More Than Meets the Eye Contact

Tim Mackesey CCC-SLP, BRSFD

Eye aversion, or intentional breaking of eye contact during moments of stuttering, is
more than meets the eye. It is far more than just a behavior. To fully understand eye
aversion it is important to examine it from several angles. These include: 1) defining
appropriate eye contact, 2) the positive intention behind eye aversion, 3) the cognitive
and emotional aspects of eye aversion, 4) the listener’s perception of eye aversion.

First we must attempt to define appropriate eye contact. In language there is a
system called pragmatics. Pragmatics is the language system that governs socially
appropriate nonverbal and verbal language. This includes, but is not limited to, body
posture, turn taking, ‘politeness,’” and eye contact. Appropriate eye contact does not
mean staring like a deer in headlights into your listener’s eyes. In fact that is impossible
because humans follow a distinct pattern of eye accessing cues as they retrieve and/or
formulate information. For example, a right handed person will look up and left when
accessing pictures, look up and to the right when creating pictures, look down when
accessing emotions, and look left and right respectively when accessing or creating
dialogue (words)*. So, there is natural and necessary eye movement when
conversing. If you stutter, or provide services to those who do, you know how to
recognize eye aversion.

There is a relatively consistent positive intention behind eye aversion. Stuttering
therapy pioneer, Dean Williams, wrote about positive intentions behind many stuttering
behaviors.** No one was born eye averting. Eye aversion is not a neurological tic
(uncontrollable bodily movement). Eye aversion is a voluntary action programmed and
conditioned subconsciously. Eye aversion is provoked by a combination of cognitions
(limiting thoughts) and limiting beliefs about listener reaction. People who stutter may
be attempting to protect themselves from seeing a listener reaction. If so, they are
mind reading, or presuming to know the reaction of the listener. It is often associated
with guilt and shame over one’s stuttering. Stern correction by adults, teasing,
bullying, and other negative experiences when young may help explain the foundation
for the habit of eye aversion. The term “foundation” is used to imply these experiences
are the references for the cognitions and emotions; the beliefs that stuttering is “bad,”
“unacceptable,” “not tolerated,” and so on. It is when a child attaches a stigma to the
behavior of stuttering that cognitions and limiting beliefs take root. | have seen eye
aversion in children 3 years old to adults in their 70’s (older cases surely exist). Young
children need help in modifying the behavior. Adolescents through adults have to take
ownership over the behavior in order to integrate new patterns of communication and
fluency.

There is a mind and body connection in stuttering. For instance a person may
anticipate a stutter on the word “contact,” look away from his listener, tense his tongue
against the roof of his mouth and utter “c-c-c-contact.” Often that just isn’t enough. He
may then replay the moment of stuttering, feel guilty, mind read, and question his
ability to say the word “contact” next time.

I recently interviewed a 41 year-old attorney who stutters. The dialogue was as follows:



TM: “... 1 notice that you look away each time you stutter. Is that something you have
been doing for some time?

BB: “Yes, come to think of it | do it all the time.”

TM: “How do you know when to look away?”

BB: “lI get embarrassed”

TM: “How do you manage to get embarrassed when you stutter?”
BB: “I wonder what they are thinking about me?” (mindreading)

TM: “Please fill in the blank for me. If people see or hear me stutter they think
(blank)?”

BB: “lI am inadequate” (limiting belief)

TM: mirroring comment “You think you're inadequate”
BB: shrug “Yes... | guess | have been thinking that.
TM: “Has that served you well?”

BB: “Definitely not!”

It is here that | modeled two ways of stuttering on my name. | asked him to watch
both examples and tell me which way made him feel more comfortable. First, | looked
directly into his eyes and said: “My name is T-T-T-T-T-T-im” with visible tension in my
mouth. Second, | kept eye contact for “My name is” and then averted eye contact for
“T-T-T-Tim.” (The actual stutter in the mouth was made as identical as possible.) When
asked which made him more comfortable he was adamant that the example with eye
contact made him more comfortable. He went on the say it made him more comfortable
when | stuttered with eye contact. When asked what he thought of me as | looked
away, he answered “afraid.” Afraid, uncomfortable, and scared are the typical answers |
hear in this exercise. That experiential exercise helps people who stutter decide that
they want to keep eye contact. It is one thing to intellectually understand the
importance of eye contact. It is entirely different to emotionally commit to it.

