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DE-ESCALATING A RESIDENT BEHAVIOR CRISIS

The LTCO staff often gets calls about how to handle residents in long-term care facilities with behav-
ioral problems.  The following was written by Kathy Grebb, RN, for staff of long-term care facilities.  
The article gives the following suggestions for handling a behavior crisis: 

The resident who is angry is anxious.  This is a crucial statement to remember whenever you are dealing with an 
angry individual.  Residents who are anxious begin to feel powerless or as if they are losing control.  How can you 
recognize and help your residents when they become anxious or angry?  Here are some practical reminders: 

Recognize the signs of potentially violent behavior: 
•	 Increased Activity (pacing, etc.) 
•	Shouting
•	Cursing
•	 Threatening
•	Clenched teeth 
•	 Clenched	fists
•	 Throwing objects
•	 Irregular breathing
•	Shaking
•	Becoming less rational 

Know what to do: 
•	 Listen
•	Ask questions: “John, you look upset – is something bothering you?” 
•	Provide understanding: “I know you are upset. I understand how you must be feeling.” 
•	Give the person space. Stand off to the side, and the other residents out of the room (never stand directly in front of 

an upset person). 
•	Stand just beyond your resident’s reach. No one likes to have other people crowding in on them. 
•	Stay with your resident. He/She needs you.  Give as much emotional support as possible. “I understand how up-

setting this is to you but throwing things (or whatever the behavior is) is not helping. Let’s sit down and talk 
about how you are feeling.” Be as non-judgmental as you can. Provide clear, concise explanations for rules. An 
upset resident cannot concentrate on lengthy messages. Short direct statements are best. 

•	Use a positive approach – make suggestions rather than giving commands. Invite participating rather than making 
demands. Foster trust. Respond positively to reasonable demands. 

•	 Try diversions.  “Let’s take a walk outside and talk this over.” “Why don’t we get a cup of coffee and talk 
about this.” 

•	 Identify the precipitating event if you can. “Exactly what happened this morning that made you so upset?” 
•	Use open-ended questions. “Tell me more about…” 

Have	a	plan	in	place	before	an	incident	happens.	You	have	a	plan	for	a	fire,	you	need	a	plan	for	a	violent	outburst	
also.  Practice controlling your voice so that you promote a sense of calm.  Practice your non-verbal messages and 
your body posture. Never isolate yourself in a room with a person who has a potential for violence.  State by the door 
so you can escape if necessary.  Know who to call if the person does not calm down and becomes a danger to them-
selves or other.  Safe, non-injurious control is the key.  

Practice	is	the	best	way	to	be	prepared	for	these	situations.		Your	residents	will	benefit	from	your	efforts.		
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Article provided by Teepa Snow MS, OTR/L, FAOTA
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Resources
Alzheimer’s	Australia	-	http://www.fightdementia.org.au/
Rollins School of Public Health at Emory University - http://www.sph.emory.edu/ 
Kathy Grebb, RN
Atlanta Chapter of Alzheimer’s Association - http://www.alz.org/georgia/
San Jose State University Counseling Services - http://www.sjsu.edu/counseling/
Teepa Snow MS, OTR/L, FAOTA
Georgia Department of Developmental Disabilities - http://dbhdd.georgia.gov/
Athens Community Council on Aging - http://www.accaging.org/

Useful Magazines for CNAs
4CNAS Magazine - http://www.4cnas.com - 
Nursing Assistants Monthly - http://solutions.cengage.com/nursing-assistant-monthly/

About Athens Community Council on Aging 
Founded	 in	 1967	 by	 local	 citizens,	 the	 Athens	 Community	 Council	 on	 Aging	 (ACCA),	 a	 non-profit	 501(c)3	
organization, aims to maintain and enrich the lives of older persons in the 12 counties of Northeast Georgia.

ACCA’s programs enable older persons to live independently at home and offer opportunities for employment, 
volunteerism, and other activities. ACCA is a resource for education, information, referral, counseling, and general 
assistance.

ACCA’s Mission:
To promote a lifetime of wellness through engagement, advocacy, education & support. 

About ACCA’s Long-Term Care Ombudsman Program 
ACCA’s Long-Term Care Ombudsman Program advocates for the rights of nursing home and personal care home 
residents, provides educational opportunities, and investigates and resolves complaints in long-term care facilities. 

135 Hoyt Street, Athens, GA 30601
www.accaging.org	•	706.549.4850
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