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Abstract
This paper explores how police negotiators offer “help” to suicidal persons in crisis.
The phrase “a cry for help” is long associated with suicide ideation, and “help” is a key
offer made in crisis situations. However, we know little about how “help” is formu-
lated, and received, in crisis encounters as they actually unfold. Fourteen cases (31 h)
of UK-based police crisis negotiations with (suicidal) individuals in crisis were tran-
scribed and analyzed using conversation analysis. Our analysis shows that persons
in crisis typically reject negotiators’ offers of “help.” However, when negotiators pro-
pose that (and how) matters can be “sorted out,” or refocus “help” as actions that
the person in crisis can do themselves, progress is made. The paper contributes to
the growing literature on the management of resistance in institutional encounters,
and to our understanding of how negotiators may minimize or de-escalate resistance
in crisis communication.
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Many emergency, health, and helpline services exist to help people in crisis. But not all
people in crisis seek help and they may actively resist or even reject help offered to
them. This study explores resistance towards help offered by professional hostage
and crisis negotiators to persons threatening suicide or self-harm. In such encounters,
negotiators face sustained and strong forms of resistance from persons in crisis. Yet
they also often overcome this resistance during the course of the negotiation as the
parties move towards a secure and safe outcome (Strentz, 2012).

Previous studies of resistance in conversation analysis have largely focused on
resistance to advice (e.g., Butler et al., 2010; Heritage & Lindström, 2012; Jefferson
& Lee, 1981; Koenig, 2011). Most of these studies address implicit forms of resistance
such as minimal responses and silences, as opposed to more explicit forms of resistance
which specify what is resisted and for what reason. However, a recent study by Bloch
and Antaki (2022) collates explicit forms of client/patient resistance across medical and
welfare settings (and primarily the Parkinson’s UK helpline) and how practitioners
respond to it. What is evident from this and most studies on resistance to date,
however, is that they seldom include strong, outright rejections of the kind that threaten
the very foundations of initiating or progressing an interaction. This is what we find in
our dataset of crisis negotiations: a person in crisis, who has not sought the intervention
of a negotiator, may resist, reject, or otherwise undermine their presence and purpose.
So, how do negotiators make “help” relevant to someone who, positioned precariously
at the edge of a roof-top, tightening a noose around their neck, or carrying a weapon,
has not asked for help in the first place?

As a point of departure, we join the early stages of a negotiation (Extract 1). A
person is located on the top of a building, threatening suicide. The negotiator (N)
defines their role and purpose as one of providing help to the person in crisis (hence-
forth PiC), in this case addressed as “Oliver” (pseudonymized).

(1) HN1_1, 1:33
01 N: That’s exactly why I’m here.
02 Just to see if we can help,
03 (1.6)
04 N: But how can we help you Oliver,
05 (5.2)

N formulates their role and purpose in line 02, as “Just to see if we can help,” pre-
framed by an affirmative “That’s exactly why I’m here.” (line 01). Evidently there is a
need to specifically address the relevance of help, suggesting PiC does not already
share or accept N’s understanding about what they do, or why they do it. As there is no
answer from PiC in line 03, N proceeds by formulating “help” as another action—“But
how can we help you Oliver,” (line 04). The turn-initial “but,” along with the prosodically
marked “can,” are significant since they transform the interrogative format away from
functioning like an offer: N does not make a rejection or acceptance conditionally relevant
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next. Instead, N’s turn specifically addresses how—or whether—PiC can be helped, sug-
gesting their ability to help is contingent on PiC’s collaboration. This is again met with a
long silence (line 05). In this extract, then, the negotiator’s presentation of “help” in differ-
ent formats is met with resistance.

In this paper, we address how negotiators come to present, and defend, “help” as
something they can legitimately offer or propose, and how they define their proposed
actions as “help,” both of which people in crisis routinely reject. We also identify and
describe the circumstances in which resistance towards “help” is reduced, and eventu-
ally overcome. The paper therefore offers unique insights into what strong resistance
actually looks like, as well as how professional crisis negotiators respond to such resis-
tance and manage to minimize or de-escalate it.

We proceed by providing more background on how resistance to help has been
understood previously, first related to the largely psychological literature on suicidal
ideation and crisis negotiation, and second in the context of understanding resistance
towards advice help from conversation analytic research.

Help Resistance and Suicidal Ideation

A person is in crisis when they face “an obstacle to important life goals that is, for a
time, insurmountable through the utilization of customary methods of problem-
solving” (Caplan 1961, p.18). A range of specialist institutions and organizations
aim to support people in crisis and help to address such obstacles and problems, includ-
ing counseling and helpline services (Mishara & Kerkhof, 2013; see also, Baker et al.,
2005, for an overview). Depending on the type and purpose of the service, some help-
lines are given more targeted, crisis-oriented, names such as “crisis hotlines” (Gould
et al., 2012—as opposed to “warmlines,” Pudlinski, 2005). Overall, a crisis (i.e., the
problem) and help (i.e., its solution) are fundamentally tightly linked, both conceptu-
ally and institutionally.

While the provision and availability of help for people in crisis is important from an
outsider’s point of view—societally, practically, and morally—the proposed recipient
of help may not see things the same way. In psychology, research on suicide ideation
explores the association between a person’s willingness or ability to seek help, and the
degree to which they are thinking about taking their own lives. Importantly, while help
is institutionalized through, for instance, online services or telephone helplines (e.g.,
Mathieu et al., 2021), not all suicidal people in crisis seek out professional help.
Barriers to seeking help have been identified in the psychological literature on
suicide prevention, in terms of how suicidal individuals may negate, refuse, or avoid
seeking help—the so-called help negation effect (Gould et al., 2012). For example,
Deane et al. (2001) surveyed the help-seeking behaviors of university students and
found that suicidal ideation was (negatively) associated with a reduction in all inten-
tions to seek help, implying that if suicidal ideation increases then the intention to
seek help decreases.

