Personal Safety and Managing Difficult Situations

This short booklet presents:-

· A 5 step technique for you to use in conflict situations

· Information about the 3 things that always feature within conflict situations

· Some guidance notes on  Lone Working – on a reception desk or away from the office
· Some guidance notes on  Challenging Unacceptable Behaviour
· Some tips about recording the details of any incident 
· Another technique called UHT which you can use to respond assertively using the empathy approach when challenging others

· A note on the use of questioning techniques to help create rapport and get to the heart of a matter
· A note on active listening skills

The 5 Step CLEAR Technique to use in Conflict Situations

1. C – Calm and Controlled

2. L – Listen and Look

3. E – Evaluate Situation and Options

4. A – Appropriate Action

5. R – Review with Colleagues
Calm and Controlled
· Slow your breathing down
· Take deep breaths down into the stomach
· Do not say anything – collect your thoughts
· Don’t get angry – respond rather than react
· Position yourself for safety – don’t stand directly in front of the person.
· Create distance between yourself and the person
· If possible step back and raise your hands, palms facing out
Listen and Look
· Active Listening is key

· Show you are listening by nodding and saying things such as, “I see”, “Okay ,yes”, “appreciate that”, etc

· Remember – an angry person will almost certainly not be listening to you

· Let them continue without interruption – wait for a moment before communicating

· Maintain eye contact but take in your surroundings
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Evaluate your situation and options
· Once you are calm and have listened, you must evaluate the situation and your options taking into account the three key impact factors which we outline on another page
· You must decide what action you feel is appropriate and follow up with what you feel is a reasonable response
· Good awareness allows quick assessments to decide the appropriate course of action
Appropriate Action – General Points:-

· Decide your options – are you dealing with a known or high risk, a potentially cooperative or uncooperative person, a potential attacker?

· Maintain a safe distance

· Are you dealing with a conflict situation aimed at you or your colleagues?

· Are you dealing with service users who are in conflict with others?

· Treat unknown people as high risk

· Say you can see that the situation or circumstances have upset them

· Stress you are trying to help and want to help

· Don’t try to rush things – angry people want their say

· Start to deescalate. You do this by paraphrasing back what the person has told you. Move and speak slowly, quietly and confidently

· Keep your voice low and slow

· Once you repeat back what they have said, you can use a sentence such as, “If I’m correct, you are feeling X because of Y, is that right?” Their response will help you measure how your attempts at deescalating are going.
· Try not to ask too many direct closed questions – you want more than yes or no answers
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Appropriate Action
· Ask open questions which fact find  - try who, what and when

· Try questions which seek opinions

· Keep paraphrasing

· Start to present options to the person. Tell them what they stand to gain or lose by their actions. Most people will not go against their own interests. And the presentation of options gives the person a real sense of ownership. They are less likely to feel you are telling them what to do.

· Allow the person to keep their dignity. Always think of offering a way forward for the person so they don’t lose face – this is especially critical with younger people or indeed anyone with an audience

· Offer praise if the person is complying – always a great motivator

· Writing down the details of the problem can often have a wonderful calming effect as it conveys positive action

· Remember some people don’t want solutions. They just want to vent their anger. If you don’t react they’ll often blow themselves out

· If the person is un-cooperative, you should ask if there is anything you can say or do that will gain their compliance. Their answer will decide how you move on

· If the person is totally unresponsive you will have to follow another option. This may include leaving the area using an exit strategy, calling for assistance or contacting the police

· Don’t repeat ultimatums. This can make you look weak and can escalate the situation
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Review with Colleagues
· The learning points from any uncomfortable incident should be widely shared with other colleagues who might face, or indeed might have faced, similar circumstances. This will add to the body of knowledge which will help everyone

· It is also likely to be personally rewarding. There are 3 key questions that can help structure this review:-

1. What went well in terms of the way I handled that situation?

2. And if I had to do it again, what would I do differently?

3. And what support would I need from the organisation or the rest of the team to make things safer?

The 3 Big Impact Factors in Managing Conflict

In summary the techniques described above rely on three things:-

1. Awareness

2. Assessment

3. Action

This can be applied to:-

· You – this includes your own triggers to client’s behaviours and what behaviours anger or scare you. Your response must always be professional and something that you would be happy to have quoted back at you

· Client – this involves assessing the person as potentially cooperative or uncooperative or even as a potential attacker. You should be able to assess the person as a known risk or as a high risk depending on the information you have.
· Environmental – the actual layout of environments you work in
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Useful Guidance on Lone Working on a Reception Desk
You may to have to deal with aggressive people and confrontational situations, with members of the public who initially approach a reception desk. Dealing with a confrontational situation while you are working alone may increase the feelings of vulnerability.

