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Workplace De-Escalation

Introduction

Course Overview and Objectives

This course focuses on the fundamentals of de-escalation techniques/strategies in various work
settings. Although the course discusses workplace de-escalation, these tips and strategies can
be used anywhere de-escalation is needed because it focuses on identifiable and changeable
behaviors. This course will provide you with a high-level overview of general de-escalation
principles and best practices. Risk factors for workplace violence, aggression assessment, and
the escalation cycle are also discussed. Verbal and non-verbal de-escalation
techniques/interventions are explored in-depth, as well as emotional intelligence. Lastly, types of
communication applicable to de-escalation are provided. The terms technique, response tools,
and intervention are used interchangeably.

By the end of this course, you will be able to:

● Define and explain de-escalation
● Explain workplace violence and describe how to address it
● Identify the aggression continuum and escalation cycle
● Match the ideal de-escalation technique to the concurring emotional cycle
● Describe appropriate de-escalation techniques
● Define emotional intelligence and recognize its five components

Statistics

Statistics and Need for Study

Over two million workers are victims of workplace violence every year. Homicide is the
third-leading cause of workplace deaths.

Further, the total economic cost of workplace violence is well over $55 billion.

According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, 20,870 workers in the private industry experienced
trauma from nonfatal workplace violence in 2019. These incidents required days away from
work.

Of those victims who experienced trauma from workplace violence:

● 68% were female
● 65% were aged 25 to 54
● 70% worked in the healthcare and social assistance industry
● 21% required 31 or more days away from work to recover, and 20% involved 3 to 5 days

away from work.

Since 2019, the numbers have only risen.

● Healthcare workers and public safety were affected most–50% of cases involve medics.
● Women reported over 30,000 sexual assaults on the job.
● 60.4 million Americans have been bullied while working.
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● By December 31st, 2020, over 60,000 officers were assaulted on the job, and over 343
law enforcement officers died in the line of duty.

Unfortunately, many organizations are not prepared for these issues, but there are things you
can do. De-escalation training is one of the most beneficial solutions in preventing workplace
violence. Attend other applicable safety-oriented courses. There are numerous active shooter
and workplace violence training programs available. If your company does not have a safety
plan in place, request one. Request additional training in violence prevention, conflict resolution,
and crisis communication.

De-escalation

Definition and Purpose

Several definitions of de-escalation exist. Other terms are used interchangeably, such as conflict
resolution, conflict management, crisis resolution, talk down strategies, and defusing strategies.
For this course, we describe de-escalation as a combination of strategies, techniques,
responses, or methods intended to reduce a person’s aggression.

In general, de-escalation can include communication techniques, aggression assessment and
response, physical, medical, or psychotropic interventions, and environmental safety measures
to reduce the risk of harm.

Essentially, de-escalation helps others regain self-control. De-escalation techniques are
designed to reduce the anger or intense fear a person is feeling to prevent or reduce violence. It
is about successfully managing behavior, yourself, and others.

Additionally, research shows that de-escalation effectively reduces violence in situations with
aggressive people because the techniques often stop violence before it starts. It involves using
specific language or therapeutic (therapeutic in the sense of helping others, not talk therapy)
communication and interventions designed to defuse angry people. By using de-escalation,
people feel less stress or anxiety and feel “heard” or understood. Being heard or understood is
crucial because it opens the dialogue for resolution.

To re-cap, de-escalation is a valuable tool in preventing workplace violence. The focus of
de-escalation is the prevention of violence and is the foundation of all workplace violence
prevention programs. Absent a de-escalation training program in place, you open your
organization up to liability.

Risk Factors for Workplace Violence and Aggression

Why Do We Need to Train for De-Escalation at Work?

Each year, two million American employees are recorded as victims of workplace violence.
Experts state the actual number is much higher due to a lack of reporting. Think about it -
whether it is behind the desk at your office or out in public, you encounter people all the time.
Most of the time, it is benign contact; however, you may find yourself in a situation that quickly
escalates into danger.
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You need a plan to respond to the potentially dangerous situation safely. Learning about
workplace violence and how to incorporate the de-escalation techniques will help you respond
to workplace violence effectively.

Workplace violence is any act or threat of physical violence, harassment, intimidation, or other
threatening disruptive behavior that occurs at the worksite. Workplace violence ranges from
threats and verbal abuse to physical assaults and death.

Workplace violence affects employees, clients, customers, consumers, and visitors. Acts of
violence and other injuries are currently the third-leading cause of fatal occupational injuries in
the United States. Aggression is physical or verbal actions with the intent to harm another
person physically, mentally, or emotionally. Unchecked aggression can escalate to violence.
Violence is physical force that abuses, injures, or harms others. Aggression must be recognized
early so you can implement de-escalation techniques to reduce the chances of violence.
Implementing de-escalation techniques early helps you break the escalation chain and prevent
further damage. Further, knowing related aggression and violence variables and workplace
violence risk factors can ensure this early recognition.

Statistics

77% of violent acts are perpetrated by individuals with a history of violence.

In the U.S., there are four recognized types of workplace violence. They are Type I, Criminal
intent; Type II, Customer/client; Type III, Worker on Worker; and Type IV, Personal relationship.

Type I: Criminal Intent

This is when the culprit has no real relationship with the company or employees. The
association is criminal intent at the worksite. Examples include robbery, shoplifting, trespassing,
vandalism, or even terrorism.

Type II: Customer/Client

This consists of a criminal having a legitimate relationship with the business or company but
becomes violent while associated with said business. This category includes customers, clients,
patients, students, inmates, and any other group served by the workplace. Research indicates
that many customer/client incidents occur in the healthcare industry, in settings such as nursing
homes or psychiatric facilities, where the victims are often patient caregivers. Police officers,
prison staff, flight attendants, and teachers are other examples of workers/employees who are
victims of Type II. As recently published by the FBI (10/19/2021), over 60,000 officers were
assaulted in 2020, with 31% sustaining injuries, increasing 4,071 assaults from 2019.

