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Abstract:

The article investigates how clients with intellectual disability perceive trust, 
communication, and relational effectiveness with workers in residential 
social care facilities in the Nitra region of Slovakia. A total of 73 clients 
participated in 2020, providing responses via structured questionnaires 
designed to assess multiple dimensions of interpersonal interaction, 
including trust, psychological safety, openness, empathy, problem-solving, 
and approachability. The results indicate that overall trust toward workers 
is moderate, with confidentiality being a particularly important factor, 
especially for female clients. Perceptions of psychological safety revealed 
that women generally feel more emotionally secure and supported in 
communication, while men more often report fear or hesitation in expressing 
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concerns. Regarding relational effectiveness, women tended to perceive 
workers as more approachable and validating of emotions, whereas men 
sometimes rated problem-solving and clarity higher, though differences 
were mostly not statistically significant. These findings highlight gender-
related patterns in perceptions of social care interactions and emphasize the 
importance of fostering trust, open communication, and emotional support 
in residential facilities.

 

Keywords: intellectual disability, emotions, psychological safety, social 
services.

Introduction

 Effective communication is a cornerstone of quality social care, particularly 
for individuals with intellectual disability in residential settings. Communication 
is not only a means of exchanging information but also a critical factor in 
building trust, psychological safety, and relational effectiveness between clients 
and workers. Research has shown that open, empathetic, and supportive 
communication significantly influences clients’ well-being, engagement, and 
perception of care (Cintulová 2021a; Cintulová 2021b). In residential care, clients 
often face challenges in expressing their needs, emotions, and preferences, 
which can lead to misunderstandings, reduced trust, and lower satisfaction with 
services.

Recent guidance emphasizes the importance of ‘what matters’ conversations 
with people with intellectual disability to ensure that care is tailored to 
individual needs and priorities. These conversations involve careful preparation, 
identification of participants, consideration of the appropriate timing and 
setting, and the use of strategies that accommodate the person’s communication 
abilities, preferred language, and mental capacity (McConkey & Collins 2019). 
Approaches include using clear and simple language, open-ended questions, 
visual aids, non-verbal communication methods, and support from a circle 
of trusted individuals. This ensures that clients can participate meaningfully 
and express their views, even when verbal communication is limited. Effective 
communication with people with intellectual disability requires a person-
centered and flexible approach that respects their autonomy and ensures their 
voice is heard. Key principles include being patient and allowing sufficient 
time for the person to process information and respond, using clear and simple 
language, and asking open-ended questions that encourage meaningful answers. 
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Non-verbal communication should be recognized and supported, including 
attention to body language, facial expressions, gestures, visual aids, symbols, 
or tools like talking mats. It is important to consider the individual’s preferred 
language and involve a translator if necessary, and to include a circle of support—
people who know the person well—especially when non-verbal communication 
is used. Mental capacity should always be assumed unless proven otherwise, with 
previous assessments and strategies applied to maximize understanding and 
decision-making. 

However, front‐line staff indicate that they do not always have the knowledge 
or resources to provide such supports. Lack of specialist support services such as 
speech and language therapists is identified as a constraint. It is suggested that an 
organization‐wide commitment is required across front‐line services to ensure 
that the right of people with an intellectual disability to communicate is upheld 
(Sweeney et al., 2011).

Material and methods

The study focused on clients with intellectual disability receiving residential 
social services in the Nitra region. The research sample consisted of 73 respondents, 
all of whom were clients of social care facilities. Data collection was carried 
out in 2020 using a structured questionnaire designed to identify respondents’ 
perceptions and experiences related to communication and interaction with 
social workers.

The research employed a quantitative approach, allowing for the analysis 
of selected variables and their distribution across the study population. The 
questionnaire contained items related to communication with workers, trust, 
interaction, and decision-making abilities. Responses were subsequently analyzed 
using descriptive statistics, and differences between groups were examined.

The study examined communication and relational dynamics between workers 
and clients with intellectual disability in residential social care facilities in the 
Nitra region. The research sample consisted of 73 clients receiving different forms 
of social services, and data were collected through a questionnaire in 2020. The 
main objective of the research was to explore how clients perceive communication 
with workers, including aspects such as openness, trust, psychological safety, 
empathy, and mutual interaction.

