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HOW TO USE THIS
STARTER PACK

This Starter Pack was created to offer immediate, practical
support for front-facing museum professionals and anyone
who interacts with the public.

This resource is intended for educational and training
purposes only. It is not designed to diagnose, assess, or treat
any mental health condition.

Inside, you'll find three one-page tools:

1. Early Signs of Visitor Escalation
Recognize physiological, emotional, and behavioral cues
before a moment becomes unsafe.

2. Staff Nervous System Basics
Learn simple, effective regulation technigues you can use on
the museum floor.

3. When to Call for Backup
Understand thresholds, safety language, and how to request
support without escalating the visitor.

These pages can be used during team meetings, pre-shift
huddles, onboarding, or as part of your institution’s
visitor-interaction protocols.

Note: This Starter Pack is a foundation. For deeper support, |

offer trauma-informed, nervous-system-aware de-escalation
training tailored specifically for museums professionals.

CREATED BY ASHLEY L. WITHERSPOON MSW, LCSW PAGE 2



EARLY SIGNS OF VISITOR
ESCALATION

Escalation in museums often begins in galleries, at
admissions, during tours, or in response to sensitive
exhibition content. Recognizing early cues helps staff
intervene before a moment becomes unsafe.

Physiological Cues

e Voice rising in quiet galleries

e Rapid pacing near artworks

e Leaning in too close to staff or objects

e Sudden stillness or “locking in” on a label or staff member
Agitated movements while waiting in line

Emotional Cues
e Frustration with policies (bags, photography, timed entry)
e [rritation about crowding or wait times
e Emotional overwhelm triggered by content
e Defensiveness during interpretive conversations

Behavioral Cues
e Challenging rules (“Why can't | touch it?")
e Interrupting educators or guides
e Following staff between galleries
e Demanding immediate access or exceptions

What Staff Should Do in the First 10 Seconds

1. Regulate yourself — slow your breath.

2. Use a calm, steady tone — your nervous system sets the
pace.

3. Acknowledge the moment — “I can help you with this.”
4. Offer one clear next step — structure reduces escalation.
5. Maintain boundaries — grounded, not reactive.
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STAFF NERVOUS SYSTEM
BASICS FOR MUSEUM
PROFESSIONALS

Museum professionals often work in emotionally charged

environments which can include controversial exhibitions,
crowded galleries, school groups, and unpredictable visitor
behavior. Your nervous system is your most important tool.

The Four Stress Responses

e Fight: Arguing about policies, demanding exceptions

e Flight: Walking away, refusing to engage

e Freeze: Staring silently, unable to respond

e Fawn: Over-apologizing, appeasing while still breaking
rules

How to Down-Regulate in Real Time

Slow your exhale
Lower your shoulders

Ground your feet on the gallery floor

Orient to stable objects in the room
e Lower your voice and pace

3-Step Grounding Technique
1. Pause — one breath before responding

2. Anchor — feel your feet or touch your lanyard
3. Respond — calm, clear, policy-aligned
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WHEN TO CALL FOR
BACKUP IN MUSEUM
SETTINGS

Backup is essential, not because staff are unskilled, but
museums are public spaces with unpredictable emotional,
political, and interpersonal dynamics.

Call for Support When a Visitor

e Repeatedly ignores “no touching” boundaries
e Becomes verbally aggressive

e Blocks your movement or follows you

e Fixates on a staff member

e Refuses safety instructions

e Disrupts other visitors' experience

e Makes you feel unsafe

What “Backup” Means in a Museum

A second regulated staff member
A witnhess

A safety buffer

A support for decision-making
Security when needed

How to Request Backup Without Escalating

e “I'm going to bring in another team member to support

n

us.
7

e “Let me get a colleague who can help with this next step.’
e “I'm calling for assistance so we can resolve this safely.”
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WANT DEEPER SUPPORT
FOR YOUR MUSEUM STAFEF?

This Starter Pack is the foundation. If your institution is ready
to build trauma-informed, emotionally intelligent
visitor-interaction practices, | offer:

e Nervous-system-aware de-escalation training

e Trauma-informed communication workshops

e Leadership coaching for emotionally complex visitor
interactions

e Staff well-being and after-incident support strategies

e Custom protocols for visitor escalation

Let's talk about what your team needs.

Ashley@handmadedreams.org
Handmadedreams.org
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