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Advance praise for Overcoming Passive-Aggression


“Murphy and Oberlin have written a practical, straightforward book on overcoming hidden anger. Through the use of numerous real-life examples, they weave a path through the pain, stress, desire, and control that are associated with passive-aggression. They offer solid wisdom, guidance, and advice for uncovering it in family, school, and workplace relationships. Most importantly, they offer and discuss valuable tools for easing it in oneself and others, including mindfulness, forgiveness, laughter, praise, and effective listening. Written for both a lay and professional audience, readers will come back to this book time and again as a resource for managing their overall mental health and well being.”


—PAUL GIONFRIDDO, President and CEO, Mental Health America; author of Losing Tim: How Our Health and Education Systems Failed My Son with Schizophrenia


“Chronically irritable, blaming, undermining, and downright toxic, the passive-aggressive’s concealed anger is destined to wreak havoc in relationships, in families, and on the job. Murphy and Oberlin shine the light of hope on this personality style and show readers the antidote to passive-resistance and malignant anger. This book is certain to be a game changer for passive-aggressive people, those who love them, and the mental health professionals who struggle to help them.”


—W. BRAD JOHNSON, PhD, author of Crazy Love: Dealing with Your Partner’s Problem Personality


“This book shines the spotlight on passive-aggression, which lives below the radar. Well researched and loaded with up-to-date examples, practical strategies abound in this outstanding book.”


—JEFFREY BERNSTEIN, PhD, author of 10 Days to a Less Defiant Child


“The revision of the excellent Overcoming Passive-Aggression is most welcome, providing a comprehensive understanding and coping strategies for passive faces of anger, while also addressing hostile and aggressive teens, intimate relationships, and passive anger that is threatening to children and divorce. I will continue to recommend this book to my angry patients with even more enthusiasm.”


—W. ROBERT NAY, PhD, author of Taking Charge of Anger, Second Edition


“Tim Murphy and Loriann Oberlin have written an informative and lucid description of a prevalent and insidious psychological mechanism. Passive-aggression is maladaptive and detrimental, not just for the person manifesting this behavior but, for those toward whom it is directed. Understanding how to recognize, manage, and ultimately resolve such behaviors can be, not just therapeutic but, liberating.”


—JEFFREY LIEBERMAN, MD, Chair of Psychiatry, Columbia University College of Physicians and Surgeons; Psychiatrist in Chief, New York Presbyterian Hospital; past President, APA; author of Shrinks: The Untold Story of Psychiatry


Praise for the previous edition


“Murphy, a psychologist and member of Congress, and Oberlin (coauthors of The Angry Child) closely examine how this kind of anger, called passive-aggressive, can undermine sufferers and their relationships and make life generally miserable. . . . While acknowledging the complexity of the problem, the work provides ample opportunity (and exercises) for personal growth regardless of whether you are on the giving or receiving end of passive aggression.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Overcoming Passive-Aggression is not just a clear, concise description of a common problem; it’s an invaluable tool to help you deal with it.”


—MARGUERITE KELLY, family advice columnist for the Washington Post


“. . . scientifically well-grounded, beautifully written, and eminently practical in its discussion of . . . the expression of anger, direct and hidden.”


—THEODORE MILLON, PhD, DSc, Professor of Psychiatry, Harvard University, author of Personality Disorders in Modern Life


“Overcoming Passive-Aggression helps passive-aggressives deal with their hidden anger and offers their targets ways to cope and manage.”


—MARTIN KANTOR, MD, author of Passive-Aggression: A Guide for the Therapist, the Patient, and the Victim
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The insights presented in this book stem from previously published literature; the former psychological practice of Tim Murphy, PhD; the current clinical practice of Loriann Oberlin, MS, LCPC; and our own observations of human behavior.


All anecdotes in this book are composites crafted to illustrate certain concepts. Fictitious names and details have been added, and thus any similarities between the anecdotes presented in this book and any actual person, living or deceased, is entirely coincidental.


We wish to make it clear that this book is not meant as a substitute for professional counseling or psychological help. We hope to raise awareness of problematic behaviors such as hidden anger, and we encourage healthy coping strategies as well as the appropriate self-expression of thoughts and feelings, including anger. We hope that you will learn a great deal and perhaps recommend this book to others who may benefit as well.









To Thomasina and Luca, my grandchildren,


and to the next generation for whom


we must make this a better world.


—Tim


To my sons, Andy and Alex,


with thanks for their support and


pride in all that they achieve.


—Loriann









Introduction


I’VE PRACTICED PSYCHOLOGY NOW FOR MORE THAN FORTY YEARS, served as a Pennsylvania legislator for six, been a member of the US House of Representatives for fourteen years (as I write this), and I’ve contributed numerous articles and books along these journeys. In this second edition of a hidden anger book, I’m saddened to say that many interpersonal interactions are not only just dysfunctional but now that dysfunction is even more pervasive. Hiding anger in an underhanded, hurtful, gotcha-now manner has become the go-to choice for a society that’s losing its ability to know how to identify a problem and solve it in a respectful way. People confuse getting even with getting results and in so doing feed their own dysfunction. It’s childish . . . and ugly. It’s no wonder that the first edition of Overcoming Passive-Aggression sold well and has become a guide for many in dealing with personal, relationship, and work messes.


I sometimes joke that this book should be the field guide to surviving politics and Congress. Here’s a glimpse into that world: people will say to a bill’s creator that they support a particular piece of legislation only to tell leadership “please don’t run that bill.” Mixed message? You bet it is. Sometimes staff or other members won’t read a bill but will criticize it anyway. A member may declare to be a friend in public but then raise millions to get the supposed buddy out of office. I call this high-stakes passive-aggression. Most people in government are there for the right reason, but it takes a few to make a mess of a good institution.


Yet Congress, like any system or group of people, is a mirror of society. If you elect someone running on a platform of “I’m mad as hell and headed to the Capitol just to yell more about it,” you should not be surprised when that official spends more time picking fights instead of finding solutions. In these pages, we’ll show how to use your passion for betterment and effectively put an end to future ugliness. As we outline in the ten traits we have created in our books, angry people make their own misery. End making yours.


