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Abstract 
Little is known about the relationship between the nonverbal behavior of 
consultants and consultees in problem identification interviews in behavioral 
consultations. In particular, despite its assumed importance to consultative 
relationships and consultation success, the effects of nonverbal behavior on 
behavioral consultations remains unexplored. This short case report describes 
a study which sought to determine how nonverbal behavior from consultants 
can control the behavior of consultees. We recorded the occurrence or non-
occurrence of gestures and nodding responses and examined the association 
between these nonverbal behaviors in consultants and consultees by lag se-
quential analysis of videotaped sessions. The consultations involved two con-
sultants and one consultee. The consultee presented the cases of two clients 
with distinct clinical problems and discussed solutions in two consultation 
sessions with each consultant, for a total of four consultation sessions. Our 
findings suggest that the experiential differences of consultants influenced the 
use and effect of nonverbal behaviors in behavioral consultations. Lag sequen-
tial analysis further showed that a consultant’s nonverbal behavior, such as 
hand gestures, controlled that of the consultee. However, the promotional 
impact of nodding responses by the consultee in response to the experienced 
consultant was not observed in response to the less experienced consultant. 
Although our findings were derived from a single consultation series involv-
ing only four consultation sessions, they highlight the importance of nonver-
bal behavior for behavioral consultation success and suggest that consultant 
education and training programs for nonverbal behavior be continually up-
dated with new knowledge to improve consultation success. 
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1. Introduction 

In 2002, Erchul and Martens introduced social power variables to behavioral 
consultation techniques. They examined how the behavior of consultants con-
trols that of consultees in behavioral consultations; they termed this control “so-
cial power”, and defined it as the potential for “a change in the belief, attitude, or 
behavior of a target of influence, which results from the action or presence of an 
influencing agent” (Erchul & Martens, 2002). Their research on the social con-
trol process of behavioral consultations showed that the spoken messages of 
consultants and consultees affect the outcomes of behavioral consultations 
(Erchul et al., 2007). In 2014, Erchul et al. discussed social power and interper-
sonal influence within school consultations. Here, they defined the concept of 
social power as “understanding and explanation that the thought, feeling, and 
behavior of individuals are influenced by the presence of others”. Nonverbal be-
havior in behavioral consultations may also have such social control power (Ba-
bad & Peer, 2010). Therefore, research regarding nonverbal behavior in beha-
vioral consultations is important. 

A typical example of social control power is the media bias effect. Research 
indicates that a third party’s perception of an interviewee is influenced by the 
nonverbal behaviors of the interviewer (Babad & Peer, 2010). Furthermore, 
Montague et al. (2011) examined nonverbal behavior such as eye gaze orienta-
tion between clinicians and patients in a medical setting using lag sequential 
analysis and proved that nonverbal behavior is important for achieving trust 
within multiuser health care settings. Moreover, studies into the influence of 
nodding found that the sequential placement of a therapist’s nods and smiles 
were influenced by the quality of rapport with the client (Muntigl et al., 2012a; 
Muntigl et al., 2012b). 

Nonverbal behaviors such as tone of voice and facial expressions are also im-
portant variables in the behavioral consultation process (Dinkmeyer et al., 2016). 
Sangganjanavanich and Lenz (2012) proposed that professional skills include the 
ability to conceptualize issues and to communicate these with the consultee; 
professionalism when interacting with the consultee; and ethical practice. Rathel 
and Christle (2008) showed the importance of nonverbal gestures in school set-
tings. They showed that performance feedback to pre-service teachers from su-
pervisors in behavioral consultations can act to improve teachers’ nonverbal 
communication skills and classroom management and climate, which in turn 
enhanced the academic progress of students with emotional and behavioral dis-
orders. However, few studies have examined the social and communication fac-
tors behind behavioral consultations. Moreover, it is unclear how a consultant’s 
nonverbal behavior can directly affect that of a consultee. 

