
Challenges, difficulties, setbacks, 
adversities… They bring us face-to-face 
with ourselves. They are a rather harsh 

way of reminding us of what is truly 
important to us, what we really value, 
and what we want our life to be about.  

What motivated you to attend today? What do 

you hope to get from this presentation?

In what manner would you like to deal with 

difficult people?



Difficult People 
During Disasters

•Focus = safety, physiological, and field skills

•Disaster Response Priorities

•What role might you play during a disaster?

• Teams/pairs, Preparedness – Mental and  

BSI/PPE, Situational Awareness



Difficult People 

•Learning and accepting who you are –

growing from there

•Tools for your tool box – separate the what 

from the chaff. 

• Know yourself. You have physiological 

limitations. Your life may depend on 

recognizing them. 

• Increase your pause, practice perfect



Difficult People 



Difficult People 

What types of difficult people may we 

encounter during a disaster/emergency?



Types of difficult people



Types of difficult people



Types of difficult people



Types of difficult people



Hazards, Trauma 
Stressors 
Disaster Response Priorities

•Sleep deprivation

•Helpful others

•Carnage – next photo may be disturbing





Hazards, Trauma 
Stressors 
• Media

• Responders 

• Unscrupulous

• Elements* (including extreme 
temperatures)

• Noise - also creates physiological 
response



Stress’ physiological effects 
on the body/brain Feel in self – See in others

Fight/Flight = response from Goosebumps to…

• Chemical Dump: heart rate/BP - face, 
muscles, pupils, vessels, voice, non-essential 
systems (scoots/dehydration, dry mouth –
stinky breath), BRAIN function

• Perceptual Distortions: Disassociation, 
perceptual narrowing – ‘tunnel’ vision, 
hearing, attention. Limited input processing –
even very powerful cues from other senses… 

The body giveth – the body taketh away…



Safety FIRST 
Preventing Escalation and Keeping 

Yourself Grounded

How to prepare? 

• Practice doesn’t make perfect…

• You do as you have trained, as you 

practice, and BELIEVE yourself to be.

• Training

• Consciousness

Knowledge is NOT Power

Remember why you are here



Several aspects to any 

experience

•Who we are

•Where we are at the moment

•The event and our past

•ABC - The meaning or

interpretation that we assign 

to the event which determines…

Our feeling/emotion & our response 



Catch Earliest Possible 
Indicators – of TROUBLE



Indicators – of TROUBLE
Pay attention to:

• Verbal cues 

• Non-Verbal cues

What doesn’t work

•Telling the person to calm down

•Shouting back – never wrestle with a pig…

•Arguing

•Not responding at all



What might work 

•Greet respectfully

•Eliminate: but, should, and no

• Provide encouragement/receipts, don’t be a black 
hole. Demonstrate listening – eye contact, posture.

•Acknowledge the complaint

• Hear feelings/needs 

• Empathetic/reflective/paraphrased responses

•Respond as if the person actually stated needs

•State what you need/want – be direct

“I want you to…” “It is extremely important that you…”



What might work 
•Assess and Stabilize

•Attend to both physical and emotional needs

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs



What might work 

•Problem solve to a Win-Win conclusion

•Identify and define the conflict.

•Generate a number of possible solutions. 

•Evaluate the alternative solutions. 

•Decide on the best solution.

•Implement the solution.

•Follow-up/evaluate the solution.  

Ask the right questions. 



What might work…

when challenged?

• Be aware - conscious - constantly evaluate

• Protection Men - Women

• Match energy level

• Relaxed easy motions 

• Breathe 4x4x4

•Establish realistic expectations



SAFETY - Set limits

• Time limit

• Involve a second party/sub 

• Set Clear Boundaries

• Develop replacement for ‘calm down”
• Switch to comfort

AVOID acknowledging feeling threatened.   



Take care of yourself 
and your team

•Give team members a break

•Be kind to yourself 

•Get Help – debrief/diffuse 

Disasters put ordinary people into 

extra-ordinary situations.  

Normal reactions to abnormal situations can 

seem abnormal – they aren’t.