—Congressman Tim Murphy, PhD
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AUTHORS LOVE IT WHEN THEIR BOOK INFLUENCES THE READING public. Overcoming Passive-Aggression hit psychology shelves at bookstores years ago, and became popular with readers who saw themselves, their colleagues, and their loved ones in its pages.


Working as a licensed mental health counselor, I know that if you dig deep enough into any group of people, you will find very disparate communication styles and coping mechanisms. Since this book’s debut, poor behavior has been showcased even more frequently on reality shows and situation comedies that millions tune in to, often after exposure to the same poor behavior at work or in school. For these people, it’s no laughing matter.


What’s sad, however, is the occasional journalistic attention granted to media where nasty barbs, indirect innuendo, and even explosive rants make the newsfeed each evening or are posted on social media. Sensationalizing invites more embellishing, and as we know, doing the same thing and expecting a different result gets us no place productive. Counterproductive communication is all around us. In my work, I’ve seen schoolchildren tormented enough by the sly bully that they end up truant, teens who ponder suicide rather than face the vicious rumors social media exposed them to, and couples who censure each other with a diet of disrespect only to become defensive when called out on such ineffective behavior.


This book is written in both of our voices, and for clarity, we will sometimes insert one of our names when needed. Because we write about both genders, we’ll alternate pronouns, sometimes using he, other times she. This new edition of Overcoming Passive-Aggression is updated throughout, with two new chapters. One chapter focuses on how hidden anger takes root in childhood and flourishes in adolescence. Another addresses failed relationships, which are often dissolved in divorce. The battlegrounds created prove costly to people’s money and happiness, and often children become the innocent casualties. We’ve also added a section for clinicians and lay people alike. We know that your time is valuable. This revised edition has quick take-away tips you can implement immediately. New material explains how not to put your health and happiness at risk.


Because much bitterness exists on the periphery of people’s lives, we know that this book will aid readers daily; most of you put up with difficult, seething souls either in your personal lives, work, or school.


If any of our composite sketches resonate with you personally, it’s likely because your struggle is the same as someone else’s. If something strikes a chord, we hope you’ll recommend this book to others and follow us online for additional opportunities to connect and learn about this topic.


—Loriann Oberlin, MS, LCPC









PART 1


Passive-Aggression & Hidden Anger Explained
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What Is Passive-Aggression Anyway?


NICK CONTRIBUTED CONSISTENTLY TO HIS DEPARTMENT AND ENJOYED working alongside Brendan, a colleague turned friend. When Travis replaced Brendan in a reorganization, however, Nick wondered if Travis had nudged Brendan aside. Nick and other members of his team got tired of hearing Travis say, “Where I worked before, we did this . . .” or “that worked out better.”


“Give Travis a try,” Louisa, the boss, directed, not justifying her hiring decision. Yet the team criticized via text messages and e-mails: “Look how that guy dresses. And that annoying ring tone!”


One day, Travis offered suggestions on a project that the team knew would never work. Rather than tell Travis when he asked for feedback, teammates showered him with praise, and thus, he wrote up his plan.


The day Travis presented the project, it fell completely flat. Travis’s jaw dropped when not one of his colleagues came to his aid. The presentation was so off the mark that even the boss said, “Maybe check with your team rather than reinvent the wheel.”


In this office, good enough never had the chance to become great. The team would never see crowning accolades, nor bonuses. They maintained their mediocrity via rejection, resentment, and revenge. No one really won, but in some sick way, that doesn’t matter to the passive-aggressive person for whom even a morsel of revenge outweighs a lack of success.


On the surface, this passive-aggressive team camouflaged sabotage with public compliments that turned bitter privately. Throughout this book, we’ll show you how to raise your radar and distinguish between people who hide anger and those who back their words with action. Whether at work or in your personal life, we’ll help you change or end the passive-aggression that’s within your grasp and cope with it when mired in it.


Anger, always triggered by some other powerful emotion, resides in everyone. You can choose to work through it, control it, and move past it. Decades of research concludes: happy people live longer, more productive and satisfying lives. Unremitting, anger can even be deadly.1


If you or someone you know harbors more than temporary anger, even as a semi-permanent trait, count upon looming, dark clouds and storms, clashes with other people, more than the ordinary challenges at work, and, in romance, forget a dozen roses, except maybe for the thorns. Intimate relationships will likely become quicksand or constant struggle. Anger can precipitate the decline of one’s mental and physical health.


We will unravel the differences between open anger and forms so under the radar that the NSA might face challenges in finding it. We’ll define, explain, and unpack passive-aggression, citing its weary hold on friendships, marriages, and families; within the workplace and school; even behind the doors of therapy sessions. Hidden anger encompasses much more than passive-aggressive behavior, but by far that’s the most familiar form, so we provide it center stage. Self-absorption, chronic depression, strong personality traits, and other conditions equally sidetrack relationships, career success, and overall contentment. We will help you see inside the mind of a bitter person anchored in criticism and negativity, entwining themselves—and you—in the dock lines as their tide rises. Most struggle to stay above water. We’ll show you how to swim toward calm waters.


AGGRESSIVE ANGER VERSUS HIDDEN ANGER


It’s sometimes okay to be angry, but it’s never okay to be mean. Aggressive anger is powerful, visible, and immediate. Aggressive anger takes the form of a threat, scream, physical blow, or broken or destroyed object. It’s an in-your-face attack. There is another type, however, that’s subtle, covert, and not easy to spot. Hidden anger, cloaked and disguised, may take time to effect true damage, since it’s shrouded in other words or deeds.


The immediate consequences of hidden anger aren’t often apparent, especially with passive-aggression, where anger is secretly expressed but in an outwardly docile, consequence-free way. Passive-aggression often manifests in not doing some required or helpful action. Someone might forget to pick you up on time, not put money in the meter so that you get a fine, lose your keys so that you’re inconvenienced, or delay giving you a report until you have no choice but to present material unrehearsed. Hidden anger might be a late child support payment, silence when someone awaits an answer, or not filling the car with gas. It might also look half-right, half-wrong, like filing a report in the wrong drawer so it’s as good as lost or withholding information that someone needs or requests.


