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Practical Tips: 
Becoming an Empathetic Clinician

Robert W. Quesal, PhD, CCC-SLP, F-ASHA

Professor Emeritus, Western Illinois University, and Co-author, Minimizing Bullying for Children Who Stutter

One of the most important skills that a speech-language pathologist can develop, and one that is critical for working 
with people who stutter, is empathy. Although there are various definitions of the term, SLPs can think of the term 
empathy in a very informal sense: putting yourself in the shoes of the person with whom you are working.

SLPs Are Empathetic, But...

There is no question that SLPs are empathetic—that is why most chose to enter this profession. Unfortunately, when 
they attempt to be empathetic with their clients who stutter, SLPs may inadvertently do things that are not empa-
thetic. The reason for this has to do with the basis of empathy: How can a clinician understand her client’s situation? 
When people try to understand others, they typically look for similar situations in their own lives to develop a frame 
of reference. Many SLPs see stuttering primarily (or solely) as a fluency disorder, so they focus on the times they have 
been disfluent themselves. They then use those experiences in an attempt to understand what the person who stutters 
is going through. The problem is this: that the experience of disfluency for the normally disfluent speaker and the 
experience of stuttering are two different things.

When a normally fluent speaker is disfluent, it is usually because he or she is excited, is speaking too fast, or is having 
some problem formulating the message. This leads to the hesitations, interjections, and repetitions that are characteris-
tic of normal disfluency. Thinking of stuttering in this way leads the clinician (and others) to mistakenly tell the person 
who stutters to “relax,” “slow down,” or “think about what you are going to say,” in an attempt to improve fluency.

Stuttering and Normal Disfluency Are Different

Stuttered disfluencies are not caused by the same types of breakdowns that cause normal disfluency. Stuttering is expe-
rienced by the speaker as a loss of control—a moment when the speaker knows what to say but feels unable to say it. 
This is an experience that nonstuttering speakers simply do not have, and that is one of the reasons it can be hard for 
SLPs to develop true empathy for what people who stutter experience during the moment of stuttering.

An added complication is the variable nature of stuttering. Imagine if, when you were learning to drive, your car 
would veer to the right unexpectedly. Imagine, too, that this occurred at seemingly random times. How would that 
have affected your driving? Would you have held the steering wheel more tightly? Favored the left? Scanned ahead to 
see if there were obstacles on the right? Tried to determine what made the car veer? Avoided roads where your car had 
veered previously? Chosen to walk instead of drive? Clients’ reactions to stuttering are much easier to understand when 
SLPs consider the loss of control in the context of such variability, for everyone has experienced a loss of control (e.g., 
slipping on ice). By reflecting on how they reacted to those experiences, SLPs can better understand what people who 
stutter experience.

Now, add one more challenge: for most people, loss-of-control experiences are short-lived; this is not true for people 
who stutter. SLPs may walk on ice occasionally during the winter; people who stutter “talk on ice” most of the time.

SLPs CAN Develop Empathy

To become more empathetic, view the disorder, and speakers’ reactions, in terms of “loss of control,” not just loss of 
fluency. Talking about stuttering in this way helps to develop a more trusting relationship. Developing empathy also 
makes goals for therapy more logical: Good therapy is not just about being fluent; it is also about reducing struggle 
and avoidance, becoming more confident, taking risks, and overcoming all of the challenges that evolve from the loss 
of control. When SLPs view treatment in this way, they will find that they are able to provide much more effective 
therapy that helps people overcome the real burdens of living with stuttering.