The findings indicate that communication between workers and clients is 
perceived differently by respondents, with some aspects evaluated positively and 
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others revealing certain limitations. Clients generally recognized the presence of open 
communication and active listening by workers, although some respondents reported 
challenges such as limited time for face-to-face communication and insufficient mutual 
interaction. Gender differences were also observed in some areas of communication, 
particularly regarding the perception of openness and the speed of communication 
with workers.

The sample

The study sample consisted of 73 clients with intellectual disability of residential care 
in Nitra region. The data were collected by questionnaire in 2020.

The sociodemographic structure of the sample is presented in Table 1. In terms of 
age, 28% of respondents were between 21 and 30 years old, 33% were between 31 and 
40 years old, and 39% were over 41 years old, indicating that the largest proportion of 
participants belonged to the older age group. Regarding gender, 60% of the respondents 
were female, while 40% were male.

Participants were receiving different types of social services. 48% lived in residential 
care facilities, 32% were involved in community-based services, and 20% attended daily-
care centres. Concerning the level of intellectual disability, 46% of respondents were 
classified as having a high level of disability, 33% had a medium level, and 11% had a low 
level of intellectual impairment.

Table 1 Sociodemographic Characteristics of Respondents (N = 73)

Variable Category Percentage (%)
Age 21 –30 years 28 %

31 – 40 years 33 %
Over 41 years 39 %

Gender Male 40 %
Female 60 %

Social services Daily-care centre 20 %
Residual 48 %
Community 32 %

Level of mental illness Low 11 %
Medium 33 %
High 46%
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Research questions: 

1.	 How do recipients perceive open communication with workers in the 
facility?

Investigates whether clients feel they can freely express thoughts and concerns.

2.	 To what extent do recipients trust the workers in the residential facility?

Examines levels of confidence and reliability perceived by clients.

3.	 How recipients feel safe to communicate without fear in their interactions 
with workers?

Looks at psychological safety in communication.

4.	 How well do workers consider the emotions and anxieties of recipients?

Measures empathy and sensitivity to clients’ needs.

5.	 Which relational aspects are perceived as most and least effective by 
recipients?

Identifies strengths and weaknesses in the relationship from recipients’ 
perspective.

 Results

The results highlight the importance of trust, empathy, and respectful 
communication in building effective relationships between workers and clients 
in residential care settings. At the same time, the study points to areas that 
require further improvement, especially in creating more opportunities for direct 
interaction and strengthening clients’ confidence in communication.

The table presents differences between men and women regarding perceptions 
of communication and interaction with workers. Overall, several gender-related 
differences can be observed, although not all of them reach statistical significance.

A lack of trust toward workers was reported by 6% of men and 9% of women 
(p = 0.074), indicating that women slightly more often perceived insufficient 
trust, although the difference is not statistically significant. Similarly, a lack of 
self-confidence in communication with others was reported more frequently 
by men (7%) than by women (3%) (p = 0.065). Perceptions of a lack of skills in 
decision-making were relatively similar between genders, with 7% of men and 8% 
of women reporting this issue (p = 0.105).
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Regarding positive aspects of communication, 11% of men and 8% of women 
reported feeling that workers actively listened to clients (p = 0.077). In contrast, 
women more frequently reported good open communication with workers 
(13%) compared with men (7%), and this difference was statistically significant 
(p = 0.041). Women also more often perceived workers’ communication as very 
fast (15% vs. 10% among men), with this difference also reaching statistical 
significance (p = 0.039).

On the other hand, men more frequently reported a lack of time for face-to-face 
communication with clients (16% vs. 11% among women), which was statistically 
significant (p = 0.037). Men also reported a lack of mutual interaction slightly 
more often (11% vs. 7% among women), although this difference did not reach 
statistical significance (p = 0.052).

Research question: How do recipients perceive open communication with 
workers in the facility?

