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Introduction

To most of us, the word anger conjures up fearful and unpleasant images. In our minds, this is an emotion we generally associate with scenes of abuse, hurt, violence and destruction. But this dreadful reputation is very unfair to this natural, basic emotion. After all, it is actually designed to be a positive and constructive aid to survival. Its function is to provide us with vital boosts of both physical and emotional energy, just when we are most in need of either protection or healing.

But it is hard to remember the positive nature of anger today. Not only are we bombarded by media stories depicting the awful power of uncontrolled anger, we are also surrounded in our daily life by examples of people desperately trying to pretend that they have risen above this primitive animal emotion. This is not surprising when we consider that most of us were brought up to believe that anger was the response of the unenlightened savage to frustration, threat, violation and loss. As more civilized beings, we were urged, both directly and indirectly, to keep cool and turn the other cheek. Our reward, we were assured, would be a place in heaven  plus fortune, power and happiness in this life as well!

But, many of us, newly empowered with self-awareness and the skills of confidence, are now challenging this myth. We realize that gritting our teeth ruins our health, grinning and bearing it destroys our relationships, and being too nice inhibits our ability both to succeed at work and put right the wrongs of this very unfair world.

However, in making the attempt to reclaim the positive power of anger, I have noticed that disappointment and disillusionment are commonplace. The old habits sometimes seem impossibly hard to break. So, against our better judgement, many of us still find ourselves:


 unable to feel angry, even when we think we should, and so continuing to suffer abuse of our rights

 going over the top with rage at the most inappropriate times and places

 taking out our frustration on our nearest or dearest or those least able to defend themselves

 crying when we would prefer to bawl and shout, or at least argue assertively

 rendered speechless and motionless with fury

 getting stuck in a depression when faced with loss instead of becoming angry and healthily completing our grieving

 being too cowardly and passive in the face of other peoples anger and then torturing ourselves with guilt and shame

 unable to control our own anger, even when those who irritate us may be too young, old or sick to handle our outbursts

 haunted by nightmares or daydreams of spiteful and violent revenge

 running to the doctor with headaches, ulcers and hypertension caused by holding in tight the steam boiling within us.



If the bells of recognition have started ringing, this is certainly the book for you!

Why I Have Written This Book

You may be comforted to know that I have a very personal interest in this subject because I am still struggling myself! I certainly dont pretend to have completely mastered the art of managing anger well, though I know that am getting more and more skilful as the days go by.

In common with very many people I know, I was never taught the art of handling anger as a child  even though the adults around me knew that, because of neglect and injustice, I had plenty of reason to feel more than my fair share of it. So I found myself naturally locking my feelings defensively within myself. On the outside, I became predominantly sweetness and light, and as I grew up, I graduated from being a schoolgirl collector of Good Conduct badges to an enthusiastic but basically cynical do-gooder. Then in my mid-twenties, a serious attempt to take my own life led me to the world of therapy, which mercifully released me from my depression by giving me the permission and space to feel angry.

But, with hindsight, I can see that this therapy was not enough. I needed guidance on how to handle this hitherto alien emotion. It is true that I was able to find some constructive outlets. I used my angry energy to battle on behalf of forgotten clients in the field of mental health but, more often than not, I displayed and vented my anger aggressively. I often obtained the results which I was seeking, but, needless to say, I found that both my personal and professional relationships suffered under the strain.

When, in my thirties, I experienced another major personal crisis in the shape of a marriage breakdown, I became even more aware of how my inability to handle my anger was hurting not just me, but my children as well. So once again I began to strangle and repress it, with the result that my physical health suffered almost disastrously. Luckily, however, in the course of my search for additional professional stimulation (to dull my personal pain), I discovered Assertiveness Training. At last I found a method of help which actually gave me alternative strategies to use in order to help me cope with my own and other peoples negative feelings. Motivated largely by my own personal needs, I began to adapt and expand the ideas of AT and integrate them into my counselling and self-help work. Using also my knowledge and experience of other therapies such as Transactional Analysis, Gestalt and Dramatherapy, I then began to formulate my own strategies under the heading of Assertive Anger. These became further tried and tested as I began to run courses on this specific subject.

More recently, I have become very aware that the mismanagement of anger is not just a problem for the small minority of people who may need the help of a therapist. As I began to expand my work outside the field of mental health, and specialize in helping with the more everyday problems which face the majority of us in the daily course of our lives, I found that almost everyone I met seemed to have some degree of difficulty in handling anger!

