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IMPORTANT:  I have written three training courses for a website – www.CareInAction.com - a website that specializes in at-home courses for families with mentally ill and otherwise emotionally disturbed family members.  More extensive material, such as presented in this outline, is reworked in an on-line learning formal for ordinary folks caring for aggressive, delusional or otherwise severely disturbed people.  
I. The Benefits of Self-Control - Those who work with mentally ill, emotionally disturbed or otherwise distressed individuals are doing honorable and courageous work.  It is so easy to lose sight of this when you are overwhelmed with a feeling of helplessness. These strategies will not cure the seriously disturbed.  They may not help him or her change, at least in certain situations. What you can change – profoundly – is you.  With a greater control of yourself, you not only have a far greater capacity to problem solve, but you also are a person to whom problems come less and less. More and more, within this difficult relationships or relationships, you will be the eye in the storm, the figure of grace who, if not always successful, will be standing with dignity nonetheless.

II. Control of Self 

Perhaps the most important thing you need to know in de-escalating other people is the ability to keep yourself centered and calm. If you become very angry, or otherwise lose control of yourself, you will not be able to face the crisis with calm and bravery.  Instead, you will react to the other person’s aggression and they, in turn, will react again towards you. You will co-create an escalating continuum of greater and greater rage.  This can easily develop into a profoundly dangerous interaction.   When you are centered, reflecting a powerful quiet, the other, aggressive person, more likely calms as well.  

The mantra of crisis intervention is, “I have all the time I need.”  The person in crisis, however, believes there is no time left – they therefore, must act right now.  They have no hope in negotiation or any other attempt to problem solve.  If you also believe this, you can neither assert authority nor help them calm down.  By definition, you are in crisis too.  

Remember learning how to drive, how it seemed impossible to look towards the horizon while noting peripherally what might run in the street while using the same foot for the brake and accelerator while shifting in proper sequence while wishing your passenger would SHUT UP! so you could concentrate.  Now an experienced driver, you have all the time in the world.  Similarly, the more you know about aggression and your response to it, the more time you have.

1. You don’t have to win - your goal is to establish peace between you.  This can be very difficult to accomplish when the aggressive person can aggravate you or hurt your feelings so terribly with what they say and do.  It is an act of valor when you do not respond in kind. Understand that hot-rage is an attempt to achieve justice.  This is the primal demand of the person who is enraged.  (Gilligan)

2. Be mindful of your triggers.  Further, be mindful of your own emotional state.  If you are not aware when you are losing your temper, you are no longer in control of yourself.

3. Personal attacks are not personal unless you make them so. They are no more valid as personal attacks than if your toddler flailed her arms as you put a diaper on her and she bonked your nose.  The anger of the toddler and of a mentally ill or out-of-control individual are much the same. Sometimes such an individual will challenge you and try to offend or make you explain yourself.  They are trying to get leverage on you, so that you weaken and they get more power.  Every time you do not get triggered, do not get reactive in turn, you have achieved a moral victory.
4. Anger is it’s own justification – beware of responding in kind.  This situation is not a matter of fairness or reciprocality.
5. Beware that you are not too quick to quote policy and rules at the other person – this is often a defensive  counter-attack rather than a de-escalation strategy
6. Do not, however, shut your eyes, metaphorically or actually, to signs of danger.  The establishment or restoration of peace requires awareness of what the person is actually doing, and what it means that they are doing it.  Therefore, self-control is an act of intelligent awareness.

· Where are the exits

· What could block your way

· Are there any weapons close by – particularly in reach of the potentially dangerous person as well as within your reach

· Are they, in fact, escalating?  In other words, are you accurately evaluating the situation.  If you react to someone as if they are escalating when they are not, this will, in fact, elicit the aggression you are trying to avoid.

· What are your non-verbal behaviors – if you are getting mad too, it is best to disengage, or you will merely get very angry together.  

7. Examination of beliefs about aggression- It  is imperative that you consider what you believe is acceptable behavior, what is threatening, what is immoral, what is wrong, what you will not accept.  Without a definition of your own values, you will not be able to set clear consistent limits.

8. Control of self through martial arts training - physical training, particularly martial arts and self-defense classes can be invaluable because through them one learns one's own physical capabilities.  You know how strong you really are, and thus, when you really should be frightened.

III.  Be the Eye in the Center of the Hurricane – The Art of Circular Breathing 
1.  Circular Breathing Method #1 – Down the front and up the back

· Sit comfortably, feet on the floor, hands in lap.  Your posture should be centered, rather than twisted or askew.  (Once you have mastered this breathing, you can use it in any posture whatsoever).

· The spine can curve forward slightly, rather than being held stiffly or erect.

· The eyes should be open.  You are training for emergencies – not mere stress reduction where you close your eyes and “go away” from the problem

· Breathe in through the nose.

· Imagine the air traveling in a column down the front of your body, through your throat and neck, underneath your sternum and solar plexus, going to a point two inches below the navel.

· Gently expand the belly as you breathe in

· Pause slightly, but do not strain or forcefully hold the breath.  Some people envision a rotating wheel of fire or energy at this center point, but this is not necessary.  If you do use this image, it should be a quiet, banked fire, not a flame of high energy.

·  Exhale, allowing the belly to relax, “dropping” inwards under your ribcage on the exhale.

· Imagine the air traveling through your groin and looping around your lower body, between your legs, and up through the base of your spine.

· Continuing to exhale, imagine the air going up each vertebrae, through the neck, around the skull, and down and out either your nose, or your mouth and nose together.

NOTE:  It can be helpful to either imagine inhaling light (of any color) or to scratch a line down the front and back centerlines of your body to focus your attention.

