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Learning Objectives: 

• Develop greater empathy and understanding related to 
distress.

• Gain insight into personal reactions to distressed people.

• Review tools for responding to distress that will improve 
engagement.

• Identify risk and safety boundaries.
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Tools
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To fix or not to fix?



Compassionate presence

Don’t just do 
something, sit there.



Interventions

Actions designed to create calm/reduce distress

1. Motivational Interviewing (MI)
2. Grounding
3. Questions MI

G

Q



Motivational Interviewing(MI): Strategies for Success

Focus on the person, not the behavior.

Try not to judge resident’s behavior.

Who they are vs. what they do.

Help resident identify their strengths, hopes, and dreams. 



Motivational Interviewing (MI) is about…

• We are all ambivalent: Mixed feelings 
about changing behaviors.

• Reflective listening

• Helping people to make their own 
argument for change



And Motivational Interviewing (MI) is about…

• Pushing/pulling against resistance 
increases it

• A “mindset/heartset” of collaboration 

• Empathy: looking at the world through the 
eyes of the person and working to find out 
what they need. 



MI Decision Balance



Four MI Processes

Engage
• Opened ended questions
• Affirmations
• Reflections
• Summarizing

Focus
• "Why are you here?"
• Directing
• Guiding
• Following
• Agenda mapping
• Options
• Zooming in

Evoke
• Preparatory change talk: 

DARN 
• Desire to change
• Ability to change
• Reason to change
• Need to change
• Mobilizing change talk: CAT
• Commitment to change
• Activation to change
• Taking steps to change
• Open ended questions

Plan
• Is client ready to plan?
• What does the client want 

to plan?
• Is the path visible? Clear?
• Does the client want 

support?

• Use OARS in planning:
• Opened ended questions
• Affirmations
• Reflections
• Summarizing

Note: we are not seeking to perform 
MI, but to engage using MI 
elements. 
“MI informed”



Grounding



Grounding Short Cuts
• May not be appropriate to do a full grounding, but you can create some 

detachment from emotions through distracting/encouraging outward focus.

• Be mindful of empathy when people are distressed.

• I like your hat.
• Some weather we’re having.
• Are you warm enough?
• Is that chair comfortable?



Asking 
Questions

• More questions, fewer 
assertions

• Open-ended questions 
• (Why, How, Tell me more)
• Questions lead to ideas
• Ideas lead to solutions



Cause and Effect Diagram 
Finding the root causes of distress



Keep Asking: 

Problem CC

C

C

C

C C
C

C

C

C
C C

“Why does that happen?”

Big problems have multiple 
causes.
 
Search for the root causes.
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Risk and Safety



Which areas of risk do you encounter?
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Where do you need support/skills/tools? 

• Distrust /paranoia
• Anger/rage
• Poor boundaries 
• Depression/suicidality
• Anxiety/panic
• Disclosures of dangerous behaviors
• Other risks?

 



#1 rule for addressing risk and safety issues:  
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Get Help
Regardless of 

your 
experience 

level 

It requires a 
team



Happiness-Sadness-Fear-Disgust-Anger-Surprise

Which emotions may result in crisis/risk?

Sadness/ depression                     Self harm/ Suicidality
Fear                                                   Panic
Anger                                                Rage

How do you respond to strong emotional expressions?



Empathy is not risk tolerance.
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Empathic action to 
ensure safety.

Empathic action to 
mange risk.

Empathic action to 
engage and support. 



Is Everybody Safe?

• Me

• Them

• Other people

• Stress experienced by others
  
• Space considerations: furniture, egress, access to support 

o (live, phone, buzzer, etc...) privacy vs. safety

• Danger to self/other

• Longer term:
o Secondary trauma, empathy fatigue, burnout

     



Crisis Strategies (adapted from DBT) 

Pay attention to 
client’s affect rather 

than content 

Explore the 
current problem

Focus on 
problem solving

Perhaps a solvable 
portion of problem

Plan of action

Commitment to 
act on plan 



Anger Management/De-escalation

1. Time out: delay action until 
anger is back under 5 (20-30 
min)

2. Soothing activities: music, 
meditation, relaxation, praying, 
grounding, etc.

3. Calm voice, calm response 
4. Listen, avoid logic, arguing
5. Show support and concern

Keep it in the safe zone: 0-5

Safe
Zone
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Anger Management/De-escalation (cont.)

6. Limit stimulation and eye contact
7. Offer options (avoid taking control) 
8. Give space
9. Move slowly
10.Announce action before doing 4
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Suicidality / Self harm Quick Screen: SLAP

•S—Severity of the ideation
•L—Lethality of chosen means    
•A—Access to chosen means
•P—Proximity of support
  



Suicide Intervention

Four Basic Steps

• Show you care
• Be genuine
• Ask about suicide
• Get help



Responding to Distress: The Pivot

Mental 
Health 
Care

Engage 
Person

Distress 
shared

Mental 
Health 
Care

You have Tools.

They will save Time.

They will help you to 
complete your Tasks. 



Questions?



Request Assistance

To submit a request for assistance, scan the 
QR code. 

We look forward to assisting you! 

Contact us:
For more information or to request 

assistance, we can be reached by phone 
at 1-844-314-1433 or by 

email at coeinfo@allianthealth.org.

Visit the website:
nursinghomebehavioralhealth.org

mailto:coeinfo@allianthealth.org?subject=COE%20Inquiry
http://../01%20Task%205%20Draft%20Review%20Materials/nursinghomebehavioralhealth.org


COE-NF Resources  

Scan the QR code or 
visit the link below to view this resource.

https://bit.ly/comfortmenu_COENF

https://bit.ly/comfortmenu_COENF


COE-NF Resources  

Scan the QR code or 
visit the link below to view this resource.

https://bit.ly/3Obm8qL

https://bit.ly/3Obm8qL


COE-NF Resources  

Scan the QR code or 
visit the link below to view this resource.

https://bit.ly/deescalationtoolkit_COENF 

https://bit.ly/deescalationtoolkit_COENF


COE-NF Resources: Bite-Sized Learning  

https://bit.ly/BSL_DeescalationStrategies

https://bit.ly/BSL_DeescalationStrategies


Thank You!

https://www.linkedin.com/company/nursinghomebh/
https://www.facebook.com/NursingHomeBH
http://www.youtube.com/channel/UCgnRi9EFB9rXApnIUwS09sw
https://twitter.com/ESRDNetworkofTX
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