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De-escalation is a tool that is used in situations 
where someone may be at risk for aggressive 
behavior. The goal of de-escalation is to 
prevent potential conflicts from developing and 
reduce levels of agitation that may exist.

De-Escalation Foundations



Understanding de-escalation skills in the 
hospitality workplace has become especially 
important during COVID-19. 

Stress levels are higher than normal, and  
people may be less equipped to manage their 
emotions or may find themselves reacting 
strongly to seemingly normal requests.

De-Escalation Foundations



With a foundational knowledge around de-
escalation as well as tools and techniques to 
support it in practice, this training will help you 
manage stressful situations and continue to 
provide excellent customer service.

De-Escalation Foundations



Hospitality Health
De-escalation foundations

Empathy – What is it?
Imagine yourself in the other person’s 
shoes—are they on vacation? Is it 
their birthday dinner? Have they 
traveled a long distance? What’s 
causing them to feel or react the way 
they are?
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Empathy
We all have different experiences that influence how we behave 
and react, as well as how we respond to stress. 

Even if you don’t understand why someone is reacting the way 
they are, remember that all behavior is a form of communication.
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Empathy
The behavior you’re seeing is not necessarily about you or the 
service you are providing; it’s about the situation (e.g. rules in 
response to Covid-19 or other life stressors). 

Don’t take their actions personally, get defensive, or be 
judgmental. We can empathize with the way someone is feeling 
without condoning with their behavior.
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Empathy
Consider asking some questions that can help you better 
understand why someone may be reacting the way they are.

With many rules, regulations and requirements put in place for the 
hospitality industry as a result of COVID-19, people may feel 
inconvenienced, afraid, or angry about what they have been 
asked to do.



Hospitality Health
Active Listening 
Example

Joseph is the host of a popular tapas restaurant. He 
and his colleagues have posted signage notifying 
guests of the restaurant’s policies.
When a party of four arrives for the dinner service, 
several members of the party are not wearing 
masks. 
Joseph calmly approaches the party and 
communicates the restaurant policy on wearing a 
mask while waiting for your table.
One of the party members doesn’t take this news 
well, and immediately starts yelling.
What Joseph doesn’t know, is that the customer 
recently lost their job and is very stressed. 
Fortunately, Joseph remembers to not take the 
guest’s response personally and recognizes that this 
person may be experiencing a great deal of stress 
and anxiety in their own personal life. 
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Effective Communication

The ability to effectively communicate 
and verbally de-escalate a situation 
depends on tone, inflection, and 
volume. What you say, and how you 
say it matters.
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Effective Communication Tips

• Speak calmly by lowering the volume and tone of your voice. This increases 
the likelihood that the person will lower the volume and tone of their voice as 
well. 

• Be aware of any resources available for back up and crisis response 
procedures.

• Remember that your goal is to calmly lower the level of frustration and anger 
in the situation.

• Encourage positive communication by responding to questions in a positive 
way.
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Effective Communication Tips

• Explain limits and rules in a firm, but respectful tone. Give choices 
where possible in which both alternatives are safe.

• Respond selectively; answer all information seeking questions, 
even if asked rudely “why do I have to wear this g-d mask?” Do 
not answer abusive questions, “why are you being @#%*!” 

• Remove onlookers or relocate to a safer place.

• Watch for non-verbal cues or threats.
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Effective 
Communication 
Example Jamie is a manager at a restaurant that has been 

popular for large parties to come and dine 
together in the past. 

Because of new party size limitations, they can only 
accommodate eight members per party. A party of 
seven who is already enjoying their meal tells him 
that four people will be joining them. This is not 
something the restaurant can accommodate. 

Jamie speaks slowly and clearly about the 
restaurant policy while making sure to focus on the 
person she is speaking with.  She works with the 
party of seven help them decide on a solution that 
the restaurant can work with while staying within 
the rules and regulations for COVID-19.



