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n March 17, 2000, an
accused murderer went
to the apartment of his

estranged girlfriend’s mother
and took her, her boyfriend, and
their son hostage. His only de-
mand was to talk to his girl-
friend. The police department
responded and began negotiat-
ing with him. For over 4 days,
the subject repeatedly demand-
ed, threatened, and attempted
to manipulate negotiators into
bringing his girlfriend to the
location. He had an extensive

history of domestic violence
and exhibited suicide and
suicide-by-cop behavior. Nego-
tiators elected not to bring his
girlfriend to the location, fear-
ing that he might harm the
hostages to get revenge against
the girlfriend and, subsequently,
kill himself. The subject was
extremely violent during the
incident, often shooting out
of the apartment windows at
nearby special weapons and
tactical (SWAT) officers and
their armored vehicles. While

negotiators attempted to stabi-
lize the subject’s violent behav-
ior and keep the hostages alive
during the ongoing incident, one
of the hostages drugged him;
he fell asleep, and two of the
hostages escaped. The police
department’s tactical team en-
tered the apartment to rescue the
remaining hostage, encountered
the subject brandishing a wea-
pon, and shot and killed him.

BACKGROUND
This actual incident demon-

strates the typical behaviors
associated with crisis situations
in the United States. Law en-
forcement agencies frequently
respond to incidents where
emotionally violent subjects
have barricaded themselves in a
location with or without hos-
tages. The FBI’s Crisis Negotia-
tion Unit (CNU) identified two
distinct types of behavior that
subjects typically demonstrate
in hostage and barricade inci-
dents—hostage and nonhostage.
The subject’s demands or lack
thereof is a basic defining factor
of these two types of behavior.
Hostage incidents involve a
subject who has taken hostages
and has a substantive demand,
something that the individual
cannot attain without extorting
authorities through the act of
hostage-taking. In nonhostage
incidents, on the other hand, the
subject does not have any
demands, or the demands are
nonsubstantive. Often, the only
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demand in non-hostage inci-
dents is for police to leave them
alone. Nonhostage incidents
also encompass single barricade
situations in which the subject
has barricaded himself without
any hostages being present, as
well as attempted suicides or
suicide-in-progress situations.1

The overwhelming majority
of hostage-barricade incidents
handled by police negotiators
are nonhostage. Local and state
law enforcement agencies rarely
respond to incidents in which
a deliberate and methodical
subject intentionally has taken
hostages to attain a planned
goal.2 Law enforcement nego-
tiators more often become in-
volved in incidents in which an
altercation, such as a domestic
dispute, has escalated beyond a
subject’s control. The subjects
in these incidents typically are

extremely emotional, and their
emotions primarily dictate their
behavior. They are in a crisis
state, defined as a situation that
exceeds their ability to cope and
often is a reaction to a real or
perceived loss or a threat to
what people expect of their
lives.3

The threat could be a loss of
freedom, as in the case of a
barricaded subject afraid of
incarceration or the potential
loss of the relationship of a
loved one or child, evident in
many domestic dispute-related
barricade and hostage situa-
tions. In all cases, the situation
has caused the subject to be
highly emotional, irrational, and
unreasonable. The emotional
reaction of the individual makes
the situation a crisis, not the
facts and circumstances of the
situation itself.

CRISIS INTERVENTION
Crisis intervention is a type

of short-term psychological
intervention used to help indi-
viduals experiencing temporary
extreme emotions to recognize,
correct, and cope with them.4

Crisis intervention theory began
in the late 1940s through work
with individuals who experi-
enced a crisis reaction related
to grief and depression. These
individuals had no specific
pathological diagnosis but
simply exhibited severe emo-
tional symptoms. Crisis inter-
vention subsequently expanded
in the 1960s to include indi-
viduals experiencing all types
of traumatic life events.5

Members of the FBI’s CNU
continue to adapt and use crisis
intervention concepts and tech-
niques in hostage-barricade
incidents. Negotiation courses
administered by members of
the unit, as well as many other
police agencies and academic
institutions, teach these con-
cepts and techniques. The skills
primarily are used in nonhos-
tage situations but also apply in
hostage incidents. By applying
crisis intervention skills, nego-
tiators can help subjects in crisis
defuse their emotions, lowering
the potential for violence in an
incident and buying time for
better decision making and
tactical preparations. At the
same time, the application of
these skills moves the subject

The subjects in these
incidents typically

are extremely
emotional, and their
emotions primarily

dictate their
behavior.

Special Agent Regini, formerly in the Crisis Negotiation Unit, Critical Incident
Response Group, now serves with the FBI’s Counterterrorism Division.
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toward a rational problem-
solving discussion to resolve
the incident. The goal of crisis
negotiations is not helping them
work through life’s difficulties.
Crisis negotiation is not therapy
or a method of assisting hos-
tage-barricade subjects cope
with their problems or psycho-
sis. Naturally, assisting the sub-
ject in finding alternate coping
methods, other than violently
acting out, is a by-product of the
short-term goal of resolving the
incident. However, the primary
focus of negotiators is the reso-
lution of the situation with no
loss of life, which may require
them to use crisis intervention
skills to facilitate a tactical
resolution. This focus consti-
tutes one of the primary reasons
why crisis negotiation, while
using many skills derived from
crisis intervention and psychol-
ogy, remains the responsibility
of law enforcement, not mental
health professionals. Crisis
intervention in crisis negotiation
comprises the concepts of em-
pathy, active listening commu-
nication skills, a nonjudgmental
attitude, boundary setting, ac-
knowledgment of distorted
thinking through reframing,
and problem solving.