Type III: Worker on Worker

This is when the perpetrator is an employee or past employee of the business and attacks or
threatens another employee(s) or past employee(s) in the same workplace.

Type IV: Personal Relationship

This is when the criminal typically does not have a relationship with the business but has a
personal relationship with the intended victim. This category includes victims of domestic
violence who are assaulted or threatened at work.

Who is at Risk of Workplace Violence?
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Since all U.S. workers can potentially be exposed to workplace violence and because of the
financial cost, concrete steps should be taken to mitigate the extent of the violence. [Happy
grocery store worker in apron caucasian bearded guy arranging bananas at modern organic
supermarket grocery store] High-risk industries include the retail trade industry, whose workers
are most often affected by Type I (criminal intent violence), and [Happy healthcare worker or
caregiver visiting senior woman indoors at home, talking and explaining dosage of pills.] the
healthcare industry and public safety sector, whose workers may generally be affected by Type
II (client, customer, or patient violence).

Although all four types of workplace violence can potentially occur in any work environment,
Type III (worker-on-worker violence) and Type IV (personal relationship violence, also known as
intimate partner violence) are more likely to occur across all industry sectors.

What are the Risk Factors for Workplace Violence?

Workers who exchange money with the public, delivery drivers, healthcare professionals, public
service or government workers, customer service agents, law enforcement personnel, and
people who work alone have the highest risk.

Serving alcohol, time of day, and work location (working late at night or in areas with high crime
rates) are also risk factors.

Businesses where employees deal with public members or sell products to the public,
organizations with a history of workplace violence, and organizations that tolerate inappropriate
or threatening behavior are also risk factors.

Terminations, demotions, layoffs, disciplinary actions, and unresolved or unsatisfied resolution of
employee complaints and grievances have been considered contributing factors to incidents of
workplace violence.

How can Workplace Violence Hazards be Reduced?

In most workplaces where risk factors can be identified early, the risk of assault can be
prevented or minimized if employers take appropriate precautions. A best practice is to have a
zero-tolerance policy toward workplace violence. This policy should cover all workers, patients,
clients, visitors, contractors, and anyone else who may encounter company personnel.
However, having a zero-tolerance policy in place is not enough. Concrete training that includes
de-escalation techniques is essential.

Another option is to include risk factor assessment training. Regarding Type II workplace
violence, employers should ensure adequate staffing and skills to serve clients, customers, or
patients’ needs more effectively. Low responsiveness and poor service, resulting from
inadequate staffing and low personnel skills, can result in frustration and agitation in clients,
patients, or customers.

Risk Factors Recap

Key points in this lesson indicate when evaluating workplace violence and aggression risk
factors:
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● The need for de-escalation training is partly due to frequent workplace violence and
aggression

● Any employee can be a victim of workplace violence and aggression
● There are four recognized types of workplace violence in the United States
● Early recognition can sometimes deter violence
● In addition to de-escalation, other deterrents must be in place for the best possible

outcome

Did You Know?

The United States Office of Personnel Management published an extensive resource guide for
employers to learn more about workplace violence and prevention?

Considerations

Have you experienced workplace violence and aggression, and did you report it? If not, what
influenced your decision? Would you respond differently if the victim were a family member or a
close friend? What advice would you give them?

Key Words

● Workplace violence
● Aggression
● Risk Factors

Lesson Summary

Be able to discuss workplace violence, the risk factors, and strategies to address it.

Assessing an Escalating Situation for Early Intervention

The Aggression Continuum and Escalation Cycle

In any stressful situation, correct assessment is crucial. Correctly assessing the situation gives
you the ability to determine whether escalation has already occurred or is likely to occur and
respond quickly with the most appropriate de-escalation technique. Based on your correct
assessment of the situation and the person in escalation, you can immediately develop
strategies to de-escalate the situation.

Imagine you work in social services. You have spent the last two hours going over an incident
that required intervention. You also had to explain policy and procedures as to why you were
required to intervene with a family experiencing stress. You are answering questions and
listening intently, providing feedback when appropriate. [286598292] The family is upset
because the school truancy officer called you informing you that a child recently placed back
with their family missed a week of school. The conversation goes back and forth; however, the
guardians still do not understand why the school truancy officer called you rather than them.
[286439370] All family members present display frustration, and one of the guardians begin to
cry. This situation is best described as tense and stressful.

Research indicates that tense situations, such as the one we just discussed, can escalate into
aggressive actions. As mentioned previously, aggression is an intense physical or verbal
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response that can turn into physical harm if left unattended. This escalation happens on a
continuum, and if de-escalation techniques are not provided, the aggression will likely progress
along the continuum. Again, being aware of the continuum can help you assess a tense and
stressful situation correctly and provide the appropriate technique.

The aggression continuum displays a predictable cycle. This is important to learn because if you
can provide a de-escalation intervention early in the cycle, then physical harm is decreased.

Emotional Cycle

As people go through the aggression continuum, their emotions escalate in predictable cycles.
Recognizing these emotions and their respective cycles will help you know which de-escalation
technique to use.

The anxious cycle occurs right after someone has been triggered. Exhibited behaviors include
pacing, fidgeting, sighing, and irritability. The following observable cycle is agitated. During this
cycle, the situation escalates, and the person will act out. Cursing, yelling, clenching their teeth
are all behaviors displayed during the agitated cycle. The next cycle is the aggressive cycle. A
person may resort to insulting, name-calling, threatening, or invading the personal space of
others. The last cycle is the violent cycle and is active violent behavior.