In the workplace, aggression may include verbal abuse, ostracism, discrimination, racial or sexual harassment, bullying etc. You need to assess the situation and assess what actions can be taken to contain or curtail the aggression.

It is important, even if someone is trying to provoke you, not to respond in kind. Meeting aggression with aggression leads to confrontation and someone could get hurt. When faced with aggressive people or confrontational situations lone workers should:

· Stay calm; speak gently, slowly and clearly. Do not argue or try to outsmart the person verbally. Breathe slowly to control your own tension;

· Avoid body language which may be misinterpreted, such as looking down on the aggressor; hands on hips/folded arms; raised arms; any physical contact. Keep your distance;

· Talk through the problem; suggest going to see a colleague;

· Try to compromise and offer the aggressor a way out of the situation;

· Report all incidents to your immediate supervisor; ensure that your complaint is taken seriously;

· Sometimes it is not possible to contain and diffuse the threat of violence so be prepared: 

· While talking, assess possible ways you can escape if the situation worsens; 

· Try to prevent the aggressor blocking any possible escape routes; 

· Never turn your back. If you are trying to get away, move gradually backwards.

· Avoid having loose objects (ornaments, vases etc) on top of reception desks as they may be used as a weapon.

Working Away Alone –Home Visits
· Leave the names and telephone numbers of the clients that you are visiting that day, plus an expected return time.  Use a discrete place, such as your desk drawer, but ensure your family know where it is.  Once home, rip this up to ensure confidentiality.

· If you live alone, fax or phone another community support worker, your welfare officer or your line manager with your visits for that day.  Remember to let them know that you have returned safely.  This is particularly important with first time visits.

· If a person referring does not give you or is not willing to give you sufficient information about a new client, be clear that you cannot accept the referral.  If you have any concerns about making the visit, either arrange to meet in a public place (e.g. café or branch meeting) or take someone with you (e.g. welfare officer, line manager, or other community support worker).

· Ensure that you know where you are going.  Plan a route if you are not sure.  Provide yourself with a comprehensive set of road maps.

· Always speak to the client or carer prior to making a visit.   Try to establish what they are expecting from you and get an idea of what support/information needs they may have.  You can also use this opportunity to find out practical things like if there is parking, and who else will be present.

· Try to carry out visits during daylight hours.  Although this is not always possible, the majority of your clients will be able to see you during the day.

· Always keep your mobile phone switched on when visiting a client.

· Trust your instincts. If you are at all uncertain about a visit, make appropriate arrangements for support, and do not go alone.

· If you are concerned about a visit, you can always ask someone to phone you after 10-15 minutes after you have arrived.  You could also make a joint visit, with a social worker, for example.  If the visit is going well and your fears have been allayed, fine.  If not, you can use this phone call to excuse yourself.

· If a client happens to be in a state of undress when you arrive, suggest that you come back either later that day or arrange another visit.  This is particularly important if the client lives alone.

· If you have any concerns about your safety whilst in the client’s home, make an excuse and leave.  Subsequently, follow the guidelines on reporting an incident.
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Some Guidance on Dealing with Challenging Behaviour

· Be aware of your own safety.  Be mindful of your exits and try not to get blocked in.  Keep your mobile phone on at all times.

· If a client is distressed and becoming aggressive, try to calm the situation by talking slowly without raising your voice.  Do not respond to abusive language.

· If the situation becomes hostile, acknowledge the person’s feelings, and explain that it is better if you leave (or finish the phone call), but will contact them to arrange another time to meet or speak to them. Ensure that you follow this through.

· Inform your line manager of an incident as soon as possible.   You may need advice on what to do next.

· Ensure that you make a note of the incident as soon as possible.  This may be a few notes, which you later write up on the client’s file and on an incident form if necessary. When recording an incident, make accurate, objective notes.  Send a copy to your line manager. See the next page for more help with this.
· If appropriate, inform other professionals/volunteers who are involved with the client/carer so that they are aware of the situation, taking into account issues around confidentiality.

· You may decide, in consultation with your line manager that you need to visit again.  In this instance, you may decide to take another person along with you, e.g. line manager.  If you feel at all uncomfortable about making a further visit alone, do not go.

