


Damage	Control?
Strategies	for	working	with	High	Risk	and	Hard	
to	Serve	Populations



Before	we	get	started…

q Climate	Check	- Is	everyone	okay,	does	anyone	need	anything?

q Logistics	– Housekeeping	Stuff,	Playground	 Rules

q Personal	Comfort	– What	can	I	do	to	help	you	be	more	comfortable	today?

q Time	Considerations	– Parking,	Babysitter,	Phone	Calls,	Breaks,Etc…

q Finally	– The	Obligatory	Bad	Joke



A	Little	About	Me



Tell	Me	About	You

qWhat	is	your	name?

qWhat	do	you	do?	(Mediator,	Student,	Lawyer,	Manager	of	the	Program	I	work	with…)

qWhy	are	you	here?

qWhat	do	you	want	to	get	from	this?	(saying	CPD	hours	is	totally	okay)



Why	I	Wanted	to	Do	This
qI	believe	 in	mediation	as	a	mechanism	that	has	a	multitude	of	applications,	all	of	which	with	

the	potential	to	help	people	move	towards	better.

qI	believe	 that	through	mediation	people	are	able	to	use	their	voice	to	articulate	 their	needs,	
and	to	do	so	in	a	way	that	helps	them	to	get	those	needs	met.

qI	believe	 that	mediators	are	able	to	help	level	 the	playing	field,	and	balance	power	dynamics	so	
that	people	can	have	a	discussion	to	resolve	their	dispute,	whatever	that	may	be,	and	feel	good	
about	the	outcome	regardless	of	whether	or	not	agreement	was	reached	because	they	were	

engaged	as	an	equal	party.

qI	also	believe	 that	mediators	can	absolutely,	and	with	the	best	of	intentions,	maintain	power	
imbalances	and	negatively	influence	 the	outcome	of	a	mediation	by	either	not	understanding,	

recognizing	or	responding	to	the	needs	of	the	people	they	serve.



Why	I	Think	This	is	Necessary

qMediation	and	mediators	aren’t	one	size	fits	all

q Too	often	we	learn	 to	work	with	these	groups	via	trial	and	error,	this	doesn’t	always	work	out				
well	for	the	client

q Sometimes	confidence	in	our	skills	isn’t	as	important	as	the	recognition	of	our	experiential	
limitations.	Pride	is	the	enemy.

q Sometimes	our	professional	identities	get	in	the	way,	and	they	don’t	need	to

q By	learning	how	to	work	with	people	who	aren’t	necessarily	 like	we	are,	we	can	avoid	the	
quicksand



What	I	Hope	to	Give	You

q A	Basic Understanding	of	High	Risk	Populations,	and	
Why	They’re	High	Risk

q A	Basic	Understanding	of	Hard	to	Serve	Populations,	
and	What	Makes	them	Hard	to	Serve

q Strategies	for	how	to	best	position	yourself	to	work	
with	these	groups

q Knowledge	of	the	#1	thing	that	you	need	to	do	when	
working	with	these	populations



Truths	in	Life

q People	will	do	what	they	need	to	do	in	order	to	meet	their	needs

q People	generally	do	what	works	for	them

q If	people	don’t	have	options	provided	 for	them,	 they	create	their	own



What	constitutes	a	High	Risk	Population?
Opinions	vary	on	this	issue	depending	on	the	context	of	the	discussion.	

That	said,	service	 providers	and	governments	seem	to	be	able	 to	agree	on	the	following	
premise:

A	person	is	generally	considered	to	be	a	member	of	a	High	Risk	Group	if:	
◦ They	have	a	majority	of	the	various	screening	criteria	associated	with	a	particular	group,	or

◦ They	self	identify	as	being	part	a	particular	group,	and
◦ By	virtue	of	their	inclusion	is	this	group,	 they	are	more	 likely	to	be	exposed	to,	affected	by,	or	experience	an	unhealthy,	

unwanted	or	otherwise	negative	situation	or	occurrence.	