The sooner the intervention, the likelier you stop the violence. Early intervention is pivotal in
deterring escalated behavior because it is easier to de-escalate an anxious person versus a
person behaving violently. Start your de-escalation efforts during the anxious stage or
immediately after a triggering event to break the escalation chain.

The Emotional Cycle During the Aggression Continuum

There is no set time during these escalated moments. There is a window of opportunity between
these stages to recognize escalation and intervene using the appropriate de-escalation
technique. If possible, the key is to implement de-escalation during the anxious or agitated
cycle.

Further, a person may experience all the aggression cycles in one period. They may also go
back and forth among the cycles.

Keep in mind that it may not always be possible to intervene early. For example, you are a
supervisor called into a situation that already has escalated to the aggressive stage, or the
person you are interacting with is experiencing mental illness or drug-related aggression.
[232214141] In these situations, suggested de-escalation techniques appropriate for the
anxious or agitated stage will most likely not work. You must keep yourself and others safe from
harm.

The following graphic is a table breaking down some of the most common de-escalation
techniques for each cycle. The list is certainly not inclusive of every technique but serves as a
foundation. Although we will discuss suggested techniques for each cycle later in the text, a
breakdown in table form is presented for review.

Take a minute to pause the video and review the table.

EMOTIONAL
CYCLE

COMMONLY ASSOCIATED
BEHAVIORS

COMMON DE-ESCALATION RESPONSES,
INTERVENTIONS, TECHNIQUES
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Anxious tense posture, fidgeting, pacing,
hand wringing, foot-tapping,
heavy sighing, irritability,
nail-biting, arms folded over
chest, grimacing

encourage talking about what the person needs, use
open-ended questions, ask if you can help them, ask if they
would like to move someplace more private or quiet, tell
them you are there to help and listen, use empathy, nod
your head, listen without judgment, when speaking, use a
calm tone of voice

Agitated clenched teeth and fists, they
appear not to be able to settle
down, excitement, hostility, poor
impulse control, tension,
uncooperativeness,
violent/disruptive behavior

be calm, respect personal space, use clear, concise
language, offer to help, find out what is agitating them, try to
assist with the problem, affirm their right to be angry but
without violence, ensure you are the only one talking to
them

Aggressive insulting others, making threats,
intimidation, slamming doors,
pounding fists, grabbing things
or items, screaming, cursing

set limits saying you will not be able to help them if they
continue, encourage communication, offer choices, remain
calm - it is not personal, state expectations, move slowly
and deliberately, if possible, speak privately, minimize your
body language, keep a reasonable distance, speak
respectfully

Violent physical contact is made –
hitting, biting, pulling hair,
clawing at face or eyes,
throwing objects, slapping,
punching, kicking, spitting

say “stop,” keep lines of communication open, strongly
encourage communication, do your best to offer alternatives
to “save face,” call for assistance or security, dial 911, move
others out of harm’s way

Anxious Cycle

The first cycle of the emotional cycle is the anxious cycle. The anxious cycle is when a person is
triggered and is agitated or shouting. Observable behaviors can also include a tense posture,
fidgeting, pacing, hand wringing, foot-tapping, heavy sighing, irritability, nail-biting, arms folded
over chest, and grimacing. Remember, during this phase of the assault cycle, there is still time
to de-escalate a person using suggested interventions or techniques.

Appropriate techniques for this time include using clear, sincere language that encourages
communication. You offer to help and problem-solve. You could say something like, “Let’s start
by telling me what happened.”

As an example, if you are a manager or supervisor that encounters a quickly escalating situation
involving your employee or a subordinate, [130700352] you may ask the person in escalation if
they would like to move to an area that is a little more private or that is away from the employee
that is triggering them. This may be ideal if the area is very busy or crowded. [312933297] You
want to ensure that you are calm and display open body language. Ensure you are the only
person trying to help the person in escalation at this point. Perhaps, you can think of a time
when you were upset and had multiple people talking to you or offering advice – most likely, this
was even more stressful for you. Avoid this. [351209056] Be sure to ask the employee or
subordinate to step aside to focus on the upset person. It is easier to assist the employee later
or have another person de-escalate or assist the employee while focusing on the customer.
[50276292] Ask the escalated person their name so that you can help. Do not assume their
gender.

Page 9 of 25 © Vector Solutions. All rights reserved.



Workplace De-Escalation

You may also encourage talking about what the person needs to feel safe or heard. You may
want to use open-ended questions (questions that do not require a yes or no answer). You can
tell them you are there to help and listen. You can demonstrate that you are listening by nodding
your head. When speaking, use a calm tone, speaking slowly while maintaining eye contact.

Anxious Cycle

You may also encourage talking about what the person needs to feel safe or heard. You may
want to use open-ended questions (questions that do not require a yes or no answer). You can
tell them you are there to help and listen. You can demonstrate that you are listening by nodding
your head. When speaking, use a calm tone, speaking slowly while maintaining eye contact.

Agitated Cycle

The second cycle is the agitated cycle. Observable behaviors include clenched teeth and fists,
possible pacing, or they appear not to be able to settle down. They are overly excited and may
show open hostility, and overall uncooperativeness. Their behavior is disruptive. The person has
not resorted to physical violence yet, but they are more upset now than in the previous cycle.

Responses during this time can include the same responses as before, but you also want to
point out the need for boundaries. Using assertive and respectful language, inform the person in
escalation that you understand they are agitated but cannot help them if they are shouting and
cursing.

For example, if you are dealing with an abusive person on the phone, you could say something
like, “I’m trying to help, but if you continue to yell and swear, I will ask you to call back another
time. It’s up to you...which would you prefer.”

