
An Edgework Book
www.edgework.info

Verbal De-escalation of Mentally Ill
and Emotionally Disturbed People

A Comprehensive Guidebook for  

Law Enforcement O�cers

�e �in
Blue Lifeline
Ellis Amdur, M.A., N.C.C., C.M.H.S.
Sergeant John Hutchings, M.A.

FOR LAW 

ENFORCEMENT OFFICERS



iii

Contents

Books by the Author (and Co-Author).................................................................................................vi
In Gratitude For Expert Critique.........................................................................................................vii
Introduction.........................................................................................................................................ix
Preface: It’s About Safety......................................................................................................................xi
Language in the Text..........................................................................................................................xiii
Historical Note.................................................................................................................................. xvii

Section I	 Core Requirements for De-escalation and Control of 
	 Agitated, Aggressive or Mentally Ill Individuals.....................................................1
Chapter 1	 The Essentials................................................................................................................3
Chapter 2	 Threat Assessment.........................................................................................................9
Chapter 3	 Honing Intuition........................................................................................................15

Section I	 Centering—Standing with Strength and Grace in Crisis Situations.................19
Chapter 4	 Introduction to Centering...........................................................................................21
Chapter 5	 Stillness in Motion......................................................................................................23
Chapter 6	 Peer Support Is a Survival Tactic..................................................................................25
Chapter 7	 It’s Not Personal Unless You Make It So......................................................................27
Chapter 8	 Circular Breathing: Be the Eye in the Center of the Hurricane....................................31
Chapter 9	 The Intoxication and Joy of Righteous Anger..............................................................37

Section III	 Dealing With Unusual, Intense, and Eccentric Communication Styles.............39
Chapter 10	 Overview.....................................................................................................................41
Chapter 11	 Rigid Personality.........................................................................................................43
Chapter 12	 Tell It Like it Is: Communication With Concrete Thinkers.........................................47
Chapter 13	 Information Processing and Retention: Consolidating Gains.......................................49
Chapter 14	 Coping With Stubborn Refusals..................................................................................51
Chapter 15	 Stuck: Coping with Repetitive Demands, Questions, and Obsessions.........................53
Chapter 16	 The Need for Reassurance...........................................................................................55
Chapter 17	 Dealing With Mood Swings........................................................................................57
Chapter 18	 They Aren’t Moving: What to do?................................................................................59
Chapter 19	 Should a Police Officer Ever Apologize?.......................................................................61
Chapter 20	 Useful Tactics for Dealing With Symptoms of Paranoia and Persecution.....................63



t h e  t h i n  b l u e  l i f e l i n e

iv

Section IV	 Recognizing the Strategies of Manipulative and Opportunistic Individuals.......67
Chapter 21	 Divide and Confuse: Borderline Personality Disorder and Splitting.............................69
Chapter 22	 Bad Intentions: Recognizing the Strategies of Manipulative and 
	 Opportunistic Individuals...........................................................................................73
Chapter 23	 The Psychopath...........................................................................................................77

Section V	� Communication With Those With Severe Mental Illness or 
	 Other Conditions That Cause Severe Disability...................................................83
Chapter 24	 Overview.....................................................................................................................85
Chapter 25	 Struggling in a Fog: Dealing With Symptoms of Disorganization................................89
Chapter 26	 Dropping Stones in a Well: Latency............................................................................93
Chapter 27	 Withdrawal From Intoxicating Substances..................................................................95
Chapter 28	 Psychosis: Delusions and Hallucinations.....................................................................97
Chapter 29	 Communication With Someone Who Is Experiencing Delusions or Hallucinations....101
Chapter 30	 Tactics for Dealing With Symptoms of Mania...........................................................111
Chapter 31	 Communication With Elderly Demented People......................................................117

Section VI	 Suicidal Individuals................................................................................................121
Chapter 32	 Why Is Suicide a Concern of Law Enforcement?.......................................................123
Chapter 33	 The Basics of Intervention With Someone You Believe Might Be Suicidal.................125
Chapter 34	 Essential Questions...................................................................................................129
Chapter 35	 The Art of Communication With the Suicidal Person...............................................133
Chapter 36	 Suicide as Self-murder: A Taxonomy.........................................................................137
Chapter 37	 Suicide-by-Cop.........................................................................................................141
Chapter 38	 Self-mutilation and Para-suicidal Behavior................................................................145
Chapter 39	 Crying Wolf: Identifying and Helping Para-suicidal Individuals................................147

Section VII	 Recognition of Patterns of Aggression................................................................149
Chapter 40	 The Nature of Aggression..........................................................................................151
Chapter 41	 Why Would Someone Become Aggressive?................................................................157
Chapter 42	 What Does Escalation Look Like?.............................................................................161