*Uncle	Jer	says	– “If	a	person	is	from	a	marginalized	group,	they’re	probably	high	risk”



Some	Common	High	Risk	Populations
q Seniors

q Youth

qHomeless

qMentally	 Ill

q Physically/Developmentally	 Delayed

q Alcoholics/Addicts

qWomen	 (*Not	As	Much	Anymore)

qMen	(*Situationally	and	Growing)

q Aboriginals

q Immigrants

q LGBTQ

qNewly	Poor

qWorking	Poor

qDivorced

q Recently	Unemployed

q Illegal	Residents



Uncle	Jer’s	Top	5	High	Risk	Populations
T-5	Seniors:
Why	 they’re	at	High	Risk:

q Viewed	either	as	senile	 or	as	having	 irrelevant	knowledge	 and	opinions	 and	therefore	end	up	
lacking	a	strong	voice,

q Many	Seniors	 are	on	 fixed	income,	 and	rely	on	family	 or	community	 supports	 to	exist	making	 them	
dependent	 and	not	solely	 self-reliant.	 This	makes	them	vulnerable	 to	coercion.

q Seniors	 tend	to	be	a	popular	 target	of	financial	 scams	and	other	threats	to	their	personal	 security.
Practice	Strategies:

q Make	sure	they	have	a	full	 understanding	 of	the	issues	 discussed	 and	that	they’re	able	to	
competently	make	an	informed	 decision

q If	the	other	parties	in	the	discussion	 won’t	 hear	them,	make	sure	they	are	made	aware	of	advocates	
and	other	supports	 in	their	community



Uncle	Jer’s	Top	5	High	Risk	Populations
T-5	Youth:

Why	they’re	at	High	Risk:

q Seen	either	as	having	generally	poor	judgment	or	as	unable	to	have	a	valid	opinion	based	on	a	
perceived	 lack	of	experience.

q Frequently	 spoken	at	by	adults/authority	figures,	rarely	meaningfully	engaged	in	dialogue	

q Righteous	anger	often	written	off	as	Teen	Angst

qOften	and	generally	 invalidated	through	ageist	practices/policies

Practice	Strategies:

q Same	as	for	Seniors
Uncle	Jer	says	“If	it	sucked	for	you,	it	will	 suck	for	them”



Uncle	Jer’s	Top	5	High	Risk	Populations
4 Mentally	 Ill:
Why	 they’re	at	High	Risk:

q Perceived	 as	incompetent,	 volatile	 or	otherwise	 be	unable	 to	make	rational	decisions.
q Many	individuals	 suffering	with	undiagnosed/misdiagnosed	 conditions	 and	are	self-medicating	 in	

ways	that	are	unhealthy	 and	dangerous.	

q Tend	to	minimize	or	hide	effects	for	fear	of	stigma	and	having	control	over	decisions	 affecting	them	
being	taken	away.

Practice	Strategies:

q Structure	mediations	 in	ways	that	accommodate	their	needs	 and	promote	 success
q Make	sure	they	have	the	ability	 to	have	supports	 attend	and	participate

q Engage	with	them,	not	their	disorder



Uncle	Jer’s	Top	5	High	Risk	Populations
3 LGBTQ:
Why	 they’re	at	High	Risk:

q People	 in	the	closet	are	not	in	a	position	 yet	where	they	can	engage	transparently,	 and	are	
therefore	likely	to	engage	in	risky	 behaviours	 and	are	sometimes	 subject	 to	extortion.

q Many	suffer	 the	effects	of	abuse	or	discrimination	 and	as	such	may	misinterpret	 situations	 as	being	
conflictual	when	not,	or	attach	negative	motives	 to	rather	normal	 actions/reactions	

q Cultural	 norms	 and	perceptions	 can	create	challenges	within	discussions
q People	 in	this	community	 are	still	misunderstood	 and	often	 remain	subject	 to	discrimination

Practice	Strategies:
q Ensure	 that	you	treat	people	 in	this	group	the	same	way	you’d	 treat	anyone	 else

q Be	careful	with	gender	specific	 language	and	when	 you	don’t	 know	 it’s	 good	to	ask
q Be	careful	not	to	overcompensate



Uncle	Jer’s	Top	5	High	Risk	Populations
2	Aboriginal:

Why	they’re	at	High	Risk:

qWell	documented	500	year	history	of	real	and	significant	systematic	oppression	at	all	levels	of	Government	and	
within	all	areas	of	the	legal	system.

qMessy	situation	between	Urban	Aboriginal	Groups,	On	Reserve	Groups,	and	other	Aboriginal	Groups	related	to	
politics,	supports	and	rights.	

q The	Metis	got	really	mistreated

q It’s	not	over	yet

Practice	Strategies:

q Treat	them	the	same	as	everyone	else

qMake	sure	inclusion	and	participation	isn’t	perceived	as	tokenistic

q Seriously	don’t	overcompensate



Uncle	Jer’s	Top	5	High	Risk	Populations
1 Newly	 Poor:
Why	 they’re	at	High	Risk:

q Likely	 do	not	have	the	same	level	of	resilience	 as	people	who	 come	from	poverty	 and	thus	are	more	
vulnerable	 to	victimizing	 situations	 through	poor	decisions.

q Lack	of	natural	supports	 or	knowledge	of	community	 supports

q More	likely	 to	give	up
q Experience	 greater	level	 of	stress	and	its	effects	than	people	 who	are	used	 to	it.