If the person is physically near you, ensure your body language is open but confident while at
least two arm’s lengths away. Do not encroach on their personal space. Try to offer the
escalated person choices. Say their appropriate name and repeat what they are saying to you to
show you are actively listening. Active listening phrases include, “I want to make sure I
understand. Are you saying that...”

Try to show empathy for their experience as this shows the person in escalation that you
understand. Using phrases like, “I can tell you’re so upset, and I want to help you,” or “This
situation is very frustrating, I can understand your anger. I would be angry too. Let me try to help
you fix this.” Consider to yourself: What if this person in escalation were a member of my family?

Aggressive Cycle

The third cycle of the emotional cycle is aggressive. Their observable behaviors can include
insulting others, making threats, intimidation, slamming doors, pounding fists, grabbing things or
items, screaming, and cursing.

Appropriate techniques include setting limits, informing them in a professional and calm tone of
voice that you will not be able to help them if they continue their current behavior. You may want
to encourage communication. If possible, offer choices to make them feel more in control. Do
your best to remain calm – remember their behavior is not personal. Politely state expectations.
For example, “If you wish to continue speaking with me, I need you to stop slamming your
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hands on the desk. I cannot help you if you are not cooperative.” Ensure you move slowly and
deliberately, minimizing your body language while keeping a reasonable distance.

Violent Cycle

The last cycle of the emotional cycle is the violent cycle. This is when a person is acting out with
physical violence. The most important consideration is to maintain your safety. Keep eye contact
and create more physical distance between you and the person in escalation. Keep in mind any
policies and procedures that your organization has but stay safe. Depending on the situation,
you may need to escape, run, or even hide. You may need to call 911.

Behavior in and of itself is a form of communication? When people feel agitated, their body
language will show it, thus allowing you to intervene with specific de-escalation techniques.

Assessing Behavior for Signs of Aggression

In some situations, you may have a person, whether a client, customer, or even a colleague,
state to you that they are about to lose control. However, most of the time, especially when it is
workplace violence, you will have to assess the situation and the person to determine what
phase of escalation they are in to know how best to de-escalate them or respond to it.

The easiest way to identify escalating behaviors is through their body language. Although we
may have discussed some of these earlier, they are worth repeating. The following are several
examples of body language behaviors that convey agitation. Again, if you can identify these
early signs of agitation, you can quickly de-escalate the situation before it results in violence.

● an angry facial expression
● hand wringing
● pacing
● standing in a corner or closed area
● changes in breathing such as snorting, huffing, and puffing, or a big sigh
● a red face
● distended neck veins
● a furrowed brow
● clenching of the hands and teeth

Other signs will include:

● mumbling
● cursing
● screaming
● insulting
● pounding fists or hands
● throwing things
● making unrealistic demands
● ordering others around
● destroying property
● refusing to comply
● intimidating others
● bragging about previous violence or acts of aggression towards others
● verbally threatening

Often these observable behaviors will happen in a progression, thus allowing you to intervene.
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Assessing an Escalating Situation for Early Intervention Recap

Key Points

Key points in this lesson indicate:

● Comprehending that without de-escalation interventions, the aggression will likely
progress through the aggression continuum

● Recognizing and assessing the cycles in the aggression continuum
● Identify and use the suggested de-escalation interventions for each emotional cycle
● Be able to assess and recognize escalating behaviors through body language

Did You Know?

Regardless of the emotional cycle and intervention, always remember:

● respect others’ personal space
● do not provoke
● establish respectful verbal contact
● be concise
● identify wants and feelings
● practice active listening (pay attention)
● agree or agree to disagree
● set firm limits and set clear limits
● offer choices and optimism
● use respectful words
● be mindful of your tone of voice

Considerations

● Have you personally experienced the escalation cycle?
● How were you able to de-escalate?

Key Words

● Aggression Continuum
● Escalation Cycle

De-escalation Techniques

Verbal De-escalation

No matter what industry you are in, eventually, you will encounter angry people; good verbal
de-escalation skills can help you respond in the safest, most effective way possible. When
things do begin to escalate, knowing how to defuse challenging behaviors is essential to
avoiding violence. Unfortunately, people are not born skilled de-escalators – it takes regular
practice to build confidence and feel comfortable intervening during challenging moments.
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What is de-escalation, exactly? De-escalation is a process to de-escalate or reduce something
and consists of verbal and non-verbal de-escalation. In this context, it reduces agitation,
frustration, or negative feelings someone is experiencing.

Verbal de-escalation is the first technique we use during a potentially dangerous or threatening
situation to prevent a person from causing harm to us, themselves, or others. Verbal
de-escalation is the most straightforward technique to use and apply. Verbal de-escalation
involves encouraging others to verbalize their thoughts, feelings, and concerns before they use
violence. Later, we discuss non-verbal de-escalation techniques, but suffice to say, they must
work in conjunction.

Verbal de-escalation is focused on getting the upset person to talk, not us. Our focus should be
to listen more and not offer advice.

Experts identify two reasons for verbal de-escalation. The first reason is to quickly assess the
situation to identify any problems that have led to the person’s escalation. We need to probe for
more information and to understand the situation delicately. The second reason is to help the
person. Research suggests that talking through problems can help calm and heal someone in
escalation. Supporting people through listening helps them verbalize their feelings rather than
acting out in unhealthy ways.

This research dates to the early 1950s and 1960s under the direction of Sigmund Freud. Dr.
Freud developed the concept of the “talking cure” to facilitate emotional healing using words or
talk therapy. His research demonstrated that people figured out the solution on their own by
talking about their problems. By verbalizing their frustrations, their pent-up tension, anxiety, or
anger is reduced, allowing them to come to a solution. Thus, verbal de-escalation facilitates
healing and a reduction in escalation.