CONCEPTS

Empathy
Empathy is the cornerstone

of crisis intervention; it involves
demonstrating the act of

listening to the subject and un-
derstanding the individual’s
situation and the emotional
reaction to it with the purpose
of establishing a basic trust rela-
tionship. This trust is neces-
sary to achieve a behavioral
change in the subject. No
peaceful resolution can occur
without some degree of trust
between the individual and the
negotiator.

Emotions are the great
human common denominator;
people can identify with those
of another person without
having had the same experi-
ences. Regardless of life events,
everyone has encountered
depression, anger, and frustra-
tion. One of the first principles
in crisis intervention is to listen
for the emotions exhibited by
the subject and how they relate
to the facts of the situation.6

Empathy is not pity; feeling

sorry for the person does not
promote a trust relationship but,
rather, separates a negotiator
from the subject.7 Instead,
empathy means accurately
understanding the content and
emotions that the individual is
communicating and then reflect-
ing it back to demonstrate
listening and understanding.
Simply stating “I understand
what you’re saying” is not an
empathic communication
approach. The demonstration
of empathy most effectively
is accomplished through the
use of active listening skills.

Active Listening Skills
Active listening skills are

specific communication tech-
niques designed to demonstrate
understanding, encourage the
subject to talk and verbally vent
emotions, and build rapport
between the individual and the
negotiator.8 A variety of differ-
ent active listening skills exists,
all of which involve reflecting
back to the subject the facts or
content of what the person is
saying and the emotions sur-
rounding the content. The CNU
teaches eight different tech-
niques: emotion labeling, para-
phrasing, reflecting/mirroring,
effective pauses, minimal
encouragers, “I” messages,
summarization, and open-ended
questions/statements.9 These
specific skills have proven
appropriate for use in law
enforcement crisis negotiation.

A collaborative,
trust-based, mutually

respectful relationship
is not possible if the
subject can control,

manipulate,
and humiliate
the negotiator.
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Nonjudgmental Attitude
Another aspect of empathy

involves listening for the sub-
ject’s values or what he feels is
important. Negotiators then can
demonstrate that they have
heard and understood this criti-
cal information. These actions
denote a significant step in
rapport development because
this often requires a negotiator
to read between the lines of
what the individual states. For
example, if a subject becomes
violently angry over his wife
leaving him for another man
and, subsequently, takes her
hostage to prevent her from
moving out of their house, a
negotiator could say to the sub-
ject, “It sounds like your rela-
tionship with your wife is very
important to you.” Values are
typically associated with an-
other person or allegiance to
a concept. Values also can be
the source for potential theme
development, or “hooks.” For
instance, a subject who identi-
fies himself as having old-
fashioned values may have a
potential hook in his allegiance
to his family or certain relatives.

Rapid establishment of
rapport through a demonstration
of empathy combined with a
nonjudgmental approach indi-
cates negotiation progress in an
emotionally charged hostage-
barricade situation. A nonjudg-
mental approach requires
conveying acceptance and

neutrality. The negotiator must
ensure that personal opinions
and values are not apparent or
stated. Negotiators do not have
to agree with the subject’s
actions; they simply can vali-
date his emotions as under-
standable and treat him with
respect and dignity. A conserva-
tive approach to maintaining a
nonjudgmental demeanor is
focusing on the observable
behavior and not the individual
person—negotiators should use
observations, not inferences.
For example, instead of saying
“When you do that....” say
“When that happens....”

“If you don’t do as I say, I’m
going to kill her, and it’ll be
your fault.” This type of behav-
ior also frequently is observed
with suicidal subjects, such as
a person threatening to jump off
a bridge for attention-seeking
purposes or some motivation
other than suicide. The subject
has no real intention of commit-
ting suicide, but often is simply
acting out or being manipula-
tive.10 A collaborative, trust-
based, mutually respectful rela-
tionship is not possible if the
subject can control, manipulate,
and humiliate the negotiator.
Negotiators, in a nonauthori-
tative and nonjudgmental man-
ner, should require subjects to
treat them appropriately and
communicate openly and
honestly. Further, negotiators
should not allow subjects to
blame or threaten them. Some-
times, negotiators must confront
subjects’ counterproductive,
self-destructive behaviors.
Negotiators should use problem
ownership and boundary setting
as tactics to remind subjects that
they have control over their own
actions and are responsible for
their own problems.