Practice	Strategies:
q Make	sure	they’re	supported	 through	 the	discussion

q Show	as	much	empathy	 as	you	 can
q Ask	 good	questions	 during	 the	planning	 process



Above	all	else
q Remember	that	belonging	to	a	High	Risk	Population	doesn’t	

automatically	mean	that	you	have	bad	things	happening	to	you.	At	
the	same	time	you	have	to	rule	these	things	out	as	they	can	affect	

the	discussion	and	the	agreement
q The	more	High	Risk	Populations	a	person	belongs	to,	the	greater	

likelihood	that	there	are	factors	you	need	to	consider.
q Be	careful	that	you	don’t	just	see	the	negative	within	these	groups.	

We	screen	for	the	negative	for	a	reason,	but	seeing	the	beauty	is	
equally	as	important.



Questions
This	is	where	you	ask	questions



What	Constitutes	Hard	to	Serve
Generally	 speaking,	Hard	to	Serve	Clients	fall	into	three	categories:

q Clients	who	for	various	reasons	create	their	own	roadblocks	to	service	 through	either	conflict,	
avoidance	or	some	other	means	(inappropriate	behaviours,	unwillingness	or	inability	 to	follow	

service	plans*,	etc.)

q Clients	who	have	barriers	 to	service	 that	are	outside	of	their	control,	and	are	therefore	limited	
in	the	services	 that	can	be	provided	because	 they	either	don’t	exist	or	are	not	locally	available.

q Clients	who,	for	whatever	reason,	are	people	 that	we	have	a	hard	time	working	with.

(*	Clients	with	poor	adaptive	reasoning	skills,	or	other	cognitive	delays	can	create	a	barrier	 to	
service	by	being	unable	 to	follow	service	plans	even	when	they’re	trying	to	be	compliant)



Examples	of	Hard	to	Serve	Clients
q Alcoholics/Addicts

q People	who	are	systemized/entitled

q Clients	with	undiagnosed	mental	
illness

q Physically/Developmentally	Delayed

q Clients	we’ve	mistreated

q Clients	who’ve	been	mistreated	

q Clients	we’re	attracted	to

q Clients	who	are	attracted	to	us

q Rich	People

q Pedophiles/Abusers

q Racists

q Former	Service	Providers

q Radicals

q People	we	like

q People	we	dislike



Tips	for	Working	with	the	Hard	to	Serve	
1.	Manage	your	emotions

Once	we	begin	feeling	we	run	the	risk	of	feeling	biased	either	 towards	or	against	a	person.	Once	
you	start	hoping	for	an	outcome,	you’re	not	neutral.

2.	Recognize	your	triggers	and	limitations

The	tendency,	particularly	 for	people	 just	starting	out	is	to	take	everything	we	can	get	in	order	to	
get	experience.	 If	we’re	not	aware	of	ourselves,	or	if	we	don’t	pay	attention	to	warning	signs	
then	we	may	well	get	into	a	situation	that	is	bad	for	everyone.

Uncle	Jer	says	“You	never	know	when	you’re	doing	the	right	thing,	you	always	know	when	you’re	
doing	the	wrong	thing,	don’t	do	the	wrong	thing”



Tips	for	Working	with	the	Hard	to	Serve	
3.	Know	when	to	hand	off	the	ball

If	we	know	we’re	at	a	point	where	we	can’t	be	objective,	 refer	the	matter	to	someone	 who	 can	be.

4.	Don’t	take	the	bait

People	 in	a	position	 of	disadvantage	often	 lash	out	in	times	of	stress,	 it’s	 similar	 to	a	temper	tantrum.	
This	is	normal,	 don’t	 let	it	affect	the	process.

5.	Speak	 so	that	you’re	 understood

Learn	the	language	of	your	clients	whenever	 possible,	 this	way	you	can	better	ensure	 that	they’re	
heard	by	translating	when	necessary.	 Also,	 avoid	 jargon.



Tips	for	Working	with	the	Hard	to	Serve	
6.	Never	assume	why	someone	is	Hard	to	Serve.

