Coping with the handicap by self-investigation

Introduction

Ladies and gentlemen, good afternoon.

My name is Toos van Huijgevoort and I work at “The Blauwe Kamer Theofaan Groep” in the Netherlands. The Blauwe kamer Theofaan Groep is a rehabilitation centre that provides services for partially sighted, blind or multiple handicapped people. There are departments for children, young people and adults. 

At the moment I am working at a project that is called “Coping with the handicap by self-investigation”.  Within the project we have chosen for the Self-Confrontation Method (SCM) (Hermans, 1987a; Hermans,1987b; Hermans &  Hermans-Jansen, 1995), as a method to describe, follow and promote the process of coping with the handicap. 

As part of an ongoing doctoral dissertation, a new version of the Self-confrontation method was developed. 

This presentation focuses on answering the question how to support visually impaired people in performing a self-investigation, which can help them in the process of coping with the problems they experience. People may have questions such as: “I feel that my visual impairment forms an obstacle to my development, how can I deal with that?”, or “I want to live independently but I am scared because I am blind, how can I deal with that?”, or “I want to go to a mainstream school but I am afraid that people will not accept me with my handicap, how can I prevent that?” etc.. 

I would like to divide my presentation into four parts.  First of all I am going to tell you about the theoretical background  the Valuation theory. Secondly  I am going to speak  about the Self-Confrontation method. Then I would like to indicate how this method promotes the process of coping with the handicap on the basis of a case story. Finally I will end with a conclusion.

A review of the literature within the field of visual impairment, shows that people with a visual impairment may be at risk for psychological and social adjustment tasks, but often one cannot establish a causal relation. To get insight into the problems that are experienced by someone, the rehabilitation centre I work in (De Blauwe Kamer Theofaan Groep) uses the World Health Organisation’s (1980) model of disablement, defined by the International Classification of Impairment, Disability and Handicap (ICIDH,1995).  Essentially, the ICIDH model characterises the consequences of disease or injury in three domains or planes of experience: the organ level, person level and social level. We can use the ICIDH as a framework for the description of human functioning and disability as an important component of health. In this classification the emphasis lays on how people function with regard to the different dimensions. Interventions aim to increase functional independence and optimum participation in private life situations. However, it does not offer any insight into how the impairment affects the well-being and what it means to the person involved. 

What is important, however, is to explore what role the disability plays in a person’s life, which may vary from person to person and is dependent on the life situation. 

I agree with the view that the process of adjusting to a disability is a lifelong process of growth, not a static one (Tuttle, 1984; Dodds et al., 1991,1993, 1994). The disability is simply one of the personal attributes, some representing strengths and others representing limitations, with which the individual faces life’s challenges (Tuttle, 1984, p.9).

Being blind or partially sighted can influence the person in many ways, depending on the individuals beliefs and values, economic and cultural background, social environment and life stage. If and how the person feels handicapped can only be defined by the individual involved. To conceive the problems in adjusting to the disability as part of the self-narrative it is possible to investigate it as a process within a broad personal and cultural context. 

The SCM gives the person the opportunity to explore how being blind or partially sighted is part of their story and stimulates the process of coping and shows in which way change is possible. 

Valuation Theory

The self-confrontation method (SCM ) (Hermans, 1987a; Hermans,1987b; Hermans &  Hermans-Jansen, 1995), is based on the valuation theory, which is part of the narrative psychology. The valuation theory sees a person as being able to constructively  give meaning to himself and his environment.  He does so by telling his or her personal story. A personal story comprises a diversity of experiences or “valuation”. A valuation is a sentence that expresses the meaning of an experience, a problem, an unreachable goal, a beloved person, an idea, a wish, etc. that has personal relevance to the storyteller. Through the process of self-reflection, the several valuations are organised and integrated into a system.  What has value to a person indicates that there is a cognitive and affective aspect. Within the valuation theory the cognitive and affective aspect are inextricably bound up with each other. To gain a deeper understanding of the personal valuation system the affective component of each valuation is analysed. If one gets to know the affective component of a valuation, one can fathom the personal meaning of the valuation.