Is this a problem of our age, I wonder? Many therapists and counsellors are beginning to think it could be and that, judging by the behaviour of many young people, there could be worse to come. The Director of the Samaritans in Great Britain has cited depression, resulting from unexpressed anger, as one of the most likely causes for the alarming rise in teenage suicides. Similarly, other professional social observers of the young are often heard to blame a build up of anger for the frightening outbreaks of riots and hooliganism.

If the problem is so widespread, we should all be very concerned because, as a society, it seems we have never been in greater need of the positive power of anger and, never under greater threat should this emotion be mismanaged. Mass anger about the injustices in our world and about the threats to our precious planet is, in my opinion, both appropriate and laudable. We should welcome it, because it could help motivate us to preserve what we value. However, if it is allowed to turn negatively inwards, it will weigh us down with disabling apathy and despair  and, if it is directed aggressively outwards, it could destroy us all.

What This Book Offers

While I am not suggesting that a change in the way in which we handle anger can be a cure-all for all the personal and social evils of the world, I do believe that it could dramatically improve very many peoples ability to cope with them. So in this book I have first explored some of the facts and fiction about anger, then introduced a model for managing it both positively and constructively. As I said earlier, I call this model Assertive Anger. A brief outline of its main features can be remembered easily by using the following mnemonic:


Assertive

Non-Violent

Goal-directed

Ethical

Responsible



The latter sections of the book offer practical guidance on ways in which we can work towards achieving this ideal!

In summary, the structure of the book is as follows:


	Part 1: Understanding more about anger is the theoretical section of the book and is designed to help you to understand more about how anger affects our bodies, minds and behaviour. It also explains what the philosophy underpinning the model of Assertive Anger is all about. You will find that there is considerable emphasis on the damage and hurt which both the passive and aggressive methods of handling anger can cause. I hope this will motivate you to read on and complete the practical work in the rest of the book!

	Part 2: Managing our own anger presents a six-step self-help programme which you can use to break old patterns and replace your conditioned responses with new behaviour. Through these exercises you can begin to learn how to express your anger without hurting yourself or others.

	Part 3: How to deal with other peoples anger offers guidelines and exercises to help you take better control of your own feelings when faced with outbursts from others. It also suggests ways in which you can help other people safely unbottle some of their repressed anger, which may be damaging your relationships with them.

	Part 4: Preventative strategies can help you plan ways in which you can alter your general patterns of behaviour and lifestyle, so that you can prevent a build up of unnecessary tension and frustration.

	Part 5: Further reading gives a list of other books which may be of interest and help.



Who Can Be Helped by This Book?

I think this book will be of particular help and interest to people who:


 have already completed some personal development work which has given them an awareness of the difficulties they have with anger

 have persistent relationship difficulties and find it hard to resolve conflicts without hurting themselves or others

 are suffering from health problems or addictions which they have been told, or suspect themselves, may be being caused, or made worse by, their mismanagement of frustration and anger

 are living or working under high levels of pressure and need to take particular care with the management of their emotions

 are bereaved and finding themselves stuck in their grief

 are struggling with mental health problems such as depression, phobias, obsessions and eating disorders

 are trying to help others manage their stress and anger more constructively, e.g. managers, training officers, teachers, community workers, counsellors, nurses and doctors  not to mention millions of concerned and harassed parents!



As I indicated earlier, the ideas in this book have arisen in the main from my own personal experience and my work with people on everyday problems at home and at work. I am very aware that a minority of peoples problems are so severe that their needs cannot be completely met within the scope of a self-help book such as this. For example, I would urge anyone who is prone to serious outbursts of violence, or suspects that they could be, to seek additional help from a professional therapist or doctor.

Similarly I would suggest that anyone who is living or working with someone with such difficulties, or anyone who has suffered serious abuse in the past, should not hesitate to request further professional guidance. A list of helping agencies can usually be found in any good library, social services or health department, or through the many confidential phonelines that now exist to help people living or working under such stress and threat.

How to Use This Book

Ideally this book should be read slowly, over a period of a few weeks, so that its contents can be thought about in the context of the practical experience of living with the issues and problems which it addresses. Alternatively, you could give it a quick read through first and then re-read at a slower pace later, concentrating on the particular sections which are of interest to you.

With regard to the practical work, I feel that this should be undertaken step-by-step, in the order which I have suggested. I have found that good foundation work in any personal development programme makes the learning of new skills so much faster and more secure.