The phrase “a cry for help” is commonly used to describe the discrepancy between
the relevance (i.e., from an outsider’s point of view) of help, and a person’s
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unwillingness to seek or accept help. The phrase is also a cliché and, according to Kahn
and Earle (1982), “more likely to be used ironically …[and]… come to resemble the
term “attention seeking,” which is often taken to mean that attention should not be
given” (p. 1). It was first associated with suicide in 1961, in Farberow and
Shneidman’s book of the same title (Farberow & Schneidman, 1961). Researchers
have long since examined the relationship between “the verbal and nonverbal commu-
nication of suicidal ideas” and “the wish to die” (e.g., Steer et al., 1988). Typically, “a
cry for help” describes a person’s behavior as having escalated to self-harm and poten-
tial suicide, treating the displayed intent (or threat) of suicide as merely a threat, not
true intent (see e.g., Jordan & Samuelson, 2016). Indeed, “a cry for help” is also report-
edly used by individuals who themselves attempted suicide, in explaining their non-
intent; for example, “my attempt was a cry for help. I did not intend to die” (Jordan
& Samuelson, 2016, p. 295), and, “I saw the doctor and said I was over it and told
my family it was a cry for help not a serious attempt” (Fortune et al., 2008, p. 9).
Thus, “a cry for help” is available as a commonplace to understand and account for
another’s, or one’s own, suicidal behavior as non-intentional. While it is imperative
to understand suicidal ideation and how to prevent suicide, including the use and effec-
tiveness of service provision, such understandings do not necessarily provide practical
solutions for negotiators dealing with help resistance and resolving a high-stakes crisis
unfolding in real time. And the notion of “a cry for help” may not fully appreciate the
routine ways suicidal individuals go about seeking help in the first place.

In his early conversation analytic studies of calls to the Los Angeles Suicide
Prevention Center, Sacks (1966, 1992) argued that contemplating suicide is routine
and rational, and that we need to appreciate that “the decision to take one’s own life
is fully embedded in this world” (Silverman, 1998, p. 3). He (1966, 1992) showed
how callers to suicide helplines complained to call-takers that others (e.g., friends,
family) did not take their suicidal ideation seriously and sometimes responded with
laughter. Sacks argued that such responses avoid treating someone’s suicide threat
as an implicit criticism of their relationship, and thus “transform […] ‘a cry for
help’ into a joke” (Silverman, 1998, p. 2). Thus, callers concluded that they have
“no one to turn to” since help had been sought and rejected from their spouse,
partner, or friend—the most likely and categorially-obliged to provide support to the
other spouse, partner, or friend. Herein lies a possible understanding of “help resis-
tance”: if a person in crisis has experienced that their suicide threat is not taken seri-
ously by those closest to them, why would they accept offers of help from a
stranger—a negotiator?

We know very little about how the notion and formulation of “help” works in crisis
negotiation where the stakes are acutely high. Instead, the relevance of help in crisis
negotiations is assumed but not investigated in situ, in terms of the circumstances in
which crisis negotiators offer to help, and whether/not and how the person in crisis
rejects, resists, or accepts it. Only a handful of studies examine live, real cases of
crisis negotiation (e.g., Charlés, 2007; Rubin, 2016; Sikveland et al., 2020), but
these remain the minority of the overall literature on communication in this field.
We know a little more about help resistance in helpline interactions. However, the
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occurrence and management of help resistance in helplines (e.g., Sacks, 1966, 1992; te
Molder, 2005) raises key questions for our setting where help-seeking has not
occurred: interventions in crisis negotiations in which suicidal persons may have
expressed an intention to “do it” through embodied actions such as standing on the
edge of a tall building, or in which they are interrupted during their attempt because
someone else has called the police. Whether or not standing on a roof in a public
place makes one more “available” for help or conveys an intent not to “do it” more
than those who attempt suicide in private is impossible to discern in the live timeline
of the episodes we study. What we do know is that the persons in crisis in our data have
not sought help from the specific negotiators who arrive at the scene (indeed, persons in
crisis may ask to speak to someone other than them—see Sikveland & Stokoe, 2020).
This means that negotiators are accountable for simply approaching the person in
crisis, let alone offering and providing their assistance. We address issues about who
is entitled to offer help (and advice) to whom in the next section.

The Asymmetries Associated With Offering Help and Other
Support

A body of research in conversation analysis addresses resistance towards actions like
institutional offers, proposals, or advice (e.g., Albury et al., 2022; Butler et al., 2010;
Bloch & Antaki, 2022; Heritage & Lindström, 2012; Jefferson & Lee, 1981; Koenig,
2011). While previous studies generally find and analyze (relatively) weak forms of
resistance, they are also based on settings involving advice rather than help. By
giving advice, “a person forwards a future course of action for another person”
(Hepburn et al., 2014, p. 241). The asymmetry associated with giving advice—that
the proposed future action is better than any current action—might also extend to offer-
ing help, the possible difference being that in accepting and receiving help the recipient
has less autonomy in carrying out the proposed alternative action than if they choose to
follow someone’s advice. In any case, we may expect that resistance towards advice
and help may both operate on similar dimensions of epistemic and deontic rights in
circumstances where these are at stake (see, for example, Heritage, 2012;
Stevanovic & Peräkylä, 2012), though the form and strength of the resistance, and
the hurdles to overcome it, may differ from situation to situation.

Bloch and Antaki (2022) investigated explicit resistance to advice across medical
and welfare services. They observed that, when clients objected to something in the
practitioner’s domain of expertise and authority, resistance was easily set aside. But
when the client’s resistance was based on something to which they had primary
access, it took more work from the practitioner to overcome it. A similar challenge
might be relevant to crisis negotiations, regarding who has the right to ask or tell the
person in crisis to turn away from what they have already decided to do. In Bloch
and Antaki’s (2022) study, one common resource for practitioners to overcome resis-
tance was to concede to the objection but then re-issue the advice in a different form,
building on their own territory of knowledge or expertise.
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Any institutional encounter involves handling potential asymmetries of category
entitlement (Potter, 1996), and epistemic access, rights, and responsibilities (Stivers
et al., 2011). This can be illustrated by the way help is offered (or not, and/or
assumed) across various professional encounters. As we saw earlier in Extract 1, offer-
ing to help may not be as straightforward in crisis negotiations as they are in other
forms of service encounters. In a doctor-patient consultation, for example, the need
for help is presumed, and a generalized offer such as “how can I help you today”
(where, crucially, “can” is not prosodically marked as it is in Extract 1) serves to
open the encounter and display the doctor’s lack of knowledge of the reason for the
visit (Heath, 1981). Many types of service providers, who may also be described as
in some way “helping” the service recipient, do not start the encounter making explicit
that “I am here to help.” Yet this is a type of formulation we regularly find in crisis
negotiations, and which we will see negotiators use when responding to and managing
resistance from the person in crisis. But how and why do negotiators do this, and does it
work to reduce or increase the distance between the negotiating parties? If not, what
alternatives do negotiators have?

