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Who is the “Challenging Caller”?

• Callers who are angry, argumentative

• Repeat callers

• Callers who are experiencing paranoia or delusions

• Callers in crisis



Remember…

• There is a reason the caller is upset or angry

• It may have to do with the disability or life circumstance 

• The P&A is likely one of several places the person has called

• This is not personal



State of Mind

• Keep calm and carry on

• Don’t give in to arguments or become defensive

• Focus on calming the caller

• Don’t challenge the person

• Maintain empathy

• Calmly & clearly reflect back what the caller has told you



Presenting Yourself

• Use a modulated, low, almost-monotone voice

• You don’t want caller to detect irritation or anger 

• Be respectful and polite

• Use the caller’s name, but do not over-use the name

• Allow for silence



De-Escalation

• Let the caller talk - don’t interrupt
• Sometimes they need time to vent

• Interruption, however, may be necessary in order to move the 
conversation along.  Use your best judgment 
• Explain why you’re interrupting (time constraints, etc.)

• Respond selectively
• But always respond to information questions. 

• If you do not have the information, tell the caller that you will be 
following up with them.



De-Escalation, Continued

• Try not to solicit or analyze feelings

• Blame the boss!
• Represent challenges as institutional, not personal

• Clarify, but don’t make assumptions

• Try to engage the caller in self-advocacy
• What does this look like?



De-Escalation: Last Resorts 

• It’s OK to set boundaries
• Treat the individual with dignity and respect; don’t shame them

• Let the individual know if they are becoming hostile or verbally 
abusive

• Empathize with feelings, not behaviors

• Be prepared to end the phone call gracefully
• What does this sound like?



Getting Results

• Once you’ve de-escalated the caller, it’s time to collect your 

information (if you have not done so already)

• Try to avoid sensitive topics

• Remember to BREATH!



Keep in Mind

• The P&A can learn from all callers, even those who are 
difficult

• It is the P&A’s duty to remain professional and treat all 
individuals with dignity & respect

• You do not have to put up with threats or verbal abuse

• If the individual threatens to harm his/herself, employ your 
agency's crisis / suicide prevention process



Listening is Key

• What is the goal?

The goal is to get information to potentially help the caller, but also 

the goal is for the caller to feel heard, respected, supported during 

call, and is clear how his situation maybe will change or not change 

due to the interaction with the P&A.

This is best achieved by active listening and clear communication about 

outcomes.



Setting the Caller’s Expectations

• Make sure the caller knows who it is they should share 
their story with

• One major source of frustration is when a caller feels s/he 
was promised something that was not delivered

• Remember that, oftentimes, the anger and frustration is 
not personal
• It is frustration about not being able to get issue(s) resolved

• Become a savvy compartmentalizer– what does that look like?



Caller’s Expectations

• Venting is important - within reason.  Make sure the caller 
knows:
• If you have a limited time to talk

• That the situation may not be resolved during your conversation

• Go back to the “blame the boss” strategy, if necessary

• Make sure you acknowledge the individual’s frustrations
• “I hear what you’re saying” 

• “I am sorry to hear that” 



Caller’s Expectations, Continued

• After venting, it’s important to transition understanding the 

facts of the situation and articulating what you can do for 

the caller.

• Reflect back what you think the caller’s situation is to make 

sure you understand the critical details.

• Transition to clear statements of what you may be able to do



Caller’s Expectations, Continued (Again)

• If the caller escalates, as frustrating as it may be, return to 
some of the techniques you used earlier in the call
• How does that work? Does it work? Thoughts?

• Meeting with individuals in person can also sometimes be 
challenging
• Make sure you take proper safety precautions

• No matter the situation, you should not feel as though you need to 
put yourself in a dangerous situation



The Importance of Following-Up

• It is often important to follow-up with the caller with an 
email or letter discussing the conversation and what you can 
or cannot do to deal with the situation
• If you’ve offered to research an issue or provide written materials, 

follow through

• Anything you can do to proactively avoid confusion will cut 
down on anger and frustration in the future
• In your letter, tell the person that if this is not what they were 

looking for, they should call back



After the Intake, Was the Individual…

• Listened to?

• Respected?

• Understood?

• Guided?

• Empathized With?

If the P&A can do these things, even with the most challenging of 
callers, then it has done its job



After the Call: Coping

• You may need to de-escalate

• Take a break - get away from your desk, step outside

• Talk with a co-worker

• Is there someone in the office you can confide in?

• Make sure your office is supportive

• Intake can be challenging, regardless of the caller

• People do not call because they’re having a good day



Coping, Continued 

• Come up with strategies so that you do not get worked up 
next time (easier said than done)

Job Stress: “The harmful physical and emotional responses that occur 
when the requirements of the job do not match the capabilities, 
resources, or needs of the worker. Job stress can lead to poor health and 
even injury.” (US Centers for Disease Control)

• Don’t personalize the “attack”

• If the caller results to verbal assaults or threats of harm, you 
have the absolute right to end the call. 



Personalize Your Space

• Reduce clutter

• Choose relaxing/calming colors 

• Listen to music

• Use the right lighting (if you can, avoid fluorescent!)

• Add natural & personal elements – plants, pictures, etc.

• Feng Shui



Be Prepared

• Create a morning routine

• Prepare the night before
• Review your calendar, get a sense of how your day will go

• Prioritize your commitments

• Exercise regularly

• Don’t over do it
• There are only so many hours in the day & overextending yourself 

helps no one



Be Prepared, Wrap-Up

• Take breaks throughout the day

• Roll with the flow

• Find ways to laugh – humor reduces stress!

• Chocolate helps!

• Any way you can reduce stress will be better for you and 
your callers!



Have Questions? E-Mail Us!

• Sara Squires, DRC: ssquires@drcme.org

• Ian Watlington, NDRN: ian.watlington@ndrn.org
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