How to Handle Different Personalities

The Client Who Won’t Return Calls

Unfortunately, there isn’t a lot you can do about this type of client, because you can’t force someone to return your calls. However, you can and should: 1)call several times, 2) send a brief note or letter indicating that you are trying to reach the person and that you hope she is okay and that you would appreciate hearing from her, 3) try to contact another member of the family who you think might have some influence with your client. Ultimately the most important thing is to keep in contact in whatever way possible. We all have periods in our lives that are stressful and prevent us from taking care of our business. If you keep in touch with a client that does not return your contact, you may find that at some point she will choose to contact you, and continue with the program. Help this type of client alleviate the guilt of being out of contact. 

The Passive-Aggressive Client

The passive-aggressive client is characterized by being agreeable on the outside (verbally), but disagreeable on the inside (attitude); in other words, this client says one thing, but actually does something else or nothing at all. Initially, this type of client may seem like she forgets to do what is agreed upon, but over time you will see a distinction between the passive-aggressive person and the person who just that just forgets. The underlying issue with the passive-aggressive person is that the person does not want to do something, and this is her way of resisting instead of saying no or finding a solution. Take the time to confirm what the client has agreed to do, and what your support role will be. Do what you can to allow the client to feel that she has the power and is in control of the situation. Make every effort to show the client that you are willing to help. If you can remain calm and persistent you may find that over time, the passive-aggressive client stops creating so many barriers.  

The Rude/Hostile Client

While it may be quite difficult, always maintain objectivity and professionalism. Hostility begets hostility, so don’t allow the cycle to begin. Acknowledge your client’s anger, and remember that all of us have really bad days. The anger is not about you, you just happen to be on the receiving end. Don’t get sucked into a confrontation. Depending on the situation, you may or may not want to address the underlying issue. A good way to diffuse the anger is to ask your client if she could define what would make her feel better. As the support person, your role is to work with the client to achieve the best possible outcome. If the hostility is a chronic situation, you may want to ask another support person to work with your client. Sometimes a fresh start with a new person can help. 
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The Talkative Client

The most effective way to handle an overly talkative client is to set out the expectations at the very beginning of the call, and keep focused on what issues need to be addressed. At the beginning of the call tell the client that you will only take 10 minutes of her time. You might even need to tell your client that you have a specific set of questions to ask, and that she can ask questions afterward. A good way to stay focused during the conversation is to try to tie in what the client is talking about to the questions you are interested in. For example, if the client has gotten off on a tangent and is talking a lot about her husband, you could say, “So, have you asked your husband to exercise with you?” With a talkative client, you will probably have to interject several times to get the conversation back on course. Don’t hesitate to interject or you will find yourself on the phone for extended conversations that leave you with unanswered questions. 

The Needy Client

In many ways, the needy client resembles the overly talkative client. They both require more time than you have to give. Therefore, using some of the techniques mentioned for the talkative client might work. But unlike the talkative client, the needy client’s main goal is attention. In fact, she may try to make you feel guilty when you do not give her all the attention she wants. Remember that your role is not that of a psychological counselor. Acknowledge the person’s feelings and needs, but gently indicate that you are only trained to give exercise support. A referral might be appropriate in some situations. 

The Shy Client

The shy client is usually pleasant, but getting information from her can be like pulling teeth. You will probably need to ask some insightful, probing questions to get your client to give more than a one-word response. Ask open-ended questions to stimulate discussion, as opposed to questions that only require yes/no answers. You might also try asking some questions about family or leisure activities. 

The Busy Client

With this type of client it is important to acknowledge that she is busy, and that your call will only take a few minutes. If you say this, however, stick to it. Respect your client’s time, and ask only essential questions. If there is absolutely no time to talk, ask the client if there is another time to reach her when she wouldn’t be as busy. Although it is tempting to allow the client to call you back, it is not advisable. For busy people, you will have to take the initiative. Otherwise you will never hear from them.

The Unsatisfied Client

Some people are never satisfied. No matter what you do, the client is not satisfied, and nothing you do is ever enough. Remember to keep an appropriate perspective. Be comfortable that you are doing the best you can do. Try to help the client understand that you are on her side and that you will continue to solve the problems together. If after trying everything you can think of, the person is still not satisfied, explain the options and tell her that since the options are not ideal, perhaps she could come up with a better solution.

Remember

1. Before you call your client, review previous telephone notes so that you can personalize the call. 

2. When you reach the client by phone, ask if it is a convenient time to talk.

3. Use open-ended questions to stimulate discussion and get more that yes/no answers.

4. Always be courteous and professional. 

5. Set appropriate boundaries. You are a support person, not a saint.

6. Remember your sense of humor. 

