed curi-

osity about the equipment that went along with jogging (running

gear, stop watches, water bottles) and his father and he would

sometimes talk about these things. Mrs. Ibsen and her daughter

were not interested in either rock music or jogging but enjoyed

weekly expeditions to the pizza parlor. Because Gary loved pizza
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too, it seemed reasonable that he would accompany his mother and
sister to the pizza parlor and eat there as part of a family outing.
while there, Gary talked about the food a lot and gradually learned
about all the many topping possibilities.

Commenl: Shored Inlerests Serve Mony Positive Funcfions
Shared interests are the basis for liking and friendship among peo-
ple who do not have disabilities and there is no reason why they
should not also be the basis for developing liking and friendship
for people who do have disabilities. It is unreasonable and unneces-
sary to expect parents, teachers, or residential staff to befriend a
person with disabilities who does not share any interests with
them. With a little effort, it is frequently possible to identify several
activities that are mutually enjoyable and that can serve as a basis
for genuine liking and spontaneous interaction. In addition, as the
example makes clear, common interests also serve as a springboard
for developing communication skills because there is something
that both partners want to talk about.

Shared interests also provided a springboard for enhancing
Gary's lifestyle. In the past, Gary spent most of his time sitting at
home, not participating in community activities. Now, he attended
concerts with his brother, jogged in the neighborhood with his fa-
ther, and frequented the local pizzeria with his mother and sister.
People in the community began to recognize Gary and there was
greater variety in his social circle. His brother's friends talked to
him about music. The regulars in the park greeted him as he jogged
with his father and asked him how his training was going. Occa-
sionally, other people would join Gary and his father, jogging along
with them, and adding further opportunities to socialize. The staff
at the pizzefia as well as some of the other customers made smail
talk with Gary, especially as they got to know him better. In gen-
eral, Gary experienced greater personal control. For example, he
helped choose new tapes with his brother and was involved in
planning concert outings. He got to pick the jogging route each day
and was in charge of the jogging gear. He chose half of the toppings
at each pizzeria visit, ordered the food, and began learning to count
money and pay for the food. As with fuan, rapport-building pro-
vided an early opportunity in intervention for people around Gary
to enable him to expand his life and to allow him to experience
more control over his life.
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	Text1: Note: the checklists in this chapter are for your interest only. You are not required to complete them as part of your coursework for the module.


