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Dealing with Difficult Patrons 

Incident Response and Documentation 

 
What incidents should be documented? 

 

 When police, paramedics or other responders are involved 

 When there may be a pattern of ongoing or escalating problem behavior  

 When there has been a serious disruption or threat 

 When there is likely to be a complaint or follow up by the patron 

 When in doubt 

 

Why is written documentation important? 

 

 Remember details 

 Establish a pattern over time and/or place – multiple incidents, multiple locations 

 Communicate to others who may need to know 

 Get/give credit for handling a difficult incident successfully 

 Justify taking official action – warning, suspension of privileges, etc. 

 Official follow up – police reports, court trials or lawsuits (you may be called to testify months after an 

incident) 

 

Remember: 

 

 Respect confidentiality/privacy 

 Communicate responsibly and professionally 

 All documents and files can be subpoenaed 

 

Consistency  
Policies should be applied consistently to all patrons at all times, not just after a particular patron pushes the 

limits.  Being able to show that the policy is enforced consistently and fairly will help justify taking further 

action in individual cases and defend against claims of harassment. 

 

Communication 

Share information responsibly with coworkers, supervisors, and others as appropriate.  The same individual 

may frequent more than one library or department, and comparing notes can help to establish and document a 

pattern of behavior.  (Be sure to respect privacy and confidentiality – document, don’t gossip.)   

 

Documentation 

Write up a clear, detailed, objective account of what happened as soon as possible after an incident, even if it’s 

just for your own records.  Documentation can help establish problem behavior patterns over time and can be 

extremely valuable as a justification for further action and/or if you have to testify in court.  If an incident isn’t 

documented at the time, it will be more difficult to recall the details later or justify taking further action. 
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Objective description 

 
Remember the “five Ws and one H”: WHO, WHAT, WHEN, WHERE, WHY, HOW.   

 

Who was involved, what happened, when did it happen, where did it happen?  (Include why and how if you 

have pertinent information, but don’t offer speculation or opinions as fact.) 

 

Subjective: “An old guy wearing a hat…”  

Objective: A white male, mid to late 50s, wearing a brown baseball cap with a Padres logo… [include 

approximate height/weight, hair color, detailed description of clothing and any other distinguishing 

features] 

 

Subjective: “That person made me feel creepy.” 

Objective: I was shelving books on the seventh floor when I noticed a male [description] kneeling on the 

floor in the same section and staring at me.  When I moved to another section he followed me and 

continued to stare at me.  When I went to the elevators to go tell my supervisor, he stood next to me and 

said, “What time do you get off work?  I’ll be waiting for you outside.” 

 

Subjective: “He looked homeless.” 

Objective: He was wearing torn, stained sweat pants and carrying a rolled-up blanket and two duffle 

bags. 

 

Subjective: “She seemed crazy.” 

Objective: She stated that the students sitting next to her were inserting thoughts into her head with their 

computers. 

 

Subjective: “He went ballistic.” 

Objective: He shouted “I am going to sue the library” and hit the circulation desk with his fist. 

 

Descriptions should be based on the person’s behavior and actions, not on your own feelings or biases.  (Trust 

your instincts, but question your assumptions.)  Describe observable facts, actions, and behaviors – what did 

the person actually do and say?  How did their behaviors and actions interfere with other patrons’ use of the 

library or library employees’ performance of their duties?  Try not to attribute motives, emotions, or thoughts to 

the person; stick to what can be observed.   

 

Objective observations and descriptions are critically important even when talking with coworkers or writing 

notes to yourself, and even more so in email messages and incident reports.  Make sure that your responses and 

actions are justified by the facts, and that you express yourself in a professional, unbiased manner.  Always 

keep in mind that your documentation and communication about a problem patron or incident may eventually 

turn up in court.  Avoid nicknames, derogatory remarks and jokes – they may come back to haunt you. 
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