A Caring Presence Reach Out

The process of making contact with the victim 
who is emotionally shaken

Protection     Protect

The skill of protecting the victim from harm from 
others, and from his/her own dangerous and 
impulsive behavior.  Redirect, Detour, Divert

Information Reassure

The skill of providing the victim with information 
about the situation so that he/she understands 
what is happening and feels more in control.  
Change the tape.



Resources Organize

The skill of helping the victim develop a simple 
plan for taking action

• Step back

• Write Down

• Prioritize

Strength/Relief Reinforce

The process of supporting the victim as he/she 
searches for and eventually finds a source of 
strength



Helpful Tips

• Be there

• Remember the invisible Victims

• Be silent

• Cry

• Improvise

• Control your desire to cure

• Add care to your cure

• Endure helplessness

• Take care of yourself and your 

team

Never Say, Everything will be ok…



What you can say 

•I’m sorry

•It sounds like you feel…

•I don’t know what to say

•Can you tell me what happened?

•What they are doing is [statement of 

explanation or description]

•Others?





Contact Information

Alice Busch, EMT, CEM, ORCEMS

Division Chief of Operations

Multnomah County Emergency 

Management

501 SE Hawthorne, Portland OR 97214

503-988-6552 direct

971-563-3051

Alice.Busch@Multco.us

mailto:Alice.Busch@Multco.us


Dealing with Difficult People During Disasters
Course Acknowledgements:  This presentation is the result of a compilation of many fantastic trainings, 
classes, seminars, and years of On The Job Training.  Elements from many have been incorporated, I 
strongly recommend that if you are interested in the content of this presentation, that you follow it up 
with the in-depth training opportunities listed below.

Course Acknowledgements:
Trauma Intervention Program - http://www.tipnw.org/
Reid Method of Interrogation http://www.reid.com/
www.code4.org

Bullet Proof Mind
Tactical Silence
Reading Body Language 
Emotional Survival for the Emergency Services Provider Tactical Silence

International Critical Incident Stress Foundation http://www.icisf.org/
http://verbaljudo.org/
Northwest Public Health Leadership Institute:
http://www.nwcphp.org/training/opportunities/institutes-certificate-
programs/northwest-public-health-leadership-institute
Center for Nonviolent Communication http://www.cnvc.org/
Compassionate Communication – Kathy@kathymarchant.com
www.Killology.com
http://www.gordongraham.com/

http://www.tipnw.org/
http://www.reid.com/
http://www.code4.org
http://www.icisf.org/
http://verbaljudo.org/
http://www.nwcphp.org/training/opportunities/institutes-certificate-programs/northwest-public-health-leadership-institute
http://www.cnvc.org/
mailto:Kathy@kathymarchant.com
http://www.Killology.com
http://www.gordongraham.com/


Book List:
The Leadership Challenge, 4th Edition; James M. Kouzes and Barry Z. Posner 
How to Win Friends & Influence People; Dale Carnegie 
Getting to Yes: Negotiating Agreement Without Giving In; Roger Fisher, William 
L. Ury, and Bruce Patton 
Mistakes Were Made (But Not by Me): Why We Justify Foolish Beliefs, Bad 
Decisions, and Hurtful Acts; Carol Tavris and Elliot Aronson 
The Survivor Personality; Al Siebert, PhD 
The Unthinkable: Who Survives When Disaster Strikes and Why; Amanda Ripley
The Gift of Fear; Gavin de Becker 
Emotional Intelligence: Why It Can Matter More Than IQ; Daniel Goleman 
Disciplines, Disasters and Emergency Management: The Convergence and 
Divergence of Concepts, Issues and Trends from the Research Literature;  David 
A. Mcentire
Holistic Disaster Recovery: Ideas for Building Local Sustainability After a Natural 
Disaster; 
http://www.colorado.edu/hazards/publications/holistic/holistic2006.html
Tipping Point, How little things can make a big difference; Malcom Gladwell

http://www.colorado.edu/hazards/publications/holistic/holistic2006.html

