Participant/Staff Interactions & Interventions

Purpose:
The intent of the following policy is to assist staff in defining their role and boundaries when interacting with participants.

Policy:
Employees are expected to establish and maintain a professional demeanor toward participants at all times.  Verbal interventions are the primary and preferred method of reacting to any situation with a participant.  Staff should always exhaust attempts to use verbal interventions prior to resorting to the least amount of physical intervention necessary to ensure safety and prevent injury.  The Participant/Staff relationship is akin to a teacher-student relationship in which staff should be consistent, courteous, protective, instructive, and helpful to the participant.

Procedures/Process:
It is understood that when dealing with a compliant participant that it is not difficult to follow this policy and therefore that is not the thrust of this procedure.  Rather, the maintenance or rebuilding of rapport with a non-compliant participant requires special attention to one’s own internal feelings, reactions, and thoughts.  A staff person may need to pay close attention to these in order to maintain an effective professional demeanor.

“In Your Face Participants”:

When a participant is in your face, threatening and yelling, it is not useful to respond in kind, no matter how much you may want to do it.  While it may feel good initially, this only serves to escalate the situation into a power struggle (i.e., which of us can yell the loudest, who can call the other an uglier name, who can be more creative about what one is going to do to another, who can be the most stubborn or defiant, etc.).  Understand also that any time you engage in this kind of power struggle with a participant, you are teaching the participant that this is acceptable adult behavior, which of course it is not.  You need to alter your strategy immediately.

Remember, you are the role model being paid to protect and instruct the participant.  It is helpful to assume that the participant has fewer coping skills than you do and is therefore expected to act out when facing a situation he or she thinks is unjust or distasteful.  The participant may also be reacting to other stressors in their life other than just the issue at hand.  Most people have more things on their minds than they reveal.  But with our participants you have somewhat of a heads up in this area.  For example you know that the participants who come to us are not in a place they are use to and now are contending with strange rules and must respond to people with whom they are often unfamiliar.  If you understand this, you will be better prepared for any outbursts because you expect that one may occur and you know that there can be much more involved than what appears on the surface.  Equipped with this knowledge it should be easier to remain calm and keep your voice within a normal range.  A steady and soothing voice from a non-threatening stance may be your best defense to a hostile offense.

When dealing with an ‘in your face’ participant, it is best to acknowledge what you see (i.e., “It is clear to me that you are upset.  I know you are very serious about this by the tone of your voice and what you are saying.”)  Remember to give participants space both literally and figuratively.  Try not to box them into a corner with the words you use or feel threatened by your posture or proximity to them.  This may or may not get the participant to change their approach quickly, but continuing with similar responses over time will de-escalate, rather than intensify, the volatility of the interaction.  Trust the approach use crisis intervention skills and be consistent.

Threatening With The Rules

Telling a participant that you will give them a minor or major violation of a particular rule, if they engage in a certain activity is a strategic mistake.  This approach is all about staff attempting to re-assert their power over the youth and retain control.  Even if it works, little is gained because nothing is learned.  Our goal for participants is to teach them to be responsible for their actions, not to reiterate to them that we, as adult authority figures, can control them.  Helping a participant weigh the benefits of consequences or a behavior is more productive and more challenging.  Participants have choices to make; it is your responsibility to help them consider the possible outcomes of their decisions.  A better approach would be, for example, “(Participant Name), we both know you can do it if you want to, but tell me what the rule is about that, so I’m sure you fully understand the situation.”

When A Participant Violates A Rule

There can be a tendency within us, as staff, to want to punish participants in a way that says, “Now it’s my turn.  See what you’ve earned yourself.”  Consequencing a participant should never be an, ‘Ah-ha!  Got you!’ moment.  Rather, it should be a teaching opportunity (i.e., “(Participant Name), I’m sorry that this is what we’ve got to do, but let’s think together for a moment about how we can help each other avoid this in the future.”)


When there is a fight, it is your responsibility to intervene swiftly.  Staff should pursue the best course of action to ensure the safety of everyone, with the goal of stopping the fight.  This should include actions such as moving toward the combatants, using verbal interventions in a firm, no-nonsense, directive tone (i.e., “You need to stop that right now.”).  If this is not effective then the least amount of physical intervention necessary should be applied to separate the individuals involved.


Staff should never hesitate to call for back up when needed to ensure the safety of participants.  When a staff member needs assistance, it is the duty of other staff members to respond.

During “Quiet” Times

It is very important that participants see staff as adults at all times.  Even when participating in activities such as basketball or board games if staff is too friendly and playful our effectiveness and creditability may be negatively impacted when the setting or the situation changes.  When things seem relaxed, it is easy to let professionalism slip and boundaries blur.  This can be exceedingly confusing for participants, many of whom have been physically, sexually, and/or emotionally abused and who crave your attention.

The following are some examples to keep in mind:

(a) When playing games with participants, staff should not lie on the floor or lounge horizontally, anywhere.  In this position, you may appear vulnerable or provocative, and neither is good or professional.

(b) Staff should not tease participants, in general, and particularly in the presence of others.  Being able to tease someone and get away with it implies an earned level of intimacy between the parties that is counterproductive to helping our participants be self-reliant and comfortable with themselves.  A seemingly meaningless joke or nickname witnessed by others can be misconstrued or misused at a later time.

(c) CDS maintains a general ‘no-touch’ rule among participants, and it is most productive for staff to model this behavior as well.  Touching should be kept to an absolute minimum, always have a clear purpose and generally be done only with permission.  However, the safest course of behavior is to not touch participants or other staff members.


(d) For any behavior management system to be effective it must be implemented consistently.  Participants need to know that when they go to one staff member or another or deal with any different shift that when it comes to the rules they will receive a similar response.  Allowing participants special privileges is a de-motivator to anyone trying to really work within a system.  Why should a participant participate if they can gain the same results by working the staff?  Why should staff enforce the rules and get labeled the bad guy when other staff don’t apply the system?  The result is resentment and unhappiness on some levels for all involved.  Even in cases where staff may be interacting with very few participants sticking with the system is imperative to help the next staff that becomes involved.  Participants who have found themselves in special circumstances will not appreciate the rules changing as more people become involved.  For staff, relying on a system takes the guesswork out of unfamiliar situations.  Rules can change and the behavior system can be improved, but it needs to be a team decision.  The place to start with any new idea is to discuss it with a supervisor or bring it up at a staff meeting.  Until then work the program.
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