When a person values something, he or she always feels something about it and in these feelings basic motives are reflected. In valuation theory two basic motives characterise the affective component of the valuation system: the striving for self-enhancement, or S motive (i.e., self-maintenance, autonomy and self-expansion), and the longing for contact and union with the other, or O motive (i.e., contact with other people and the surrounding world). A valuation also reflects a positive (pleasant), negative (unpleasant), or ambivalent (both pleasant and unpleasant) feeling. 

          The basic motives are hidden in the affective pattern associated with a particular valuation. 

Valuation theory emphasises the role of social interactions with significant others, in the development of one’s self-narrative. Valuations not only are the result of numerous preceding social interaction with significant others but also play a central role in the contact between client and coach. The aim is not only the telling of one’s story but also the retelling in such a way that alternative thoughts, a new story become available as a result of a co-operative enterprise between coach and client.  

The Self-Confrontation Method (SCM)

The Self-confrontation method provides detailed procedures for helping people to identify the values, meanings and life stories that have shaped and continue to shape their patterns of experiencing. The SCM has three functions : assessment, process promotion, and evaluation. (1)In the first self-investigation the clients tell their self-narratives in the form of a valuation system;(2) a validation/invalidation process in which clients act in such a way that the valuation system or relevant parts of it changed (invalidated);and (3) a second self-investigation, in which clients retell their self-narratives in a form in which the meaning of this change is examined, thus providing a starting point for a new round.

The first self-investigation can be subdivided into 3 phases: 

Phase 1 : valuation construction

Phase 2 : affective exploration

Phase 3 :  discussion with the client

Phase 1 involves 2 four-hour sessions where the client reflects on his situation with a coach. The valuations are elicited by a series of open-ended questions, pertaining to either past, the present, or the future. 

For instance : set 1. The Past: “has there been anything of major significance in your past life that still continues to exert a strong influence on you?; was there in the past any person, experience, or circumstance that greatly influenced your life and that appreciably affects your present existence?”. 

Besides the three basic sets extra questions can be used such as :“what do you enjoy doing”, “what do you often think about”, “with whom do you have a bond”, “what does being blind or partially sighted mean to you, how do you cope with it” etc. Usually 30-40 valuations are produced. 

The following phase(2) in the SCM is that the person investigates the affective component. The person places each valuation on a feeling map that reflects 4 dimensions (see table 1). S: Self-enhancement; O: connection with other(s); P: positive; N: negative. The person, working alone now, concentrating on each valuation, indicates on a 5 point scale to what extent he or she experiences each affect in relation to the valuation. (0: not at all; 1: a little bit; 2: to some extent; 3: quite much; 4: much; 5:very much).

Highest possible total score: S=20; O=20; P=40; N=40.  

Table 1 of Affect terms used in the SCM

S(elf-enhancement)

Self-esteem

Strength

Self-confidence

Pride
Connection with O(thers)

Caring

Love

Tenderness

Intimacy

P(ositive) Feelings

Joy

Satisfaction

Enjoyment

Trust

Safety

Energy

Inner calm

Freedom
N(egative) Feelings
Powerlessness

Anxiety

Shame

Self-alienation

Guilt

Loneliness

Inferiority

Anger

In the meeting, following the first two parts (phase 3) of the self-investigation, the person connects patterns of feelings and the sentences, valuations. The connection, any conflicts and underlying motivation get visible in the personal story. Reflecting on the patterns and following the new clues in the story, the person reaches insight into the dynamic of the present and entries to the story underneath. Discovering the guiding themes in a valuation system,  hidden wishes and limiting beliefs often shows the way in which change is wanted and possible. A person may find out that the experience of “connection with others” is developed very low in his valuation system because he is afraid of being rejected because of his visual impairment. In the subsequent validation phase he could be stimulated to explore situations where “connection with others” experiences have a greater chance of occurring and to experiment with alternative behaviours. 

In a second self-investigation a few months later the process is evaluated and changes are made visible.

The SCM is adjusted for the use of people who are blind or partially sighted. Different materials are developed for people who read Braille, who need reading-aids, or people who are dependent on audio-tape.