Data and Methods

We analyzed 14 cases of audio-recorded crisis negotiation totaling 31 h. Data were col-
lected and provided by a UK police hostage and crisis negotiation unit as part of routine
practice (i.e., not for research in the first instance, and no video-recordings were made).
We were granted access to the data by the hostage and crisis negotiation unit under a
Data Processing Agreement (used in the UK by police when working with academic
researchers). The project was also approved by Loughborough University’s Ethics
Approval (Human Participants) Sub-Committee. The data were stored under encryp-
tion and anonymized in line with established ethical practice when working with
recordings (Speer & Stokoe, 2014), which includes the anonymization of the audio
files by removing names and all other identifying information and anonymizing
voices through pitch shifting software.

Crisis negotiators are specially trained police officers (see, for example, McMains &
Mullins, 2014). The negotiations happened in many configurations: a person in crisis
may be barricaded inside a building or on a roof; the negotiation may be conducted
over the telephone or “face to face,” sometimes at some physical distance. Twelve
cases ended safely and “successfully”: the person in crisis eventually moved away
or came down from a precarious position. One case ended fatally, and one with
injury. All the cases reported in this paper ended with the person in crisis moving to
safety.

The data were transcribed using the Jefferson (2004) system and analyzed with con-
versation analysis. We identified each case in which the negotiator formulates their
purpose, in terms of helping the person in crisis, and otherwise offers their assistance
using constructions with “help” and/or “sort (X) out.” Our collection of cases com-
prised a collection of 57 cases in total, 40 constructions of “help” and 17 of “sort
(X) out.” We analyzed each case in terms of their sequential location and turn
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designs/action in both the initial offer and the response(s) that followed. In line with the
conversation analytic notion of the “next turn proof procedure,” it is the participant’s
(not the analyst’s) understandings and treatments of previous turns which is a resource
for analysis (see e.g., Sidnell, 2013). Next turn proof is key to understanding resistance
in our research since on each occasion a negotiator offers to help, the person in crisis
may align or disalign with the negotiator. We build our analysis around how and in
what circumstances the person in crisis aligns/disaligns with the negotiator’s offer,
and accounts for such positioning in the next turn(s) of talk.

Analysis

The first two analytic sections focus on how negotiators use formulations of “help” in
two different stages of the negotiation. We start by showing how negotiators offer help
as a way of defining their role and purpose (“I am (just) here to help”) and to defend and
legitimize their presence in the face of resistance from the person in crisis. This first
type of help formulation typically occurred during early stages of the negotiation,
when offers of help are generalized or pro-forma; that is, not yet specified for or by
the person in crisis. Next, we examine help formulations found later in the encounters,
whereby negotiators attempt to propose and specify what help may look like and how
help is relevant to resolve the crisis (e.g., “that’s help we can genuinely provide”). Both
types of help formulation were routinely met with strong resistance and rejection from
the person in crisis. In the third and final analysis section, we investigate some excep-
tions to formulations of help being rejected and demonstrate alternative ways of
making “help” relevant to the person in crisis, associated with a positive shift in the
negotiation.

Negotiators Offer Help as a Contrast to Other Purposes of Negotiation

Early in crisis encounters, negotiators may formulate their role and purpose as provid-
ing help for the person in crisis, for example, “I’m here to help.” More than a gener-
alized opening offer (e.g., the opening of a service telephone call, “Good morning,
how can I help?”), negotiators use these early formulations of role and purpose to
defend and legitimize their presence, by contrasting their offer to help with the
expressed or perceived reasons behind the person in crisis’s resistance towards the
negotiation. But, as we will see, a negotiator’s offer to help leads to further resistance
and, indeed, an outright rejection from the person in crisis.

In Extract 2, the negotiator (N) has just arrived at the scene where the person in crisis
(PiC) is barricaded inside her flat.

(2) HN5, 2:33
01 N: Hi darling.
02 (.)
03 N: My n- my name is David.
04 (0.6)

Sikveland and Stokoe 7



05 N: Uh[m ]
06 PiC: [Who] are you,
07 (0.2)
08 N: I’m just here to try and help.
09 (0.7)
10 PiC: Yeah. Who are you.=You know from where.
11 (0.3)
12 N: Oh- I- I’m from the police.
13 (.)
14 N: <But my job is to sit here and talk to
15 you and try and help.
16 (0.4)
17 N: See what we can do to help ya.
18 (0.5)
19 PiC: You ca:n’t. I’m dying tonight (real soon).

Following an unreciprocated greeting (line 01), N introduces himself by name in
line 03: “my name is David.” A return greeting remains absent for 0.6 s (line 04),
before N initiates a new turn in overlap with PiC in lines 05 and 06. PiC’s “who are
you,” (line 06) is produced where one may expect a return greeting or acknowledgment
of N’s presence. By asking “who are you” PiC resists engaging with N and treats N as
accountable for not giving PiC the relevant information to disclose his identity. In
response, N provides an account of his purpose or role: “I’m just here to try and
help.” (line 08). This is not a direct answer to “who are you,” and PiC treats N’s
answer as unfitted by reformulating her question: “Yeah. Who are you.=You know
from where.” (line 10). PiC here spells out what she was after by asking “who are
you”; that is, “from where,” targeting a professional or institutional identity category
rather than a personal identification. In the turns that follow, N implicitly accounts,
first, for not having answered the question as intended (line 12), and second, for
having answered as he did in the first place (lines 14–17).

