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When therapists are thinking about what interventions they 

want to implement, searching for the perfect question, or 

just wanting to say what they have in mind, then they are 

subject to missing what the client is saying. The next-in-

line effect (Brenner, 1973; Bond, 1985) has shown that 

when people are next in line they may miss cues or fail to 

encode. Using the next in line effect as a teaching demon-

stration to reveal the effects of the phenomenon have been 

implemented (Desforges, 2007). The purpose of the current 

teaching demonstration is to highlight the application of the 

effect for student therapists.  

The activity involves starting the first day of class by ask-

ing students four questions: (1) what is your favorite movie 

of all time, (2) what is your favorite book, (3), what is your 

happiest memory, (4) what do you plan to do right when 

you graduate and 5 years from then? Then, each student an-

swers the questions one at a time. Next, students are ran-

domly chosen and asked to recall the answers of students 

who replied prior to their reply. Finally, the activity and 

phenomenon were discussed and its applications to coun-

seling and therapy. 

PURPOSE 
 I participated in Dr. Curtis’ first day of class activity where he posted questions on the 

projector and we were asked to go down the aisles and answer each question about our-

selves. These questions were pretty easy get to know you questions like your name, favor-

ite movie, and a random fact about yourself. I love it when people ask about favorite mov-

ies because I love movies. Since I love movies, naturally while everyone is going through 

their favorites I am starting to sift through all of my favorites and struggling to narrow it 

down to just one. As it got closer to me I finally settled on a movie but realized I had no 

idea what to say for my random fact. I became a little anxious and before I knew it was my 

turn to answer the questions. I successfully answered everything and then listened to eve-

ryone else who was after me. Once we finished the activity Dr. Curtis surprised us by ask-

ing us to identify what each other's answers were. Although we had literally just heard eve-

ryone's answers, mind you there are only 9 of us in the class, we couldn’t seem to remem-

ber each other's answers. We were maybe able to remember one of the answers to one of 

the statements but no one was able to recite the answers for all of the questions for any 

given person. Afterwards, we discussed the next in line effect. None of us could remember 

each other's answers because we were too busy trying to think of our own. Even though 

we thought we were listening, we weren’t. I loved this exercise because it teaches you the 

importance of being present when people are speaking. “Most people do not listen with the 

intent to understand; they listen with the intent to reply” (Stephen Covey)”. This is an ac-

tivity I intend to do with my future classes as a Teacher's Assistant. 

 

 On the first day of class, many professors force you to introduce yourself to the class.  

They may ask your favorite movie, your favorite book, what your hopes are for the class, 

and what you would like to do with your life in the future.  As I am sitting there with my 

classmates I can see that I am third in line and I need to come up with some answers for 

these questions.  Once, it gets to be my turn, I answer the questions and turn to the next 

person ready to listen to their self-introduction.  Little did I know that this was more than 

an introduction.  Dr. Curtis began asking us what some of the other student’s answers were 

for the questions and I found that I knew some of them but not others.  I immediately at-

tributed it to the fact that I knew some of the students better than others, but that was not 

the case.  The next in line phenomenon got me just like it did with everyone else in the 

class.  Dr. Curtis brought awareness to the fact that we really had not been actively listen-

ing to the students who gave their self-introduction before us.  I thought I had paid atten-

tion to every person, but I had really been focused on what my own answers were.  I was 

stumped.  I truly thought I had paid attention to my classmates, but I had not.  I could not 

recall even one answer that someone before myself stated.  I felt bad that I had not truly 

listened.  We compared this phenomenon to therapy.  If the therapist is constantly thinking 

about what they will say next, then they cannot be listening to what the client has to say.  

This phenomenon can be held in any classroom or real life situation.  As a professor, you 

can perform this exercise to teach your students how to actively listen and get the most out 

of the class they are in.  This exercise can help students stay in the present moment of a 

classroom discussion by creating ideas to add to the discussion as they go, and not think-

ing about their statement for a long period of time. 