The tenet we cited—that anger is sometimes okay but should never be mean—is important to bear in mind. As a psychologist and licensed counselor, respectively, we have often used that reminder with children and adults alike. Whether in a political campaign, the corporate boardroom, your cubicle, at the dinner table, or in the school cafeteria, our anger expressions are meaningful barometers of what’s going on in our lives.


DEFINING HIDDEN ANGER


Not always the demon most of us might think, anger is a powerful response triggered by another negative emotion, which results in an attack of variable intensity that is not always appropriate. That triggering emotion could be sadness, jealousy, fear, embarrassment, or another difficult feeling. Hidden anger has some of these components, but to truly embrace this concept we see it as the following:




	
Indirect, incongruent, and unproductive behavior


	Subtle, manipulative actions, inactivity, or even crimes of omission


	Consciously planned, intentional, or slyly vindictive; or it can be unconscious


	Part of a dysfunctional pattern of dealing with and diminishing others in a shrewd way


	Often payback for a grudge or pain inflicted out of envy or perceived unfairness


	Allowing the perpetrator to deny responsibility for it and often to appear as the victim


	Stalling because it doesn’t move toward resolution; it blocks resolution


	Motivated by the intent to hurt, annoy, or destroy


	Triggered by needs that haven’t been met or based on irrational fears/beliefs


	Never positive because of its manipulative and indirect nature


	Toxic to relationships and groups of people, especially over time


	Self-perpetuating, powerful, and rarely, if ever, appropriate


	A power play to establish pecking order





If hidden anger is unleashed upon you, you’ll potentially feel like the bad character. You can sense a problem, only you’re not sure who is responsible, why it’s happening, or what to do about it. Often, it’s socially acceptable, excused because it’s so covert. You may wonder if you made some mistake.


Passive-aggressive people possess keen skills: manipulation tops the list. They can have handy alibis and display a cunning charm. Ignorant of what’s truly happening, others grant free passes for the behavior until they catch on and challenge or hold the person accountable. Teachers, bosses, doctors, judges, coworkers, even loved ones essentially give passive-aggressors the benefit of the doubt. Not until they slip up, forget to cover their tracks, or simply accrue too much reasonable doubt are they taken to task. They can redirect their contempt no further. Never wishing to fall from others’ graces, they offer further explanation to keep socially masking their true intent with “You should have told me,” or “I can’t get over how sensitive you’ve become.”


Since this phenomenon was first identified, mental health researchers have revised their theories and nomenclature to explain why those on the receiving end of this maddening behavior have trouble determining whether it’s intentional or not. Words such as ambivalent, negative, and oppositional have appeared within the definition of passive-aggression. Actually, they all describe what happens. For instance, the passive-aggressor vacillates between wishing for independence and depending upon others. The person may say he’d like to take a more active role at work (or at home) but veers away from responsibility when given the opportunity for action. The “dirty trick” or underhanded tactics used by this person account for the negativity. The retaliatory “get back” behavior of obstruction or resistance, much like Nick and his colleagues displayed in our example, is most assuredly oppositional.


Passive-aggression, in the bigger hidden-anger picture, can look like some or all of the following:




	Chronic irritability and chronic depression


	Self-absorption/narcissism/vanity (an entitlement personality)


	Low self-esteem, weak boundaries, and family enmeshment


	Self-destructive behavior or acting out


	Aggression that gets redirected onto a safer target or scapegoat


	Substance abuse and addictive behavior


	Social immaturity


	Unacceptable conduct that’s excused for many reasons





Something else incites or sparks anger because anger is always a reaction to some other event or emotion. We’re not built with some invisible button that, when pressed, causes anger. Rather, our emotional reactions are shaped and directed by our experiences, thoughts, and interpretations. Two different people may react in two entirely different ways to the same word, gesture, or action.


Here’s how it works: Someone makes a statement. We interpret it based upon who says it and what that person and their statement mean to us. Our interpretation triggers our emotional reaction. Let’s say your friend reports, “I’d have called you sooner, but I didn’t get your message until today.” That sentence can provoke two different reactions depending upon whether you think your friend wasn’t telling the truth or had been genuine—perhaps traveling and unavailable.


At times, the thoughts and feelings that trigger anger can serve a valuable purpose and have a positive intent and outcome. When the world seems out of control, you can channel the spikes in cortisol, hormones, blood pressure, and heart rate to fuel your own focus, cooperation, leadership, creativity, and ambition for good. This fosters optimism, hope, empathy, and understanding. Indeed, the frustrations that could lead to anger, when channeled appropriately, can instead lead you to catch yourself, pause, rethink the situation, and then engage in the higher emotional intelligence of healthy, honest, and direct communication, which is far more useful (productive anger).


As well, if you manage yourself and your reactivity for fear that too much honesty will spark someone’s explosive anger, tucking away your angry feelings, at least temporarily, focuses on problem resolution. This reflects a positive motive and outcome rather than manipulation, passivity, or avoidance (unproductive anger). Ignoring rather than counterarguing or venting provides better long-term results.


Let’s put human faces and circumstances to this new definition of hidden anger, looking at intent and outcome. Watch for our key words and portraits that possibly describe people you know.


CASE #1 PROFESSIONAL JEALOUSY


Three law school classmates—Wade, Crystal, and Shannon—agreed on a four-step process. Graduate, pass the bar, gain experience, and set up their law practice. Wade and Crystal, graduating a year earlier, led the plan. Wade clerked for a judge while Crystal worked as a paralegal. Then they set up shop. As Shannon stored away her cap and gown, her friends had a job ready where she could gain experience and offset their rent, split three ways. The trio worked well for ten months, until Shannon got chosen by a local TV reporter to comment upon a news-making case and the daily paper asked her to pen a weekly Q&A column. Wade whispered to Crystal, “What gives?”


