
The Zoom Interface

All attendees are muted.  Today’s session will be recorded. 1



Joni Dolce, MS, CRC
Rutgers University

2/17/2022

ACCES-VR Mental Health Webinar Series and 
Community of Practice

Communication strategies when managing difficult situations/behaviors 



About Us …
The Northeast and Caribbean MHTTC received 5 years (2018 – 2023) of funding to:  

• Enhance capacity of behavioral health workforce to deliver evidence-based and 
promising practices to individuals with mental illnesses.

• Address full continuum of services spanning mental illness prevention, treatment, 
and recovery supports.

• Train related workforces (police/first responders, primary care providers, vocational 
services, etc.) to provide effective services to people with mental illnesses.

Supplemental funding to: 
• Support school teachers and staff to address student mental health

• Support healthcare providers in wellness and self-care activities
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Grow Your Knowledge and Skills

Keep up with the latest effective practices, resources, and technologies!

Subscribe to receive our mailings.  
All activities are free!  
https://bit.ly/3lU0xF4

https://bit.ly/3lU0xF4


We Want Your Feedback!
Our funding comes from the Substance Abuse and Mental Health 
Services Administration (SAMHSA), which requires us to evaluate our 
services. We appreciate your honest, ANONYMOUS feedback about 
this event, which will provide information to SAMHSA, AND assist us in 
planning future meetings and programs. 

Feedback about this training will assist us in developing future trainings 
that are relevant to your professional needs. Therefore, your feedback 
counts!
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Video Recording Information
Please Note: 

We will be recording this webinar and posting it to our website along 
with the presentation slides and any relevant resources. 

6



This presentation was prepared for the Northeast and Caribbean Mental Health 
Technology Transfer Center (MHTTC) under a cooperative agreement from the Substance 
Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA). All material appearing in 
this presentation, except that taken directly from copyrighted sources, is in the public 
domain and may be reproduced or copied without permission from SAMHSA or the 
authors. Citation of the source is appreciated. Do not reproduce or distribute this 
presentation for a fee without specific, written authorization from the Northeast and 
Caribbean Mental Health Technology Transfer Center (MHTTC). This presentation will be 
recorded and posted on our website. 

At the time of this presentation, Miriam Delphin-Rittmon served as Assistant Secretary for 
Mental Health and Substance Use at SAMHSA. The opinions expressed herein are the 
views of the speakers, and do not reflect the official position of the Department of Health 
and Human Services (DHHS), or SAMHSA. No official support or endorsement of DHHS, 
SAMHSA, for the opinions described in this presentation is intended or should be inferred. 
This work is supported by grant H79SM081783 from the DHHS, SAMHSA. 

Disclaimer
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Your Interactions With Us
Question and Answers

• Q & A will occur at the end of the call.
• Please share your questions in the chat box
• Note: your question is visible to all participants.

Chat and Polls
• Throughout the webinar, we will be asking for your input. 
• We will also have breakout sessions- these sessions will not be 

recorded.

• You can control who can see your chat comments. 
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The MHTTC Network uses 
affirming, respectful and 

recovery-oriented language in 
all activities. That language is:

Adapted from:  https://mhcc.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Recovery-Oriented-Language-Guide_2019ed_v1_20190809-Web.pdf

Non-judgmental and 
avoiding assumptions

Strengths-based 
and hopeful

Person-first and  
free of labels

Inviting to individuals 
participating in their 
own journeys

Inclusive and 
accepting of 

diverse cultures, 
genders, 

perspectives, 
and experiences

Healing-centered and
trauma-responsive

Respectful, clear 
and understandable

Consistent with 
our actions, 
policies, and products
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Our Presenter:

Joni Dolce, MS, CRC
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Survey
https://rutgers.ca1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_6eVi27cYkCsK7Pw
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The upcoming series
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2/17/22   
Communication Strategies When managing Difficult Situations/Behaviors 

3/3/22
Applying Communication Strategies to Effectively Manage Challenging Situations and Behaviors 

Community of Practice Sessions
March 17, April 14, May 12, June 9, July 14, and August 11, 2022 | 1:30-2:30 pm ET



Objectives
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Define the role of empathy in vocational 
rehabilitation/counseling.

Identify core listening skills in counseling.

Describe de-escalation communication 
techniques when handling challenging behaviors.



Review



Breakout Room Activity
Think about a change that you recently made or are considering. Answer the following:

• Was there someone who supported you in this change? How did they support you? 
What were their qualities and characteristic that were helpful in your change process?

Note: identify at least three to four people in your group to share. 

Please only talk about something your are comfortable discussing with others. 



Empathy in Rehabilitation 
Counseling

16



How do you communicate empathy?
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How do you communicate 
empathy?





Listening  

Manner of presentation

Tone of voice

Words we use



Listening 
Focusing Upon the Person

Internal experiences

External behaviors
•Resist Distractions

Carkhuff, 2009



OBSERVING

Appearance & 
behavior

Body 
movements

Grooming

Facial 
expressions

Body build

Posture

Warning:
Incongruence



Listening Exercise
What are some of the barriers to listening?
Example of SOLER

1. Squaring

2. Open posture

3. Leaning

4. Eye contact

5. Relax

Egan, 2010



Avoid Lots of Questions

Threatening Defensive

Leading



Listening: 
How did the person express 
themselves?

