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Dealing with Hostility Handout

There may be occasions when, as a volunteer you experience hostility or even aggression with a service user. This can be upsetting and even unnerving especially when it arises out of the blue. It is unlikely however, that you would be visiting a service user who had a known history of aggressive behaviour alone if at all.

Nonetheless, it is always better to be prepared for any unexpected outbursts. It can and does happen that people can behave unpredictably or may suffer from a mental health condition that may have been dormant for a long time and had not been known about. Older people may be developing an age related condition such as Alzheimer’s, or dementia. There are other possible reasons why people may behave erratically and these include:

· Grief/ Bereavement

· Personal Problems

· Fear/ Paranoia

· Pain and discomfort

· Health issues

· Stress

· Previous bad experiences

· Beliefs 

· Embarrassment

· Reaction to medication

· Alcohol

· Frustration

· Environment people can become agitated in unwelcoming environments or even to certain colours!

It is worth noting some of the common physical signs of anger, the most obvious being change in body language including sweating, change in muscle rigidity shaking, change in facial colour, staring eyes, raised voice, gesticulations etc. Of course these may also be symptoms of something else such as medical condition, but it will quickly become evident if this is so. These changes are all caused by the effects of adrenalin in the body, which basically prepares the body for the classic fight or flight instinctual reaction. Adrenalin causes the release of glucose to the liver to help muscles work which means that breathing gets faster so that the extra oxygen can transform glucose into energy. The heart beats faster to take the extra oxygen in the blood to the muscles and which means blood is diverted away from the digestive system creating the ‘churning stomach’ sensation. The muscles tense for action and the pupils widen to aid clearer vision.  More significantly blood drains from the higher part of the brain to the lower part of the brain which is less responsive to rational thought. So in this state of heightened arousal it is essential that a person who is agitated is responded to in as calm a way as possible which is a key factor in de-escalation. Anger cannot continue to escalate if it is met and responded to with its antidote- calmness.

Really it is a matter of building on the communication skills that have been covered of active and empathic listening, using silence, not interrupting using a gentle tone of voice and avoiding sudden movements or closed body language and applying them very calmly. A useful formula to remember is Q. (Quiet), A. (Assertive), C. (Calm) and C. (Confident). You know yourself having been responded to in this manner in the past is always productive. It is essential also that you do not panic or try to argue with an already angry person as this will actually provide fuel for the anger and allow it to escalate. At the time it is necessary to be firm and use of language assertiveness can be useful here. This is where you state how the behaviour of the other affects you/others and state what the consequences of it could be if continued. You then state what you would like to happen and the positive benefits e.g. John your shouting is making it hard for me to think clearly and if you continue I won’t be able to find a solution.  Perhaps if we take a couple of seconds time out we could sit down and talk it through. What do you think?    
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