Table 2 Open communication 

Variable Percentage 
(%)

Percentage (%) P

Gender Men Women
Lack of trust to workers 6% 9% 0,074
Lack of sef-confidence in communica-
tion with others

7% 3% 0,065

Lack of skills in decision-making 7% 8% 0,105
Feeling of active listening of workers 
to clients

11% 8% 0,077

Good open communication to clients 7% 13% 0,041
Very fast communication of workers 10% 15% 0,039
Lack of time to communicate face to 
face with clients

16% 11% 0,037

Lack of mutual interaction 11% 7% 0,052

Recipients generally show moderate levels of trust toward workers in the 
residential facility. Trust is often influenced by the consistency and reliability 
of the staff, as well as the workers’ ability to respond empathetically to residents’ 
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needs. Recipients with lower levels of intellectual disability tend to report higher 
trust, as they can better evaluate intentions and interactions, while those with 
higher levels of intellectual disability sometimes express uncertainty or hesitation 
in trusting staff, often due to previous negative experiences or difficulty 
interpreting social cues.

Some recipients mentioned that trust develops over time, particularly when 
workers actively listen, respect their emotions, and maintain transparent 
communication. However, a small portion of recipients reported distrust or 
skepticism, which may be related to past experiences in other facilities or fear of 
judgment.

Overall, while trust is present, it varies according to individual capacity, past 
experiences, and the perceived consistency of staff behavior, highlighting the 
importance of continuous relationship-building and support in residential social 
services.

Research question: To what extent do recipients trust the workers in the 
residential facility?

The results regarding the level of trust recipients have toward workers in the 
residential facility show generally positive perceptions, although some differences 
between men and women were identified.

Regarding the statement “I trust the workers in this facility,” 8% of men and 
14% of women reported agreement with this statement, indicating that women 
expressed slightly higher levels of trust toward workers. However, the difference 
between genders was not statistically significant (p = 0.076).

For the statement “I feel that workers listen carefully to what I say,” 17% of male 
respondents and 16% of female respondents reported positive perceptions. This 
result suggests that both men and women similarly perceive the workers’ ability 
to listen to clients. The difference was not statistically significant (p = 0.113).

In relation to the perception that workers take clients’ opinions and wishes 
seriously, 11% of men and 13% of women reported agreement, again showing 
a slightly higher percentage among women. A similar pattern was observed in 
the repeated item, where 12% of men and 15% of women indicated that workers 
respect their opinions and wishes. In both cases, the differences between genders 
did not reach statistical significance (p = 0.077 and p = 0.081).

A statistically significant gender difference was observed in the statement 
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“Workers keep the information I share with them confidential.” Here, 12% of 
men and 21% of women reported confidence in the confidentiality of information 
shared with workers, with the difference being statistically significant (p = 0.042). 
This indicates that women were more likely than men to perceive workers as 
maintaining confidentiality.

Table 3 Trust to the workers in social services

Variable Percentage (%) Percentage (%) P
Gender Men Women
Level of trust to workers
I trust the workers in this facility. 8% 14% 0,076
I feel that workers listen carefully to 
what I say.

17% 16% 0,113

Workers take my opinions and 
wishes seriously.

11% 13% 0,077

Workers take my opinions and 
wishes seriously.

12% 15% 0,081

Workers keep the information I 
share with them confidential.

12% 21% 0,042

The results related to the perception of psychological safety in communication 
with workers show several differences between male and female respondents. 
Overall, the findings suggest that most clients feel relatively safe communicating 
with workers, although some concerns remain.

Regarding the statement “I feel safe expressing my opinions to workers in this 
facility,” 9% of men and 13% of women reported feeling safe when sharing their 
opinions. Although women reported slightly higher levels of perceived safety, the 
difference between genders was not statistically significant (p = 0.078).

In contrast, the statement “I am afraid to tell workers when something is 
bothering me” revealed a statistically significant difference. 17% of men and 11% 
of women reported fear of communicating their concerns to workers, indicating 
that men were more likely to experience fear or hesitation when expressing 
problems. This difference was statistically significant (p = 0.026).

For the statement “I feel comfortable asking workers questions,” similar 
responses were observed among both genders, with 7% of men and 8% of 
women reporting comfort in asking questions. This suggests relatively balanced 
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perceptions of communication accessibility between male and female respondents.

Another statistically significant difference was found in the statement “I feel 
emotionally safe during conversations with workers.” Here, 9% of men and 13% of 
women reported feeling emotionally safe, indicating that women tend to perceive 
a greater level of emotional security in communication with workers (p = 0.031).

Regarding the statement “Workers react calmly when I share my concerns or 
problems,” 12% of men and 10% of women agreed with this perception. Although 
men reported this slightly more often, the difference was not statistically 
significant (p = 0.069).