Case 1

Background

The person in this story is a young woman of 16. She is facing a big change in her situation. After having attended a special school for visually impaired children and youngsters she will go to a mainstream school. She also will move from a boarding-school to her family. She had come to the special school because she could not cope with the mainstream situation, she was not accepted by her fellow students, the study results were low and she suffered a lot from headaches. She now was very worried that she could not cope with this new situation and feared to get rejected again. 

The question she wanted to investigate was:

“How can I take care that this year will go well both at my new school and at home, how can I make others accept me?”

In table 2 you see some examples of the valuations that are characteristic for her story. 

Table 2 The self-investigation

Examples of valuations
Self-enhancement
Connection with Others
Positive feelings
Negative feelings

I am occupied with the thought of how to make this year into a success  
3
6
9
22

For 3 years, I have not really been accepted at school, I got pestered
4
3
7
33

If I do not want to say something I dismiss things (e.g. not telling what has happened to my mother during the self-investigation)
3
10
12
24

8y was a companionable class, I belonged with them from the start (e.g. they wanted me to take part in a play)  
14
15
30
6

I take care that I do get any criticism, by managing my affairs very well 
15
9
27
6

General Feeling
3
10
12
24

Insight

In the second meeting she discovered that she hides her real feelings for others because she is afraid others will not accept her if she shows them. Her limiting belief was that she must always be nice to others, that a good relationship was her responsibility, otherwise others will not accept her and reject her. She felt that she had to be extra nice to others so they will accept her with her disability. She had learned to survive the pestering (see valuation 2), by hiding her real feelings. This had become a strategy to cope with difficult situations.  By trying to hide her feelings she kept her fellow students at a distance instead of getting closer.

Also she longed for contact with her mother, but she hides her real feelings towards her, because her mother reacts with rejection or panic if something is bothering her. She feels powerlessness in connecting with her mother. Her general feeling reflects her low developed feelings of self-enhancement (S=3); her longing for contact with others (O=10); low positive feelings (P=12) and high on the negative feelings (N=24), where she scored high on the feelings powerlessness, guilt and inferiority.   

Validation

After the second meeting she changed her focus towards caring for herself in relations with others by showing her feelings more. During two days a week she is going to observe in what situations she honestly says what she feels and does not hide it. She is also going to tell her fellow students about her visual impairment and what consequences this has for her at school.

In the second self-investigation (see table 3), 4 months later she reported that she is more able to share her feelings with others, she feels less guilty but is still ashamed.  Feelings such as powerlessness and fear don’t have the upper hand any more. She can stand up for herself and feels more part of the group at school. Her General Feeling shows a growth in Self-enhancement (S=10); the longing for contact with others is more or less the same (O=9); a growth in positive feelings (P=23) and lower negative feelings (N=11).

Table 3 Second self-investigation

Examples of valuations
Self-enhancement
Connection with Others
Positive feelings
Negative feelings

For 3 years, I have not really been accepted at school, I got pestered
1
1
6
26

I take care that I do get any criticism, by managing my affairs very well
12
8
26
8

I don’t have to bear up bravely anymore, I can admit it if I feel bad 
9
6
19
14

I still dismiss things, but I express more my real feelings
12
8
24
9

After my information-lesson I feel more involved with my classmates
15
13
20
6

General Feeling
10
9
23
11

The first two valuations are more or less the same as in the first investigation. The third is a new valuation. It shows in the affect pattern that it gives her ambivalent feelings, but she is on her way. The last two valuations show her growth in self-enhancement , which give her positive feelings.

A striking sentence she formulated in the second self-investigation was: “By being more open towards my fellow students I have commanded respect”. (S=14; O=9; P=24; N=4)

Benefits

This young woman discovered that she was guided by the fear of not being accepted because she was “different”. But trying so hard to please others and hiding her true self  made her feel powerless and gave her headaches. Being more open about her own feelings and sharing them with others freed the energy to stand up for herself. She discovered her own way of feeling the connection with others in a more balanced way. 

Case 2 

Background 

The person in this story is a man of 45. He was partially sighted for 15 years and got a cornea-transplant a few months earlier, from which he was still recovering. He was confused because he didn’t wanted the transplant at first. He didn’t know  why he felt so opposed to it, because it seemed the most sensible thing to do. He works part-time as a remedial teacher at a primary school.  