Section VIII	 De-escalation of Angry Individuals......................................................................167
Chapter 43	 Core Principles of Intervention With Angry People...................................................171
Chapter 44	 Physical Organization in the Face of Aggression........................................................173
Chapter 45	 The Tone and Quality of Your Voice for De-escalation..............................................177
Chapter 46	 Dealing With People Across the Spectrum of Anger..................................................179
Chapter 47	 Diamonds in the Rough: Essential Strategies for De-escalation of Anger...................183
Chapter 48	 Tactical Paraphrasing: The Gold Standard With Angry People...................................189
Chapter 49	 Some Guidelines on Limit Setting.............................................................................197



v

C o n t e n t s

Chapter 50	 Techniques That Don’t Work: The Big Mistakes That Seemed Like 
	 Such Good Ideas.......................................................................................................199

Section IX	 A Consideration of Communication With Mentally Ill, 
	 Emotionally Disturbed, and Drug Affected Youth...............................................203
Chapter 51	 Working With Potentially Aggressive Youth..............................................................205
Chapter 52	 No Brake Pads: A Consideration of the Impulsive Youth...........................................209
Chapter 53	 Contact Disorder: Fierce Youth.................................................................................211
Chapter 54	 Dynamite Under a Rock: Explosive Kids...................................................................213
Chapter 55	 Opposition-Defiant Kids: “Even if You Make Me, I’ll Still Make You Miserable”......215
Chapter 56	 Post Traumatic Stress Disorder in Youth....................................................................217
Chapter 57	 Pseudo-Nihilism........................................................................................................219

Section X	 Managing Rage and Violence...............................................................................221
Chapter 58	 Preface to Rage..........................................................................................................223
Chapter 59	 Chaotic Rage: A Consideration of Rage Emerging From  
	 Various Disorganized States.......................................................................................225
Chapter 60	 Terrified Rage............................................................................................................235
Chapter 61	 Hot Rage...................................................................................................................239
Chapter 62	 Predatory or Cool Rage.............................................................................................253
Chapter 63	 Feeding Frenzy—Mob Rage......................................................................................257
Chapter 64	 Deceptive Rage..........................................................................................................261
Chapter 65	 The Aftermath: What Happens Within the Mind, Individual After an 
	 Aggressive Incident?..................................................................................................263
Chapter 66	 Managing Threats to Your Family..............................................................................265
Chapter 67	 Conclusion................................................................................................................267

Recommended Reading List..............................................................................................................269

Appendices.....................................................................................................................................271
Appendix A	 Setting Up a Crisis Intervention Training (CIT) Program..........................................273
Appendix B	 Example of a Plan Developed to Assist a Chronically Para-suicidal Individual...........275
Appendix C	 Support Staff: Managing Aggressive Individuals in the Lobby and on the Phone.......277
Appendix D	 Concerning Military Personnel, Both Active Duty and Veterans................................285
Appendix E	 Suggested Response Protocol for Police Concerning 
	 Suspected Excited Delirium Incidents – by Lieutenant Michael Paulus.....................287

Endnotes...........................................................................................................................................297
About the Authors.............................................................................................................................301



63

CHAPTER 20

Useful Tactics for Dealing With Symptoms  
of Paranoia and Persecution

Figure 20.1  This Chapter Focuses on Paranoia
�is chapter focuses on tactics speci�c to paranoia. We’re here discussing an attitude with the fol-
lowing characteristics: a sense of being persecuted, blame of others for any problem, and a hair-
trigger sensitivity to being vulnerable. 

�e delusional paranoid individual (Chapter 28 & 29) has this attitude complicated by �xed false 
beliefs and even hallucinations.

Dealing with a paranoid individual can be surpassingly di�cult. �e person’s motto of life could be 
summed up in a phrase: “If there is a problem here, that would be your fault.” �e paranoid world is 
one of dominance and submission: the paranoid tries to dominate the other people in their lives, and is 
terri�ed or enraged at being forced to submit.

�e paranoid individual (even without delusions) 
has a consistent attitude of blame, resentment of 
authority, fear of vulnerability, and an expectation 
of being betrayed by people they trust. Stimu-
lant users, notably those addicted to metham-
phetamine and cocaine, frequently display 
these behaviors. It is also a very common 
“solution” that criminals arrive at to ex-
cuse any failure. Paranoid people are, at 
core level, terri�ed that they will be made vul-
nerable, but they’re aggressive toward that of which they’re afraid. One helpful image of the paranoid person 
is an angry porcupine, all quills, with a soft underbelly, hunched over, ready to strike in hair-trigger reaction.  

• Paranoid people interpret relaxation as vulnerability. Friendship means letting your guard 
down. �erefore, they become more paranoid when you begin to establish rapport with them. 
For this reason, paranoid people are particularly volatile within their families. With paranoid 
folks with whom you have frequent contact, such as some homeless mentally ill individuals who 
reside in a downtown core area, don’t be surprised if they suddenly �are up with suspicion or ac-
cusations during times that are uneventful or even, within professional limits, friendly.
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•	 Being mistaken or wrong is another form of vulnerability. Rather than admitting wrongdoing 
or mistakes, paranoid individuals reflexively project negative feelings on the other person. If they feel 
hate, they believe you hate them. If they have difficulty with their family after you tried to resolve a 
potentially violent domestic issue, they will claim you set them up by planning this with their family.

