Mechthild Gahbler

Stereotypic Movements - Meaningful Peculiarities?

Stereotypic movements are  also known as blindisms, mannerisms, stereotyped behaviour and so on.  I prefer the term stereotypic movements,  because I think that  neither phenomenologycally nor functionally these movements are restricted to blind people. 

A central topic for my investigations was the matter of  qualities of experience connected with these movements, and the meanings related to them,  and I was impressed to see, that these movements are interculturally invariant or at least very similar. 

Definition                           

In current literature you can find three criteria of definition for stereotypic movements  as a rule:

· repetitive

· invariant (concerning speed, kind of movement and frequency)

· without adaptive function (that means, useless from an external point of view, apparently without goal-oriented function).

Phenomenology

Phenomenologically you can find a multitude of different movements, which can be clustered into classes of comparable forms.  I assume that you are familiar with these phenomenons.

· rocking of upper body, back and forth

· jumping on the spot, partially combined with circling, on both legs, or on one leg in the centre of a circle

· circling of hands/lower arms directed upwards.

· lateral movements of head

· moving fingers to and fro.

Aetiological concepts

In current literature I have found six concepts to explain stereotypic movements,  but for lack of time I will not present these concepts here.  For me personally none of these concepts fully explain experience qualities, sense and meaning. 

In continuation the following will present the results of my considerations. My assumptions do not rule out or dominate other concepts, rather they can be connected with other data. 

Concepts of explanation

My considerations have been condensed  in two hypotheses.

1. Stereotypic Movements are meaningful responses  and ways of dealing with peculiarities of the psychological situation  of blind people.
I assume that human beings who are congenitally blind have and are confronted with special  forms and circumstances of  development. These forms and circumstances can, depending on special shaping and complex mutual influence between several variables, lead to different  individual psychological processing  of the  blind human beings. 

For example I refer to a higher degree of self-reference, that means, blind people tend to refer more than sighted people to themselves and their inner processes. Their identity  or their way of being in the world is  more insecure and unstable (who am I, how is my estimation about myself in comparison to other people, where do I  find my place socially.) Blind people tend to experience themselves as being different to their social environment. Their behaviour is influenced by the attempt to be like other people, this leads them to rely on other peoples experiences and not on their own experiences.  They often have  a  feeling of lack of control, that means, they feel influenced and controlled, sometimes overwhelmed  and overtaxed by  others. They have stronger feelings of the unpredictability of life and lack a feeling of self-guidance and -shaping their fate. 

Some remarks to stereotypic movements and their experiental qualities.

My data are based on practical experience by self-experimentation, on studies with about 100 sighted people, who participated in workshops dealing with the topic  of Stereotypic Movements, on  interviews with congenitally blind children and adolescents and on informations  gathered from doing therapeutical work with blind children and adolescents . 

It was striking that the reported  experiences from all those different sources were very consistent. The following will present the most frequently occuring experiences:

categories of experience

· a kind of relaxation, trance, a different state of mind

· feelings of security and protection

· centering to the own self, connected with myself

· loss of  connection to the outer environment

· feelings of control, of power to steer the situation, sometimes „you cannot  reach me“

· enhanced vigilance

The qualities of experience differ individually, and depending on the situation and movement. That means, different persons and different movement-patterns will vary in quality of experience. 

Taken one considers the unique responses blind persons have to their psychological situation e. g. increased self-reference, more insecure psychological structure and boundaries, feelings of being different and feelings of helplessness and lack of control, the relationship of categories of experience as a way for blind persons of dealing with their difficult life situation becomes obvious.

My hypothesis concerning this is as follows:

Stereotypic Movements  have the function to control contact and reference to the inner and outer world, to  give a feeling of self-guidance  and security. They can produce feelings of relaxation and of freedom in a stressful environment, and they may increase vigilance in a complex situation.

A quotation  of a girl as an illustration:    „To rock on the floor is like getting roots.“

2. Stereotypic Movements have a compensatory function in perceiving their own body, and  provide a basis for existential feelings.

At the point we enter the area of physiology  and therefore a  few remarks about physical perception are necessary. 

Perception of their own body  is constructed by adding and processing  proprioceptive, vestibular and visual cues. 

Proprioception means perception of body in movement and  stillness by cues from joints, tendons and muscles.

The vestibular system is primarily responsible for processing changes of direction and location, postures  and providing equilibrium. 

experience of the own body

proprioceptive         vestibular            visual
Perception of body is a joint function of proprioception, vestibulary and visual stimulation. As a rule all three work together.The flow and the processing of information resulting in control of posture, movemenrt and muscular tonus  and is in large part unconscious and autonomous. 

If one of those three sources of stimulation is lacking, you can pose the question, whether this lack can be compensated by activity  of other sensory channels. - What are the results, if the visual stimulation is cancelled? Are proprioception and vestibular apparatus able to work compensatory, and, if so, what does that mean?

Compensation demands a more intense use of other sensory channels. That means, for both systems it is likely, that movement will enhance information processing. 

Let us consider two typical movement stereotypes in this frame of reference: Rocking and Jumping. Both forms of movement are connected with very discernible signals to the vestibular system and to proprioceptive perception.- Both are movements  using speeding up and slowing down. 

That means, that stereotypic movements like rocking or jumping  performed by congenitally blind people may have the benefit of compensating for lack of visual stimulation by heightened  proprioceptive and vestibular sensory input.  Or, human beings without visual stimulation have the  possibility , by performing  movements which suit that purpose, to trigger self-produced cues and so to get a more intensive perception  of body. 

Conclusions for practical work

Following these two assumptions,  you come to important conclusions dealing with stereotypic movements.  Though stereotypic movements  will create and lead to social  problems, it is not advisable to treat them as „bad behaviour“ and  to train blind people not to perform them (which is  not easy). 

In my opinion, I propose as a goal in working with blind children, adolescents and grown-ups at first to understand meaning and function of stereotypic movements. After that  the next goals might be to further acceptance, to  shape  environmental factors  and to train physical perception.  Another goal might be to train to transform these movements in a way that they are socially more acceptable and yet serve the purpose of enhancing proprioceptive and vestibular stimulation, to look together for alternatives  and to enhance control and  consciousness, so that clients are in the position of deciding on the spot whether they will perform the movements or whether they will do something different. 

Therapeutic and pedagogic goals:

· understanding meaning/function

· reframing, enhancing acceptance

· influence of trigger factors (stress, bordom)

· training of social competence

· enhancing perception of the body and self

· amplifying possibilities of expression

· modification of movements, transformation into socially accepted movements

· enhancing control and means of steering and perception

· development of alternative movement
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