Both Wade and Crystal said they were happy for Shannon, but their downturned looks convinced otherwise. Each Thursday, the same day the column appeared, the newspaper mysteriously disappeared from the waiting area, and the lunchroom copy cradled the morning’s coffee grounds in the trash.


CASE #2 REDIRECTED GRUDGES


Overwhelmed parents, Jan and Lester, along with five children comprise the Smith household. Twins (Morgan and Michael) are significantly older, with a sixteen-year gap between them and the youngest child. Whenever Jan or Lester asks the twins to do chores or to shuttle a younger sibling, Michael complies whereas Morgan forgets or follows through so very begrudgingly—sarcastic or critical of her siblings—that the family is driven to tears from her subtle hostility. Home from college, Morgan reaches into a cabinet, hiking her sleeve, to reveal cut marks on her arm. Shocked, Jan confronts Morgan about the thin scars, which Morgan at first denies. Later, the girl tearfully breaks down, admitting that she does this to herself to hide feeling abandoned by their mom. She says that her younger siblings remind her of those disregarded needs.


Many children become resentful if nudged out of special attention. Most family members adapt to their new roles, but the attention once showered upon Morgan and Michael abruptly shifted as their brothers and sisters were born, and this may have led to Morgan’s present-day grudges. Deep-seated indignation self-perpetuates to toxic levels if not talked through. While the perceived unfairness gets targeted to the siblings, we’ll detail how the parents may be the primary, albeit inconvenient and less safe targets.


CASE #3 BACK HOME ON THE COUCH


Elena, the only child of Mateo and Marcela, recently completed her college degree at age twenty-five. Her South American parents knew struggle and valued the education and hard work that brought success. But Elena faced the Millennial generation’s graduation gift: recessionary unemployment. Following graduation, her parents had funded Elena’s passion—the visual arts—providing even more courses. They clipped classifieds and browsed career websites for her now that she was home. They did this after long work days and transit commutes, though they’d find Elena sprawled on the family room sofa, smartphone in one hand and remote control in the other, a toppled bowl of chips half-stomped into the carpet.


“I texted you to do chores today,” Marcela scolded. “You can’t help out but can count LIKES on Facebook.”


“What happened to ‘Hi, how was your day?’” Elena mumbled. “You make me feel like crap.”


Did Mateo and Marcela unwittingly set up a bothersome blame trap? Keep reading to find out.


CASE #4 DIVORCING THE ENTITLED SPOUSE


Sunita and Deepak had an arranged marriage. Educated in the United States, their values reflected high family expectations. Decades later, Deepak had twice cheated on Sunita, belittled her nursing career, and stepped into fatherhood mostly to show off their four kids on trips to India. He constantly reminded everyone about his doctoral degree in philosophy. For as much as he professed to his university classes, his actions lacked the wisdom that should have come with education.


Two of their children sought therapy after striving for straight As in AP classes and the loud arguments that ensued when they fell short. Another saw a GI specialist for an upset stomach. Sunita had had enough. Her saved bonuses funded a divorce attorney. Predictably, Deepak turned more manipulative, accusing her of having someone on the side (she didn’t; he did). Even her family pleaded: “How could you disgrace the family?”


Threatening to never give Sunita a dime—even from marital property—Deepak took a sabbatical to lower his wages. When questioned, he used his Dr. title, often making third parties believe he was a medical doctor or a psychologist, whichever fit his purposes. He would “pay back” Sunita by depriving her, because he felt entitled to her, his children, and the perfect life she had disrupted. To Deepak, the lost income was worth the revenge.


These scenarios—jealous colleagues, a resentful teen, overfunctioning parents and an immovable daughter, as well as the entitled, vindictive spouse—illustrate hidden anger with persistent patterns of indirect, often manipulative, behavior. Sometimes this is very intentional; other times, it remains hidden even from the perpetrator, who is unaware of his redirected anger. In most of these examples, the perpetrator escapes blame or responsibility. “Aren’t all families frazzled?” some could claim, or “I just forgot,” or “I’m saving my kids from divorce.” Yes, there can be sensible excuses for behavior, but when the need for revenge, self-pity, and jealousy overshadow reason, trouble ensues.


With our legal colleagues, what did Shannon’s success mean for her two supposed friends and mentors who had each agreed to establish the office and work collegially?


Families routinely add siblings and most reestablish a cohesive bond. It’s not uncommon that parents have the benefit of higher income and the school of scraped knees and sleepless nights to change both their perspective and how they subsequently parent younger children. In other words, older sibs often have it tougher than younger ones. Yet how did Michael become more easygoing than his aggrieved sister Morgan, whose noncompliance and sarcasm made her discontent manifest?


The couch-confined daughter could retract her snarky comments with “I was just joking” or “I didn’t really mean it.” In a divorce, people aim to differentiate themselves, sometimes to uncooperative extremes, because they failed at this developmental task during adolescence. People who conceal their inner angry feelings say things to save face, to be socially accepted, because recognition is a core need for them, and very often they do this within their families of origin.


Passive-aggressive people slickly brush off blame. You react, and they are the misunderstood victims. They win on two counts, so they gain attention twice and dump anger on you, to boot. Even if they are not totally aware of how and why they behave as they do, it’s a well-rehearsed outcome that achieves results.


Vacillation is a key component. Too often a person who hides anger does so because he can’t really make up his mind whether he should depend on or need the other person. His uncertainty gets channeled into a power move: “I’m independent, free at last, and better than him, too!” With our frazzled family, it might be hard for Morgan to speak to her parents. Years ago, she didn’t feel she could safely tell them that she wasn’t ready for “big girl” caretaking duties, that she still needed her parents’ guidance. To have spoken up then—or now—feels threatening. Every time Morgan is asked to cooperate, her overlooked inner child cries out to prove something to her parents. She can’t possibly alienate them, so Morgan redirects her frustration onto her siblings, the household, even her own skin.


