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T The Art of Using Words
to Defuse Aggression
Part 2

. 0157 movnes Dirty Harry and Lethal Weapon each feature a scene in which a tough “top

‘§~  m cfs'as a negotiator and uses his own unique method for getting a suicidal person down
‘# gauildlng One jumper is punched out, and the other is pushed off.

R Ithough comical, the scenes reflect popular attitudes toward using talking tactics as a

ins of conflict resolution. For many Americans, a warrior is one “whose face is marred by

'sweat and blood and [who] strives valiantly,” as President Theodore Roosevelt said.
. artial artists aren’t that shortsighted. They're taught that, whenever possible, retreat is
, ,/" pref erable to a fistfight. Recently, they've been exposed to an even more beneficial message:
e Y hen you can't back down and are reluctant to throw down, conversation can often help you

' avoid violence.

During any interaction with a hostile person—whether he's confused, aggressive, suicidal
“or just unpredictable—de-escalation hinges on demonstrating that the person is not just be-

ing heard but is also being listened to and understood. ,
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“Because self-image is greatly cher-
ished,; we feel threatened by any direct at-
tempt by others to challenge or change it,”
says Doc Elliot, a lifelong martial artist who
works as a law-enforcement and psychiat-
ric-ward negotiator. “For violent individuals,
self-image is defended even more strongly
from these perceived threats. While objec-
tive observers might view these efforts as
constricted thinking and rigid behavior, to
the aggressor, they represent the only av-
enues open to preserve a sense of them-
selves amid the chaos in their lives.

“As active listening poses no threat to
an individual's self-image, it can help a
subject become less defensive, creating
fertile ground for negotiation and, eventu-
ally, change and resolution.”

The following tactics for active listen-
ing—compiled by Elliot and other experts
and modified -for -martial artists and civil-
ians—will show you how to avoid intimidat-
ing, demanding, demeaning, lecturing, crit-
icizing and evaluating aggressive people.
They'll also help you create an atmosphere
of empathy, respect, safety and stability
that will increase your chances of ending
discord with discourse.

Open-Ended Questions
Asking open-ended questions prevents
you from having to supply most of the dia-
logue during a conflict, thereby enabling
you to learn what the aggressor is think-
ing and feeling. This questioning develops
a road:map that tells you where to go and
what to focus on to resolve the problem.
There's no need to ask obvious questions
that might discourage the aggressor or es-
calate the problem. He often hopes, overtly
or subconsciously, that you'll pick up on
the issues behind the attention-based be-
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The goal of a negotiator is to use
lly worded statements, probing
questions and active listening to convince
an aggravated person that violence isn't
the answer, says Doc Elliot (right), a
law-enforcement and psychiatric-ward
negotiator.
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havior and talk him out of it.

Questions such as “How are you feel-
ing right now?"-or “Are you feeling angry
or depressed at the moment?” will usually
provoke a one-word answer, which pro-
vides little or no information about how he
feels. Because of that, you learn nothing
that will help you solve the crisis. Instead,
you. should ask, “Can_you tell me more
about that?” or “For me to help you, | need
more information about how you feel and
what's really going on here. Could you help
me understand by explaining that further?”
This way, he gets the message that you're
interested in what lies beneath the atten-
tion-based behavior and not simply in the
behavior itself. It also makes him more
comfortable with the communication pro-
cess and more open to resolution.

As a side note, you should refrain from
asking “why” questions such as “Why are
you feeling this?” or “Tell me why you did
what you did?" The reason: Such-inquiries
can turn into an interrogation that not only
stalls the negotiation but also escalates
the tension, often forcing you to engage in
emotional damage control before you can
continue.

Directive “I” Messaging

An “I" message can level the playing

Directive “I” messaging can build
a rapport between the negotiator and the
aggressor, which makes the negotiator
seam more like a friend than a foe.
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% Asking open-ended questions
creates.a dialogue between the negotia-
tor and assailant, enabling the negotia-
tor to learn more about the assailant's
thoughts and emotions.

field, thereby building rapport between you
and the combative person. He hears your
own perceptions of the core issues, and
that not only breaks down barriers but also
conveys that you're not blaming or judging
anyone. “I” messages should consist of
three elements: the problem or situation,
your-feelings about the issue and the rea-
son for your concern. Examples: “You and |
have been here now for an hour, and | feel
as though we're not getting much further
than when we started,” or “I'd like to come
to an agreement so we can both walk out
of here safely.”

