What is RDI®?

Relationship Development Intervention® is an intervention for individuals on the autism spectrum and with other developmental disabilities. 

RDI® targets social interaction and dynamic thinking skills. 
It is a home-based, parent-led program in which parents are taught how to re-establish the guided participation relationship with their child.
RDI® was developed by Dr. Steven Gutstein, a clinical psychologist from Houston, Texas. 

He had developed a reputation in Houston for helping individuals on the autism spectrum develop social skills. Many of his clients were able to “blend in” quite well in social situations for short periods of time, but developing long-term friendships and relationships continued to be a challenge. Many of them also still had difficulty with dynamic thinking and flexibility, which made it difficult for them to adjust to the ever-changing circumstances that go with daily life.

Dr. Gutstein realized that there had to be something missing from current models of social skills training, so he spent some time researching typical development and autism spectrum disorders to determine where the focus of intervention in autism should change to ameliorate these ongoing concerns. 

He looked at the latest research in brain development. He found that autism is a disorder of under-connectivity, meaning that the various regions of the brain did not contain the same types of inter-connections as the brain of a neuro-typical individual. He found evidence that the brain is a pliable organ that can be re-wired throughout the life span – there is no critical age at which the brain becomes static and unable to adapt. Research proves that individuals who have suffered strokes and other brain injuries are able to rehabilitate their brains through therapies designed to create new connections within the brain. Dr. Gutstein knew the same could be done for individuals with autism.

His next step was to study the social development of typical babies. He found that the foundations for social development and dynamic thinking are formed during the early years. 

Through interactions like peek-a-boo, babies learn to read facial expressions, to communicate nonverbally, and to take turns in beginning “conversations,” to name a few. 

There is a feedback loop between parent and child – each partner is learning to read the other’s cues, and learning how to offer their own cues. For example, if the baby is enjoying the game of peek-a-boo, he will smile and offer feedback to the parent to continue. If the baby is tired, he will turn away. 

The game will also increase in complexity as the child matures and is able to take on a more active role. For example, with a newborn, peek-a-boo might consist of the parent hiding his face with his hands and popping out; with a six-month old, the baby might cover her own face and peek-a-boo back to the parent.

When you are raising a child on the autism spectrum, this feedback loop breaks down. Due to neurological differences, the child finds social interaction (a very dynamic process) to be over-stimulating. The parent tries to engage the child and is repeatedly met with the “stop” signal. This leads parent-child interactions into a limited repertoire of static interactions which are repeated often which does not develop in complexity and does not shift any responsibility to the child.

The good news is that this feedback loop can be re-established in children of all ages.

 In RDI®, parents are taught to use strategies like slowing down daily interactions, making changes to their communication style, and engaging the child in simple interactions that offer a re-do of the foundations that were missed in infancy and early childhood. 
As Mariette Berger, the RDI consultant at HeartLight Healing Arts, says:
“As an RDI® Program Certified Consultant I will guide you through this process, and train you to re-establish the guided participation relationship with your child.” 

“As you and your child move through the stages of RDI®, you will learn to effectively guide your child in a dynamic way to develop dynamic thinking, flexibility, and interaction abilities. You will learn how to use everyday activities as the medium for guiding your child to meet specific goals.”