Were there gaps?

What was their affect?

How was the content?



Communication 
and 

Crisis

Adapted from materials by Lue Ann Librera and Peter Basto for PSRT1102 Communication Techniques



Communication & Crisis

A crisis constitutes a loss of control

Resolving the crisis involves restoring control



Common Causes of Crises

Psychiatric

•Symptoms
•Substance 

use
•Both

Internal

•Frustration
•Anger
•Fear
•Immaturity
•Medical

External

•Loss
•Victim
•Trauma



Procedures for Help
Read policy & procedures

How and who do you call for 
help?

What do you do if off site?



Deescalate a Crisis
Communication Skills

Even  tone of voice

Respectful

Nonjudgmental



More
Ventilate 
Feelings Summarize

Create 
choices

Focus on 
present



Questions to Ask
From the way you are seated you look depressed; tell me what                                                         

you are experiencing.

I know you are upset about _____.  Tell me more.

Tell me what is making you upset.

Describe to me what you’re experiencing, seeing or hearing.



Recognizing a Developing Crisis

Usual vs. unusual behavior

Evaluate behaviors

Is relapse occurring?

Determine safety risk



If Agitated

Arms length 
away

Place 
barriers

Know exits



James
• James meets with you for the 

first time in your office. He 
seems distracted and unable 
to focus. You are trying to 
gather the necessary 
information to assist him in 
getting registered for 
services. He is actively 
experiencing symptoms, 
such as responding to 
auditory hallucinations, 
inability to concentrate, and 
moving from one topic to the 
next. 

How will you respond? 
How will you show empathy?
What questions will you ask?
What questions will you avoid?
What are your next steps?



Jasmine
• Jasmine was referred to you by 

the local behavioral healthcare 
agency. They have a diagnosis 
of bipolar disorder. However, 
when you meet with them, they 
are adamant that they do not 
have a diagnosis and express 
uncertainty as to why they were 
even referred to you. They get 
very annoyed and begin raising 
their voice and express that 
they are insulted by what you 
are saying. 

How will you respond? 
How will you show empathy?
What questions will you ask?
What questions will you avoid?
What are your next steps?



Isaiah 
• Isaiah has been working for about two 

months as a pharmacy technician. 
Today, he comes into your agency 
unannounced and seems upset. He 
tells you that he is not happy with the 
services he’s receiving from his job 
coach and is planning on quitting his 
job. He says the job coach is not 
helping him and he is getting in trouble 
with his boss for coming in late 
everyday. He said he’s so stressed that 
he’s been drinking more lately, which 
he’s concerned about because he had 
been sober for over three years. He is 
so angry he says he is going to go to 
the job coach’s office and give them a 
piece of his mind!

How will you respond? 
How will you show empathy?
What questions will you ask?
What questions will you avoid?
What are your next steps?



Your examples
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Takeaways 



Preparation for 3/3/22 Session
Application and Discussion

1. Identify a time when you needed to effectively manage a challenging 
situation or behavior.

2. What was the situation?
3. What were the communication techniques you used?
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Grow Your Knowledge and SkillsQuestion and Answer



Mental Health Resources
Bazelon Center for Mental Health Law

www.bazelon.org

National Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI)
www.nami.org

National Institute of Mental Health
www.nimh.hih.gov

National Mental Health Association
www.nmha.org

US Dept. of Health and Human Services Substance Abuse and Mental Health 
Services Administration

www.samhsa.gov

U. S. Psychiatric Rehabilitation Association
www.uspra.org

Work Incentives Planning and Assistance
https://www.ssa.gov/work/WIPA.html

http://www.bazelon.org/
http://www.nami.org/
http://www.nimh.hih.gov/
http://www.nmha.org/
http://www.samhsa.gov/
http://www.uspra.org/
https://www.ssa.gov/work/WIPA.html


References
Carkhuff, R.R. (2009). The Art of Helping in the 21st Century - Student Workbook. 
Amherst, MA: Human Resources Development Press, Inc. 

Egan, Gerard (2010) The Skilled Helper-Ninth Edition. Thomson Brooks/Cole



Evaluation Information
The MHTTC Network is funded through 
SAMHSA to provide this training. As part of 
receiving this funding we are required to 
submit data related to the quality of this 
event.
At the end of today’s training please take a 
moment to complete a brief survey about 
today’s training.
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Connect With Us
Phone:     (908) 889-2552
Email:       northeastcaribbean@mhttcnetwork.org
Website: 
https://mhttcnetwork.org/centers/northeast-caribbean-mhttc/home

Like and follow us on social media!

Facebook:  Northeast & Caribbean MHTTC
Twitter:      @necmhttc
LinkedIn:    @Northeast and Caribbean MHTTC
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CONTACT INFORMATION
Joni Dolce, MS, CRC
Integrated Employment Institute
Rutgers, The State University of New Jersey
School of Health Professions
200 College Dr.
Blackwood, NJ 
856-566-2772
Email:  dolcejn@shp.rutgers.edu
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