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When Someone Reaches Out to you for help ...

In your profession working with farmers and their families chances are you will have someone confide in you about a difficult farm business or personal situation or problem he or she is experiencing.   This article will help you prepare for and respond to a person who reaches out to you.  

Be Prepared:

• Do not underestimate the importance of your role in helping others.  The person who is confiding in you has chosen you for a reason – perhaps out of trust, respect, friendship, as a youth volunteer leader, or professional advisor.  Honor that the person has taken the time to share personal information with you and take the responsibility to help seriously.  The person confiding in you does not want to be judged, told what to do or made to believe that things will get better quickly.  You will need to listen to the person and figure out how you can help

Observe 

 • Look, listen, and be open to recognizing that someone is stressed.   Read between the lines. Notice changes from a previous visit or conversation. Does the person have a flat voice, are they acting anxious, or is there just something strange that you can’t quite put your finger on? 

Respond 

• You may have a concern about crossing a personal boundary, but at the same time you may be the one who the person trusts and reaches out to.  Therefore you need to make a decision to “get involved.”  This decision means committing yourself to take the time to listen and to be sincere in your response, to genuinely empathize (understand not sympathize). This decision to actively build rapport could mean the difference between a successful and an unsuccessful referral. 

Listen

( Work on developing your listening skills.  Listening means truly being available to the speaker, not interrupting or talking yourself.  It is very appropriate to ask open-ended questions (those that cannot be answered by yes or no) of the speaker to gather more information about their situation so you figure out how to help.

Employ active listening. Active listening means that you listen to the whole content - words, tone and body language.

After listening, reflect back to the speaker what you hear and see. Be a mirror. Check out your interpretation of what you are hearing them say to make sure you understand. At this point don’t give advice or try to cheer them up or make light of the situation. Encouragement will come later. Don’t say “I know how you feel” or make promises like “things will get better”, and don’t withdraw because you don’t know what to say.  It’s OK to not know what to say - the person doesn’t need advice, they need emotional support. Listening is emotional support.                                     

•  Encouragement should be offered only AFTER you have employed active listening.  If the person doesn’t feel listened to they will brush off your encouragement as uncaring advice.  Without active listening the person will not feel understood and helped.  

Refer to appropriate sources of help: 

There are three ways to offer help:

1. Information and/or referral

          2. Tangible aid 

          3. Emotional support.  

     
At this point you have already offered emotional support so information/referral and tangible aid (i.e. community resources), are left.  Through normalizing the persons struggle and removing shame around receiving help, you can now encourage the person to seek these other sources of help. It may even be helpful if you can assist them in making a call while you are there for support. 

 Helping can come in a variety of ways and does not mean that you are the expert for their problem, perhaps you are the best source of help depending on your role and perhaps it is best for you to listen, provide information, make a referral or help the person seek more appropriate help.   Maintain confidentiality about things discussed during your conversation.  Be trustworthy – get back to them with more information, a referral or a follow up phone call or visit if you said you would.

• Know the community resources you can get support from or refer the person to, and their levels of expertise.  Never provide a “dead end” referral, a referral that you are not sure can help.  Know the referral source and if you do not then call ahead *remember to keep the person’s name confidential) before making the referral to make sure the organization is the appropriate source of assistance.  

     Examples of referral sources are:  medical doctors, department of labor, unemployment services, social services, clergy/church, 800 community helplines and Cooperative Extension.     Many communities have other resources listed in a human services directory, such as food, clothing and medical assistance; mental health; utility assistance; legal aid; law enforcement and assistance for children or seniors. 

• Follow-up.  After taking the above steps it is often beneficial to check back in with the person to let them know that you really do care and to encourage him or her to follow through on problem solving.

Take care of yourself: 

You will not be able to help others if you are not taking care of yourself.

 • During these stressful times remember to also take care of yourself so you don’t  get burned out.  Eat properly, get enough rest, manage stress, learn to delegate tasks when possible, and stay connected to others both at work and at home. 

• Maintain your own support network. Who are the people you can go to when you need to de-stress?  Friends, family, clergy?  

Things to keep in mind. 

• Help can only be offered. It’s up to the person to accept or reject your help. If the person is unable to accept your help now, given time he or she may move to a point where help can be accepted. 

• Don’t negate the power of listening. Many people say “The only thing I can do is just listen” but people who have an emotional support network have fewer physical and emotional consequences of stress. 

• It takes a lot of courage for people to admit that they need outside assistance, so when a person does reach out, take care to not minimize it. 

• Many people don’t want to burden you with their problems, so it may be up to you to broach the subject, thereby giving the person “permission” to talk about it. 

• Confidentiality is important but never promise to keep secrets. When it comes to safety (threats of harm to self or others), officials like the state police or persons medical doctor need to be involved.    
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