The exercises have been designed for individuals to do in the course of reading this book, but they could easily be adapted for use in a self-help group or training programme.

Finally, feel free to alter and experiment creatively with any of my ideas and exercises. Never forget that this book is intended to be a self-help resource and not a Bible!

Introduction to the 2000 Edition

Its hard to believe that it was only 10 years ago that I was advised (quite rightly!) that there was no mass market interest in the subject of anger. However, nowadays stories centring around the latest kind of rage phenomena are part of the staple diet of many newspapers and TV programmes. In addition we are constantly being confronted by the rising temperature of feeling among so many groups of ordinary people. Just think how freely the words anger or fury are seen in the headlines of features about traditionally passive groups such as nurses, people with disabilities, and pensioners.

But I dont believe that it is just concern and fear about these issues that is driving the growing demand for more enlightenment on managing anger. What is on the minds of most people I meet has much more to do with everyday concerns. Chiefly, they want to know how to control their own increasing inclination or tendency to be a slave to their own temper! They no longer want their anger to put pressure on their hearts, hurt their kids, ruin their relationships or threaten their careers.

This is great news for me. (And not just because it proves that there is, after all, a market for this book!) I believe that this open acknowledgement of peoples personal struggle with anger could be the first step towards two potential revolutions. First, it could radically improve the way we relate to each other  at home, at work and in the wider world. And secondly, it could revolutionize the way we manage our increasingly pressurized lifestyles.

Ten years ago, those people who are now openly asking for help might have felt hopelessly imprisoned and terrorized by their frustration and anger. They would probably have sunk into a state of chronic apathy and depression  and, in so doing, rendered themselves powerless.

One of the central messages of this book is that when anger is well managed it can do just the opposite: It can be an empowering and positive force. Under our control we can use it to energize ourselves into taking the kind of courageous and constructive action we should take if we want to have happier lives, more successful societies and a planet which will survive many more centuries.

But equally, as we are now witnessing, if we continue to lift the lid on our emotions before we have the tools and techniques to express anger safely, we risk unleashing the potentially deadly force of uncontrolled rage.

So, although I am pleased to see that in the last 10 years anger management has emerged from the shadows and is now seen as a credible way of helping people with emotional problems, it is still rarely discussed in schools, the workplace or at home. It is one of my dreams to see this happen. The alternative is to continue to leave people to learn the hard way. This hit-and-miss route is the one my own learning took. So I know first-hand what a trail of unnecessary hurt and devastated dreams it can leave in its wake. I do hope that you will find this new, revised self-help programme a much easier way to get to grips with the fire and passion inside you!



ONE
Understanding More About Anger





CHAPTER 1
Angers Journey from Stimulus to Response

My understanding of anger is that it is a natural emotional response which has evolved to help us cope with:


 threat

 hurt

 violation

 frustration



Unless we are very extraordinary human beings, or we live extraordinarily sheltered lives, all of us will experience this feeling in some degree or other at very regular intervals throughout our lives. After all, from the moment we first travel down that frustratingly narrow birth canal to the days when old age robs us of dependable health and strength, the very act of living persistently presents us with potential triggers of our anger response.

The symptoms of anger are not just to be found in our emotions, but also in our bodies, minds and behaviour. The exact nature of each individuals response to the hurts and frustrations of their lives at any given time will depend on very many factors.

The Stimuli

Lets begin by looking at the stage when the anger response is first triggered. There are three basic variables which are going to affect the emotional journey from stimulus to response:


	The extent of the threat, hurt, violation or frustration. This could be very minimal or it could be extensive. There is, of course, a difference between having our place usurped in a queue at the supermarket and having our place usurped in the queue for promotion, or between having our purse snatched and having our house thoroughly ransacked and burgled. Generally speaking, the greater the extent of the hurt or violation, the greater the anger we might expect.

	The cause of the damage or frustration. An act which is perceived as wilfully malicious, such as a premeditated murder, will usually elicit a different response than one which is considered to be accidental or an act of God such as a natural disaster. Similarly, we are likely to respond differently to frustration which is caused by an innocent young child or a handicapped person than to that which is caused by a healthy adult in full command of their reason.

	The likelihood of the anger trigger. For example, those of us who live in Britain may react more phlegmatically to a late train than do people who live in countries where trains are invariably on time! Similarly, if we are forewarned about a hurt or possible loss, our emotional reaction tends to be less intense than when we are taken by surprise by a traumatic event.