Eye aversion can have a profound impact on a relationship. For example, | recently
facilitated a family counseling session involving an 18-year old male with a severe
stutter and his parents. When asked the positive intention of looking away while
stuttering, the 18-year old replied: “I think I’'m bothering them when | block...it takes so
long for me to get the word out....sometimes | just say ‘forget it’ and walk away.” His
parents reported that they also always looked away. When asked their positive
intention for looking away, they replied: “We thought it would be easier on him...less
pressure...we just wanted to help.” Can you see the communicative wall that was built
between child and parents? It happened that the young man had his most severe and
chronic stuttering around his parents. They all committed to keeping eye contact during
moments of stuttering modification. They noticed an improvement in fluency and a
much more healthy relationship in a couple days. Eye aversion makes the listener less



comfortable and makes the stuttering appear like more of an impediment. It is a lose-
lose habit.

Eye aversion’s cognitive and affective phenomenon can be examined in another way. A
pragmatically correct and comfortable conversation would involve appropriate eye
contact. When a person uses eye aversion they are intermittently disassociated from
the conversation. Specifically, as they look away they mind read, physically tense, and
stutter- they intensify the stuttering state. Charles Van Riper once said: “Stuttering is
everything you do trying not to stutter.” Eye aversion is an avoidance strategy- trying
not to stutter and not be identified as a “stutterer.” Stuttering severity, anxiety, and
physical tension all increase during eye aversion. People who stutter initially think it
helps- that is until they experience the contrast of direct eye contact. Staying relaxed
and confident is a prerequisite to utilizing any fluency shaping or fluency modification
strategies. One must intentionally keep eye contact during the anticipation or
realization of stuttering. That way the speaker is associated, present, and in the “here
and now.” One must build his mental acuity to identify the urge to avert the eyes, and
then make a commitment to make eye contact and go forward into the word. This
commitment would, of course, disallow any use of interjections (i.e., “uh,” “um”) or any
filler words before the feared word. If you want to swim, you must get into the water.

Telephoning is another situation where eye aversion can be evaluated. Using a mirror,
people who stutter can face themselves during a phone call. If they avert eye contact
with themselves during stuttering, similar cognitions and limiting beliefs exist. The
positive intention of eye aversion is to protect oneself from confronting the reality that
he is stuttering. Fear of stuttering and shame are at work in that moment. Purposeful
eye contact in the mirror during stuttering modification can rapidly desensitize people
who stutter to the behavior of stuttering. Voluntary stuttering while making eye
contact, in face-to-face conversation or making phone calls, can be helpful in expediting
desensitization.

Regardless of the variety of speech therapy strategies employed or favored by the
individual who stutters, success is dependent on being associated with the listener. This
requires a commitment to purposeful eye contact when stuttering is anticipated or
experienced.

In summary, people who stutter (pws) are to recognize that it is vital to maintain eye
contact at the moment of stuttering anticipation or realization. There was a positive
intention behind eye aversion when the person who stutters was younger (to protect
oneself from possible listener reaction), and that to move on one must have a new
positive intention- to be associated, confront fear, and gain freedom speaking. One
must experience that eye contact is a prerequisite to the ability to elicit a state of
confidence and relaxation. Therefore, success with fluency strategies is positively
contingent on keeping eye contact. Beliefs and cognitions to replace the old, limiting
ones could include: self-acceptance, feeling safe and secure using purposeful eye
contact, feeling worthy as a speaker, believing that listeners will approve of eye contact
during stuttering and/or stuttering modification, and that disfluency of speech is
tolerated by others. Realizing that eye aversion is a rapport breaker and that purposeful
eye contact is a win-win habit- it makes speaker and listener more comfortable.
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