In line 12, with the turn-initial “oh,” N displays his “change of state” (Heritage,
1984), suggesting that only at this moment did the potential mismatch between
PiC’s question (“who are you”) and his answer (“I’m just here to try and help.”)
occur to him. Then, in line 14, N returns to his first answer, expanding on his identity
as “police”: “<But my job is to sit here and talk to you and try and help.” By expanding
on and contrasting (with the turn-initial “but”) his identity as “police” in this way, N
shows that his original agenda from line 08 has not changed, despite providing addi-
tional information about his identity or role in the meantime. In its interactional
context, N’s formulation of his role as help provider is responsive to PiC’s resistance
towards the negotiation/negotiator, that is, by not reciprocating N’s greeting and
instead confronts them with “who are you” (line 06).. Furthermore, this exchange sug-
gests how negotiators may seek to avoid or dissociating from categorization as
“police,” and that defining their role as one that involves “helping” is used in
service of that dissociation.
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Now that we have seen how negotiators first come to use formulations of help as a
contrast offer dealing with resistance towards the negotiation, we proceed with our
second observation, that the persons in crisis in our data maintain their resistance fol-
lowing the negotiator’s offer to help. In Extract 2, PiC’s disalignment is visible
throughout, then she produces an outright rejection of help in line 19: “You ca:n’t.
I’m dying tonight (real soon).” The negotiator’s offer to help is thereby treated as irrel-
evant or untimely, as PiC already has made her decision which precludes any sort of
help. A similar kind of rejection is found in Extract 3. Here, the negotiator’s offer to
help responds to and contrasts a more explicit target of resistance: PiC’s suggestion
that N’s talk-based efforts are performative not genuine (“don’t try none of your
fancy bloody bla:bs,” line 04). In this negotiation, PIC is barricaded in his flat, threat-
ening to harm himself or anyone who attempts to enter.

(3) HN24_4, 1:21
01 PiC: I just don’t want to talk to yuh?
02 (0.6)
03 PiC: So¿ .hhhh don’t try none of your
04 fancy bloody *bla:bs*.
05 (0.7)
06 PiC: Because I don’t need it.
07 (0.4)
08 N: Okay Kevin.=>I just want<to help you out.=
09 I’m not trying any fancy stuff. I just
10 want to help [you out. ]
11 PiC: [There’s- there’s] there’s
12 n: othing you can do::.

In lines 01–06, PiC rejects N’s earlier proposal to talk (line 01), first on account of
“just don’t want to,” then undermining the negotiation characterizing N’s talk-based
efforts as “fancy bloody bla:bs” (line 04), implying that any talking would be one-sided
or superficial. Our data is rich with examples where persons in crisis resist or reject
“talk” (approximately 60 cases; see Sikveland & Stokoe, 2020). More generally,
people in crisis may base their resistance on exposing the negotiator’s agenda and
efforts as different from the way they present themselves, with an understanding that
negotiators’ intentions do not go beyond getting the person in crisis to capitulate;
that is, that the negotiator would do or say anything (genuine or not) to make that
happen. We may then understand the person in crisis’s resistance by reference to
their proposed status as beneficiaries of a negotiator’s offer to help (see Clayman &
Heritage, 2014). As we see in Extract 2, and Extracts 3 and 4 as well, the person in
crisis’s resistance towards an offer to help highlights a mismatch between the negoti-
ator’s benefactive stance (e.g., “I just want to help you”) and how the person in crisis
does not consider themselves a beneficiary.

In line 08, N responds to PiC’s resistance, starting with an address term projecting a
course of action that diverges from PiC’s understanding (Clayman, 2013). Here, N
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goes on to contrast his offer “to help you out.” (line 01) with his take on PiC’s earlier
claim that negotiators are “trying […] fancy stuff” (line 09) to get him to align with
them. N repeats his offer to help in lines 09–10. As in Extract 2, N’s “just” modifies
the verb “help,” to argue against the reasons PiC presents for resisting the negotiation,
in this case that the negotiators are guided by hidden agendas or methods. The nego-
tiator on his part defends his intentions as genuine and legitimate, with the implication
that they are there in PiC’s best interest, not their own. In transitional overlap
(Jefferson, 1984), PiC rejects N’s offer outright, with “There’s n:othing you can
do::.” (lines 11–12), including an extreme case formulation (“nothing”) to ward
against potential challenge (Pomerantz, 1986). Instead of further challenging N’s inten-
tions as genuine, PiC rejects N’s offer to help as in any case irrelevant for him, as in
Extract 2.

A person in crisis may also involve a third party when targeting the genuine nature
of the negotiation as the reason for their resistance. In Extract 4, PiC points to his
mother as responsible for having “got [the negotiators] over here.” (line 05). PiC is
located in a loft threatening to end his life. The reasons he gives are having suffered
an abusive relationship with his mother and a series of setbacks in life including not
being able to secure a home of his own.

(4) HN1_2, 03:10
01 PiC: That’s why you’re here (like).
02 She controlled you,
03 (1.4)
04 PiC: Fed y = spun you a: a: (0.9) a
05 fairytale story?
06 (1.0)
07 PiC: And got you over here.
08 (2.9)
09 N: Well why do you think we’re:
10 we’re here now.=We’re not here
11 because of>your mom<.=We’re
12 here to help you.
13 (1.2)
14 PiC: You’re not here to help me.=You’ve
15 neve- (.) the police have never
16 helped me.

In lines 01–07, PiC accounts for his resistance towards N’s presence. The “that” in
“That’s why you’re here (like)” indexes prospectively (Goodwin, 1996) the specifica-
tion of “she” (i.e., PiC’s mom) as responsible for getting the negotiators “over here.”
(line 07), and that his mom’s intentions are based on lies, “She controlled you,” (line
02) and “spun […] a fairytale story?” (lines 04–05). Like Extract 3, PiC targets a
hidden agenda as a reason to resist the negotiation; in this case, that the negotiation
is based on false premises. In response, N poses a challenge in the form of an
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interrogative, “Well why do you think we’r:e here now.” (lines 09–10). This question
frames and projects a counterargument: instead of opening for an answer from PiC, N
designs his turn to close up a transition relevance place with a through-production or
latching marked by the “= ”-sign following “Well why do you think we’r:e here now.”
(see Schegloff, 1998). N thereby denies that the mom is responsible for their presence
(“We’re not here because of > your mom< .”; lines 10–11), instead claiming “We’re
here to help you.” (lines 11–12).

