Unit 5:  Dealing With Emotional People


OVERVIEW

At the end of this unit, students will be able to:

· Avoid returning anger directed at them.

· Use a variety of techniques to calm or comfort upset people.

· Use techniques to diffuse anger.

· Develop a repertoire of effective responses to typical emotional complaints and questions.

CONTENTS

This unit includes the following sections:

· Introduction and Unit Overview

· Phases of Reaction to Disaster

· Responding to Strong Emotions

· Communication Helpers

· Activity:  Responding to Strong Emotions

· Maintaining Your Own Positive Attitude

· Summary and Transition

APPROXIMATE TIME

45 minutes

MATERIALS

· Visuals 5.1 through 5.7

INTRODUCTION AND unit OVERVIEW

Visual 5.1
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Display the following visual.
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Introduce this unit by reviewing the following key points:

· In the previous unit, we talked about gathering information from citizens and making appropriate referrals.  However, if the person is expressing extreme emotions, this can be very difficult.

· In this unit, we will identify and practice some strategies to help you deal successfully with very emotional people.  

· These strategies also apply to dealing with your own staff, whether or not they are disaster victims themselves.  Even if they were not directly affected by the disaster, they are working in a situation that can easily lead to strong emotions.  

· As a supervisor, it is very important for you to be prepared to address these strong emotions.

INTRODUCTION AND Unit OVERVIEW

Visual 5.2

[image: image4.wmf]
Display the following visual and review the unit objectives with the students.
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Unit Objectives

F

Use a variety of techniques to calm or

comfort upset people.

F

Avoid returning anger directed at you.

F

Use techniques to diffuse anger.

F

Develop a repertoire of effective responses

to typical emotional complaints and

questions.



PHASES OF REACTION TO DISASTER

Visual 5.3
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Display the following visual.

[image: image7.wmf]Visual S-5.

3

Phases of Reaction

to Disaster

Predisaster

Threat

Warning

Impact

Inventory

Heroic

Honeymoon

Disillusionment

Working Through Grief

(Coming to Terms)

Reconstruction

(A New Beginning)

Trigger Events and

Anniversary Reactions

Time

. . . . . . 1 to 3 days . . . . . .

. . . . . . 1 to 3 years . . . . . .

(Community Cohesion)



[image: image8.wmf]
Review the following key points:

· In serving people involved in a disaster situation, it is important to understand what they are experiencing.

· Psychologists have identified four phases that persons affected by disaster typically experience.  The visual illustrates these four phases.

· Heroic:  This phase usually lasts from impact or pre-impact to about 1 week after the disaster.  All emotions are strong and direct at this time.  Individuals are likely to use their energy to save their own lives and their property.

· Honeymoon:  This phase usually lasts from 1 week to 2 or 3 months after the disaster.  There is a strong sense of having shared a catastrophe and survived.  People expect extensive assistance from Government agencies.  Buoyed by the promises of help, they clear debris and remove wreckage.

· Disillusionment:  This phase lasts from 2 months to 1 or 2 years after the disaster.  Emotions include a sense of anger and disappointment, as well as resentment and bitterness, if there are delays in assistance or unfulfilled promises of aid.  Individuals concentrate on rebuilding their own lives and solving their own problems.  The feeling of strong community is lost.

PHASES OF REACTION TO DISASTER

Visual 5.3
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Continue showing Visual 5.3.

· Reconstruction:  The final phase extends for several years after the disaster.  People realize they must solve any problems in rebuilding their lives.  Visible progress reaffirms belief in self and community.  If recovery efforts are delayed, serious and intense emotional problems may result.
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Can anyone provide an example of how you have seen the Heroic Phase displayed?  The Honeymoon Phase?  The Disillusionment Phase?

RESPONDING TO STRONG EMOTIONS

Visual 5.4
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Display the following visual.
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 ADVANCE \d04 

 ADVANCE \d02 

 ADVANCE \d01 What other strong emotions may citizens be experiencing?

[image: image14.wmf]
Record the list of typical emotions on chart paper.  Post the chart paper where the students can refer to it later for reference.
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 ADVANCE \d04 

 ADVANCE \d02 

 ADVANCE \d01 What strategies are effective for dealing with strong emotions?


· If not mentioned by the students, add the following items:

· Acknowledge the individual’s feelings by saying, “It sounds like you feel . . . .”  Do not say, “I know how you feel.”

· Recognize that there was a problem and apologize for the situation; do not apologize for the agency.

· Match the level of the person’s emotion with concern.