Asking	questions	and	being	interested	 in	how	a	person	came	to	be	the	way	they	are	 is	a	great	
way	to	build	rapport	and	avoid	making	the	mistakes	that	got	a	person	to	that	point.	Generally	
Hard	to	Serve	Clients	are	made,	knowing	how	that	happened	is	good	information.

7.	Actually	listen.

People	can	tell	 the	difference	between	a	person	who	is	engaged	and	a	person	who	is	just	
collecting	 data.	Taking	notes	and	collecting	 information	is	important,	make	sure	you’re	not	
creating	an	additional	barrier	 in	the	process		



Tips	for	Working	with	the	Hard	to	Serve	
8	– Whenever	possible,	accommodate

Clients	who	are	hard	to	serve	need	as	much	accommodation	as	possible.	It	is	important	to	
remember	 that	a	one	hour	meeting	 for	some,	is	an	all	day	commitment	for	someone	else.	By	
removing	as	many	barriers	as	possible	we	reduce	stress,	build	rapport	and	trust	and	make	
dialogue	 that	much	easier.

9	– Never	promise	what	you	can’t	perform

Building	 trust	with	Hard	to	Serve	Clients	is	hard	work.	Losing	trust	is	really	easy.	If	you	cannot	
guarantee	it,	barring	reasonable	exception,	 then	don’t	promise	it.	Once	you	break	a	promise	
then	you’re	everyone	else.



Tips	for	Working	with	the	Hard	to	Serve	
10	– Be	authentically	 you	and	you	will	be	more	successful

Clients	who	are	Hard	to	Serve	can	spot	a	fake	a	mile	away.	People	who	portray	themselves	as	
being	something	other	than	what	they	truly	are	open	the	door	for	clients	 to	question	your	
motives.	Once	this	happens	it’s	hard	to	develop	rapport	because	of	the	perception	of	worker	
being	misleading.

In	the	end,	most	clients	won’t	care	that	much	about	this	or	that.	They	just	want	to	know	what	
and	who	they’re	dealing	with.	If	you	present	as	a	person	of	integrity,	regardless	of	how	you	are,	
they’ll	accept	that	even	if	they	don’t	like	it.



Questions
This	is	where	you	ask	questions	again



Myths	&	Misconceptions
Myth	1

You’re	more	effective	if	you	come	from	the	group	you’re	working	with.

False:

Coming	from	a	group	doesn’t	have	any	bearing	on	your	ability	to	work	
effectively	with	them.	In	fact,	it	can	make	you	truly	ineffective	at	times	through	
no	fault	of	your	own.



Myths	&	Misconceptions
Myth	2

Anyone	can	work	with	anyone	else	with	the	right	training.

False:

Some	people	 just	aren’t	cut	out	to	work	with High	Risk	/	Hard	to	Serve	people.	
Training	cannot	fully	 take	the	place	of	character	in	a	service	provider.	Moreover,	
character	gets	you	places	that	training	on	it’s	own	just	won’t



Myths	&	Misconceptions
Myth	4

People	who	are	good	at	working	with	these	groups/people	 are	always	equal	to	
the	task.

False:

Even	when	you’re	good	at	this,	you’ll	have	bad	days	and	bad	sessions	and	
people	who	don’t	want	to	work	with	you.



Myths	&	Misconceptions
Myth	5	– Pedophiles	are	the	hardest	group	 to	work	with.

False:

The	hardest	group	 to	work	with	is	the	one	that	makes	you	the	least	neutral.	
Everyone	is	different,	and	each	individual	has	their	own	strengths	and	
limitations.	By	knowing	your	 strengths	and	limitations	you’ll	make	it	more	
possible	 to	work	better	and	more	effectively	for	the	people	you	serve



Some final	thoughts
q If	people	didn’t	want	you	to	help	them	they	wouldn’t	tell	you	anything.	By	virtue	of	the	fact	

they’re	discussing	things	with	you,	you’ve	been	invited	to	help	them.

qDon’t	fall	for	the	knockout	punch.	Remember	 that	whatever	they’re	telling	 you	is	still	what	
they	consider	 safe	to	tell.	 It	may	be	the	worst	thing	that	you’ve	ever	heard,	but	that	doesn’t	
mean	it’s	the	worst	thing	they	can	say.	It’s	a	test,	they	want	to	see	if	you’ll	react.	Don’t	react,	

respond.

q Remember	 that	whether	it’s	Legal	Services,	Social	Services,	or	any	other	area,	the	operative	
word	is	service.

qWhat	we	do	for	one,	we	do	for	everyone	



Thank	you	&	Discussion
This	is	where	you	ask	questions	again