AN UNWELCOME TARGET


Anger never exists in a vacuum. There’s usually a target. Victims of another person’s wrath know how unsettling veiled hostility can be, how it can cause an adult to finally differentiate from a family whose goals and values are dissimilar; a worker to want to change jobs; or a spouse to leave a marriage. We have both counseled enough children to know the true hurt and confusion this causes when divorcing parents use passive-aggression. We believe that when children are old enough to gain their own insights, they see any negative light parents may conceal. That became evident when a teenage girl named Nina came close to the breaking point because her divorced parents couldn’t communicate. Dad worked long hours. Her mother pretended her e-mail was down—except when her boyfriend or office messaged. “Tell your mother your uniform payment is due Friday,” Nina’s father would say. Her mom would retort, “See, he doesn’t even support your cheerleading.” This infuriated Nina. She quietly seethed inside and quit the sport when her pent-up voice could have been cheering on her school’s team. Instead, every practice, every Friday night game that Nina stayed home reminded her of what she tried to escape. To survive, Nina must learn how to calmly and assuredly take a stand, even within her fractured family.


Nina has to end the faulty pattern. She will not quickly forget how their lack of skill made her feel uncomfortable, yet she will have to work at trusting them in the future. Not only did Nina’s parents’ passive-aggression damage their bond with her, but Nina is also at risk for mismanaging her own anger if she doesn’t learn to develop her own assertiveness.


How do you know when someone is being passive-aggressive or when he truly is overwhelmed and forgetful or maybe honestly miscalculated and made a mistake? There’s no easy answer.


Say a staff member not only made your airline reservation too late, placing you in a back middle seat, but also forgot to order the necessary materials for an important meeting. Days before the event, her mistake means wasted hours spent gathering last-minute, makeshift supplies.


Is this person really incompetent? Forgetful? Well, if you know she’s got proven job talents, excellent references, and received your request months ago, then you have reason to believe she might have silently exerted power or discharged hidden anger. But even then, you may not know unless you debrief and simply ask what happened. An honest employee would come right out with the reason, such as “I wrote down the wrong date,” and tell you how it would not happen again. Even then, did she intentionally inconvenience you? Get overwhelmed with other problems? Time will tell.


As you read, you’ll learn about different actions and behaviors that, all told, might help you to draw faster conclusions; however, psychology is not a coherent, linear science. Too often pop psychology allows us to believe that the cause of something leads pretty easily to a closely related effect or conclusion. It’s simply not a smooth transition; our own temperaments, personalities, environments, attitudes, and interpretations play big roles in shaping us. How we interpret a situation can have a bigger impact upon determining our reaction than the situation itself. A few incidents of forgetfulness might mean something entirely different from passive-aggression.


In the classroom, if a teacher spots a student displaying forgetfulness, as well as impulsivity, blurting out answers, and falling off task, it might mean that student has attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and is not passive-aggressive at all. When an especially organized adult whose mind would ordinarily be on top of many details forgets information, might this sudden lapse have something to do with an accident she suffered? Traumatic or other brain injuries slow and sometimes overwhelm a person’s thinking. Veterans adjusting to combat traumas may be distracted by troubling memories. Forgetfulness in older adults frequently raises suspicions of dementia, and stress interferes with everyone’s memory, attention, and learning.


At work, low morale could indicate hidden hostility such as the disgruntled worker who isn’t happy with his current position. He might be afraid to conduct a job search. Remaining passive and staying with the known versus the unknown circumvents his taking risks. “The certainty of misery is preferable to the misery of uncertainty,” the late Virginia Satir, a pioneer of family therapy, once said.


Because the worker is stuck and doesn’t feel he can openly express his anger, he might intentionally do a lousy job or let mistakes slide until he infuriates or trips up his boss or coworkers. Ambivalence begets errors, the cost of which can be terribly expensive, even deadly. Imagine important safety measures left off products or hazards created by consciously careless employees who have a “get back” attitude. When employees stage a work stoppage by calling in sick in droves, it’s a passive-aggressive way of making a point, and could well backfire against their intentions.


Often, inciting anger in another is the conscious or unconscious goal of people disguising their own anger. Why? Anger is so uncomfortable to them that they cast it onto another person, thereby getting to experience it vicariously, so that they don’t have to take any responsibility for it. With no direct expression of anger, they can live comfortably without risking consequences. They hold fear in check by having it both ways—they remain passive, but by pulling off a slick move, they show their aggression.


We can apply this same premise to any anger concealer caught red-handed. She might use the common retort “I’m not angry!” Yet you’ve determined mean-spirited intent and have seen (maybe felt) the poor outcome. Sure she was angry, but she denies it. To do otherwise stirs too many fears and forces her to confront what she puts great energy toward avoiding. If she admits openly to her true feelings, she might risk the relationship, and well . . . she can’t, because she’s dependent upon you.


When a person doesn’t deny his concealed aggression, he sometimes retracts an angry response with fence-mending words, contrition, or both. Occasionally, it’s too late to repair the damage and the dreams gone astray. Unless there is new insight and a commitment to change, hidden anger can often be the root of life’s disappointments that lie shrouded in excuses and a lifetime of blame. Sadly, with passive-aggression, disappointment can become a recurring theme or self-perpetuating prophecy.


WHOSE PROBLEM IS IT?


Try to remember a time when you started out having an ordinary discussion. You offered an opinion or broached a topic only to meet suddenly with fierce resistance or defensiveness that was way out of proportion to your remark. In an honest discussion of a time you felt hurt, your retelling the story takes a person back to a time in her own life, when perhaps she caused a similar problem for someone else. It hits close to home, triggering embarrassment, guilt, or another powerful feeling, as it did for the two women described here.


Marianne chatted with neighbor Barbara about life and people they knew. As the conversation shifted, as it often does, Marianne mentioned how hurtful her ex-husband’s infidelity had been to live through. A passing remark—nothing more. But Barbara suddenly became defensive and curt. Why did she turn on Marianne?


Without either woman realizing it, Barbara identified with Marianne because Barbara was once “the other woman” causing similar sorrow (to another female). She simply couldn’t stand listening to Marianne. To squelch the discomfort (since Barbara felt she couldn’t be honest without risking further embarrassment), she could become defensive, change the topic, or remain standoffish and mask her feelings.