De-Escalation

Effective 
Communication

Self-Quiz 

The ability to effectively communicate and 
verbally de-escalate a situation depends on 
_______, inflection, and _______. 

Remember that your goal is to _______ lower 
the level of _______ and anger in the 
situation.

Encourage _______ communication by 
responding to questions in a _______, solution-
based way.

Empower the customer by giving _______ for 
a solution whenever possible.

Remove onlookers or relocate to a _______ 
place.



De-Escalation

Effective 
Communication

Self-Quiz 
Answers

The ability to effectively communicate and 
verbally de-escalate a situation depends on 
tone, inflection, and volume. 

Remember that your goal is to calmly lower 
the level of frustration and anger in the 
situation.

Encourage positive communication by 
responding to questions in a positive, solution-
based way.

Empower the customer by giving choices for 
a solution whenever possible.

Remove onlookers or relocate to a safer 
place.
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Active Listening
Active listening is an important part of de-escalation because it meets a 
human basic need. We all have a need to be heard and be understood. 

Failing to meet this need can trigger someone to escalate. Additionally, 
active listening is a way of listening and responding to another person in 
such a way that the person feels that they have really been heard.

Try to make the time to practice active listening on a regular basis.
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Active Listening Steps

•Stop what you’re doing and take a breath
•Redirect your attention to the situation you are inPause

•“What I hear you saying is…”
•“If I understand you right…”
•Make sure you understand what the other person is saying and to show you’re paying attention.

Paraphrase

•“When you say ______, do you mean _________?” 
•When appropriate, ask questions to help the customer elaborate on his or her thoughts or feelings.

Ask 
Questions
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Active Listening Steps

•“I can see that you’re feeling frustrated.” 
•“I can understand how this situation could cause frustration.”
•Validate the customer’s feelings rather than challenging them.  

Express empathy

•Make eye contact
•Nod your head
•Maintain an open and relaxed body posture

Use engaged 
body language

•Try not to interrupt with counter-arguments.
•Try not to prepare a rebuttal while the other person is speaking.
•The goal is to understand the customer’s perspective. 

Avoid 
judgement

•After the other person has had the opportunity to speak using the active listening skills in this training, it’s 
okay for you to share your perspective and guidance in a professional and courteous way.

•“How can we work together to help resolve this issue?”
Take turns



Hospitality Health
Active Listening

Communication Blockers
A communication blocker is an action or phrase that 
makes it harder to effectively communicate.

They are something that people do intentionally and 
unintentionally, and the effects are negative for both the 
customer and for the person trying to de-escalate. 
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Communication Blocker Examples

Preaching
•Telling the person 

what they should do 
without fully 
understanding their 
perspective

Interrupting
•Cutting someone off 

before they’re done 
speaking

•Shows you aren’t 
interested in what 
someone is saying

•Implies that what 
you have to say is 
more important than 
what they’re saying

Globalizing
•Using phrases like 

always, everyone, 
never, or anyone 
who to describe 
the other person’s 
perspective

Sarcasm
•Suggests you don’t 

believe the other 
person

•Attempts to 
diminish the 
integrity of the 
other person

Trivializing
•Minimizes the other 

person’s feelings
•“That’s no big 

deal”
•“That’s nothing 

compared to my 
day”

•“You shouldn’t feel 
that way”
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Empathy 
Example

Sarah works as front desk clerk for an inn. She receives 
a phone call from an individual calling from a location 
that the State of Maine has required to test negative 
for COVID-19 or quarantine prior to arrival. 

They are upset about this requirement. It’s important 
to remember that COVID-19 requirements are causing 
stress for  guests also. While Sarah is on the phone with 
them, here are some of the questions/statements that 
she could ask them to get a better understanding of 
the situation: 

“I hear what you are saying, and I understand your 
frustration.”
“Are you comfortable discussing these issues with me, 
or would you like to speak to a manager?”