This study sought to examine how the nonverbal behavior of consultants di-
rectly controls the behavior of consultees. Understanding the relationship be-
tween the nonverbal behavior of consultants and consultees can be useful for 
developing behavioral consultation education and training programs for consul-
tants. 
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2. Method 

Participants 
All participants were provided with an explanation of the research purpose 

and research methods of this study, and informed consent was obtained for par-
ticipation and publication of the research. This study was approved by the Psy-
chology Research Ethics Committee of Rikkyo University (approval number: 
14-01). 

Participants consisted of one consultee and two consultants. All participants 
were Japanese. The consultee was a female aged in her late 40s with more than 
20 years of high school teaching experience, and was the chief educational con-
sultant in her school. Both consultants were certified Clinical Psychologists in 
Japan and were child development support experts experienced in providing 
comments, suggestions, and advice to teachers. Consultant A was a male aged in 
his late 40s with more than 20 years of experience. Consultant B was also male, 
aged 30 years with between 5 and 10 years of experience. Both consultants had 
been educated and trained in clinical psychological interventions based on ap-
plied behavioral analysis while enrolled at university and graduate school, and 
had experience working as counselors at public school counseling centers after 
completion of graduate school. Excluding experience, the behavioral consulta-
tion knowledge and skill level of the two consultants was considered to be similar. 

Procedure 
While most behavioral consultations generally involve direct contact between 

the consultant and client, here we adopted an indirect method to solve the 
clients’ clinical problems. The consultee presented the cases of two Japanese 
school-aged clients with distinct clinical problems to the consultants. The first 
client was a girl who refused to attend school and exhibited poor social and 
physical activity, while the second client was a boy who had ceased attending 
school and required intervention by family members for intermittent truancy. 
The clients did not participate directly in this study. Each consultant conducted 
two consultation sessions with the consultee to discuss solutions to the clinical 
problems of the clients, with one client discussed per consultation. The consul-
tants conducted problem identification and problem analysis interviews for the 
clients (Bergan & Kratochwill, 1990). 

Consultant and consultee sat by face to face. Consultants asked consultee to 
speak freely what is currently in trouble with a client. Also asked to express 
consultee’s idea about the background and cause of client’s problem. While lis-
tening to the explanation of consultee, consultants did necessary analized and 
reported it to consultee. These reports followed the idea of applied behavior 
analysis. 

The behavioral consultations of the consultants were supported by empirical 
evidence based on the functional understanding of behavior (Dufrene et al., 
2016). To offset any order effects, the consultation counterbalance method was 
used; that is, Consultant B conducted the first interview in the first session while 
Consultant A conducted the first interview in the second session. 
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The consultation interviews reflected the problem identification interviews of 
behavioral consultations. The consultant conducted a consultation for 30 mi-
nutes after confirming the consultee’s main complaint. The first 10 minutes of 
the consultation were video recorded and divided into 60 intervals for analysis. 
The author and a graduate student, who did not know the purpose of this study, 
recorded the target behaviors (see below). We recorded the occurrence or non-
occurrence of these target behaviors using the interval recording method (Bar-
low & Hersen, 1984). All observations were made independently. We did not 
inform the consultants of the contents of the analysis in advance. 

Measures 
We analyzed the nonverbal behavior between the consultants and consultee to 

determine the influence of the nonverbal behavior of consultants on that of the 
consultee. Nonverbal behavior including eye gaze, nodding and smiling are im-
portant variables in behavioral consultations. Observation of eye gaze was diffi-
cult because precision instruments such as eye tracking devices were not used. 
Instead, we observed the consultants and consultee for target behaviors includ-
ing gestures and smiling reaction responses for consultants, and gestures and 
nodding responses for the consultee. We hypothesized that nodding and smiling 
during the behavioral consultation process might affect rapport building. These 
nonverbal behaviors were easy to observe and allowed relatively reliable obser-
vation and recording. The behaviors of the consultants in the two consultation 
sessions with the consultee (one session per client) were averaged and examined 
for their influence on the consultee. 