This is not about Marianne; it’s about Barbara. Whoever is on the receiving end of icy tension feels annoyed because the reason remains hidden—the proverbial elephant in the room that no one dares to notice.


When people go to a therapist’s office because they are dealing with passive-aggressive, entitled, or just plain difficult people, they may have complaints about anxiety and worry. In some cases, the redirected anger has been cast upon them, as the passive-aggressor says, “You need therapy,” or some other condescending comment. This is the passive-aggressor’s way of convincing herself, by persuading other people that they are the problem, not the other way around. If this happens to you, and you buy into the blame, then you vindicate the passive-aggressor.


Even if an angry person never changes, by gaining insight, you can change your approach. Victims of anger often become anxious and try diligently to fix things and make problems go away. When another person’s reaction to your actions doesn’t make sense, realize that resolution may be elusive. If you made a mistake or were insensitive, try to clear that up. You can’t control what has happened to you in the past, but you can control how you think, feel, and act in the present.


When someone reacts strongly to something you did with innocence, and the reaction seems way out of proportion to your actions, you can ask what happened. “I’m sorry, but I’m confused about why you are upset. Did what I say upset you?”


If that doesn’t work, remove yourself as a target until you find a better strategy. Your own valuable insight can extricate you from someone else’s angry battle. Don’t blame yourself for things you never did, and understand that people who exhibit hidden anger or passive-aggression could very well have more than momentary wrath. Their behavior may stem from:




	Low frustration tolerance


	Impulsivity


	Markedly different character traits or a personality disorder


	Emotional or verbal abuse


	Physical signs of “losing it” or barely containing hostility


	A locked-step, dysfunctional dance with someone else


	Chronic irritability


	Low energy, passivity, and resentment of those who have high energy, activity, and happiness


	Low self-esteem


	Lifelong struggles and unhappiness





In fact, hidden anger may seem so normal that passive-aggressors may resist any attempts to change. Healthy functioning remains a foreign concept, and they’d rather stick with what they know, because, sadly enough, passive-aggression often works. Their anger may also qualify as a deeper disorder.


ANTICIPATED, APPROPRIATE ANGER


Earlier we explained that the true indicator of whether hidden anger serves a purpose rests in its intent or whether it’s developmentally expected. Here are some scenarios where hidden anger wouldn’t be too surprising or out of the ordinary:




	Self-protection or problem solving could justify concealed anger. Silence may be the most polite or productive response. In a civil society, you don’t always show your emotions to a clerk, coworker, or even a confidante. Self-control makes you a more pleasant person to be around. Feeling entitled to say or do whatever you feel is often just plain rude. How often has one person’s impulsive, bad feeling been tweeted and re-tweeted before it went viral? How often do we get into trouble because we fail to engage thought before behavior?


	Sarcastic comments will be funny when mutually understood within a genuine, supportive relationship or standup comedy. Talk-show hosts lob remarks at the celebrity du jour to entertain. A study released in 2015 looked at the long overlooked psychological benefits of sarcasm, finding that it has the potential to catalyze creativity for those expressing and receiving it. Yet another finding from the same report says that sarcasm has the negative propensity to instigate conflict in parties with limited rapport.2 Hence, use sarcasm sparingly, with good taste, and never to hurt.


	Unrelenting positions due to political debate or advocacy might appear as stubborn stances. Refusal to back down here doesn’t reflect a personality deficit but instead reflects a commitment to debate what’s important. Alternatively, if a person holds deep-seated resentments and acts to destroy others, especially when advocating a point isn’t in the best interests of others, then it’s angry, spiteful, and wrong. It is important to account for motive and purpose, among other key factors.


	For teenagers, a certain level of rebellion comes with the territory, including procrastination, withholding, and avoidance. A child’s covert antagonism is often a passing phase. Teenagers notoriously exhibit that push-pull that exemplifies the passive-aggressive person’s dilemma. No longer a child, not quite mature either, the teen sends mixed messages: “take care of me,” but “leave me alone,” or “I need the family cell phone plan,” yet “why do I have to help around the house?” All this is akin to “give me responsibility, but not too much, please.” These are classic struggles between wanting the comforts of parental income without actively pitching in as parents earn it. If this isn’t welcome news, remember, teens do mature beyond this stage. Most develop a better repertoire of skills, becoming more confident and proactive. Only when a continued pattern of passivity, ambivalence, obstructionism, or resentment carries into adulthood does it point to real problems.





HOW ARE THINGS IN YOUR LIFE?


When you were a student, how did you handle displeasure with your grades or a teacher? Anger’s presence could have served as a catalyst for positive change and growth. It could have inspired you to get to know your teacher in a different way, so that you forged better relations and ultimately achieved better grades. If you discussed your performance, asked for guidance or tutoring, this could have had a more positive effect than lobbing an angry comment.


Now, replace student with worker. Then replace teacher with boss, and grades with job performance and quite possibly a raise or promotion. For that matter, replace student and teacher with Democrat or Republican. In any circumstance, the keys are productive, honest expression and problem solving, not the consequences of an angry agenda. In the grocery checkout both the exhausted child and the worn-out parent face the same problem as do adult siblings divvying up an inherited estate. Anger may be common, yet self-reflection that gets sparked clarifies who we are, how we feel about something, what we will or won’t tolerate, and how we’ll change things.


That’s not to say that anger cannot motivate hard work. To provide insight into how you handle your own struggles and anger, try our brief questionnaire. Answer either “yes” or “no” to each question (“sometimes” is not valid here).


If you’re really troubled in a relationship with a friend, family member, colleague, or someone else, and you know their background well, you can attempt to answer from their perspective. By doing this you may gain insight into the difficulties both of you experience.




	
Was expression of anger prohibited in your home as a child?


	Did you (or do you) struggle to please your parents?


	Did your parents deny or fail to value your fundamental needs and wants?


	If you were appropriately assertive for yourself, did you feel afraid or punished?


	Did the attachment to your parents change in any abrupt way or feel threatened?


	Would you describe your parents as having a negative attitude when you were growing up?


	Do you take actions to protect the status quo rather than try out new approaches?


	Do you use brief answers or short phrases because you’re afraid to speak up?