Finally, in relation to the statement “I believe workers will support me when 
I share my worries or difficulties,” 16% of men and 19% of women expressed 
confidence in receiving support from workers. Although women again showed 
slightly higher levels of positive perception, the difference did not reach statistical 
significance (p = 0.071).

Research question: How recipients feel safe to communicate without fear 
in their interactions with workers?

Table 4 Feel safe to communicate

Variable Percentage (%) Percentage (%) P
Gender Men Women
I feel safe expressing my opinions to 
workers in this facility.

9% 13% 0,078

I am afraid to tell workers when so-
mething is bothering me.

17% 11% 0,026

I feel comfortable asking workers ques-
tions.

7% 8%

I feel emotionally safe during conversati-
ons with workers.

9% 13% 0,031

Workers react calmly when I share my 
concerns or problems.

12% 10% 0,069

I believe workers will support me when I 
share my worries or difficulties.

16% 19% 0,071
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Research question: How well do workers consider the emotions and anxieties 
of recipients?

The results examining how recipients perceive the effectiveness of workers’ 
relational behaviors reveal some differences between female and male clients, 
though none of the differences reached conventional statistical significance in 
this dataset.

For “Workers help me solve problems effectively,” 15% of women and 5% of 
men agreed with the statement (p = 0.065), suggesting that women slightly more 
often perceive workers as effective problem-solvers. Similarly, in another item 
measuring the same aspect, 18% of women vs. 6% of men reported agreement 
(p = 0.063), showing a consistent trend of women perceiving slightly higher 
effectiveness.

Table 5 Aspects of emotions and anxieties

Variable Percentage (%) Percentage (%) P women to men 
comparation

Gender Agree Disagree
Workers help me solve pro-
blems effectively.

15% 5% 0,065

Workers provide clear explana-
tions when giving instructions 
or information.

23% 12% 0,079

Workers help me solve pro-
blems effectively.

18% 6% 0,063

Workers acknowledge and vali-
date my feelings and emotions.

12% 4% 0,082

Workers are approachable and 
easy to talk to.

17% 11% 0,106

Regarding “Workers provide clear explanations when giving instructions or 
information,” 23% of women and 12% of men agreed (p = 0.079), indicating that 
women perceive clarity in communication somewhat more positively than men, 
though the difference is not statistically significant.

For the statement “Workers acknowledge and validate my feelings and 
emotions,” 12% of women and 4% of men agreed (p = 0.082), suggesting that 
women experience greater emotional support and validation from workers.
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Finally, “Workers are approachable and easy to talk to” was agreed upon by 
17% of women and 11% of men (p = 0.106), indicating that women slightly more 
often perceive workers as approachable.

Research question: Which relational aspects are perceived as most and 
least effective by recipients?

The analysis of relational aspects perceived by clients highlights several gender-
related differences in how effectively workers are seen to interact with recipients.

For the statement “Workers help me solve problems effectively,” 14% of women 
and 25% of men agreed, indicating that men more often perceive this aspect as 
effective. This difference was statistically significant (p = 0.016).

Regarding “Workers provide clear explanations when giving instructions or 
information,” 17% of women and 22% of men agreed, suggesting that men slightly 
more often perceive clarity in communication from workers. This difference was 
also statistically significant (p = 0.029).

In another evaluation of “Workers help me solve problems effectively,” 29% of 
women and 13% of men agreed. While this difference shows women rating this 
aspect more positively, it did not reach statistical significance (p = 0.101).

For the statement “Workers acknowledge and validate my feelings and 
emotions,” 22% of women and 14% of men agreed, indicating that women tend to 
perceive greater emotional support and validation from workers. This difference 
was statistically significant (p = 0.020).

Finally, regarding “Workers are approachable and easy to talk to,” 15% of 
women and 10% of men agreed, showing that women slightly more often perceive 
workers as approachable. This difference was statistically significant (p = 0.046).

Table 6 Interaction with clients with learning disabilities

Variable Percentage (%) Percentage (%) P women to men 
comparation

Gender Agree Disagree
Workers help me solve pro-
blems effectively.

14% 25% 0,016
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Workers provide clear explana-
tions when giving instructions 
or information.

17% 22% 0,029

Workers help me solve pro-
blems effectively.

29% 13% 0,101

Workers acknowledge and vali-
date my feelings and emotions.

