Unitarian Church of Montpelier Disruptive Behavior Policy – Appendix A.


Suggested process for dealing with people whose behavior seems inappropriate.

IMPORTANT NOTE: Every one of us has a different tolerance for dealing with people who may make us uncomfortable or may not wish to follow our suggestions. At each of these levels, if you are uncomfortable, please leave the room and find someone to help you.

Level 1. When someone is acting “strangely,” i.e. behaving outside our usual norms and making us uncomfortable, step 1 is always, “Can I help you?” Our goal is to reduce their anxiety level. Listen with empathy. Try to figure out what they need and provide it if it is reasonable and within our ability. Be calmer than they are. (This may be the most difficult but also the most important part!)
Example: Someone is hanging around downstairs after almost everyone has gone up to the service on a Sunday morning. After the gong is sounded you might say, “Everyone has gone upstairs. May I take your cup? We do not serve coffee or food during the service. You are welcome to join us upstairs or come back after the church service.”

Level 1 is the most important step. We should all work hard to see if we can NOT add to someone’s anxiety. Try not to make demands at this stage. Remember that other people’s expectations may be different from yours. That does not make them wrong. They may be frightened or unable to process well today for some reason that we do not understand. Your main goal is to de-escalate the situation. 
Level 2. The person is being defensive, challenging our authority, or becoming belligerent. Set limits. Offer a choice but not too many choices. Repeat the available choice if necessary. Make eye contact at first but do not maintain constant eye contact which may be perceived as a threat. Stay at a distance of 1½ to 3 feet, at an angle – not in direct confrontation.

Example: This person says, “I don’t want to go upstairs to church. It’s cold outside and you’re not being very kind to suggest that I now need to go back outside in the cold.” You might say, “I understand that it’s cold outside and I certainly would not want to send you out into the cold. (It is important to let the person know that they have been heard.) However, if you do not want to go upstairs with the rest of us, you will need to leave and return after church. There are children and their teachers who will be using this room during the service and everyone else must leave.” Keep your voice low and level. Say this with assurance, not anger, and with every expectation that they will do as you ask.

Level 3. The person is having an emotional outburst, venting or becoming irrational. If it feels safe, try to persuade them to move to a quieter location where they can be isolated away from an audience. Signal or call for backup. If the person continues to be loud, ask them to leave the building. If the situation doesn’t feel safe, excuse yourself and try to move yourself to a safer location, preferably a place with backup assistance.
What is important at church is that we all help each other. Please watch and if someone seems to be getting into a discussion which may escalate, please help – even if all you do is go stand with them as they are talking.
Level 4. Physical threat or attack. 
Call 911! Yell for help! Make sure that in both level 3 and level 4, you position yourself near a door. Do NOT back into a corner, where you cannot get safely out.