· Do not deny the individual’s perception of the experience or his or her feelings.  Do not say, “You should see how bad it is over there.”

· Assess the situation and state the specific actions you will take to address the concern.

· Be honest.  Acknowledge that you may not be able to help; do not create false expectations.

COMMUNICATION HELPERS

Visual 5.5
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Display the following visual.
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Communication Helpers

F

Remain calm at all times.

F

Help the other person relax.

F

Avoid using an accusatory “you.”

F

Don’t give orders.

F

Ask what you can do to help.

F

Tell the person what 

can

be done, not what 

can’t

.
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Review the following key points:

· It is important to remain calm and professional at all times.  This self-control can be hard.  Remember that you are not responsible for the disaster and cannot fix everything.  If someone is upset, he or she may just be looking for someone to blame.

· Help the person relax.  This could mean moving him or her to a private location, providing a chair, or a getting drink of water.

· Watch the words you use.  Don’t use accusatory language such as, “We couldn’t help you because you didn’t fill the form out right.”  Instead, you might say, “We couldn’t complete the work because we were missing some important information.”  Also, be careful not to criticize.

· Direct customers, but don’t give orders.

· It is very important to focus on what you can do for the customer and not on what you cannot do.  You may not be able to resolve the problem, but you probably can help.  Focus on how you can make the situation better.




ACTIVITY:  RESPONDING TO STRONG EMOTIONS

Conduct the activity as follows:


1. Tell the students that the purpose of this activity is to practice responding to strong emotions.


2. Display the following visual and review the activity instructions:

Visual 5.6

[image: image19.wmf]
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Activity Instructions

¶

You will hear three statements.

Listen to each statement carefully.

·

After each statement is read aloud, the

instructor will pause.  First, identify the

feeling(s) being expressed.  Next, write

down word for word what you would say

to respond to the feelings being

expressed.  You may want to use the

following format:

“You’re feeling . . . because . . . .”
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SM 5.7 – 5.10
3. Tell the students to turn to pages 5.7 through 5.10 in their Student Manuals.  Tell the students that they should first identify the feelings being expressed.  Suggest that the students refer to the list of typical disaster victim feeling words summarized earlier on the chart paper.  Note that this list can be used to help them identify the correct feeling word.  Remind the students to listen closely to both the feelings and the facts of the comment and then write a response that demonstrates an understanding of the feelings being expressed.  Suggest that the students use a format such as “You’re feeling . . . because . . . .”  Stress that the response should state the feeling and the reason for the feeling.

4. Tell the students that they will work as a large group for the first segment and then work individually during the remainder of the activity.




ACTIVITY:  RESPONDING TO STRONG EMOTIONS
5. Ask if the students are ready.  Read the first excerpt.  (Scripts of the excerpts appear beginning on page 5.12.)

6. Pause after the statement to allow the students time to identify the feeling word and to write their response word for word.

7. Ask for volunteers to share their feeling words with the group.  Encourage the other students to comment on how their feeling words differ.  Provide feedback on the accuracy of the feeling words expressed.

8. Ask for volunteers to share their responses with the group.  Encourage the other students to comment on how their responses differ.  Provide feedback on the accuracy of their responses.

9. Ask if the students are ready for the next two statements.  Read both statements.  Pause after each statement to allow the students time to identify the feeling word and write their responses.

10. After stating each excerpt, ask for volunteers to share their feeling words and responses.  Provide feedback on the accuracy of each.

11. Encourage the other students to comment on how their responses differ.




ACTIVITY:  RESPONDING TO STRONG EMOTIONS

12. Summarize this activity by asking the following discussion questions:

[image: image22.wmf]
Why is it important to respond to how the other person is feeling?


· Possible responses include:

· It helps assure the other person that you empathize with his or her unique situation.

· It helps reduce defensiveness in an angry or frustrated person.

· It can help diffuse a hostile situation.
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What sorts of traps do you need to avoid when dealing with people who are exhibiting strong emotions?


· Possible responses include:

· Becoming overly involved in the other person’s situation to where you lose good judgment.

· Taking the person’s reaction as a personal attack.

· Advocating against the Government on the other person’s behalf.

· Making promises you can’t keep.

· Becoming callous and cynical; feeling like everyone is trying to “rip off” the Government.

[image: image24.wmf]
What sorts of traps do you need to avoid when dealing with employees’ strong emotions?


· Possible responses include:

· Making the assumption that these strong emotions are part of the employee’s “normal” behavior. 

· Taking the employee’s upset as a personal attack. 