22% 14% 0,020

Workers are approachable and 
easy to talk to.

15% 10% 0,046

Discussion

The results of this study provide a comprehensive view of how clients with 
learning disabilities perceive communication, trust, psychological safety, and 
relational effectiveness with workers in residential care facilities in the Nitra 
region. The findings highlight both positive aspects of interactions and areas 
requiring improvement, offering insights into gender differences, relational 
dynamics, and service quality.

However, persons with an intellectual disabiltiy (ID) commonly experience 
difficulties with communication to varying degrees Such communication 
difficulties are considered to be among the underlying causes of challenging 
behavior (CB) in persons with IDs (Truong et al., 2021). It has been shown that the 
severity of CB is usually proportional to the extent of communication difficulties 
experienced by persons with an ID (Griffith et al., 2013). CB is often an expression 
of an unfulfilled desire or a manifestation of an unmet need, both of which 
typically culminate in frustration. Frustration occurring as the result of clients 
feeling ignored or misunderstoodbyhealthcareprofessionalsis themostcommonly 
reported reason for engaging in CB (Bowring et al., 2017).

Overall, trust toward workers was moderately high among clients, with 
most respondents feeling that workers were generally reliable and supportive. 
However, a small percentage of men (6–17%) expressed distrust or fear when 
communicating with workers, while women reported slightly higher trust levels 
in most items, particularly regarding confidentiality (21% women vs. 12% men, 
p = 0.042). This indicates that confidentiality is a key dimension of trust and is 
perceived as stronger by women. The results align with existing study, which 
emphasizes that trust is essential for effective social care relationships and fosters 
open communication, collaboration, and client engagement (Ludvigh Cintulová, 
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2021b).

From a historical and political perspective, the development of social services 
in Slovakia over the past two decades provides crucial context for understanding 
these findings. As Ludvigh Cintulová (2021a) outlines, social services in Slovakia 
have evolved significantly in the last 20 years, with increasing attention to client-
centered approaches, professionalization of social work, and the establishment 
of residential and community-based care programs. However, despite these 
advances, systemic challenges remain, including uneven implementation of 
service standards, varying levels of staff training, and limited resources, which 
can affect the quality of worker–client interactions and the perception of 
relational effectiveness.

Social counseling plays a crucial role in supporting vulnerable populations, 
including people with learning disabilities and those in residential care. As 
Żółtek and Budayová (2005) note, social counseling functions as a form of 
charitable assistance that provides not only practical guidance but also emotional 
and relational support to clients, helping them navigate complex social systems 
and access necessary services. This aligns with the present study’s findings that 
trust, open communication, and relational effectiveness between workers and 
clients are central to positive client experiences. Integrating principles of social 
counseling, such as personalized attention, active listening, and support tailored 
to individual needs, can enhance the perceived effectiveness of care and foster a 
safer, more inclusive environment for clients.

By linking historical and political developments in Slovak social services 
(Cintulová 2021a, 2021b) with evidence from social counseling practices (Żółtek 
& Budayová 2005) and studies on the emotional impact of service transformations 
(Pavlovičová & Pavlovičová 2023), this research underscores the importance of 
client-centered, relationally focused approaches that prioritize trust, psychological 
safety, and meaningful participation in decision-making.

The observed gender differences in this study may also reflect historical service 
patterns described by Ludvigh Cintulová (2021b,c), where social care provision 
has often emphasized relational and emotional support—dimensions that 
female clients may be more attuned to or more likely to recognize. Meanwhile, 
practical aspects such as problem-solving and communication clarity, which 
men sometimes rated lower, might reflect residual gaps in structured training or 
service consistency across facilities.

Perceptions of psychological safety revealed that most clients feel relatively 
safe expressing their opinions, asking questions, and discussing concerns with 
workers. However, men were more likely to report fear or hesitation in expressing 
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problems (17% men vs. 11% women, p = 0.026), whereas women more often 
reported feeling emotionally safe during conversations (13% women vs. 9% men, 
p = 0.031). These findings suggest that gender may influence the perception of 
psychological safety, with women generally perceiving a more supportive and 
secure environment, while men may experience some barriers to fully open 
communication. This highlights the need for staff training on gender-sensitive 
approaches to foster safety and openness for all clients (Ludvigh Cintulová 2021c).