Like Extracts 2 and 3, N contrasts help with PiC’s (expressed or perceived) reasons
for resisting the negotiation. As part of this contrast, N specifies the recipient (or ben-
eficiary) of help: PiC, not PiC’s mom. By prosodically marking “you” in “We’re here
to help you.,” N targets PiC as the beneficiary of his offer to help, and that is the reason
they are there “now” (line 10). N does not deny that PiC’s mom may have been the
person calling the police, however, N does deny that PiC’s mom have anything to
do with the negotiators’ continued presence. With a partial repeat of N’s claim (and
offer) to help, PiC rejects the offer in lines 14–16, on the basis that the police has
“never helped” him. PiC maintains his resistance, rejecting the legitimacy of the nego-
tiator’s offer to help, in this case based on past history with the police. We note PiC’s
self-repair, “You’ve neve-,” to “the police have never helped me” (emphasis added),
which, although serving an outright rejection, may eventually be turned to the possi-
bility that N legitimately can be of help though the police in general have not.
Indeed, one component of a successful strategy we have observed is when negotiators
focus on the one-to-one relationship that has evolved between them and the person in
crisis (“it’s you and me”) and disaggregate themselves from a police categorization.

In summary, based on Extracts 2–4, we have seen how negotiators use formulations
of help in defense of role legitimacy and purpose, treated as an offer contrasting the
expressed or perceived reasons for resistance. Negotiators offer help to show they
are different from police enacting force (Extract 2), and to show their intentions are
genuine (Extracts 3 and 4); that is, modifying or subverting the category-bound activ-
ities and predicates (Sacks, 1992) of “police.”While negotiators set out to minimize the
risk of threat to the PiC (e.g., with the modifier “just” in “I’m just here to help”), their
resistance is maintained and even intensified following an offer to help. Our analysis
shows that offering to help at the outset of these encounters is not interactionally pro-
ductive, as it leads to rejection. In the next section we present later stages of the nego-
tiations, where negotiators come to define help in terms of needs particularized in and
through the interaction. We explore whether and how negotiators’ efforts to define help
may be productive for the negotiation, and how they may productively involve the
person in crisis in doing so.

Persons in Crisis Reject Negotiators’ Definition of Help as “Help”

In the previous section, we saw how negotiators’ offers to help were easily rejected by
the person in crisis. In our data, what actually constitutes “help”was not readily defined
in the early stages of the negotiation; for example, in terms of any specific needs or
wishes of the person in crisis. In the next two sections, we explore the possibility
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that people in crisis might accept some formulation of help if it were further developed,
perhaps based around actions the people in crisis themselves initiate or align with. But
before getting to resources for overcoming resistance to “help,” we will see in Extracts
5 and 6 how people in crisis reject a potential resolution to the crisis when formulated
as “help,” with negative consequences for the interaction.

Extract 5 is taken from later in the same negotiation as Extract 3, in which PiC is
barricaded in his flat, with a gun. The negotiation is conducted over the telephone,
and PiC keeps hanging up and thereby refusing to engage in conversation. In lines
01–02, PiC demands cigarettes, something the negotiators will attempt to use to
bargain: here, proposing PiC “speak to [N]” (line 05).

(5) HN24_8
01 PiC: Just you (th-) chuck the cigarettes
02 in and just shut up.
03 (0.3)
04 N: Yeah.=On- once you’ve got them. Will
05 you speak to me then.
06 (2.0)
07 N: So we could try and [work:- ]
08 PIC: [What fo]:r.
09 (0.3)
10 N: So we can work through a way to help you.
11 (0.2)
12 N: So you can- so you can
13 [get out of here. ]
14 PIC: [There’s o- there’s] only one way
15 it’s going to help me is when I
16 pull this trigger.
17 (0.2)
18 N: There’s more ways to help you than
19 that Kevin.=
20 PIC: =No there ain’t,

Following N’s dialogue proposal in lines 04–05, PiC verbally disaligns and chal-
lenges the proposal in line 08: “What fo:r.” Following a 0.3 s gap (line 09), N provides
an answer tailored to PiC’s needs: “so you can get out of here” (lines 12–13). “So we
can work through a way to help you” (line 10) implies a process that involves PiC, and
a positive angle that there must be a way help can be provided (N proceeds to elaborate
on this point in lines 18–19: “There’s more ways to help you than that”). In overlap,
even before N gets to finish his account, PiC rejects help as a form of resolution in
line 14. Like his rejection in Extract 3, PiC gives an outright rejection, opening only
for “one way” that help can be provided, and that is by ending life (“when I pull
this trigger”; lines 14–16). PiC uses N’s own formulation (“help,” lines 10 and 15)
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to reject N’s proposed resolution. Contrary to N’s point of view, N’s proposal of a help-
based resolution is not treated by PiC as tailored to their wants.

Extract 6 presents another example whereby a potential resolution defined as “help”
is more advanced and built on previous alignment and engagement from PiC. Extract 6
is taken from the same negotiation as Extract 4, where PiC has had a number of set-
backs including not being able to secure his own home to live in. PiC has previously
been involved with social services but has now turned 18 years old and is therefore
ineligible for particular kinds of continued support. Prior to the extract, PiC has dis-
played concern his situation will worsen if he goes to the police station.

(6) HN1_2, 5:20
01 N: I’ll tell you what we can get at the
02 police station.=We can get. (0.4)
03 a m- a mental health charity,=Have you
04 heard of Mi:nd at all?
05 (1.9)
06 PiC: Say that again,
07 N: Have you heard of Mi:nd,
08 (3.0)
09 PiC: I’ve seen a poster>on the bus<.=
10 N: =Yeah?=An’ (another) ano- .hh an:’- .h
11 you know. .hh the local poli:ce, (.)
12 can get those people .h to
13 come to the police station,
14 (2.0)
15 N: And that’s g- that’s>there you go<,
16 That’s a starter for ten isn’t it.
17 (0.4)
18 PiC: °Yes (but) ()°
19 (0.4)
20 N: You know. [uh- ]
21 PiC: [(no) ]
22 (.)
23 N: And that- that you know that’s help
24 we can you know (.) genuinely provide.
25 We could get them there (in the-)
26 .h you know tomorrow morning.
27 PiC: That’s not help.
28 (.)
29 PiC: What- i:- that’s not help.=i- that’s
30 not: (0.4) <that’s not uh::m:>
31 getting me a place.
32 (1.0)
33 PiC: That’s just the police who’s talking.
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34 (2.5)
35 PiC: It’s all talking now.