Ianiro et al. (2015) showed that lag sequential analysis can be used to examine 
interdependencies between behaviors and interactions at the micro level over 
time. We used lag sequential analysis to examine how the nonverbal behavior of 
the consultant controls that of the consultee. To use this analysis method, we 
first examined the occurrence pattern of nonverbal behavior for each consultant 
and the conditioned probability of the occurrence of nonverbal behavior by the 
consultee. Lag sequential analysis compares the difference between the condi-
tional probability of a following behavior, given a preceding behavior, from the 
unconditional probability of the following behavior (Z scores). The Z score was 
then used to determine whether or not the obtained conditional probability ex-
ceeded the expected value; that is, the influence of Consultant A and B’s beha-
viors (gestures and smiling responses) on those of the consultee (gestures and 
nodding responses). Z scores ≥1.96 or ≤−1.96 were considered significant (p < 
0.05) (Bakeman & Gottman, 1997). 

3. Results 

We analyzed the nonverbal behavior between consultants and the consultee to 
determine the influence of the nonverbal behavior of consultants on that of the 
consultee. The occurrence or nonoccurrence of gestures, and smiling and nod-
ding reactions were examined using the interval recording method. Trial relia-
bility was determined for the results observed by the interval recording method 
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for 10 seconds. Average interobserver reliability was 91.1% (range: 77.5% to 
100.0%). 

Gestures performed by the consultee included movement of the hand to 
represent the movements of the body of the client, that of objects envisioned by 
the consultee, and body movements of the client during interactions with teach-
ers. The consultee also used movement of the upper body to express interactions 
with colleagues. In contrast, gestures performed by the consultants included 
squeezing and movement of hands in the direction of the consultee to represent 
interactions between the consultee and client as understood by the consultant. In 
response, the consultee showed strong consent by nodding in the consultation 
session with Consultant A. 

We analyzed the influence of nonverbal behaviors of the consultants on the 
nonverbal behaviors of the consultee using lag sequential analysis. As shown in 
Table 1, both consultants performed gestures that significantly suppressed those 
of the consultee (Consultant A: z = −3.23, p < 0.05; Consultant B: z = −2.60, p < 
0.05). 

Interestingly, Consultant A performed gestures that promoted the consultee’s 
nodding response, an association that was not significant for the less expe-
rienced Consultant B (Consultant A: z = 3.23, p < 0.05; Consultant B: z = 1.84, 
n.s.). 

Figure 1 shows the cumulative frequency of nonverbal behaviors (gestures) 
performed by Consultant A and Consultant B, and that of the nodding response 
of the consultee. Qualitatively, only the nonverbal behaviors (gestures and nod-
ding response) of the Consultant A-consultee pair showed a strong association: 
Consultant A’s gestures and the consultee’s nodding response showed the same 
trend until the 26th interval. After the 27th interval, the consultee’s nodding re-
sponse exceeded the cumulative frequency of Consultant A’s gestures, suggesting 
that the consultee’s nonverbal behavior was strongly motivated by the behavioral 
consultation with Consultant A. 

Therefore, gestures performed by the consultants suppressed the gestures of the 
consultee but prompted nodding responses in the consultee; however, the latter 
were not detected in sessions with the less experienced consultant. Interestingly,  
 
Table 1. Z scores of conditional probabilities of nonverbal behavior of consultants and 
the responses of the consultee. 

Variable 
Consultee nonverbal response behavior at lag 1 

Gestures Nodding 

Preceding Consultant A nonverbal behavior 

Gestures −3.23* 3.23* 

Smiling 1.5 −0.23 

Preceding Consultant B nonverbal behavior 

Gestures −2.60* 1.84 

Smiling 0.54 0.53 

*p < 0.05. 
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Figure 1. Cumulative frequency of the nonverbal behavior of the consultants and consultee across 60 
intervals in 10 minutes, (CTA = consultant, CTE = consultee). 
 

however, no difference was found between the types of gestures performed by 
the consultants. 

We also examined the effects of consultants’ smiling responses on the gestures 
and nodding responses of the consultee; no significant differences were detected 
for either consultant. 

4. Discussion 

Nonverbal behavior including eye gaze, nodding and smiling are important va-
riables in behavioral consultations. However, the effect of nonverbal behavior on 
the behavioral consultation process is unknown. This study addressed the social 
power that a consultant’s nonverbal behavior exerts upon a consultee. We 
showed the nonverbal behaviors of consultants can both suppress and motivate 
those of a consultee in behavioral consultations. 