The evaluation of relational aspects indicates that workers are generally 
perceived as effective in providing support, listening, and acknowledging clients’ 
feelings. Women rated emotional validation and approachability higher than 
men, showing that they experience stronger relational support (acknowledging 
feelings: 22% women vs. 14% men, p = 0.020; approachability: 15% women vs. 
10% men, p = 0.046). Interestingly, men perceived slightly higher effectiveness in 
problem-solving and clear communication in some items, but these differences 
were only partially statistically significant.

These findings suggest that while empathy, approachability, and emotional 
support are valued and better perceived by women, practical aspects of worker 
effectiveness—such as clarity and problem-solving—may be experienced 
differently by men. This emphasizes the importance of a balanced approach, 
where workers not only provide emotional support but also ensure that tasks, 
instructions, and problem-solving are communicated clearly to meet diverse 
client needs.

Combining results across trust, psychological safety, and relational effectiveness 
shows a consistent pattern: women generally perceive higher emotional support, 
confidentiality, and safety, while men more often report challenges in expressing 
concerns or receiving clear communication. These gendered differences may 
reflect socialization patterns, prior experiences, or differing expectations in 
communication and relationships.

The findings underscore the importance of fostering open communication, 
trust-building, and gender-sensitive approaches in residential care settings. 
Workers should receive training to recognize individual differences in 
communication styles and emotional needs, ensuring all clients feel heard, 
respected, and supported.

Implications for Practice

1.	 Enhance confidentiality and trust-building measures: Maintaining 
clients’ confidence in the privacy of shared information is critical, as indicated by 
significant gender differences.
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2.	 Promote psychological safety: Interventions should target male clients 
who report higher fear in expressing concerns, ensuring they feel secure and 
supported.

3.	 Strengthen relational skills: Workers should focus on both emotional 
validation and clarity in communication to address the needs of all clients.

4.	 Implement gender-sensitive strategies: Recognizing differences in how 
men and women perceive trust, safety, and relational effectiveness can improve 
overall client satisfaction and engagement.

As highlighted in previous research, workplaces provide opportunities for 
novices and experts to exchange knowledge, and participation in practical 
activities fosters ongoing learning through both social and inner psychological 
processes (Dirgová & Lebeda, 2025). This dual aspect of learning—interaction 
with the environment and internal reflection—is essential for extracting and 
applying knowledge effectively.

The findings align with evidence from web-based training combined with 
group discussions, where participants engaging in scenario-based discussions 
with peers reported better outcomes and improved professional practices 
compared with those who only participated in individual training (Dávidová & 
Hardy, 2025). Similarly, in residential care settings, staff training that encourages 
dialogue, self-reflection, and shared problem-solving can enhance learning 
outcomes and the application of knowledge in daily practice (Budayová et al., 
2025).

Thus, training programs should not only provide individual learning 
opportunities but also actively facilitate social interactions, such as discussions 
with supervisors and colleagues, to strengthen connections between theoretical 
knowledge and practical application. Optimizing these social learning processes 
can improve the overall effectiveness of training in social work, child protection, 
and residential care environments, supporting both professional development 
and improved client outcomes.

Conclusion

The study demonstrates that communication, trust, and relational effectiveness 
are closely interconnected in the quality of social care for clients with learning 
disabilities. While most clients perceive a moderate to high level of support and 
safety, gender differences highlight areas for targeted improvement. Enhancing 
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trust, emotional validation, and clear communication can strengthen client–
worker relationships, improve well-being, and contribute to more effective social 
service delivery. These results provide a foundation for developing interventions 
aimed at improving relational quality in residential care facilities.

The findings of this study highlight the challenges of designing and 
implementing training programs for staff in municipal residential facilities for 
adults with intellectual disabilities. Informants indicated varying levels of need for 
the knowledge provided, with some feeling well-informed or perceiving certain 
topics as unnecessary. The addressing the diverse knowledge requirements of 
heterogeneous groups is inherently complex, and this complexity increases with 
the number of participants and organizational targets.

The present study confirms this observation, as even facilities with similar 
mandates exhibited considerable variation in client characteristics, including 
age, severity of intellectual disability, and the intensity of challenging behaviors. 
Staff differences, including educational background, professional experience, 
sense of responsibility, and motivation, further influenced the effectiveness and 
applicability of training content.
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