Open-ended Questions

One technique, and usually the first, experts use in verbal de-escalation is to ask open-ended
questions. Simply put, open-ended questions usually cannot be answered with a yes or no
response. Open-ended questions help the person in escalation pause, think, and reflect. It also
allows them to provide responses that include personal feelings, opinions, or ideas about the
issue. Lastly, open-ended questions give the escalated person control of the conversation,
which can be empowering.

Let us review a few examples of appropriate open-ended questions geared towards a person in
escalation. Examples include, “Please tell me what happened?”, “What is wrong?”, “How can I
help you?” or “What can I do to fix this?” These open-ended questions allow the person in
escalation to talk about their problems, release tension, and decrease anxiety, reducing the
likelihood of aggression.

Active Listening

After asking open-ended questions, you must do the hard part – you must listen. Active listening
is the ability to focus entirely on a speaker, understand their message, comprehend the
information, and respond thoughtfully. Active listening takes patience but is worth the effort.
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When persons in escalation answer your open-ended questions, you can show them you are
listening by nodding your head, maintaining appropriate eye contact, and saying statements
like, “uh-huh, “I understand,” “go on.” Anything that causes the person to explain rather than
argue will help reduce frustration. Active listening will keep them engaged and continue the
de-escalation process.

Additionally, be mindful of communication barriers to effective listening. Barriers are the things
that keep the meaning of what is being said from being heard.

Commonly known communication barriers include pre-judging, not listening, criticizing,
name-calling, engaging in power struggles, ordering people around, using coercion or
threatening, minimizing their feelings (making them feel as though their experience is not a big
deal), or arguing with them. If the person in escalation is using profanity or yelling, respond with
a sympathetic head nod. Also, do not rush them or finish their sentences, as this will only trigger
them back up the aggression continuum.

Redirecting

When the person in escalation is complaining, look for something that you can ask about that is
loosely related to the issue or person. For example, if a person mentions a loved one or a child
as part of their escalation, you should do your best to redirect their attention to their loved one or
child to avoid focusing on the trigger. You could ask them about their child’s age or how many
children they have. If this verbal technique works, gently redirect them again to find out how you
can help them. Once the person answers you, bring your focus back to helping them.

The conversation would go like this:

Person in Escalation: “I am so frustrated with this. I can’t believe you wrote me a ticket. It is my
son’s birthday. How am I going to be able to afford his birthday present now? This ticket is over
$300!!”

Code Enforcer: “I see that you are very frustrated about the ticket. I am sorry to hear you think
you won’t be able to buy his birthday gift right now. How old is he?” (Asking about the child’s age
may help the person focus on the child rather than the ticket).

Person in Escalation: “He is 6. Yeah, I am receiving unemployment because I lost my job last
month. I was already concerned I would not have enough money for Caysen’s birthday party as
it is.”

Code Enforcer: “I have a son who is also six (6). A sixth birthday is such a big deal. It sounds
like you care about Caysen and his birthday party. I am sorry that you are going through all of
this. I know it is scary and frustrating to be unemployed, but I want to say that you will have 90
days to pay this ticket.”

Refocusing

No matter how difficult it may be, if you can, try to use respectful, positive, and helpful
statements to refocus on the good rather than the complaints the person is stating. Refocusing
can be used in person, by phone, or a video call.

Some examples include:
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● “I want to help you solve this!”
● “Please tell me more about what happened, so I know how to help you.”
● “Let’s call my supervisor, and I know she can help with this and would be glad to.”
● “I know you feel angry about this mistake, so let me do my best to fix this.”

Acknowledge

Skilled communicators offer thoughtful comments that are brief and reflective. Further, they use
words spoken by the person in escalation. However, unless you acknowledge that person’s
feelings, such as anger or frustration, it is unlikely that you will be able to work together to
de-escalate the anger.

So, when a person in escalation appears to be angry or is demonstrating early signs of anger,
you must notice it and state what you see or hear, so they can be sure their feelings are
acknowledged and respected. It is crucial not to minimize their feelings because minimizing
could be devaluing.

Statements like, “I don’t know why you are so angry,” or “This is not as bad as what you think it
is,” will further escalate the situation. For example, it is better to say, “I see you are angry.”

After acknowledging the anger or other feeling, try to ask what they perceive to be the cause.
People in escalation need to explore their feelings rather than allow these feelings to build up
and worsen. A helpful technique is to offer them the opportunity to air their feelings. Allowing
them to air their feelings involves letting them speak, giving them a chance to vent and express
their frustration harmlessly. While persons in escalation do this, you should not argue, offer
advice, or defend your behavior, but give them the respect and dignity they need. The purpose
is to let them “blow off steam,” providing a safe space to express their anger and decrease it.

Empathy

Empathy is the ability to understand what a person is going through. You can display empathy
through the statements you use.

However, keep it brief, for example, by saying things like, “I expect that made you feel
disrespected,” “You must have felt so helpless,” or “I can see why you felt that way.” You show
the person in escalation that you understand why they feel the way they do.

Paraphrasing can be an effective way to express empathy. This involves repeating back what
the person in escalation has said but using different words. In a situation that involves dealing
with an angry person, paraphrasing communicates that their concerns are being taken seriously.
After paraphrasing, it is beneficial to let them know that their story has been heard by
summarizing the statements. This also enables you to check information and adjust your
understanding, if possible. Later in the course we will review other pertinent non-verbal
de-escalation techniques.