As you have been reading this you have already begun to hear buts echoing in your mind as you are reminded of several exceptions to the above rules. You may know someone who always gets uptight over the most trivial of frustrations, but who has taken a major catastrophe in their stride. You could even live with someone who goes mad when they think that you have borrowed their pen or their coat without permission, but is able to remain cool, calm and collected in the face of more serious violations of their rights. You may even yourself have found that you coped better when shocked by a sudden major loss than on the occasions when you have had plenty of time to prepare yourself for the worst. So, yes, the picture is even more complicated!

[image:  ]

We can see just how tortuous angers journey can be from the moment of the first hint of a trigger, to the feeling itself being stimulated, through to a response which we can actually feel or see. It is as though each potential stimulus to anger is strained through a web of complicated filters before it reaches its destination. In later chapters we will consider aspects of the process in more depth, as gaining a better understanding of our own personal version of it is an important step towards taking control.

But for the moment lets take a brief general overview of each of the stimuli. You may be interested to know that I did try to work out in my own mind which of the following factors usually had the most significant impact  and failed abysmally! Each time I put one at the top of the list, I could think of an example of an anger reaction which seemed to denote that it should be placed at the bottom. (Maybe some psychology research student reading this would like a new challenge?)

ENVIRONMENT

The setting in which we experience the anger trigger can play a very important part in the emotional journey. For example, take a moment to imagine your different reactions to someone bumping into you in the following environments:


 a stuffy, crowded underground train (I might react with a little verbal abuse!)

 a lively noisy party (I might react with a humorous aside.)

 a bus queue on a bitterly cold day (I might grit my teeth and think thats typical!)

 a queue for the beach bar on a tropical island (I might not even notice.)

 the stand at a football match (I wouldnt be surprised.)

 in the corridor at work (I would expect an apology and be mad if I didnt get one.)

 in a store which is being evacuated because of a bomb scare (I might bump them back if I were very frightened.)



I imagine that, like my own, your reactions would vary according to the kind of climate you were in, the amount of personal space you had and the noise levels around you. Research is proving that not only can these more obvious environmental factors play a part in fanning the flames of anger, but that there are also other elements which we need to take into account. One of these is air pollution which, in the form of noxious chemical odours, tobacco smoke and ozone-related smog, can also wield considerable negative influence.

CULTURE

There are many factors in this anger filter as well. They range from the kind of country in which you were born to the company culture you work with or the generation to which you belong. We shall be looking at these in more detail later, but just to start you thinking on these lines, use your imagination again to look at the different responses there might be to the news of redundancy from these various people from differing cultural backgrounds:


 a woman brought up in a country where it is normal for a man to be the breadwinner (she might)

 a man brought up in a community where 50 per cent of the workforce is unemployed

 someone living in a paradise where violence has never been known

 a person who has religious beliefs that God is in control and has a reason for every apparent set-back

 a person brought up in a family where every adversity was seen as an opportunity to prove courage and worth

 a comedian working in a pantomime.



So the culture in which we were brought up and the culture in which we live will shape the kind of response we make to any threat, hurt or frustration. In fact, our culture may influence whether we even notice the trigger. When I am teaching assertiveness training, for example, I find it is very common for some people not even to recognize when they are receiving a put-down, because it seems so ordinary (usually because that sort of remark was given in almost every other sentence throughout their childhood). Others, who come from much more genteel pastures, may have a tendency to overreact to the same remark, even when it is given in the spirit of a gentle tease.

EMOTIONAL STATE

When we are feeling happy and positive, how much easier it seems to be to absorb the odd knock or two than when we are feeling down and stressed. Perhaps you can recall walking through the rain or driving through a snowstorm during a period when you were passionately in love. You may not have noticed the puddles and quite possibly if a passing lorry driver splashed you with a shower of mud, you might have merely reacted with a shrug and friendly smile. But imagine the same walk or drive after a boring and depressing day at work  I doubt if the same lorry driver would recognize you and your reactions! Similarly, a waiter serving a cold cup of coffee at a station buffet when you are en route to an important interview might hear a different tone in your complaining voice than would a waiter serving you an even colder cup while you are relaxing in a Mediterranean cafe.

PHYSICAL HEALTH

I am writing this at a time of year when everyone around me seems to be in the grip of some minor viral infection  and irritability is therefore also in the air. The shopkeeper who chooses this week to short-change a man with a cold or a New Year hangover runs the risk of enraging him; a similar mistake enacted upon the same man when he is at
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