De-Escalation

Active Listening 
and 
Communication 
Blockers

Self-Quiz 

____________ is an important part of de-escalation because it meets 
a human basic need. We all have a need to be heard and be 
understood. 

“What I hear you saying is…”
“If I understand you right…”
Are examples of ____________ .

“I can see that you’re feeling frustrated.” 
“I can understand how this situation could cause frustration.”
Are ways to show ____________ .

A ____________ is an action or phrase that blocks the effective 
communication. 

“That’s no big deal.”
“That’s nothing compared to my day.”
“You shouldn’t feel that way.”
Are examples of ____________ .

When you ____________ someone it implies that what you have to say 
is more important than what they’re saying.



De-Escalation

Active Listening and 
Communication 
Blockers

Self-Quiz
Answers 

Active listening is an important part of de-escalation because it 
meets a human basic need. We all have a need to be heard and be 
understood. 

“What I hear you saying is…”
“If I understand you right…”
Are examples of paraphrasing.

“I can see that you’re feeling frustrated.” 
“I can understand how this situation could cause frustration.”
Are ways to show empathy.

A communication blocker is an action or phrase that blocks the 
effective communication. 

“That’s no big deal.”
“That’s nothing compared to my day.”
“You shouldn’t feel that way.”
Are examples of trivializing.

When you interrupt someone it implies that what you have to say is 
more important than what they’re saying.
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Body Language
Body language is a form of nonverbal communication in 
which physical behaviors convey the information. 

This is important in de-escalation as people are 
responding to your body language as much as they are 
responding to the tone of your voice.
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Body Language – Positioning for safety
Whenever possible, maintain social distancing and avoid turning 
your back to the customer. 

Place your hands in front of your body in an open and relaxed 
position. 

Avoid crossed arms, hands in the pockets, or arms behind the 
back since it can be interpreted as negative body language.
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Body Language – Positioning for safety

Stand confidently

Minimize body movements such as excessive gesturing, pacing, fidgeting, or 
weight shifting. 

Always be at the same eye level. If the individual you’re talking to is standing, 
you stand as well. Encourage the person to be seated if this is possible.



Casey works in guest services at a hotel 
that has developed several COVID-19 
policies and procedures around the 
use of their pool facilities. 

A family that has not reserved pool 
time is setting up outside and moving 
deck chairs around-which is not part of 
the policy they developed. 

Hospitality Health
Body Language 
Example



Hospitality Health
Body Language 
Example Casey calmly approaches the 

family, and because they are 
seated, she also takes a seat-- from 
six feet away.

She speaks slowly and clearly to only 
one adult member of the party. 
When the person she’s speaking with 
asks a question, she maintains eye 
contact, and slowly nods her head 
to indicate she is listening to them. 



De-Escalation

Empathy and Body 
Language

Self-Quiz 

________ is when you imagine yourself in the 
other person’s shoes and the experiences 
that they may have had that brought them 
to the situation that they’re in with you now. 

Even if you don’t understand why someone is 
acting a certain way, remember that all 
behavior is ________.

People respond to your ________ as much as 
they are responding to the ________ .

Avoid ________, hands in the pockets, or arms 
behind the back since it can be interpreted 
as ________ body language.



De-Escalation

Empathy and Body 
Language

Self-Quiz 
Answers

Empathy is when you imagine yourself in the 
other person’s shoes and the experiences 
that they may have had that brought them 
to the situation that they’re in with you now. 

Even if you don’t understand why someone is 
acting a certain way, remember that all 
behavior is communication.

People are responding to your body 
language as much as they are responding to 
the tone of your voice.

Avoid crossed arms, hands in the pockets, or 
arms behind the back since it can be 
interpreted as negative body language.



Congratulations!
You made it to the end of the session 
for the foundations of de-escalation.

Your next step is to 
take the quiz.

Click on the link for 
“De-Escalation 

Foundations Quiz" on 
the same web page 

you found this 
information.
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