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Outline of presentation
Discussion topic: Using Motivational Interviewing as a de-escalation tool

A recent study published in a noted medical journal found that telling people to “calm
down and be reasonable” was effective only 8% of the time. Just kidding. Seriously
though, last time someone told you to “calm down!”, did you? What about, “Take a deep
breath!”, or “Take it easy’?

To de-escalate an angry person we must return the angry person to his/her rational
mind. Imposing solutions to people’s problems by telling them what to do tends to do
the opposite and usually increases the energy of emotions and anger behaviors. Is
there a different approach? With practice it is possible to engage with an escalating
person by making a concerted effort to see the world from their point of view and
validate their feelings even though they may be acting unreasonably, or even violently.
This is not easy to do because it forces a new habit upon us, one of trying to understand
the angry person’s point of view rather than defending our own position. The main task
is to engage in reflective listening to develop an alliance with the person, rather than
treating them like an enemy. This approach mirrors the spirit of Motivational Interviewing
as described by Miller and Rollnick and is a powerful tool for de-escalating potentially
violent situations.
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