In lines 01–04, N initiates a proposal that a mental health charity, “Mind,” might be
able to support PiC. N does so in a multi-unit turn: “I’ll tell you what we can get” (line
01) sets the frame for additional turn components to specify the proposed resolution.
Before proceeding with the proposal, N seeks a confirmation whether PiC has heard
of “Mind” in line 04, in which the “at all” opens for a “no” as a relevant response,
that is, opening for the possibility that PiC has not heard of this charity. N thereby
may also secure that any upcoming resistance is based on a domain that PiC already
has epistemic access to (see Heritage, 2012). Following a 1.9 s gap (line 05), PiC ini-
tiates a repair in line 06 (“Say that again”), which, compared to the strong forms of
resistance we saw in some of the earlier cases, aligns with rather than prevents N
from progressing his proposal. After a long gap (line 08), which we have shown can
precede an aligned rather than disaligned response in crisis negotiation (Stokoe
et al., 2020), PiC gives a go-ahead to N’s solution-based proposal (“I’ve seen a
poster > on the bus<,” line 09), which N then proceeds to unpack in lines 10–16.

PiC displays a weaker form of resistance in lines 18/21 (silence, and ambiguous
verbal content), before N formulates the proposed resolution as “help we can you
know (.) genuinely provide.” (lines 23–24). PiC rejects N’s proposal outright, with
“That’s not help.” (line 27). With this move, PiC also rejects the possibility of
seeing the charity, “tomorrow morning,” as N suggests in line 26. PiC accounts for
his rejection of N’s proposed solution in lines 29–35, first explaining how going to
the police station and meeting the charity is not “getting [PiC] a place.” Like in
Extract 5, PiC uses N’s very own formulation, “help,” to reject N’s proposal. PiC
goes on to elaborate his rejection account with negative associations between “talk”
and getting things done (“That’s just the police who’s talking,” line 33; “It’s all
talking now,” line 35). Thus, PiC treats N’s proposed resolution, defined as “help,”
as not doing anything relevant or useful. This fits with the idiomatic use of “talk” as
“not action,” in expressions such as “this is just talk, not action” (for an overview,
see Sikveland & Stokoe, 2020, p. 326). The focus of the interaction has now derailed
from the proposed resolution: what the negotiators have to offer if PiC agrees to come
with them to the police station.

In summary, Extracts 5–6 show how negotiator attempt to make help relevant and
specific (moving away from a generalized offer), to progress the negotiation beyond
outright rejection. However, defining the proposed action in terms of “help” (e.g.,
“that is help”) seems to open a slot for further rejection from the person in crisis. In
the final section, we explore some alternative approaches to defining help, including
not formulating them as “help.”

Overcoming Resistance: Alternatives to “Help”

Extracts 5 and 6 are examples of how negotiators attempt to propose a way forward.
However, in these cases, defining the way forward in terms of “help” did not lead to
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acceptance from the person in crisis. Rather, the person in crisis leveraged the terms of
the negotiator’s “help” formulations to formulate an explicit rejection. A core issue in
the extracts shown so far, and in crisis negotiation generally, is that a person in crisis
does not themselves initiate requests for help or define what would comprise it. In our
data, we did not find instances where the person in crisis would accept assistance that
was formulated as “help.” Given that many negotiations ended safely and successfully,
however, we know that negotiators do find alternative ways of working towards a
potential resolution. In this section, we start by showing alternative formulations to
“help”; specifically, to “sort (X) out,” and how they are not met with similar strong
forms of resistance (e.g., we do not find “you can’t sort it out… no one has ever
sorted things out for me”; “the only way things can be sorted is…”;), but weaker
forms of resistance inviting the negotiator’s further elaboration (e.g., “what’s going
to happen then”).

Extract 7 takes place a couple of minutes later than the start of Extract 6, where N
reiterates his proposal to take PiC down to the police station, so that PiC can meet
health personnel and charities that are set up to help people in PiC’s situation. Only
this time N does not define it as “help” but as a way to “[ ] sort[X] out” (lines 03
and 13).

(7) HN1_2, 7:30
01 N: This is what I’m saying.=This is why
02 we’ve got to go down the police station
03 and get it sorted ou:t.
04 (0.8)
05 N: So that we can get (.) .h doctors,
06 We can get (.) .h you know. .hh
07 mental health charities, We can get
08 local>authority<,=All to sta:rt¿
09 .h giving you a leg up.
10 (1.2)
11 N: Okay,=And also when we can sort out =
12 .hh you know if your mum’s making
13 up storie:s, .h then we can sort that out.
14 (0.3)
15 N: Okay?
16 (.)
17 PiC: So if I go to the station what
18 happens then.

In lines 01–03 N pursues the relevance of the support proposed in Extract 6: “This is
why…”N goes on to list three category items of professionals PiC can meet if agreeing
to come with them to the police station: doctors, mental health charities, local authority
(in lines 05–09). Then, in lines 11–13, N also brings up PiC’s mom and her “making up
stories” as something they can potentially “sort out.” N takes PiC’s side proposing a
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resolution building on his complaint about his mom. PiC resists the proposal in lines
17–18, however not as an outright rejection that these are things that can be sorted
out, but providing N with another opportunity to specify the terms with which PiC
may decide to come down.

Extract 8 is taken from later stages of a negotiation where PiC is positioned on a roof
top. N makes a directive “We’re going to the station, ‘n we’ll sort this out” (lines 01–
02), followed by a pursuit, “All right?” (line 04), and “We’ll get you the treatment that
you need.” It is evident, from N’s assessment “Good man.” (line 08) and what follows
beyond the extract, that PiC is making a move to safety. Following lines 11–12
(omitted here), the negotiators keep encouraging PiC to come safely out from the
door to the building, and PiC comes out a few minutes later.

(8) HN31_1, 30:35
01 N: Me and you, (.) We’re going to the station,
02 ’n we’ll sort this out.
03 (0.7)
04 N: All right?
05 (1.7)
06 N: We’ll get you the treatment that you need.
07 (2.0)
08 N: Good man.
09 (0.9)
10 N: Joshua.(0.3)whenyouopenthedoor.Justshowmeyou
11 hands please.

In Extract 8, as in Extract 7, the formulation “we’ll sort this out” is associated with
already having a plan and setting it out. However, while “sorting X out” can be found
later on in negotiations, when there is sufficient interactional history to propose a con-
crete plan, claims to be “sorting X out” are also observed early, before any definition of
“X” has been provided. Extract 9 is taken from a case where PiC is barricaded in his
flat, and N has contacted him on the phone.