The question he wanted to investigation was:

“I don’t know to which group I belong, the sighted or partially sighted?; I am afraid for the consequences at work, anxious to fall back into my old pattern of achievement, I have no grip on my work-situation I want to deal with that in a better way.

In table 4 you see some examples of valuations that are characteristic for his story.

Table 4 The self-investigation

Examples of valuations
Self-enhancement
Connection with Others
Positive feelings
Negative feelings

I am anxious to fall back into my old pattern of achievement (e.g. if I am asked to fill in for a sick colleague)  
4
4
7
29

I always felt very guilty if I did not comply with my mother’s wishes (e.g. coming too late from my work) 
0
0
0
40

Now I relate my feelings of self-respect to who I am
16
18
34
4

I have overcome myself by frankly admitting to my visual impairment (e.g. talking about it in a room full of teachers) 
17
16
38
3

Others value me for the way I cope with my handicap
17
15
33
3

Insight

In the second meeting the person realises that his self-respect in the past was very much related to his achievements at work. He also realised that he was mostly giving in to demands of others because he felt responsible for a good relation. He gave in so that others did not end their relationship with him. He discovered that this was a strategy he had learned in relation with his mother, he always tried to comply with her wishes. Because if he did not do so it made her anxious or sick and than he felt guilty. 

When he became partially sighted the pressure of work got less because it was obvious that he could not keep his job as a teacher. It felt easier to say no because of his impairment. He got a part-time job as a remedial teacher. He likes working with the children individually, especially with children who have emotional problems. He was very much valued by his colleagues and his environment how he dealt with his visual impairment. His self-respect now was very much related to the way he dealt with his disability. Now that he had been transplanted he was going to recover his sight. He discovered that his limiting belief was that to gain any self-respect he should achieve what the school asked him to do and he was afraid that if he could not cope with that, people would not respect him.

Validation

After the second meeting he shifted his focus from the fear of what was ahead towards what it was that he really wanted. He wanted to work as a full-time teacher again with his own class. He discovered that in order to do that, it was necessary that he could deal with the pressure caused by demands of others. He wanted to be able to say ‘yes’ or ‘no’ because he really wanted it and not because he felt responsible or for fear of not being respected. He went on practising to draw lines and experienced that this was respected by others. 

Second self-investigation

In his second self-investigation  4 months later he reported that he was able to create room for himself and could remain loyal to himself in meeting demands from his environment.    

He negotiated about a new job with his board of governors and got a job at another school where he could start on the terms he insisted on.      

A striking sentence he formulated in the second self-investigation was: “The visual impairment has given me a lot of insight into myself, it has brought me closer to who I am”, (S=20; O=20; P=40; N=0) 

Benefits

This person discovered that his fear of seeing well again was a fear of not being able to meet the demands of a full-time job because of his inability to draw lines, and of having to do without the admiration of others for the way he dealt with the impairment. He discovered ways to deal with demands of the environment in a more balanced way, by caring more for himself.  

Conclusion

The focus of this presentation was answering the question how to support visually impaired people in performing a self-investigation, which can help them in the process of coping with the problems they experience. It is my experience and conviction that the self-confrontation method can be very valuable at that point. The client is approached as the one that gives meaning to the consequences of the impairment , not the professional involved. The client is considered the expert on the particular significance of everyday life experiences, whereas the coach is seen as the expert on general concepts, theory and methodology (Hermans, & Bonarius,1991), both parties are experts in their own fields. The method provides a concrete procedure that invites the two parties to cooperate in realising a gradual transition between assessment and change. A co-operative relationship in which clients are invited to act as investigators of their own self-narratives and challenged to take initiatives to change their situation. In other words, discovering “how does my world look like, what role does the visual impairment play?, what does it mean to me?”, may automatically lead to “what do I want with it?”(Hermans et al.,1987).The method strongly appeals to the self-efficacy of clients. It enables clients’ to discover self-knowledge with respect to the emotional and motivational patterns that have determined their choices in their lives up until now.

I hope that I have given you some insight in the method. Hopefully it made you curious and you want to know more. I am very willing to give you more information afterwards.
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