We used lag sequential analysis to show that a consultant’s gestures can con-
trol the nonverbal behavior of consultees. This association was particularly clear 
between the consultee and Consultant A, who has extensive consultation expe-
rience. More experienced consultants have been shown to possess better verbal 
counseling performance than inexperienced consultants (Benn et al., 2008). We 
showed that such differences might also be present in behavioral consultations: 
Consultant A’s gestures promoted nodding responses from the consultee, but 
Consultant B’s did not. However, no difference was found in the types of ges-
tures performed by the consultants, suggesting that the verbal content of the 
consultants may have differed. Our preliminary observations suggest that Con-
sultant A used richer vocabulary and drew on various examples during the con-
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sultation. Therefore, the effectiveness of the more experienced consultant’s ges-
tures may have been enhanced by better verbal content. Future research should 
examine the effects of both verbal and nonverbal behaviors. Our results suggest 
that differences in experience may influence the use and/or effectiveness of 
nonverbal behaviors in behavioral consultations. 

Our results indicate that consultants who conduct behavior consultations 
should be sensitive to their own nonverbal behaviors; doing so will improve the 
success of behavioral consultations (Fufrene et al., 2016). Although we used an 
indirect behavioral consultation paradigm, such consultations generally involve 
direct contact between the consultant and client. Therefore, given that the non-
verbal behavior of a consultant affects the nonverbal behavior of the client, the 
consultant’s nonverbal behavior will have a major impact on the successful res-
olution of the client’s clinical problems. Rathel and Christle (2008) showed that 
nonverbal gestures were an important part of teacher communication with stu-
dents. They showed that feedback from a supervisor enabled two female 
pre-service teachers to improve classroom management and climate to enhance 
the progress of students with emotional and behavioral disorders (Rathel & 
Christle, 2008). In our study, the consultee, who was the chief educational con-
sulting teacher in her school, presented the cases of two school-aged clients with 
distinct clinical problems. Such behavioral consultations are expected to help the 
consultee and her fellow teachers to better solve the problems of their student 
clients and promote concrete intervention methods at the school. 

Babad and Peer (2010) has emphasized the importance of a consultee’s non-
verbal behavior in the behavioral consultation process. Thornberg (2014) sug-
gests that within a school consultation environment, a conflict between external 
consultants and consultee school personnel can hinder the professional devel-
opment of consultee teachers. Therefore, it is important to consider the length of 
time for which a consultee shows consent by a nodding response in behavioral 
consultations. Future studies are needed to examine this in consecutive consul-
tations. 

A limitation of this short case report is that it examines a single consultation 
series involving only four consultation sessions. Thus, we cannot assess the ex-
tent of the consultant’s social power on the nonverbal behavior of consultees. 
Further, our consultants and consultee/clients consisted of Japanese participants; 
therefore, our results may not be generalizable, and additional case studies are 
required for verification. Also, we could not observe the eye gaze in the process 
of collecting nonverbal behaviors of the consultants and consultee. This point 
was also one of the limitations of this short case report. Additionally, we did not 
simultaneously examine the verbal behavior of consultants and consultees; 
therefore, it is possible that some of the observed associations may also be due to 
verbal behaviors. Future studies should determine the comparative influence of 
verbal and nonverbal behaviors on the nonverbal behavior of consultees. 

Our results indicate that it is important to pay attention to nonverbal beha-
viors such as gestures in behavioral consultations to achieve effective responses 
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from consultees. In a school consultation setting, changing the behavior of 
pre-service teachers can improve the learning environment and therefore solve 
the clinical problems of school-aged clients. Therefore, we propose that it is ne-
cessary to continuously update nonverbal behavior in consultant education and 
training programs with new knowledge and findings to improve consultation 
outcomes. 

Impact and Implications Statement 
This short case report examined nonverbal behavioral interactions between 
consultants and a consultee in behavioral consultations concerning the conduct 
of school-aged clients. Previous research indicates that nonverbal interactions 
influence the consultation process and outcome. Knowledge of these behavioral 
cues will contribute to improving consultation skills to solve problems in school 
environments. 
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