(9) HN3_1, 7:49
01 N: That’s why I wanna t- I wanna-
02 I wanna come and sort this out.=
03 I wanna [talk to ]
04 PiC: [.MHHH ]
05 N: you about it.=And I’ve- promise
06 you. .hhhh it’s me::? (.) coming to
07 talk>to you<.=That’s why I’ve given
08 you this pri:vate pho:ne, (.) so it’s
09 you and me. (0.5) and we can get
10 this sorted out.
11 (2.1)
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12 PiC: Okay.
13 N: [Is that] all ri[:ght.]
14 PiC: [(yes-) ] [Yes ] that’d be nice.
15 N: [Yeah::? ]
16 PiC: [That’d be nice] thank you,

N ties her account “That’s why I […] I wanna come and sort this out.” (lines 01–02)
with PiC’s displays of fear that the police is going to break into his flat. Without further
defining what will be sorted out (lines 05–10), N reassures PiC that it will only be the
two of them involved in a conversation, and that “we can get this sorted out” (lines 09–
10). This is a rare case of PiC accepting an offer, and he does so in lines 12 (“Okay.”)
and 14 (“Yes that’d be nice”).

In Extract 10, PiC is barricaded on a balcony. PiC has challenged N in that they are
just there to avoid getting in trouble, not because they genuinely want to help the PiC.
Like Extracts 3–4, PiC can here be seen to attempt undermining the negotiation. But
following PiC’s rejection of help as something N can legitimately provide (line 10),
N starts building a proposal based on what PiC sees the problem: that, because the
police are already there they will have to do something, implying that something is
outside PiC’s control.

(10) HN11_2, 18:56
01 PiC: They’re only he:re¿ (.) to cover up¿
02 (0.3) to look a certain way¿ (0.4)
03 It’s what they’re here for.
04 (0.5)
05 PiC: Do you get me.
06 (0.2)
07 PiC: There’s no one he:re¿ (.) to help me.
08 (0.5)
09 N: I’m here to help you.=
10 PiC: =No no no. It’s all liability now.
((8 lines omitted))
18 N: It’s about you. It’s about- it’s about
19 (0.4) your welfare.
20 (.)
21 PiC: No.
22 (.)
23 PiC: Cos if it was, (.) then it wouldn’t
24 have been in this way.
25 (0.6)
26 PiC: And now that they’re he:re¿ (.) they
27 have to d- they have to do something.
28 (0.7)
29 N: I appreciate that. Bu:t- (uh) you know,
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30 I appreciate what you’re saying¿ (0.5)
31 okay, but it doesn’t mean that they
32 have to do something.
33 (0.2)
34 N: Okay you could- you could choo:se¿
35 (1.2) you could choo:se yourself Oliver,
36 to come in from that balcony¿
37 (0.9)
38 N: Come in, come and speak to the doctors¿

In lines 01–03 we see similar accounts to those in Extract 3–4, seeking to expose the
negotiators as not genuine, “They’re only he:re […] to cover up … to look a certain
way.” While not directly asking for help, PiC makes help a relevant concept (that no
one can provide) in line 07. N then claims that he is there to help (line 09), which
PiC immediately rejects, on the basis that “It’s all liability now.” (line 10), implying
that the police/negotiators are only there to avoid creating trouble for themselves,
not because they have an interest in PiC’s well-being. From here onwards, N turns
away from insisting he is there to help, focusing instead on PiC being the one
making choices to do something. N responds to PiC’s claim that the police “have to
do something” (against PiC’s will, line 27), first with a concession “I appreciate
that” (line 29–30), and a denial that there is a logic following the police’s presence
that they will have to break onto the flat and balcony is positioned (“it doesn’t mean
that they have to do something.”). We note here the prosodic marking of “they,”
which N then proceeds to contrast with “you” and “you could choo:se…to come in
from that balcony” (lines 35–36). N does not refute or challenge PiC’s concern, and
there is an interesting turn on the PiC’s own words, not denying that something
needs to be done, but who needs to do it. Following a short gap, N proceeds to
present the act of doing, more specifically choosing to do something, lies on PiC.
For about a minute (from line 28), PiC remains silent in response to N pursuing his
action of proposing PiC move inside from the balcony. After a few more explicit dis-
plays of concern (which unfortunately we won’t have the opportunity to present in this
paper), PiC decides to move to safety 5 min later.

Unlike Extracts 1–6, Extract 10 (lines 18 onwards) is a case where N does not seek
to legitimize and define help as “help,” yet progress is made in that PiC no longer
explicitly rejects what N’s proposal. A person in crisis rarely displays direct agreement
with the proposals or offers made by a negotiator in our data (for responses to dialogue
proposals, see Sikveland & Stokoe, 2020), and at no point in the data does a PiC accept
“help” directly. Yet most PiCs (and all PiCs in the data we present in this paper) do
eventually move to safety. Our final example is one where PiC eventually decides to
come down, in a sequential position where he could be seen to agree with N’s proposal
involving “help,” but as we will see, PiC by design initiates a first action not a respon-
sive action. Negotiators have offered a lift, with the assistance of the fire brigade.

(11) HN16_9, (45:00) 953–1074
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01 N: Do you want help getting down.
02 PiC: I’m gonna come down.
03 (.)
04 N: Doyouwantmetogetthefirebrigadetogetyoudown.
05 (0.2)
06 PiC: No,

Unlike Extracts 1–6, the formulation of “help” at line 01 is not a generalized offer or
an effort to define help as “help.”Note that although N asks a yes/no question to offer a
particular kind of help at line 01, PiC’s response is neither yes or no, but rather a
sequentially “independent” assertion of his intention to “come down” of the kind we
have found elsewhere in the data (Stokoe et al., 2020). This example shows that
when a person in crisis eventually decides to move to safety, they often orient to
and formulate the decision as independent from the negotiator’s proposed course of
action. Finally, while initially rejecting the fire brigade lift that N next inquires
about (line 06), PiC implicitly agrees for the lift to get him down a few minutes later.

In this analysis, we have shown how negotiators offer help to define their role and
purpose (“I am (just) here to help”) and to defend and legitimize their presence in the
face of resistance from the person in crisis. We have then shown how negotiators use
help formulations later in the encounters, to propose and specify what help may look
like and how help is relevant to resolve the crisis. Both types of help formulation were
routinely met with strong resistance and rejection from the person in crisis, and to con-
trast these cases we have shown some alternative methods negotiators have of making
“help” relevant to the person in crisis, and which were part of a positive shift in the
negotiation.

