Intensive Interaction: Tuning in to Autism

Recent revelations at Winterbourne Hospital have revisited care patterns of people with disturbed behaviour which one had hoped that after the big enquiries into the ‘Mental Handicap’ Hospitals, would never re-emerge. Putting aside the problems of lack of appropriate  management, failure to recruit suitable staff, low pay and expectations, it raises yet again the question of how one can engage with people who may be aggressive and whose behaviour can be frightening. In a number of the mini-institutions that replaced the big hospitals, training is still inadequate or out of date. In the case of people with autism there is still sometimes little or no understanding of the nature of autism and how to tune in to those who are on the autistic spectrum. 

The problem is a sensory one. Those of us  who are not on the autistic spectrum experience find it almost impossible to understand that the sensory perception of those on the spectrum is totally different to that perceived by ourselves. The world  we share looks different and often very scary indeed..

People with autism have difficulty in building a coherent picture of what is going on round them from the sensory messages that come in through their senses. They ears and eyes and senses may be working perfectly well but on the way to the brain the incoming information hits a bottleneck. Apart from being over-sensitive to certain specific sensory inputs, there are difficulties in filtering out what is important, so the brain gets overloaded with trivia. 

With sound for example, there may be certain frequencies that are extremely painful, agonising, or it may be that there are just too many overlapping sounds, as when people talk over each other. With vision, unattached images swirl round in the brain and break up. Where there is too much incoming data, it affects the autonomic nervous system (the part of the nervous system that is involved in controlling heart rate, sweating, breathing rate, etc), tipping the body into what is known as an ‘autonomic storm’. This is described by people with autism as confusing and often very painful. The brain crashes and they have no idea at all what is happening.
 

Because it is such a terrifying experience, people on the spectrum develop strategies to avoid going into the autonomic storm. So that they know what they are doing, they try and cut down on incoming stimuli by concentrating on a repetitive behaviour, or a physical sensation (pressure of some sort), or trying to hide or run away. The brain may shut down on certain stimuli so that they either see or feel but not both at the same time. Some will attack what they perceive to be the source of the sensory overload. Others will hit themselves in order to have at least one stimulus that has meaning for them. They say they live in terror all the time, not just of what is happening now, but of what may happen.

If a person with autism becomes upset, it is because they are sensorily overloaded. So the first thing we need to do is to construct a low-stimulus environment, one that provides them with meaningful signals. We do this

by identifying and reducing the triggers to stressful overload - and increasing signals that are easily processed by using, 

1). Sensory Integration (increasing proprioceptive signals - messages from the muscles and joints to the brain) 

2) Intensive Interaction (using the individuals own personal body language to communicate).

Intensive Interaction looks at how a person is ‘talking to themselves’, that is how they are self stimulating or expressing themselves. What is important is not just what they are doing - but how they are doing it, since the ‘how’ will tell us how they are feeling. (For example it is easy to tell the difference between how a person is feeling when they are flapping their hand or thrashing it around: the same basic movement indicates calm or agitation). In practice, we have to learn to read how they feel and respond using their own specific language. This builds up a non-verbal conversation which promotes emotional engagement.

This is not really difficult. We all use body language to tune into each other all the time. It tells us how the other person is feeling and lets them know how we are feeling. It is how we learn to trust each other and so the foundation for building relationships. Rather than trying to impose our own agenda (which may be meaningless and therefore perceived by their brain as threatening), it starts where our conversation partner is at and works outwards from there.

This real person-centred care, one that values a person as they are rather than trying to frog-march them into a world that can present as a maelstrom of threatening sensory overload 
.

There is a growing body of evidence that the introduction of Intensive Interaction (both as an attitude and as a regular part of the way that staff

interact with people ), helps reduce distressed behaviour and forges emotional engagement. We need to find ways of being friends with the people who are in our care.
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