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When can behavioral restraint be used? 

 
Behavioral restraint may only be used: 

1. In emergencies to prevent imminent risk 

of physical harm 

2. When other less restrictive approaches 

have failed 

3. For the least amount of time necessary, 

and 

4. In the least restrictive way. 

Reducing or Eliminating Behavioral Restraint in Mental Health Settings 
 

What is behavioral restraint? 

Restraint causes a person to lose his or her 

freedom of movement. This may restrict 

physical activity or normal access to one’s 

body. Behavioral restraint refers to restraint 

that is used in emergency situations, such as 

aggressive or violent behavior that poses an 

immediate, serious risk of physical harm. It 

may include physical force or manual holds. 

It may also include a mechanical device, 

such as straps or leather cuff restraints. Or it 

may include medications or drugs, known as 

chemical restraints. 

How can we reduce the use of behavioral restraint? 

The use of behavioral restraint should be the safety 

measure of last resort. Yet, studies show that staff 

members often use it when an individual is merely 

being loud, disruptive or not following staff direction. 

It often results from a power struggle between staff 

who try to enforce facility rules or direct the 

individual’s behavior and the individual who is 

expressing personal choice. There are many 

alternatives to using behavioral restraint, such as 

recovery-oriented crisis services that focus on working 

with individuals rather than trying to control them 

Are there grievance procedures for the 

inappropriate use of restraint? 

Yes. If you believe that you have been subject to 

unnecessary or improper restraint, your rights may 

have been violated. For more information, contact: 

1. Your County Mental Health Patients’ Rights 

Advocate (MHAP) 

2. California Dept. of Public Health Licensing & 

Certification 

3. Your County Bar Association 

4. Disability Rights California at: 1-800-776-

5746 

 

This information was taken from a draft fact sheet 

from CalMHSA and Disability Rights California.  

Web: http://www.disabilityrightsca.org 

Email: info@disabilityrightsca.org 

Phone: 800-776-5746 

Can behavioral restraint cause human 

suffering and trauma? 

Yes. Behavioral restraint is traumatic and 

may cause physical injury to the individual 

as well as staff. It may cause death even 

when done “safely” and correctly. It is also 

frightening and degrading and can cause 

long-term psychological trauma. 

Are there laws to reduce the use of behavioral 

restraints? 
Yes. All Californians with mental health 

challenges in mental health facilities have a right 

to be free from harm, including unnecessary use 

of excessive restraints. 

When is behavioral restraint improper? 
Restraint must never be used as a “means of coercion, discipline, 

convenience, or retaliation by staff. It should not be used when 

there are less restrictive approaches that can effectively resolve 

the emergency situation. These should be discussed between the 

individual and the treatment team upon admission to a facility. 

Restraint can never be used as a standing order—a new order 

must be made by a qualified professional each time it is used. The 

order for restraint is also time-limited. There must be a timely 

face-to-face assessment of the person after s/he has been 

restrained. Certain practices are especially risky or are prohibited, 

such as face down with the person’s hands restrained behind 

his/her back. There are also requirements for monitoring or 

observing a person who is restrained. 
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