Non-Verbal De-escalation

Non-verbal de-escalation is a form of de-escalation that does not involve words or speech. It
includes body language, facial expressions, posture, and other ways of information sharing.
Non-verbal de-escalation helps the person in escalation feel safe, heard, and respected with the
goal of de-escalation. Effective non-verbal de-escalation techniques can help build rapid rapport
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and a sense of connectedness with an escalated person to reduce the likelihood of escalation to
physical violence. This sense of connectedness is established by specific nonverbal techniques
emphasizing controlling one’s emotional response to threat while guiding communication. Next,
we will discuss some key forms of non-verbal de-escalation techniques.

Wait

It would be best to avoid the temptation to fill the void with words. If the situation feels
uncomfortable, a good technique is to count slowly down from 10 or practice mindful breathing.
10 Mississippi count is usually more than long enough for the silence to be broken.

Look

Although eye contact is essential, it should be appropriate for the person in escalation. Think
about how much direct contact is likely to be acceptable. For example, while it is good to
establish eye contact, staring should be avoided. It is important to remember that facial
expressions show your feelings; smile, if appropriate, and maintain a neutral expression if not.
Cultural differences should be respected as well. Research has shown that the appropriate
amount of eye contact can be influenced by gender, ethnicity, and culture.

Incline

Inclining the head can demonstrate interest and understanding. A slightly inclined head often
serves to present a non-threatening posture.

Nod

An appropriately placed and occasional nod can demonstrate ongoing attention and a
willingness to listen without interrupting. It is a core technique in active listening and very helpful
in de-escalation.

Leveling

It can be helpful to ensure you are at eye level with the person or at least close to it. If the
person in escalation is sitting, you should sit as well, or if the person is standing, then stand with
them, mindful of their personal space. Experience and research have shown that rapport is
quickly built by squatting down to their level in work with children. It may be helpful for you to
picture someone sitting down and a person standing up in front of them, looking down on them.
That can be a very uncomfortable feeling.

Now that we have discussed verbal and non-verbal de-escalation techniques, let us review the
Best Practices and Basic Principles of De-escalation.

Best Practices and Basic Principles

The following are Best Practices and Basic Principles of De-escalation.

1. Avoid an audience.

If it seems safe to do so, it may be helpful to move the person in escalation away from the public
and into a private area to talk. Only do this if you feel safe enough and there are other people
nearby to help if you need it. The goal is to be out of the public’s earshot to avoid a scene.
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2. Be empathetic and non-judgmental.

Focus on truly understanding the escalated person’s feelings. Whether or not you think those
feelings are justified, those feelings are justified to the person in escalation. Always ask yourself,
“How would you feel if you were going through this situation.” Using empathic responses, such
as “I’m sure I would feel this way too,” or, “I know this has to be so stressful for you, and I am
sorry.”

3. Respect personal space.

If possible, stand two arm’s lengths away from the escalated person. Allowing personal space
decreases a person’s anxiety and can help prevent acting-out behavior. If appropriate, do not
block exits.

4. Keep your tone and body language neutral.

The more a person loses control, the less they hear your words — and the more they respond
to your nonverbal communication. Relax your body and keep your hands in front of you, palms
facing outward. Never ball your fist up, place your hands behind your back, or hide them in your
pockets. If possible, stand at an angle instead of facing directly.

5. Avoid reacting.

Remain calm, rational, and professional. While you cannot control the escalated person’s
behavior, how you respond to their behavior can affect whether the situation escalates or
defuses. By modeling calmness, you can inspire others to do the same. Also, empathize with
feelings, not behavior. Use a response like: “I understand you are angry, but it’s not okay to yell
at our staff.”

6. Focus on the thoughts behind the feelings.

Some people have trouble identifying how they feel about what’s happening to them, so if you
can help them focus on the situation and not their feelings, that may help de-escalate them
quickly. Using responses like, “Help me understand what you need,” or “Tell me if I have this
right.”

Note, it is helpful to avoid, “Tell me how you feel.”

7. Ignore challenging questions.

Answering challenging questions often results in a power struggle. If a person challenges your
authority, redirect their attention to the issue at hand. Ignore the challenge, but not the person.

Person in Escalation: “Why are you such a jerk about this. Can’t you just refund me my money?”

Sales clerk: “Please tell me again what happened to the product?”

8. Set boundaries.

If the person’s behavior is belligerent, defensive, or disruptive, give them clear, simple, and
enforceable limits. Offer concise and respectful choices and consequences.
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Try responses like: “It’s important for you not to yell for us to be able to talk. How can that be
accomplished?” or “When you yell at me, I cannot focus on the situation. I need to understand
what is going on so I can support you.”

9. Choose boundaries wisely.

Carefully consider which rules are negotiable and which rules are not. If you can offer a person
options and flexibility, you may avoid unnecessary power struggles. Possible responses could
be: “I understand it seems unfair when rules change, but federal law says we have to check
your ID,” or “I know you want me to leave your dog here, but the dog looks like it was hungry
and is chained up. I will take it to our facility to get checked out over the weekend. If you are
concerned about the dog, you can come to our office on Monday and discuss options.”

10. Allow silence.

Being silent gives the person a chance to reflect on what’s happening and proceed. Silence on
your part allows the person to restate and clarify their viewpoint, leading you to a clearer
understanding of the trustworthy source of their conflict.

11. Allow time for decisions.

When a person is escalated, they may not be able to think clearly. Give them a few moments to
think through what you’ve said. An example of this type of response: “I’ve just shared a lot of
information with you. I’ll come back in about 5 minutes after you’ve had time to think about it.”

12. Show respect and dignity.

Showing respect and dignity towards the person in escalation can be challenging when
someone is screaming, swearing, making threats, or using abusive language. But keep in mind
that when someone verbally escalates, they’re starting to lose control. If they think you’re losing
control, the situation will explode. To prevent that, try to stay calm, even when the person
challenges, insults, or threatens you. Remember, treat people with dignity and respect if they
are not. Research has shown that showing respect to someone dramatically decreases the
chance of aggression.