Discussion

The starting point of a negotiation with a (suicidal) person in crisis is one where nego-
tiators offer help to someone who has not asked them for it, and therefore have no inter-
actional rights or access to knowing what that help might be. This creates barriers to
negotiation and delays progress towards a safe outcome and crisis resolution, which
our data show negotiators must continually manage. This paper focused on how nego-
tiators come to formulate help as something they are there to provide, and as something
that is relevant to the person in crisis. But what implications does offering help have for
someone who has not asked for it, and for whom help might be something they have
previously sought but failed to get? Little research has explored these questions based
on naturally occurring crisis negotiations where the stakes are acutely high and live.

Our analysis has shown that negotiators use formulations of help as a contrasting
device, in response to already-articulated resistance from the person in crisis. We
have shown how negotiators use formulations of help in defense of role legitimacy
and purpose, treated as an offer contrasting the expressed or perceived reasons for
resistance.
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“I’m just here to help” responds to implicit or explicit resistance in crisis negotia-
tions, the implicit resistance seemingly based on persons in crisis equating the catego-
ries “police” and “negotiator” in terms of their presumptive entitlements and role
obligations; that is, an institutional actor who may remove agency from those in
crisis. People in crisis were also found to reject generalized offers of help in explicit
terms, either by contrasting the negotiator’s offer with what they want (or have
already decided to do), or exposing the negotiator’s agenda as different from how
they present themselves.

As we have shown in Extract 3, as soon as negotiators were able to defend their
genuine intentions to help, persons in crisis typically rejected help on the basis of its
irrelevance. The challenge for negotiators is, therefore, to specify help as something
concrete. We saw how, later in encounters, negotiators may proceed to legitimize
help, building concrete proposals made about future actions to resolve the crisis
(Extracts 6 and 7). When formulated as “help,” such proposals were met with contin-
ued and escalated resistance using the very terms negotiators used (Extracts 6 and 10).
However, when negotiators reformulated their proposal to “sort X out,” they were met
with weaker forms of resistance rather than outright rejection, as well as challenges that
nevertheless expanded the sequence underway (Extracts 7–9). The analysis also
showed that, when negotiators shifted the focus onto decisions within the PiC’s terri-
tory of control, progress was made (Extracts 10 and 11).

Our findings suggest that the way to make offers work is not simply to specify their
relevance in terms of PiC’s needs (unidirectionally or bidirectionally), but also in terms
of the precise words used: while PiC would regularly resist or challenge proposals to
“sort out X,” they did not explicitly undermine the act or relevance of “sorting (X) out.”
In contrast, PiCs would explicitly undermine the relevance of “help” (e.g., “that’s help”
in Extract 6). Based on our findings, we suggest that by avoiding defining help as
“help,” negotiators also avoid escalating resistance from persons in crisis towards
the negotiation.

We may understand the persons in crisis’s resistance towards help based on dimen-
sions of epistemic and deontic rights are at stake (see e.g., Heritage, 2012; Stevanovic
& Peräkylä, 2012). Also, we may seek to understand the resistance in terms of who
counts as the benefactors and beneficiaries of offers and proposals (Clayman &
Heritage, 2014). According to this framework, the person putting forward an offer dis-
plays a (benefactive) stance that the offer is genuine and relevant; however, sometimes
the stance does not correspond to the (benefactive) status of the person making the
offer. Clayman and Heritage (2014) refer to benefactive status as “a complex of under-
lying conditions for the action, including such matters as whether a service will be ren-
dered that is of actual benefit to its recipient, whether the performer of the service is
able and willing to perform it, whether the cost to the performer is high or low, and
whether the service is to be performed immediately (a ‘proximal’ service) or at
some later time (a ‘distal’ service)” (p. 58). Consequently, a recipient may also under-
mine the notion that an offer or a proposal put forward is something they can accept.

Such mismatch between benefactive stance and status is evident in our data, but it
remains unclear to what extent aspects of directionality in the offer/proposal sequence
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are of relevance to the type and strength of resistance forthcoming. According to
Clayman and Heritage (2014), offers and proposals are understood as different in
terms of division of labor between the benefactor and beneficiary, offers working uni-
directionally (from the producer to the recipient of the offer) and proposals bidirection-
ally (joint production). However, our analysis did not readily separate offers/proposals
to “help” or “sort (X) out” in terms of directionality, thus, the directionality associated
with offering or proposing help does not seem to fully account for the problem of
accepting assistance. Resistance towards offers and proposals calls when deontic
rights are at stake calls for further enquiry, in terms of whether and how both different
turn designs (including word choices and phrasal constructions other than “help” and
“sort”) and directionality are tied with different outcomes.

It has been suggested that the best help a crisis negotiator can provide is to “remain
calm, poised and in control” (James & Gilliland, 2016, p. 24). Yet there is a persistent
gap between written recommendations, theories, or models of crisis communication—
such as “remain calm,” “listen actively”—and whether and how such phenomenon
occur in negotiation “as it happens” (Boden, 1990). For the New York Police
Department, for example, core negotiation skills comprise their “motto,” which is
“talk to me…we’re here to help.” We have specified elsewhere how qualities like
“remaining calm in a crisis” are actually accomplished through phonetic resources
working in aggregate with turn and action design (Sikveland, 2019)—as well as
whether they are actually effective, or just normatively imagined to be. The current
paper shows that being “here to help”—like “talk to me” (Sikveland & Stokoe,
2020)—reveals a disconnect between the imagined purpose of negotiation and its
empirical reality. This is not to say that the goals of talking and helping are wrong,
but that, like “the cry for help,” mottos and catchphrases that comprise the discourse
of suicide negotiation and prevention may not align with the way the same words
are formulated as actions by the professionals whose job is to interact with persons
in crisis.

Conclusion

The interactional challenges associated with offering help to someone in crisis that we
have identified in this paper underlines the importance of researching help resistance in
situ, including in circumstances where help is not sought in the first place, or is pre-
defined in institutional terms (e.g., on a “helpline”). Our research contributes
towards our understanding of the nature of different forms of resistance and to under-
stand how professionals like crisis negotiators work to minimize or de-escalate the
challenges they face in trying influence people in choosing life over death.
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