Reframing
Emotional responses also

are associated with dysfunc-
tional or maladaptive thinking
patterns learned over the course
of a person’s development. Peo-
ple sometimes react emotionally
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Boundaries
Frequently, instances occur

when individuals in crisis
attempt to blame the negotiator
for their situations or even use
blame or guilt as a form of
manipulation to establish
control, get revenge, or simply
test boundaries and hear the
reaction of the negotiator. A
subject may say something like

  These actions denote
a significant step

in rapport
development....
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to a situation based upon what
they think of themselves or
what they perceive others think
of them, particularly as it relates
to interpersonal relationships, in
terms of adequacy, competence,
or the ability of others to relate
or care for them.11 Many people
have learned unrealistic values,
beliefs, and expectations that
cause them to expect too much
from themselves or others. This,
combined with a “black and
white” or “all or nothing”
foundation, leads to irrational
thinking and extreme emotional
responses due to the inability
to live up to a person’s own
expectations or the expectations
individuals believe others have
for them. For example, an
individual who thinks that his
personal relationship is related
to his job may believe that the
ability of others to care for him
is directly linked to the type of
job he has. If he loses his job,
he may go into an emotional
crisis because he may think that
his friends and family no longer
will care for him. He might feel
that he is a complete failure in
all aspects of life. Such dis-
torted thinking is based in nega-
tive themes and rigid thinking
patterns. Crisis negotiators can
assist an emotional subject
through reframing and reformat-
ting these negative themes into
positive ones by helping change
the subject’s thinking pattern.
For example, in the previous

illustration, a negotiator could
reframe the individual’s think-
ing by simply stating, “It sounds
to me that maintaining a job and
providing for your family is
important to you; you obviously
are a dedicated employee and an
excellent husband and father.”
In other words, the negotiator
takes a liability and turns it into
an asset. Although negotiators
should not oversimplify the
situation or appear superficial,
they can assist the subject in
finding a situation’s positive
characteristics.

Problem Solving
The basic focus of a crisis

intervention communication
approach is to demonstrate
empathy to establish some type
of basic trust relationship and
to move the subject out of the
overly emotional state to a more
rational one by allowing the
person to vent his emotions.

Once in a more rational state,
negotiators can begin problem
solving to find alternatives to
cope with the subject’s current
issue and resolve the incident.
Collaborative problem solving
can be accomplished only after
working through the subject’s
emotions and establishing a
trust-based relationship.

Problem solving in crisis
negotiation involves a collabo-
rative analysis between the
subject and negotiator to find
solutions acceptable to both.12

Rather than directing the
indivdual or giving advice on
what he should do, negotiators
should share information and
ideas. For example, one effec-
tive approach negotiators can
use during problem solving is to
ask “What do you think of...”
rather than “I think you need
to...” and allow the subject to
voice his concerns over pro-
posed solutions. Once the
person voices his concerns, the
negotiator then can begin to
address them. Negotiators
should explore alternatives with
the subject, rather than appear-
ing authoritative and attempting
to direct him. Frequently, get-
ting agreement from the indi-
vidual helps as well (e.g., “Does
that sound good to you?”) The
subject may confront the nego-
tiator with negative responses.
Therefore, rather than attempt-
ing to persuade the person to
see a particular point of view,
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the negotiator should try to
get him to identify underlying
concerns that cause obstacles to
agreement and form the basis
for his rejection of a proposed
solution. Negotiators can state,
“It seems that we are working
toward resolving this. There
still seems to be something
holding us up. What is it about
the things we’ve been discuss-
ing that bothers you?” or “Help
me understand what’s holding
us up from working something
out to resolve this.”

Once a resolution has been
reached, problem solving is not
complete until a discussion
occurs of how to implement any
agreed-upon solution. Negotia-
tors should plan the implemen-
tation steps with the subject,
including the first step of the
indidual’s coming out of the
crisis site. During problem solv-
ing, negotiators should keep the
dialogue focused on resolving
the incident and may need to
be more subtly directive and
persuasive. At this stage, after
building some degree of rapport
and trust with the subject and
receiving clear verbal and be-
havioral indications that he is
ready to consider alternative
solutions, the negotiation team
consistently, subtly, and delib-
erately should move him toward
resolution of the situation.
Negotiators must continue to
assess the dynamics of the
subject’s behavior because he
may fluctuate between rational

and emotional states. Negotia-
tors should be prepared to move
back into more of an interven-
tion-oriented dialogue using
additional active listening skills
if the individual returns to a
more emotional state.

CONCLUSION
The types of incidents law

enforcement crisis negotiators
face today require a thorough
understanding of crisis inter-
vention techniques. Such pro-
cedures have resulted in the

successful resolution of count-
less hostage-barricade situations
and have saved numerous lives,
including those of police offi-
cers not forced to confront emo-
tionally volatile and violent
subjects with force.

When initiating crisis inter-
vention techniques, negotiators
should remember that the facts
of the situation do not make it a
crisis but, rather, the subject’s
emotional reaction to the facts.
By employing the use of such

concepts as empathy, active
listening skills, nonjudgmental
attitude, boundary setting, and
problem solving, negotiators
can move toward resolving the
incident. Although not compli-
cated, these techniques require
consistent reinforcement and
practice to maintain the neces-
sary level of proficiency.
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