13. Keep it concise.

Be clear, direct, and respectful with what you say. Because an escalating individual cannot focus
on too many words, complex messages will increase anxiety and make their behavior more
difficult to de-escalate. Avoid technical and tricky words.

14. Use proper paraverbals.

Two identical statements can have opposite meanings, depending on your voice’s tone, volume,
and cadence. Make sure your vocal inflection is consistent with the words you use. This will help
you avoid sending the person a conflicting message.

For example, saying “Come with me” can sound comforting or reassuring to someone upset, or
it can sound threatening based on how you say it. Controlling how you say things is one of the
most important things to prevent escalating situations.

15. Give positive reinforcement, if possible.
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Acknowledge when someone changes their escalating behavior. It doesn’t have to be
complicated. Simply say something like, “Thank you for allowing me to help with this. I know it
was tense earlier, but now that the situation has calmed down, I feel like we can solve this.”

What To Not Do

The following is a list of things you should not do:

● Never say “calm down.”
● Avoid becoming upset.
● Avoid telling the person what they want to hear or over-promising.
● Avoid engaging in power struggles.
● Avoid becoming stern in your process.
● Avoid telling the other person that you “know how he or she feels.”
● Avoid raising your voice, cursing, threatening, and giving ultimatums or demands.
● Avoid aggressive language, including body language.
● Do not attempt to intimidate a hostile person.

This table contains verbal and nonverbal techniques for de-escalation.

Verbal Nonverbal
maintain a calm tone use non-threatening body language (visible,

unclenched hands and slightly bent knees)
use short sentences maintain a calm facial expression
use simple language make eye contact, but do not stare
give the person in escalation time to process
and respond

maintain at least two arm’s lengths of distance

repeat directions and choices stand at an angle instead of facing directly
provide reassurance do not fold arms or hide hands
do not challenge, provoke, or insult identify wants and feelings by listening to verbal and

nonverbal cues

Congruence in Verbal and Non-verbal De-escalation Methods

It is estimated that up to 80% of our communication is non-verbal. This estimation is important to
remember, so your non-verbal communication matches your verbal communication. You must
identify what you are communicating to others through your body language. If not, you may find
yourself making the situation worse. It is also critical that we recognize and understand the
non-verbal cues from another person who has the potential of escalating. Reading body
language is a great skill no matter the situation, but especially during a de-escalation attempt.

Paraverbal communication must be aligned as well. Paraverbal is when the messages
conveyed match the tone, pitch, and voices’ pace (speed) of the person delivering the
messages.

De-escalation Techniques Recap

Key Points

Key points in this lesson:

● There are two types of de-escalation communication that any person can master
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● Verbal de-escalation techniques can be utilized across various domains
● Non-verbal de-escalation must work in conjunction with verbal de-escalation
● Knowing what not to do during de-escalation is just as important as knowing what to do

De-escalation Techniques Recap

Did You Know?

Encouraging escalated people to talk about their feelings can help them develop appropriate
anger-management skills, decreasing the chances of acting violently.

Considerations

● Can you think of a time you provided a message that was misconstrued?
● Was it due to the way you presented the communication?
● Did your body language match what your intention was?
● How could you have improved the message the first time to avoid miscommunication?

Key Words

● Verbal De-escalation
● Nonverbal De-escalation
● Paraverbals

Lesson Summary

Be able to distinguish between non-verbal and verbal de-escalation and how both must be in
conjunction to be the most successful. Be able to apply both types of de-escalation methods. Be
able to demonstrate non-verbal and verbal de-escalation techniques to others.

Effective Communication for De-escalation

Communication Cycle

Experts have proposed that communication could be defined as all processes we influence one
another. Further, only through communication can we survive as a species. Noted psychiatrist
Jurgen Ruesch proposed further that communication exists in many forms, both verbal and
non-verbal, and is challenging to master. Lastly, communication is the central element of
de-escalation.

In the context of de-escalation, communication has several goals. One goal is to encourage
discussion to reduce agitation and anxiety, thus reducing the likelihood of violence. Another goal
of the communication process in de-escalation is to facilitate problem-solving and
decision-making on behalf of the escalated person. Still, another goal is to allow the person in
escalation to regain self-control and maintain self-respect and dignity.

Research indicates that many violent encounters are triggered by poor communication.
De-escalation training aims to develop solid communication skills to promote peace among
those in conflict. Staff trained in effective communication can prevent customers from being
escalated before violence erupts.

The communication cycle begins with a person forming an idea. The idea is encoded or placed
into words and transmitted into the form of a message. A second person(s) receives this
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encoded message. They then reply to the message with feedback, which prompts new ideas.
This process creates a new communication cycle. Regarding de-escalation, the key is to
incorporate those best practices and principles during the communication process, such as
using kindness, respect, and avoiding provoking language.

Verbal and Nonverbal Communication

The two main types of communication are verbal and nonverbal.

Verbal communication is spoken word communication that accounts for around 30% of all
communication, including written because written communication is essentially a transcript of
verbal communication.

Nonverbal communication is communication that does not involve spoken words, for example,
sign language and body language. Nearly 80% of all communication is nonverbal.

Communication Contexts

In general, communication occurs in four different contexts. They are interpersonal,
intrapersonal, group, and societal communication.

Interpersonal involves two or more people. Effective interpersonal communication is essential in
establishing an alliance required for successful de-escalation.

Intrapersonal communication refers to our internal dialogue or our communication with
ourselves. Think of it as self-talk. This is important in de-escalation in how you tell yourself
affirming messages.

Group communication describes communication with many people.

Societal communication is when society communicates a specific message to a designated
group or individual.