•	 Paranoid people live like detectives. They continually search for evidence to prove what they 
already know is true. They have ideas of reference, in which they believe that other conversations, 
glances, or actions are directed at them. They assume that others are conspiring about them, talk-
ing about them, laughing at them. Ironically, their reactions, in response to these paranoid ideas 
often cause others to act in exactly the way the paranoid person expects and fears.

•	 Paranoid people make others uncomfortable and/or afraid. Because of their aggressive or 
standoffish behavior, they can make other people uncomfortable or afraid. If they sense fear in 
you, they expect you to attack, and they will then “attack you back first,” because fear drives their 
aggression. Even in situations when you do feel threatened, appear calm. (Chapter 8).

Try to Let Them Know What Is Going On
•	 Because paranoid people are so suspicious, they will often quiz you concerning why you’re doing 

something. Whenever you can, tell them what you’re doing.
•	 At the same time, you shouldn’t accept being quizzed incessantly. You aren’t required to explain 

every action. In fact, it might be a tactic to throw you off guard or distract you.
•	 It often makes tactical sense to say what you’re going to do, so there is no ambiguity.
•	 Even when you place them into protective custody, explain what you’re doing and why —once 

they’re secure. You will be dealing with them again, and if they have a sense that you’ve treated 
them in good faith, things are more likely to go well next time as well.

Physical and Psychological Personal Space with the Paranoid Individual
Many paranoid people are preoccupied, even obsessed with fears that they will be invaded or controlled 
in some fashion. The more psychotic are often afraid that they will be molested or otherwise sexually 
violated.  Some of the following are, of course, relevant when dealing with any individual, but they’re 
doubly important with the paranoid individual.

•	 Maintain the angle. Whether standing or sitting, turn your body at a slight angle, so that 
physical “confrontation” is a choice rather than a requirement. If you directly face a paranoid 
individual, you force that person to turn away if he/she doesn’t want to face you.  This usually 
increases their agitation.

•	 Mindfulness. Never let down your own guard. You’re in an avalanche zone, and anything could 
set off another slide. 

•	 Differentiate. Paranoid individuals feel safest when you differentiate yourself from them, so that 
you aren’t interwoven with their delusional fears. Therefore, it is better to be somewhat emotion-
ally distant rather than too warm and friendly.

•	 Too friendly is as dangerous as a threat. Try to be aware when things are getting too relaxed. 
It isn’t only about you maintaining awareness. If the paranoid person relaxes, they may suddenly 
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startle, realizing that for a brief moment, they let their guard down. They may respond by ex-
ploding to make sure you don’t “take them over.”

•	 Cover your triggers. Paranoid people may try to provoke you. If you lose your temper, they will 
feel justified in whatever they do to you as well as it keying into their terror-based aggression. A 
slang expression for this is “fear biters.” They bark and snarl and when you react, they attack as 
if you went after them first.

Is there a specific paranoid rage or violence?
There is no specific “paranoid rage.” Instead, paranoia is an “engine” that drives rage in all its various 
forms, so you will use all the tactics described in Section X. You’ll de-escalate the individual using tac-
tics specific to the mode of rage they’re exhibiting rather than de-escalating “paranoia” itself. Paranoid 
individuals can exhibit traits of fear, frustration, intimidation, and manipulation. With their focus, how-
ever, they’re rarely disorganized. Even so, some disorganized people can experience an “omni-directional 
dread,” a pervasive terror that is inescapable. 

Figure 20.2  Review: Paranoia and Persecution
The paranoid individual has an attitude that if anything is wrong it is another person’s fault. 
Whether delusional or not, they see others as conspiring against them or persecuting them.

•	 Depending on what will prove useful, use any of the standard tactics for delusional people 
when speaking with a person whose delusions are paranoid.

•	 De-escalate based on the behavior, not the paranoia.
•	 Let them know what’s going on.
•	 Speak in formal tones. Don’t be too friendly.
•	 They will try to provoke you so they can “hit you back first.”
•	 Be aware of both physical and emotional spacing. Maintain a correct distancing, neither 

too close nor too far.
•	 Differentiate by not being too friendly, and if they’re delusional, clearly separate yourself 

from their paranoid ideas without getting into an argument with them.
•	 Maintain your calm. The paranoid individual is usually assaultive when they feel under at-

tack, when they perceive you as controlling them, or when they perceive that you are afraid.
•	 If you do take them into custody, or otherwise control them, let them know what is going 

on and why. Paranoid individual are most likely to become dangerous when they base their 
actions on their imagination rather than on reality.