2.  Circular Breathing Method #2 – Down the back and up the front

· Sit comfortably, feet on the floor, hands in lap.  Your posture should be centered, rather than twisted or askew.  (Once you have mastered this breathing, you can use it in any posture whatsoever).

· The spine can curve forward slightly, rather than being held stiffly or erect.

· The eyes should be open.  You are training for emergencies – not mere stress reduction where you close your eyes and “go away” from the problem

· Breathe in through the nose.

· Imagine the air traveling up the face and around the head, looping down through the neck, falling down each vertebrae, continuing down past the base of the spine to the perineum and looping again, this time up through the groin and the front of the body to a point two inches below the navel.  

· Gently expand the belly as you breathe in

· Pause slightly, but do not strain or forcefully hold the breath.  Some people envision a rotating wheel of fire or energy at this center point, but this is not necessary.  If you do use this image, it should be a quiet, banked fire, not a flame of high energy.

·  Exhale, allowing the belly to relax, “dropping” inwards under your ribcage on the exhale.

· Imagine the air ascending up the center line of the body, through the solar plexus, under the sternum, up through the and out either your nose, or your mouth and nose together.

NOTE:  It can be helpful to either imagine inhaling light (of any color) or to scratch a line down the front and back centerlines of your body to focus your attention.

IV.  Bracketing – The Art of not Offering Weapons to your Aggressor to Use Against You – You must work at putting your own personal issues "on the shelf" if you intend to be prepared to deal with aggressive individuals.  This requires a ruthless honesty regarding your own vulnerabilities.  Whatever you protect, whatever you are ashamed of, whatever you are afraid might be found out about you can be “used against you.”  Bracketing requires that you recognize, and strive hard to accept your own inadequacies.  If you remain mindful of your weak areas and resolve not to be ruled by them, you will not be caught off-guard and lose control when those areas are attacked by another person, or merely evoked in the course of a disagreeable experience. 

In an uncanny way, aggressive individuals have an acute sensitivity to our vulnerabilities. This is particularly true for the predatory aggressive individual who may have engaged in a detailed study, called “grooming,” to dowse out just where we are weak.  Additionally, in the throes of mania, depressive or psychotic episodes, mentally ill individuals can say things that pierce our heart or violate everything that we hold precious. 

Additionally, desperate and  in the heat of an argument, people will say things that they profoundly regret later. 

Verbal violence can be experienced with as much force as a beating or a rape:  we feel helpless and exposed – violated without any escape. 

The trouble with the previous advice on Control of Self is that such strategies work fine until we get our buttons pushed. Then, like a raging flood, pain and anger clench us inside like a fist. We experience a “hit” on a vulnerable area as a shock – and we react physiologically as if we are under life-threatening attack.  The brain then shifts to more primitive areas that are activated to support a fight for one’s life.  Unfortunately, such areas of the brain are not sophisticated in de-escalation:  Instead, they support flight/flight/freeze/faint.  Circular breathing is actually a technique to assist one in maintaining oneself, so to speak, in the most human area of the brain – the neo-cortex.  The neo-cortex enables us to think of alternatives, to have an over-view, to put things in context.  However, when we lose our temper, we are helpless.  Thus, the following strategy, called bracketing, should be regarded like the heat and pounding necessary to temper metal – as stressful and intense a process as it is, this is what creates a metal that is strong, flexible and adaptable.  It is the same for our spirits.  No accident, then, that procedures like this were referred to in old martial arts texts as “spiritual forging.

The solution to our vulnerability is to use a technique called ‘bracketing’. It is a kind of “tough love” of ourself. Bracketing requires courage - and the root word for courage is the French word “coeur” which means heart.  It means facing head on what our triggers are, and then, with all the courage and outrage we possess, simply resolve that no one will use these against us. In a spiritual sense you must strip yourself utterly naked and face whom you are. Consider the things you love - things you cannot stand to see attacked.

Consider the things you treasure - you feel violated when they get demeaned.

And look, really look at the things you hate about yourself.

· Triggers come in just a couple of forms:

a) Someone attacks the things we love or treasure and drags them through the muck

b) Someone points the truth out to us – the things we are insecure about or don’t want to face

c) Someone says something that violates our deepest sense of right and morality.

· Every morning when you get up and every night when you go to sleep, you simply run an inventory – run through these buttons and make a resolve for another day that no one will drag you down. The only thing that you take “personally” is your own dignity.  Some people might find this sort of inventory quite depressing. But it isn’t. Because every time you go through your inventory you have an opportunity to find yourself to be far more admirable than simply being a pretty woman or handsome man – you find yourself to be a courageous and brave person who faces who she or he is head-on.  When you muster that courage, you are far less vulnerable to being attacked at your weak points.

a) You will not shame yourself by losing your temper

b) You will be able to take pride in your grace and strength

c) You will have a sense of ‘spaciousness’ – because you are no longer vulnerable you will find it easier to take control of a critical situation when your help is needed, and much easier to walk away from it when that’s the right thing to do.

· It would be lovely if this were a kind of self-therapy that will help you “accept” what you don’t like.  But that is not the purpose.  The purpose is to become aware enough of your buttons that when you are in any sort of dispute, aggressive or hostile people can never “blindside” you – you are not surprised when those ugly things are said.  With grace and courage, you do not accept the attack on the things you love and treasure and you say to yourself, regarding the things you hate, “Yes, I am that.  But you will never touch it and never use it against me.”  It’s still a button, but it’s deep under my skin, and you can no longer push it.  You will not use it against me.”   In essence, your insecurities are still there and so are your weaknesses. But you have control over them and the only time another person can touch them is when you invite someone you love and trust to know you – a willing gift.
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