· Occasionally, a client or carer may declare that they have feelings for you.  This does happen to people who work in the ‘caring’ professions, e.g. GP, counsellor, etc.  Ensure that you are clear with the person that their feelings cannot be reciprocated and that you are there to support them in a professional capacity only.  Discuss this with your line manager and decide whether it is appropriate that you continue to provide support to the client.
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Notes on Documentation and Reports
Paperwork after any incident is critical. Your line manager will give you advice on what is needed and go over in house procedures if you would find this useful.

Questions that should certainly be addressed in your report would include:-

· Who was involved?

· Where did the incident take place?

· What was the date and time?

· What did the aggressor say and do?

· How did this make me feel?

· How did I respond?

· What action did I take?

· Who else was involved?
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Challenging Unacceptable Behaviour- Another Technique
Assertiveness is about balanced behaviour.  We must balance our own ‘rights’ (e.g. to our views and opinions) with the ‘rights’ of others, and our responsibilities towards them.
[image: image1.wmf]
Remember UHT: - The empathy model

· Understand – empathise with the person you’re communicating with.  Try to understand why they might be saying what they’re saying…
· However(never the word “but”)– carefully explain your view/the facts (be clear and specific)
· Therefore – state what you’d like to happen next/the way forward

Don’t forget that your tone of voice and body language will say more than your words.

UHT in action
A burly well built man boards a train at Basingstoke. He approaches a passenger in the train which is on its way to Winchester. His demeanour is threatening. He asks a loaded question: - “Do you mind if I smoke?”
The passenger’s response using UHT:-
· I UNDERSTAND you want to smoke. I can see you’re dying for a fag

· HOWEVER, if you smoke, you risk being either thrown off the train or fined £200.They have CCTV

· THE WAY FORWARD, is that when we get to Winchester in 5 minutes, the train stops for 10 minutes, giving you chance to smoke outside the railway station
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More Communication Techniques
The Communications Filter
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…but remember the power of silence!

Types of Questions to Use

Open
Using the six honest serving men… "What, why, when, how, where and who".  These are good to get people talking - and to leave a completely open field in which to answer - for example:

· What happened when…?

· Where would you prefer to go…?

Probing
These are questions that 'fill in the gaps' and extract additional information 

- For example:

· What exactly would happen if…?

· How did you feel when…?
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Reflective
These have two purposes - to reassure the other party that you are listening carefully to what they have said, and to obtain further information (particularly about something that has so far only been implied) - for example:

· So, you think that Mr X ignored your advice.  Why do you say that?

· You say she responded well to the crisis.  In what ways?

Reflective questions are also useful to diffuse angry or upset people.  By 'reflecting', you are not necessarily agreeing - but you are recognising that the other person has a view.

Closed
These are questions that only require a one or two word answer.  They're good for establishing single, specific facts (and are not generally good for 'finding out' information).  Some examples:

· At what time will that happen?

· So, are we agreed that I will be responsible for delivering on that objective?

· Which departments will be involved in stage two of this process?

Questions to Avoid! – They can escalate a situation!
Multiple Questions
By the time you've got to the end of the last question, the responder can’t remember the others!  The chances are that you'll get an answer to the easiest question and the others will be forgotten.

Hypothetical Questions
These can be useful to examine someone's values and to find out how their mind works - but because the answer will also be hypothetical, it cannot be relied upon.
Leading Questions
These generally give you the answer you’re looking for – rather than the ‘real’ answer.  Examples include “Isn’t it the case that…?”, “Is it not?”, “Are we not?” etc.  It’s better to say “How do you feel about that?” rather than “I take it you’re happy with that?” 
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Listening Skills
· Don’t pre-judge - and don’t think about what to say next


· Concentrate - block out all else


· Appear to listen (actually listen!)


· Empathise


· Respect their contribution


· Never interrupt


· Forget prejudices
Techniques:
Reflective listening

repeating the same words used by the speaker

Paraphrasing


putting what the speaker says into your own words

Summarising
repeating the main points of the message to reduce it to manageable proportions

Advantages of Effective Listening

· Prevents misunderstanding by checking that the impression and information received is the same as the thought and feelings expressed

· Confirms an interest in the topic and respect for the speaker. Establishes rapport by looking for and probing areas of common interest  and values

· Ensures that communication does not break down or become side-tracked by concentrating on the content of the message and not the manner in which it was delivered

· Gives the listener time to think through and evaluate the message more accurately and so formulate a more considered and appropriate response

· Encourages the speaker through attentive body language and listening noises (oh… hmm,   go on…)

· Creates the circumstances in which a person can re-evaluate their own thoughts and feelings 

· Calms tempers and emotional intensity

· Lays the foundations for sensible and reasoned communication

· Influences all involved to listen
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Get in touch if we can help you with delivering training courses!
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