Fundamental Elements of Communication

There are multiple elements of communication. Elements of communication are trust, empathy,
respect, congruence, listening, and self-awareness, all of which can be communicated verbally
and non-verbally.

Trust: Trust is the foundation of all successful communication. De-escalation will rarely occur
without some element of trust. Congruence in nonverbal and verbal communication, such as
body language, can assist with the trust process. Trust comes easier if your words match your
tone of voice, facial expressions, hand gestures, etc. In fact, with trust, messages are heard and
more readily accepted as fact.

Empathy: Empathy is a person’s ability to deeply understand what another person is feeling and
experiencing. Behavior impacts behavior, so the empathy you show to a person in escalation
can improve the immediate situation and model appropriate behavior for others.

Respect: Respect is demonstrating consideration for another. Respect conveys trust in the
communication process. Providing respect to someone during an escalation increases the
likelihood of de-escalation.
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Congruence: Congruence is the matching of non-verbal and verbal communication. Congruence
is necessary because it conveys genuineness and truthfulness. When congruence in
communication is achieved, trust can be established.

Listening: Listening is the cornerstone of the de-escalation process. If you do not listen to what
the person in escalation is stating, how will you understand and help them? There are three
keys to listening effectively. They are attending, following, and reflecting. Attending is giving your
complete attention to that person. Following is engagement by using eye contact, gestures, and
reflecting is paraphrasing what the other person stated.

Self-awareness: Self-awareness allows you to recognize when there is no accord in your
communication.

Helpful Tips

Using appropriate communication increases the chances of a successful de-escalation. Earlier
we reviewed best practices and principles in de-escalation; however, some of these tips may be
similar, which should only reinforce their importance.

Simply being present or offering your complete attention to the person in escalation can be
soothing. Giving them a chance to speak before the situation gets out of hand reduces the
escalated violence. [177965230] Using empathy, silence when appropriate, refocusing,
summarizing, and clarifying their message are best practices for communication during
escalation. Other points to keep in mind are focusing on the person and their needs.
[126638731] Tailoring your communication to the person and the situation. For example,
avoiding technical or jargon helps avoid miscommunication. Remember, “why” can be a trigger
word. People can get defensive when asked why. [133435725] Make sure you respectfully
introduce yourself and ask them their name, preferred gender, or how they would like to be
addressed. Use their name a few times during the communication to establish rapport. Restate
the person’s explanation using their words to show you understand what they are stating.

Other helpful tips include:

Instead of saying: Say:

“Calm down.” “I can see that you are upset...”

“I can’t help you.” “I want to help, what can I do?”

“I know how you feel.” “I understand that you feel...”

“Come with me.” “May I speak with you?

Approaching People During Escalation

Sometimes it can be intimidating to approach someone when they’re upset. We will now go over
a high-level, step-by-step guideline for approaching someone. Keep in mind this is very fluid, but
each step serves a purpose.

Step 1

When you approach someone for the first time, begin with a polite greeting. “Good
morning/afternoon.” Alternatively, you can say, “Excuse me, may I speak with you for a minute?
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Step 2

Next, introduce yourself. “Hello, my name is Glenna. May I ask you how best to address you?
May I ask your name or preferred gender?”

Step 3

Explain why you are there. “I noticed you were very angry with our employee. Maybe I could
help you instead?”

Step 4

Ask meaningful but straight-to-the-point questions. “Would you please share with me what
happened so I can best help you?”

Step 5

This step is crucial. Once the client explains what happened, you must clarify or restate what
you think you heard them say. Restating ensures the communication is clear and provides them
with the knowledge that you are actively listening. “So… what I think I heard you say is….”

Step 6

Just be quiet. Provide the client the opportunity to restate what they said. “I told you earlier, I
wanted to get a refund for this computer, but your clerk said I had to return it within ten days. It
has been 30 days, but I should be able to return it.”

Step 7

If possible, offer them relevant information. Never assume the client understands how things
work. Explain without preaching or lecturing. Experts say if you can use these phrases, you can
help the person in escalation move forward.

“Here is what we know.”

“Here is what we’ve done.”

“Here is what is next.”

Step 8

Disengage if possible. If you are on the phone, say something like, “Just a moment, I’ll check
with someone else and see what we can do.” Disengaging gives the person time to absorb what
was said and calm down.

Step 9

Offer Choices. People get angry when they feel helpless or trapped. Whenever possible, offer
options, and let the person in escalation choose. Even if the choices are minor, it still helps. For
example, “If you like, you can wait for my supervisor to respond, or if you prefer, we can book an
appointment for you to speak with the supervisor. What would be better for you?”

Conclusion
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Final Thoughts

The most beneficial intervention to prevent workplace violence is de-escalation training.
De-escalation is helping others regain self-control by using specific (therapeutic) communication
and interventions. Throughout this brief course, we learned that early intervention is best when
feasible. We discussed specific risk factors for workplace violence and aggression. Learning
how to assess situations for early de-escalation intervention was also provided. The text
provided concepts of the aggression continuum, communication cycle, and verbal and
nonverbal communication. Finally, the text presented a direct relationship between emotional
intelligence and de-escalation.

Although the techniques presented in this course represent the most up-to-date data, several
points should be made. First, there is no one-size-fits-all approach. De-escalation will require
you to be flexible, patient, and willing to try the interventions multiple times. Second, it is just as
important to remember the things that do not work. Denial of the need for de-escalation training,
lack of communication, lack of collaboration from key stakeholders, lack of clear written policies,
and a lack of an organization-wide commitment to workplace safety can doom you just as fast
as not knowing how to de-escalate persons in escalation/crisis. Lastly, it would be best if you
found out what legal obligations your organization adheres to regarding de-escalation,
applicable policies and procedures, and other support services, including violence prevention
initiatives, that your company offers.

Summary
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