	Does your smile disguise your truly frustrated emotions?


	Do others tell you about an interpersonal problem they think you have that you don’t see?


	Are you ever intentionally slow performing a request?


	Do you tell others that you don’t understand their requests or concerns so that they’ll leave you alone?


	When you disagree, do you feel less anxiety by silencing your frustration?


	Do others feel that you have all-or-nothing thinking, often misinterpret a situation, or read things into it?


	If you see a coworker headed for a big mistake, do you keep quiet?


	When afraid to share your opinion, do you later resent things not going your way?


	Do you bristle when others criticize your work?


	Do you soothe uncomfortable feelings with food, alcohol, drugs, sex, or gambling?


	Do you often feel that problems you encounter are someone else’s fault?


	Do you continue an argument past its logical end?


	Does the fear of rejection prevent you from taking action?


	Do you feel that others can make better decisions than you can?


	
Have you ever turned in projects that contained errors or omissions that would cause problems for someone?


	Do you yearn for more freedom in a relationship but at the same time wish to be close?


	Have you had a hard time following the wishes of those in authority?


	Do you resent someone telling you how to do a better job?


	Do you experience a secret glee in maintaining an advantage over others?


	Do you keep your feelings inside for so long that you eventually explode in unexpected outbursts?


	When a person is too demanding of you, do you look for ways for him to fail?


	Have you put your foot in someone’s path because you resented that person’s good fortune?





The purpose here is not to give you a definitive score, but rather to alert you to the presence of your own hidden needs, fears, and things you might be avoiding. The more “yes” answers you have tallied, the more likely it is that you’re concealing emotions, including anger. These concealed emotions would render anyone more apt to respond inappropriately or passive-aggressively.


 






MISMATCHED THOUGHTS, FEELINGS, AND BEHAVIORS






Congruence—consistency between how you feel and the way you act—fosters honesty and communication. Thoughts, feelings, and actions should match and send similar messages. People who are incongruent may claim they feel or believe one thing and then act in an altogether different manner. Essentially, they hide their identity from others, and sometimes even from themselves. Feelings and actions need to be rationally connected to one another, but they also need to be appropriate (i.e., polite, mannerly) and within society’s norms. The hungry screams of a young child are congruent (age linked with behavior), but the same behavior is terribly incongruent in a thirty-year-old man. Sending off mixed messages harms just about any relationship. It’s like living a lie, and it is a key reason why some lack insight into their own behavior or feelings.
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UNMASKING THE ANGER


This is vast territory we’re covering, not a one-size-fits-all problem. As long as anger remains hidden, we can’t change it. Our goal is to acknowledge what a lot of angry people go to great lengths to conceal—that is, core needs, what they fear or avoid, and what behavior manifests openly. Our visual blocks shed light on these complexities.


When we speak of a chronically angry person’s core need, we mean a deep-seated requirement that is almost compulsive. With pervasively angry people, it borders on (or just plain is) a pathological need. For instance, angry people who really need to control things may act differently than those who are depressed or whose core need is to become the center of attention. In Part 1, the five basic needs we will outline are: control, manipulation, childlike immaturity, self-absorption, and depression.


Yes, you will find overlap in the characteristics. Passive-aggressive behavior is often born of the similar fears of being controlled or caught in confrontation, and the need to work around others more than directly with others. That same obsessive component applies to an angry person’s fear and avoidance. We all have fears. Behaviorally, we may choose to avoid being near the guy on the bus who coughs and sneezes, because we don’t want the flu (a rational worry). However, if we choose a distant seat solely because of different cultural attire, we’re unnecessarily uncomfortable (a more irrational fear).


Avoiding discomfort doesn’t necessarily mean you’re an angry person. We’re talking about the extremes—for example, doing just about anything to avoid expressing yourself because your faulty thinking convinces you that even a minor disagreement begets great conflict. Trauma survivors—battle-tested veterans or crime victims—may experience this. When the threat is long gone, and the person uses anger to keep others away, the behavior, thoughts, and emotions no longer match the reality of the moment.


We will also outline what behavior you might commonly see in an anger-concealing person. Reading our descriptions won’t always be easy, but unmasking hidden anger provides a better chance to resolve, control, and change yourself. That said, not all of what we outline applies to every passive-aggressive, secretly angry person.


We hope you will have a few “aha” moments, when something in your life suddenly fits with theory. We’ll also try to be sensitive with the wording, because we know that labels don’t help matters. That’s why we prefer the term anger concealer or anger-concealing person because not all hidden anger comes forth in passive-aggressive behavior.


THE NEED TO CONTROL


Douglas manages the regional branch of a nonprofit organization. As much as he’d like to have the top-performing chapter, Douglas hasn’t made much happen. With donations down and a higher-than-normal employee turnover, the national office has sent a team of consultants to recommend improvements. Since he’s afraid of being blamed for the problems, yet yearns to be successful, Douglas’s response speaks volumes. Hopefully the audit gives him insight into his role in the problem.


 






CONTROL






When people yearn to control a situation, they rarely reflect upon what’s really going on. Here, we’ve outlined the needs, fears, and things people are avoiding when they display controlling-type behavior.
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If Douglas avoids feedback or feels weakened when he empowers others to grow, this can drive him to counterproductive behavior. This can cause faulty thinking. Douglas forgets that the nonprofit must succeed in order for him to advance his own agenda. He may feel that his very presence each day is altruistic enough.


We might think that people like Douglas, who needs control, would be proactive, taking on new challenges and climbing the organizational ladder. But if he cannot express himself and has learned to suppress his own needs, he may very well stick with the status quo. He may spend his time being reactive rather than proactive. When there’s also an underlying fear of failure or of not measuring up, this person takes few risks. Why? The more risks he takes, the more chances he has of being disappointed or hurt.


People like Douglas are stuck. Remaining stuck for any length of time often fosters anger. Not the go-getters, these folks function best in jobs that require rules, steady structure, and repeated tasks. They don’t manage risks well, nor do they step up if crisis occurs or remain open to new approaches. Rather, rigid thinking prevails. They often value just showing up and feel upper management should value this, too.