· Resenting the employee for failing to do his/her job. 




ACTIVITY:  RESPONDING TO STRONG EMOTIONS

Point out that dealing with strong emotions can be very stressful.  Also, note that employees may benefit from Employee Assistance Programs available and that citizens may benefit from the Crisis Counseling Services.  Provide the names and telephone numbers of resources that can be used to help both disaster workers and disaster victims manage their stress.
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SM 5.7


activity:  responding to strong emotions

Instructions:  Listen to each statement.  Identify the feeling and then write a response that helps demonstrate that you understand the speaker’s frame of reference.  You may want to use the following format:  “You’re feeling . . . because . . .”

Statement #1




Script (Does not appear on student copy.)

“This disaster has been so terrifying for me.  I am a 72-year-old widow, living alone in a mobile home without electricity.  I can’t use my gas heating.  So I sit in the dark with no heat.  I feel like I’m in the middle of a bad dream and can’t wake up.”
Feeling Being Expressed:

Possible Response:  Fear

Your Response Demonstrating Understanding of the Feeling and Reasons:

Possible Response:  “You’re feeling scared being alone, because you don’t have the essentials for living, and don’t know how to get things fixed.”

[image: image26.wmf]
SM 5.8

activity:  responding to strong emotions
(Continued)

Statement #2




Script (Does not appear on student copy.)

 “This whole thing is just a circus.  First, I had to wait in line with my three kids for 3 hours to fill out your forms.  The person who took the forms was rude and couldn’t even tell me if I would qualify for assistance.  The repair person didn’t show up for her first two appointments after I took time off work to wait for her.  When she finally did show up, she only spent 5 minutes looking at our house, and didn’t even do anything.  After she left, we waited to hear from you all but never did.  We’ve called and called.  We either get put on hold or leave messages that don’t get returned.”
Feeling Being Expressed:

Possible Response:  Frustration, Anger

Your Response Demonstrating Understanding of the Feeling and Reasons:

Possible Response:  “You’re feeling angry because you’ve gotten a real run-around.”
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SM 5.9

activity:  responding to strong emotions
(Continued)

Statement #3




Script (Does not appear on student copy.)

“I just can’t listen to these stories anymore.  They are so sad.  So many terrible things have happened in this community.  Nothing will ever be the same again.  All these people who lost everything.  And all the people who lost their pets.  I just can’t talk to any more customers.  I just can’t hear any more stories.”
Feeling Being Expressed:

Possible Response:  Depressed, Overwhelmed

Your Response Demonstrating Understanding of the Feeling and Reasons:

Possible Response:  “You’re hearing a lot of really challenging information to absorb.  It’s hard not to be affected by it.  You’re feeling overwhelmed by it all.”
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SM 5.10

activity:  responding to strong emotions
(Continued)

Statement #4




Script (Does not appear on student copy.)

“That man had no right to do what he did.  He was screaming at me, saying it was all my fault.  He was swearing and shaking his fist in my face.  I was so angry I wanted to jump over the counter and pummel him.  I am so mad right now that I can’t think straight.”
Feeling Being Expressed:

Possible Response:  Anger, Fury.

Your Response Demonstrating Understanding of the Feeling and Reasons:

Possible Response:  “You are feeling angry because that person is upset himself and was blaming you for things that are not your fault.”

MAINTAINING YOUR OWN positive ATTITUDE

Visual 5.7
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Display the following visual.
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Maintaining Your Own

Positive Attitude

F

Don’t take criticism personally.

F

Remember, you are not responsible

for what has happened.

F

Take time out if necessary.
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Review the following key points:

· As we have already mentioned, it is not always easy to maintain a positive attitude when dealing with emotional people.

· This situation can be exceptionally challenging if you are a disaster victim yourself.

· However, it is important not to take criticism personally.  In most cases, you are not directly responsible for anyone’s problems.  If you are responsible, through a mistake or oversight, acknowledge the error and apologize.  Then move on to resolving the situation.

· If you feel that you are losing control, take a break and ask someone else to fill in for a short period.  

· The final unit of this course will focus on strategies for managing your stress.

SUMMARY AND TRANSITION
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Summarize this unit by reviewing the following key points:

Working with emotional customers can be exhausting.  It is important to understand that an increase in emotional customers is normal after a disaster, therefore, it is wise to prepare to address these situations ahead of time.

It is also important to realize that you may have a difficult time working successfully with emotional customers because of your own increased stress.

Transition to the final unit by pointing out that it will help the students address their stress levels following a disaster.
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