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I have long believed that scholars studying comforting need to get serious about 
identifying specific behaviors that characterize (or coincide with) various levels of 
person centeredness.  Thus, I applaud the authors’ efforts to explore the concept of 
paraphrasing and the role it plays in the support process – or, more specifically, in 
people’s evaluations of support messages.  Unfortunately, however, several concerns 
prevent me from recommending that this manuscript receive further consideration 
from HCR.  I detail these concerns below. 
 
First, I found the methodological preparation of the paraphrasing measures to be less 
than rigorous.  For instance, there’s no mention of any sort of pilot study that was 
conducted to test the perceived realism of the paraphrased messages that participants 
rated.  This is troublesome given that (a) paraphrasing is a relatively new concept (at 
least within the comforting literature), and (b) the authors were the ones who wrote and 
developed the messages.  Along similar lines, there is little discussion of how the items 
employed to “distinguish between the two ways in which formulations can be cast 
(feelings and content)” (p. 13) were developed, and it’s a red flag for me that each item 
had to be treated as a separate dependent variable because acceptable inter-item 
reliability could not be obtained.  Although the authors acknowledge “the limitations 
associated with single-item measures” (p. 14), and argue that “each item has a high 
degree of face validity,” I’m worried about the perceived realism, the accuracy, and the 
stability of some of the key measures in the study. 
 
Second, and perhaps not unrelated to my first concern, there is relatively little news in 
the current study; moreover, what we do learn from this piece certainly does not 
warrant space in one of the top-tier national journals.  If we unpack results pertinent to 
the hypotheses, we find replicated results, null results, and results contradictory to 
what was predicted.  For instance, as the authors explain (p. 16), “H1 predicted a linear 
trend for message person centeredness with respect to the helpfulness, sensitivity, and 
supportiveness measures; all analyses provided support for H1.”  This is not at all 
surprising given several decades of research demonstrating that VPC predicts the 
perceived helpfulness, effectiveness, sensitivity, and quality of comforting messages 
(for a review see Burleson, 2003) as well as actual effectiveness (Jones, 2004), with an 
average effect size of r = .61 (High & Dillard, 2012).  In fact, I can’t recall any published 
study in which perceived sensitivity and effectiveness weren’t positively predicted by 
VPC.  In terms of the second hypothesis, which concerned participants’ evaluations of 
various forms of paraphrased messages, findings were “generally not supportive” (p. 
16).  Results actually contradicted the third and fourth hypotheses.  That is, contrary to 
H3, HPC messages were seen as more sensitive, helpful and supportive than evaluative 
paraphrase messages, and in contrast to H4, HPC messages received higher ratings than 
the adequate paraphrase statements.  Given past literature on VPC – as well as how 



paraphrasing was conceptualized and measured – I don’t find these contradictory 
results terribly surprising. 
 
With respect to the results, then, the bottom line is that if we step back and take a look 
at where the potential contribution of this manuscript lies, it’s in the notion of 
paraphrasing and the role it plays in the support process.  Unfortunately, the findings 
simply don’t deliver on this issue.  Thus, while the study represents an interesting 
attempt to unpack behaviors that the authors view as coinciding with the use of person-
centered comforting strategies, it falls short – and it’s my belief that it falls short because 
of poor theoretical development with respect to paraphrasing, poor operationalization 
of paraphrasing, or both. 
 
Finally, and on a much more minor note, I was troubled by some of the authors’ claims.  
On page 21, for instance, they note that “paraphrasing of any sort is viewed as more 
helpful than LPC messages” and go on to explain that “one potential reason for these 
results is that paraphrase messages do something different than help another cope with 
the problem.”  I guess I’m curious as to why the authors wouldn’t think paraphrasing 
would be judged more positively by participants than messages low in person 
centeredness.  By their very nature, LPC comforting strategies explicitly deny the 
other’s feelings and perspective – and can do so in a number of relatively unpleasant 
ways (by criticizing the other’s feelings, challenging their legitimacy, or telling the 
distressed other how he/she should think, feel, and/or act).  Even in its most simplistic 
form, event paraphrasing seems a whole lot more sensitive and helpful than LPC 
messages that criticize others for their distress. 
 
Later on that same page, the authors argue that “future research should focus more on 
how different elements of the situation might influence the impact of supportive 
messages.” Given their apparent familiarity with the literature, I’m sure the authors 
know that a variety of situational features have been explored with respect to perceived 
evaluations of comforting strategies, including responsibility for the problem, time since 
the distressing event, relational context, etc.  This should at least be acknowledged vis-
à-vis any criticism of the failure of researchers to account for situational effects.   
 
In the endnotes of the manuscript, the authors claim “Although the original hierarchy 
proposed three messages integrated within each of the three major levels, a meta-
analysis suggests the need to differentiate just the three majors of low, moderate, and 
highly person-centered comforting messages (High & Dillard, 2012).”  That’s not at all 
my read of what High and Dillard advocate.  In fact, on pages 112-113, they explain: 
 

Burleson’s (1982) nine-level coding scheme implicitly asserts (1) that each of the 
categories is meaningful and distinct from every other category and that (2) the 
categories form approximately equal intervals. After more than 25 years of 
research on VPC messages, this meta-analysis represents one of the first studies 



to put the nine-level VPC hierarchy to a strong test. This hierarchy is the 
theoretical foundation on which all research on VPC messages is founded; 
therefore, it is crucial to validate its conceptual and operational assertions. Our 
efforts to test the first claim above did not yield any results that could be 
construed as strong evidence against it. However, neither do the data permit one 
to argue that it was supported in any compelling way. There were simply too 
few data at any of the three levels of interest—messages, subjects, and studies—
to allow a strong conclusion. Yet, despite the shortcomings of our data, we were 
able to perform a tentative test of the structure and performance of the VPC 
hierarchy. It is worthwhile to point out that any instances of overlap among the 
categories (i.e., Levels 1 and 2, Levels 5 and 6, Levels 8 and 9) occurred within 
rather than between the three main levels of the VPC hierarchy. These results 
support the utility and differences between the three main levels of the VPC 
hierarchy, but more work is needed to confirm the existence of nine distinct 
levels of VPC messages. The same problem of too few data points hampered the 
conclusions we could draw about VPC theory’s equal interval assumption. Still, 
the data that were available for testing fit a linear pattern almost perfectly (as 
was predicted by the equal interval assumption). In short, the coding scheme 
does seem to manifest the desirable properties that it implies. More data are 
needed to bolster our confidence in this judgment and future meta-analyses will 
provide the least biased tests of this assumption. 

 
The authors need to be more careful in how they interpret and represent others’ work. 
 
In sum, while I think the authors may be onto to something interesting and important, 
their execution of the study – particularly with respect to paraphrasing – is problematic.  
I look forward to seeing future iterations of this work in which some of the issues I 
highlighted are addressed. 
 
 