THE NEED TO MANIPULATE


Imagine being on a sales team where the all-important holiday campaign is unveiled. You earn possibly 50 percent of your income based on how well you sell from the time holiday decorations go on sale until January inventory. Your coworker, who has it in for you, forgot to e-mail you in the past.


His excuse: “You have a complicated name.” This is the guy whom the boss entrusts to communicate to the entire office. Now your success—your income—lies in his hands. You double-check the location of the sales meeting and take the subway across town, only to realize when you walk into an empty room that the venue is all wrong. Infuriated, you call another coworker, who informs you that the meeting takes place now in the building you just left.


It’s just like this guy, with his agenda and insecurities, to boost his own weak self-esteem at your expense. This colleague’s need to win isn’t about ordinary success; it’s about causing enough trouble that he gets the lion’s share of sales when there is plenty to go around. Your territories do not even overlap. His cavalier e-mail response has your blood boiling and leaves you to scurry back, walk in late, and miss information that is essential to your livelihood. You suspect this was far more than an oversight. He’s so sly that you can’t prove it. People like him cop excuses quite easily, and the sad part is that others actually believe them. There is nothing wrong with competition to motivate the sales team, but when the issue is not about performance and more about degrading others, neither the workers nor the company benefit.


This kind of work environment is toxic to everyone in it. Simon Sinek, author of Leaders Eat Last, reminds us that people have a basic need to feel safe. When they can’t trust leaders in an organization, they hold back their performance and look for ways to either build their own security fence, or they imitate the leaders and undermine others. A good leader supports others, shows empathy for their work and lives, and builds a culture where everyone thrives. You can have healthy competition and a productive, supportive workplace. Without leadership backing, however, you won’t see loyal employees willing to give it their all for fear that it won’t be rewarded.


 






MANIPULATION






When people try to effect a certain outcome, others begin to feel swayed or pressured. It’s easy to get angry in such a situation unless you can unravel what’s behind the behavior—what the person needs, what she fears, or what she avoids.
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The worker who sabotages a product, “forgets” to grease the machinery, or allows a mistake to slip through the assembly line knowingly understood that the error would result in the machine’s malfunction. If this is a lawn mower or automobile with safety compromised, imagine the ramifications. To the angry worker, someone else’s injury or risk doesn’t matter; getting even does.


Here, the employee takes revenge (his need) because he fears authority figures (his boss) and usually has trouble confronting or cooperating (the fear). The results are plotting, scheming, vengeance, defying authority, obstructing safe manufacturing, poor problem solving, and very much an attitude of “I’ll show them.” When angry, he’s riled up with no internal mechanism to slow down his “get back” fury. Colloquially we call this lacking internal brakes or being impulsive.


What’s the motive behind the Monday-morning migraine or a massive employee sickout? Why do people try to beat the system, abuse the Family Medical Leave Act, or find ways to get government benefits they may not deserve (taking away funds from those who do qualify)? Why does someone taint their own food, report it to the media, and sue the company? Why do people become intentionally slow when they know that their indecision stalls your forward movement on something vital?


Revenge? Anger? If it costs them their jobs, brings bad press, or plummets the company into bankruptcy, these counterproductive actions sabotage. Others might witness the “seriously injured” worker lifting her children into the car some evening when by day she claims a back injury and collects worker’s compensation. To the manipulative person, getting a free ride prevails.


The college student who literally shuts down, pushing his parents’ financial worry buttons is another saboteur. He may have needed to set a different agenda (overlapping with the desire to control), but because of his fear of confronting authority (perceived or actual), he has discharged his anger to avoid responsibility with plausible excuses (“The class was too hard” or “I took courses that my advisor pushed me into”). Maybe this student tries to be effective, but his way seems ineffective to everyone else. Direct, honest communication could have solved this student’s problems.


Manipulation occurs daily. The cab driver takes the most circuitous detour while the meter costs you and benefits him; the bank teller closes her window for lunch as soon as you reach the front of the line; or a family member leaves your leftovers in clear view of the dog, knowing you were returning to your meal.


Not every frustrating action warrants negative light; there could be other reasons for what you witness. After you read various accounts, match up the behaviors with what you know about a person’s needs or fears.


 






ANGRY/HAPPY PEOPLE COMPARISON






Ever wondered what anger looks like when contrasted with its more cheerful opposite? Life is not bleak. This chart depicts the flip side of the negative traits we discuss.
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LEARNING AND GROWING FROM ANGER


The face of anger wears many expressions, not all bad. We encourage you to use anger’s potential to bring people closer instead of separating from them. Bad memories can hold us back or thrust us forward. We can learn to deal with them and survive or let them transform us to thrive!


Meet Will, a fourteen-year-old boy with a tsunami of testosterone and companion hormones flooding his adolescent brain. Surly and argumentative with his mother, he got his iPhone taken away to force homework into focus. Will loses his cool. Fist and foot both meet drywall. He screams from his lungs, “I hate my life. I ought to kill myself.”


Shaken by the exchange, Mom rushes Will and his bleeding hand to the emergency room. While hospital staff can suture his injury, Will’s meltdown may actually land him in a day treatment program or as an inpatient because Will is “a frequent flyer.” The ER doc gave him counseling referrals the last two times. When Will yelled “I was kidding” down the ER hallway but collapsed in a puddle of tears, his emotional unraveling escalated treatment.


Had Will learned from past behavior, what would the scene at home have looked like? Our memories grant us growth opportunities or the ability to keep ruminating. Past experiences won’t change. How we think about them—that can change!


Indeed, the pressure to succeed begins young. Teenagers may count among their healthcare providers a therapist, psychiatrist, and gastric physician all in an effort to fit in one more AP class, ace college entrance exams, star in the class play, and go to State with the basketball team. Some young people push themselves toward perfection; others internalize a parent’s priorities and are unsure how to lead their own lives. We see the strains in adults and in relationships undermined by a demand for perfection. Tempers flare and anger ensues. Keep reading as we explore the mind-body connection and hidden anger’s impact on our overall health.
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