If the aggressor begins verbally attack-
ing you during the dialogue, responding
with an “I" message can create a positive
atmosphere of emotional control and de-
escalation. 1t can bring you and him to a
common ground and create stability. When
you're attacked with words, you can reply,
“I'm.on your side here, and I'm feeling frus-
trated that you're still yelling at me when all
I'm trying to do is help you,” or “I thought
we were making some real progress, so I'd
feel more comfortable if you wouldn't yell
at me so | can help make this situation go
away.”

When setting limits for a person who

FEBRUARY 2008 / www.blackbeltmag.com

requires firm direction after acting aggres-
sively, as well as to help maintain a united
front with others involved in the situation
(i.e., friends, co-workers, bystanders), the
“I"may have to be replaced with “we." That
can keep him from focusing on you as the
one deciding his fate and reinforce that the
request for compliance is coming from all
who want to end the situation. However,
this approach should be initiated only
when you and your supporters have com-
plete control over the situation and no one
is in'danger.

An example of the “we"” response:
“We'd like you to cooperate and walk with
us outside so you and | can talk about what
you need and what we can do for you.”
While using this tactic or any active-listen-

ing technique, avoid being pulled into an
argument or trading personal attacks with
the aggressor. An argumentative, sarcastic
or hostile tone can reinforce his already-
negative view of you and any bystanders,
causing him to rationalize increased resis-
tance because of what he perceives to be
a lack of concern from you.

Effective Silence

Because people have a conscious or
subconscious reflex to use words to fill
gaps in a conversation, you can gather
information and get a sense of what a
combative person is thinking and feeling
by using silence. This method encourages
him to speak to eliminate uncomfortable
pauses you create. When he does so, his
words may not be well-chosen-and calcu-
lated, which means they might be more
honest. That, in turn, will provide you with
a better road map.

Silence can also be a good de-escala-
tion method when you'’re confronted by a
verbally aggressive person in the middle of
an emotional outburst. He'll often expect
an equal response from you to justify his
initial actions or emotional instability, which
may be used to justify further aggressive
activity. If you respond with silence, how-
ever, he may realize that there's no need
to yell, then find a calmer way to express
himself. He may check to see if you're still
listening while he becomes more open to
a resolution. Even the most emotionally
charged people find it uncomfortable: to
stay engaged in a one-sided argument.

Perception Checking
Perception checking helps you under-
stand the emotions behind the aggressor's
words and even tap into the root cause of
his behavior. No matter what behavior he
exhibits, there’s a clear message that it
could become a crisis or a conflict. In ne-
gotiator- circles; this is called “instrumental
behavior.” (See the January 2008 issue).
On the other hand, emotional-needs-

Silence can also be
a good de-escalation
method when you're
confronted by-a verbally
aggressive person in the
middle of an emotional
outburst.E
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Correct body language can show a
combative person that he's being
listened to and not just heard. Incorrect
body language can worsen the situation.
Gestures to avoid.include folding the
arms (top), looking away (middle) and
checking your watch (bottom).

based behavior (aka expressive behavior)
is designed to communicate the subject’s
frustration, outrage, passion, despair or
anger. Those emotions might stem from
long-term histrionics, in which he feels as
though he hasn't been listened to or un-
derstood and the situation is exceeding
his ability to cope. Once you tap into the
emotional need that drives the attention-
based behavior, which is the real cause of
the conflict, his desire to exhibit aggression
may fade.

Clarifying

It there’s any question about what the
aggressor is saying, clarification is neces-
sary. Failure to obtain it may further esca-
late the crisis. This follow-up process helps
you understand the content and context of
the words or feelings the person has ex-
pressed, which allows you to match your
perceptions with his messages. Examples:
“I'm a bit confused about what you need.
Could you explain it so | can make sure |
understand?” or “Tell me again what you
meant when you said that you don't feel
like yourself.”

Structuring

For an aggressor to feel that there's a
defined direction, purpose and outcome
to the situation, you might have to create
guidelines or parameters with clear pri-
orities to follow and explore—especially
if several issues or emotions are in play.
After his multidirectional or disjointed rant,
you might say: “You mentioned that you
don't feel as though this situation.is in your
best interest, you're afraid your wife will di-
vorce you and you're afraid of losing your
job. Which should we talk about first?”

Using- that approach, you can direct
him to a subject that's emotionally charged
and, therefore, possibly the key to the cri-
sis. By eliminating unnecessary time and
emotion, you'll create a path for problem
solving.

