
COMMUNICATION UNDER STRESS
MODULE 4 

“Come back!" the Caterpillar called after her. "I've something important to 
say."
This sounded promising, certainly. Alice turned and came back again.
"Keep your temper," said the Caterpillar.
Lewis Carroll, Alice's Adventures in Wonderland & Through the Looking-Glass

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We’re adults.  We know how to communicate, and most days we do it just fine.  But there are times when, under stress, our communication skills seem to evaporate.  This module isn’t anything new, but it is a reminder of communication techniques that may be helpful when you are under stress.



Stress and Communication

When stress is high, 
good, effective 
communication is one of 
the first things that can 
be lost.
This can lead to 
misunderstandings….

Presenter
Presentation Notes
A moderate amount of stress is good; good stress is called “eustress”. It helps us get things done, like finishing work that has a deadline. But too much stress, AKA “distress,” can interfere with our ability to function, including our ability to communicate effectively. Communication problems can lead to misunderstandings that may cause even more stress.



Stress and Communication

• Stress impacts our ability to calmly 
communicate what we really mean.

• Words and tone of voice can make a 
difference in communication and can 
significantly affect relationships. 

• Consider what you want to say, and how to 
say it.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The way we say things has a big impact on the message that we send. Think carefully not only about what you want to say, but how you are saying it, especially when you are stressed. We may feel frustrated about something that happened at work, and that frustration can leak through our voice when we talk to our friends or family. What you are saying can then come across with an entirely different message than you intend.



Para-verbal Communication, AKA: 
Don’t Talk to me in that Tone of Voice!
• Refers to :

– Voice Tone 
– Volume
– Rate of speech 

• Para-verbal communication is how we say 
something, not what we say:

I didn’t tell George you were incompetent.
Adapted from  Nebraska Psychological First Aid, 2010

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Para-verbal communication refers to your tone of voice, how fast you speak and how loudly.  If you change the emphasis in the sentence “I didn’t tell George you were incompetent”, emphasizing a different word each time you say it, you will change the meaning of the sentence.   NOTE:Have participants read through the sentence several times, putting the emphasis on a different word each time to demonstrate how the message changes. Ask the group to tell you what the message is with each change in emphasis.I didn't tell George you were incompetent. (I wrote him an email).I didn't tell George you were incompetent. (I told Betty).I didn't tell George you were incompetent. (I told him Fred was incompetent).I didn't tell George you were incompetent. (I told him you were difficult). While the sentence may appear fairly neutral, when the emphasis changes, the emotional tone of the message and the message itself changes. As we talk to others, it is important to watch our para-verbal communication, to ensure that the message we send is the one that is intended.  The more anxious or agitated a person is, the less they hear the content of your message. They are getting their cues from your voice, not your words. 



Mixed Messages

• When words (verbal) and actions (non-
verbal) match they:
– Denote trustworthiness
– Show others that we care 
– Show we are in control

• When they don’t match:
– You look untrustworthy or inauthentic

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Another way we show others that we are in control and responsive is to make sure our words and actions match, or are congruent. This means that our words and actions communicate the same thing and form a clear message. For example, nodding and paying attention to the person talking to you is congruent with sending the message that you would like to hear more and that you are listening. Being incongruent or acting in a way that does not match your words may be interpreted as being untrustworthy or inauthentic. For example, saying "I want to help you" while looking repeatedly at your watch sends a mixed message to the person you are trying to help.



