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INTRODUCTION 

In recent months there has been an increase in the number of earthquakes 

that have been felt in south-western British Columbia. As the local repre

sentatives of the Department of Energy, Mines and Resources we are, on such 

occasions, expected to provide information to bath the media and the public. 

The majority of requests are for information which is relatively available 

and easy to provide. There are, however, a significant number of people 

who are up~y the occurrence of earthquakes and contact us for psychological 

support. As scientists with no training in handling such communications, 

we can feel uncomfortable and ineffective in dealing with such crises. There 

are, however, in the psychological literature, a number of simple and effective 

techniques for providing the empathy and understanding that these people 

need. It is the purpose of this note to provide sorne insight into these tech-

niques. 

A. Typical Situation 

To begin, let us analyse the type of problern we are up against. A 

persan phones in an emotional state; frightened, upset, partially incoherent, 

prepared to make irrational decisions which will affect the rest of his life 

(like rnoving away), and asking questions to which there are no answers (like 

will there be another earthquake soon?). Clearly, such a situation calls 

for careful responses to avoid unintentionally rnaking it worse. If possible, 

it should be resolved quickly as there is, at such times, much work to be 

done. In our culture we are reluctant to eut the persan off but also to 

admit our incapacity to help. 

By learning and apply ing a f ew simple techniques, it is possible to 

resolve this type of situation quickly and to the satisfaction of bath the 

call e r and the listener. Th e se are two points that the p e rsan answe ring 

the phone must keep in mind; 



1. the problem is owned by the caller, not the listener 

2. the caller requires a human reaction of understanding, not facts and 

figures about the earthquake or statistics about possible reccurrence 

The caller needs an empathetic listener, not a seismologist, and that 

is not a skill most of us have. 

TECHNIQUES 

In recent years, there have appeared a number of systems of inter

personal communication. Most of these deal primarily with problems of a 

relationship nature (ie. between two people). Examples can be found in 

Perls, Hefferline and Goodman 1·951; Stevens 1971; Giffen and Patton 1971; 

Harris 1969; James and Jongeward 1975; and Miller, Nunnally and Wackman 1975. 

These are interesting reading, but are not applicable to the present situa

tion for two main reasons: 

1. they deal with problems that are owned by two or more people. Care 

must be taken to remember that it is the caller's problem and to not allow 

oneself to take it over as this cfomplicates things needlessly. 

2. they require that both people have some knowledge of the techniques. 

This is not possible over the phone once the crisis has occurred 

A parrallel situation to this one is that faced by the people who 

answer phones on the Crisis Line. The techniques they use have been developed 

over a number of years and have been found to be easy to implement and learn 

and are very effective. They are similar to those described by Go~dQn 

(1970-1974) ·. in his baaks o.n effective .c ommunication, Basically, they encourage 

the caller to assume responsibility for his own feelings and actions in an 

atmosphere of acceptance structured by the person who answers the phone. 

This is also the basis of Rogers' "client centered therapy" (1954,1959). 



WHAT NOT TO DO 

There are 12 classes of negative response that aggravate the problem. 

These are deadly! 

1) ordering 7) stereotyping 
2) threatening 8) analysing 
3) "You should ... " statementJ. 9) agreeing 
4) advising 10) reassuring 
5) logical arguments 11) questioning 
6) disagreeing 12) humoring, sarcasm 

These responses do not work because they contain hidderr messages that 

make the caller feel defensive or aggressive or inferior or resentful or 

angry or guilty or frustrated . The impression that these responses convey 

is that the caller is not understood, being pressured to change, or treated 

paternalistically or not trusted to salve his own problem. 

In the case of the earthquake situation, I think the most cornmon 

responses are of types 4), · s), 9) and 10). So the main things to avoid are : 

1) providing a solution 

2) a put-clown 

3) an indirect message 

That is, the caller must accept that it is his problem, he is r esponsible 

for his own actions and feelings and, most importantly, that he is capable 

of coping. This can be done by establishing the particular type of atmos-

phere in the next section. 

WHAT TO DO 

Having looked at the list of the 12 negative responses, it may seem 

that it is not possible to say anything that does not fall into one of these 

traps. But it is. 

At this point it may be of value to think back to a call you had dif-

ficulty with and to think which of the r esponses were used. Most of us are 

not aware that we have made extensive use of these ineffective, negative 

communication techniques; it will now b ecome evident that we also often use 



effective techniques with the same lack of awareness. 

Consider now, methods that do work. These are primarily ways of 

listening not talking: 

1. passive listening: Saying nothing communicates acceptance (even saying 

nothing is more effective than a negative response). 

2. acknowledgement responses: Indicates that the listener is not only 

accepting, but is tuned in. These responses are simple ones like 

"Uh-huh", "Oh", "I see". 

3. door openers: These are "open ended questions" or statements that 

contain no evaluation. Examples are: 

''Would you like to say more about that?" 
"Sounds like you have some strong feelings about that". 

4. active listening: This is the most powerful of the 4 techniques. It 

involves paraphrasing both the thoughts and feelings that the caller corn-

municates. Just reflect the information received to show you have heard 

accurately and accept the person's feelings as they are. Add nothing unless 

asked a direct question. This keeps the ball with the persan who has the 

problem, it tells o f your empathy, understanding, and acceptance. That's 

all that's required . An example would be: "I see you are upset about the 

earthquake we just had " (note both feeling and content). 

One has to exercise some judgement regarding which of the 4 responses is 

appropriate at any point in the conversation, and some practise is helpful 

before the crisis as it is all too easy to slip into an ineffective response. 

Most people find that they initially have to consciously restrain themselves. 

Be patient and the results will be unexpectedly quick and most gratifying. 

Don 1 t be fooled by the simplicity of these responses. Their power is 

in the directness of focus upon the caller. 



SUMMARY 

I have described some of the simple techniques that have been proven 

in theraputic situations to be of value when confronted with a person who 

has a problem. These techniques keep the responsibility for the problem 

with the person who owns it and, by facilitating exploration of feelings 

and events, shows him he can cope. This increases his self-confidence which 

should generalize to other life situations. The techniques are easy to 

learn, easy to apply and help the person to solve his own problem in an 

efficient and satisfying manner. 
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