Pinpointing

Because many internal and external
emotionally charged topics can enter a
negotiation, an aggressor might jump from
one version of reality to another. That's
even more likely to happen if he's suffering
from an impaired sense of reality. There-
fore, you may have to direct the interven-
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tion back to the true issue, or at least to
one that will yield results and facilitate the :
identification of a resolution. Example: “
hear you saying that you're glad you left :

your husband and that you feel much safer
now, but.-I'm seeing some tears. Can you
tell me where they're coming from?” In say-
ing that, you redirect the person’s attention
to where it's most valuable and relevant.

Body Language and
Posturing

Physical messages or body language :
from you and your supporters are the
most important elements in de-escalat-
ing a situation and showing an aggressor
that he's being understood. The response :

can either validate the message that's be-
ing conveyed or instill a sense of distrust,

disinterest and hostility, thus escalating the

problem.

To be productive, body language must
be consistent and provide a safe and !
therapeutic environment. While you're lis- i
tening, avoid standing with a closed pos- i
ture, crossing your arms, making darting i
eye contact, checking your watch, working :
on an unrelated task, interrupting, fidget- :
ing, sighing or answering the phone. Even
if you do and say all the right things, by- :
standers can give the aggressor the wrong
impression. They must avoid appearing

ready for a fight; glaring and whispering.

Conclusion

It's said that the pen is mightier than i
the sword. So, too, is the tongue. And al- :
though this part of the anatomy has been :
described as a “raging fire needing to be :
tamed,” it can squash squabbles if it's used :
appropriately. Strive for conversation in-
stead of conflict, communication instead of

combat, connection instead of contact.

“Unless there is clear and imminent i
danger to yourself or someone else and i
the only choice is to act quickly, there’s
no reason to try to resolve a problem pre-
maturely,” Elliot says. “Negotiators gener-
ally achieve peaceful resolutions once they
demonstrate a nonjudgmental, nonthreat-
ening and understanding attitude [and :
they're] perceived not as an enemy but as

an individual wanting to help.”- 7%

About the author:

Michael Lizarraga is a Los Angeles-

based freelance writer and martial artist.
Doc Elliot has worked in the psychiatric :
field for 25 years. His company, New
World Education Resource Network, -
teaches verbal and psychological de-
escalation and negotiation, as well as
physical self-defense.-For more informa-

tion, visit www.blackbeltmag.com
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= Judo for Mixed Martial ms

. by Karo Parisyan

. Judo for Mixed Martial Arts demonstrates how to
use the power of judo for no-holds-barred fighting! S
Karo Parisyan, four-time international judo champ
Ultimate Fighting Championship combatant. This th
set breaks down the most powerful throws that can be u
in a real MMA match. Do not mistake these moves f
judo throws without the kimono. Every throw that Pa
uses has been completely reworked for effectivenes ;
Each throw is thoroughly covered and includes the subm;s—

" sions that are available after your opponent hits the gmun

Six volumes on three DVDs.

DVD Code 5021—Retail $99.99

Muay Thai Full Contact Kickboxing

by Duke Roufus

Muay Thai champion Duke Roufus, widely considered to be
one of the most technical heavyweights of all time, shares
his personal knowledge of muay Thai in this exciting four-DVD
set. Using his experience training in Thailand and as coach of
the legendary Roufus Kickboxing Team in Milwaukee, Roufus
teaches you the most basic muay Thai concepts like footwork
and movement all the way to the most advanced counter-
strike strategies. Techniques include knees, elbows, punching,
counters, fakes, blocking and much more. Eight volumes on
four DVDs. DVD Code 5022—Retail $150

Freestyle Revolution
by Saulo Ribeiro

Durz Rouris

Tl

In this new six-DVD set, two-time Abu Dhabi submlssmn o)
| grappling world champion Saulo Ribeiro and world champ
Xande Ribeiro deliver the ultimate in submission grappling
instructions. Saulo Ribeiro teaches his complete submission.
grappling system with all of the techniques and strategies
he has used to become one of the most powerful forces in

fR EESTYLE
REYOLUTION | submissions, escapes and more.

5‘ submission grappling history! Topics include takedowns, o

DVD Code 5023—Retail $150

Winning Techniques of

Submission Grappling
by Marcelo Garcia

After winning the 2005 Submission Grappling Championship,

Marcelo Garcia returns to show all of the techniques and
rategies he uses to dominate his opponents. This six-DVD

set covers more advanced techniques like the X-guard, arm
rags, taking the back and more. Includes 2005 Abu Dhabi

footage of Garcia in action!
DVD Code 5024 —Retail $1

_ To order, call (800 581
onflsit www.blackbel ma,;
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