4 Steps to Active Listening

1. Listen. (Make eye contact, nod, lean forward 
while listening.)

2. Share with the person the content of what 
they said, along with what you may have 
heard in their tone of voice. 

3. Ask the person if you got it right, or if you 
have misinterpreted what they said.

4. Clarify. If they believe you misunderstood, 
ask them to tell you more about it so that you 
can understand.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Truly listening to other people takes a lot of energy, and, sometimes, it takes away from a relaxing activity (like watching a movie or game). But active listening is a gift we can give to people that shows them that we care about them, and we want to understand how they feel. It’s also something we can use with our colleagues to help them cope with difficult situations and negative events. One way to help others decrease stress is to let them know that you are listening and you understand what they are trying to tell you. If you ask a friend how they feel, and they shout “I AM FINE”, the words and the volume and tone of voice don’t match. The message seems to be anything other than “I’m fine”. This is not a guessing game where you get points if you guess right. So, if you respond, “you say that you’re fine, but you sound angry”, and they say they’re not angry, but they are sad, you have not lost the game, you have made it clear that you want to understand how the person feels, and that you are listening. You have also given them the benefit of hearing how they are coming off to others. Sometimes we say things in a way that we don’t really mean, and this gives us a chance to clarify how we are feeling. The slide details the four steps to active listening. When you hear someone, you give them feedback (steps 2 and 3) by telling them what you thought you heard or saw in their behavior. Ask if you got it right – if not, ask for more information.  NOTE:If you have additional time, ask participants to practice active listening or demonstrate by having someone come up and role play with you. Ask the person to tell you about their day so far – model active listening by leaning forward, nodding, and repeating back what you hear and see. 



Sometimes, We get Angry

• Anger makes sense in many situations
• The issue may not be the anger, but the size 

of your reaction to the size of the problem
• Use the 1-10 scale to assess:

– Your friend has been handed one more piece of 
paperwork at the end of a very, very long day.  
The paperwork will only take about 10 minutes 
to complete, but your friend is exhausted and 
starts shouting about “never-ending 
paperwork.”

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Sometimes we talk about negative emotions, but the reality is that no emotions are negative until they are out of proportion to the event, they interfere with our relationships, or they interfere with our functioning. It’s ridiculous to think all anger is bad. Anger can motivate us to action, make us stand up for ourselves or others, or validate our feelings about ourselves. And it certainly can make sense in many situations.    The issue may not be the anger, but the size of your reaction to the situation. For example, on a 1-10 scale, with 10 being a physical reaction (hitting, shoving, throwing things), where would you rate your friends reaction in the scenario on the slide?



Anger/Response Scale
1----------------------------5-----------------------------10

Size of the Problem

1-----------------------------5-----------------------------10

Size of the Reaction

1-----------------------------5-------------------------------10

How Others Might View the 
Problem

Developed by R. Zagurski

Presenter
Presentation Notes
How big of a problem was it that your friend was asked to fill out 10 minutes worth of paperwork? In general, most people would label that between a 1 and a 3, depending on the situation. Your friend’s reaction, however, was more like an 8. He/She did not call anyone names, or use any physical actions, but was shouting and complaining loudly. Anytime the size of your reaction matches the size of the problem, especially if the size of the problem is the same as other people view it, then your reaction will appear reasonable to those around you. In this case, it would be great if your friend could express frustration in a way that would seem reasonable to others, and might lead to some negotiations about doing the paperwork itself. So, the goal is to stop and think before reacting. Mentally measure how big the problem is, and even if it seems huge to you, would it seem huge to other people. Then react in a way that would match the size of the problem. How would you suggest that your friend modify their reaction? [discuss what would be an appropriate reaction in this case] 



Before You Express Your Anger, 
Think through these Steps

1. What’s your goal in this conversation?  
(What’s the outcome you want?)

2. How do you want the other person’s 
attitude to be afterwards?

3. How do you want to think about yourself 
when you’re done?

Prioritize, because different priorities lead to 
different approaches
Linehan, M. M., & Egan, K. J. (1983)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Another way to do this, especially when you have time to prepare beforehand, is to think through these three questions. Which is most important? Your goal in the conversation? Or perhaps it’s how you want the other person’s attitude to be after your action is complete? Maybe it’s how you want to think about or view yourself the rest of the day.    For example, if I go to the same coffee shop every morning to get a cup of coffee, and the barista shortchanges me:My first priority will be to have the barista think I was nice about it because he’ll be making my coffee other mornings too.My second priority is to be able to feel okay the rest of the day about how I treated the barista. Finally, I want the barista to give me my change back but I don’t want them to think of me as a problem customer.  However, let’s say I’m traveling, and I stop to get coffee and the same thing happens.In this situation, my first priority is to get my money back because this is my only chance, and I don’t like to be short on cash when I travel.My next priority is to not feel like a jerk, because I have to live with myself, but I also want to feel like I advocated for myself.Last, I don’t really care what the barista thinks about me since I’ll never see him again, but I also don’t really want to be the start of someone else’s bad day. Law enforcement example:There is a broken down car on a road with significant traffic. In this situation your goal or outcome as a law enforcement officer is to get the car off the road.The attitude you want the other person to have is one of compliance. You want to know you saved lives and made the road safer. 
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