The activity is used to demonstrate how thinking of one’s 

own performance may cause failure to encode client infor-

mation (Bond, 1985), and in turn, effect therapists ability to 

effectively work with clients. The demonstration is used at 

the onset of the class to show how student-therapists’ devel-

opment in focusing on what is needed to say next or skills 

may lead to missing client information. This activity pro-

motes student-therapist awareness of how human phenome-

non may affect areas of encoding and attention (e.g., not ac-

tively listening or focusing on the client. The activity is a 

learning anchor to refer back to, throughout the semester, 

when student-therapists may be concerned with what inter-

ventions they are thinking they want to use rather than en-

coding client information.  

 

 I was running late to my first day of CBT. What I would later learn to label as negative 

automatic thoughts, were swirling through my head.  As I opened the door, I gently inter-

rupted one of my classmates sharing a favorite memory. I then quickly sat down at an 

empty desk and waited to be called on to share my own list of favorites.  I was still think-

ing about my tardiness when another classmate began to speak. I perked up my ears, wait-

ing for my classmate to stop sharing so that I could begin.  I was the last to finish out the 

round of routine first day introductions, expecting to move on to the syllabus.  Instead, 

something else happened. Dr. Curtis asked us to recall our preceding classmate’s introduc-

tion. Most of us could recall little to nothing about the classmate that spoke directly before 

us.  But we were listening, weren’t we? We want to be counselors. We listen.  Just as my 

classmates and I were about to beat ourselves up for not paying attention, Dr. Curtis swept 

in with a normalizing psychological concept. He taught us that the Next In Line Effect is a 

common memory deficit for information received prior to one’s own performance. That 

is, we have difficulty remembering what happened “next in line” due to the anticipation of 

our own performance. I came into class and performed a task I have performed on count-

less first days.  But this time there was an eye opener,  that the brain is constantly working 

in ways that I’m not even aware of. It’s a relief to know that I am probably not a jerk that 

intentionally disregards my classmates.  But it’s also a good process to become conscious 

of. As a future counselor, it will be important that I am not always anxious of my own per-

formance, but listening intently to my client.  Knowing about the Next In Line Effect 

helps to make me less susceptible to its error.  This first day activity started out unremark-

able, but ended up developing a tool I know I’ll need in the future. 

 

 

 We started class off with an exercise most of us in class were familiar with, introduc-

tions of each other, as well as something about you that was simple, like your favorite col-

or, or your favorite movie. I actually started the process off, so I got to listen to every-

body’s answers. So naturally when the last person was done we were all looking toward 

Dr. Curtis waiting for the lecture to start or to talk about homework we had done. Howev-

er, what was asked instead is others answers, but not just anybody could answer for any-

body else, very specifically asking the person behind me what my favorite things were 

and the person behind another student. I still didn’t quite understand what was going on, 

what was clear to me was that most people could answer the question. I still had not put it 

together, and it seemed most of us hadn’t either, it seemed like we felt a little guilty being 

a graduate student in counseling psychology and couldn’t remember the person right in 

front of us and their answers. It was later explained as the next in line effect, and how that 

is very important as counselors and teachers to be aware off. I thought that it was a fun ex-

ercise that really threw the students for a loop. I like this so much because it makes us 

aware that even though we are being trained to listen if you can’t get out of your own 

thoughts you will not be able to focus on the client and what they are saying. I like to 

think I am a good listener, however when we did this exercise I quickly realized I was not 

the only one that still needed some practice in listening to others.  

STUDENT RESPONSES AUDIENCE STUDENT RESPONSES 

ACTIVITY 

IMPLICATIONS 

The use of the current teaching demonstration is intended for 

graduate clinical and counseling classes that train student-

therapists. The specific teaching demonstration has been 

used in a graduate level cognitive behavioral therapy course.  

 

 
 


