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Introduction


Why a cognitive behavioral approach?


Over the past two or three decades, there has been something of a revolution in the field of psychological treatment. Freud and his followers had a major impact on the way in which psychological therapy was conceptualized, and psychoanalysis and psychodynamic psychotherapy dominated the field for the first half of this century. So, long-term treatments were offered which were designed to uncover the childhood roots of personal problems – offered, that is, to those who could afford it. There was some attempt by a few health service practitioners with a public conscience to modify this form of treatment (by, for example, offering short-term treatment or group therapy), but the demand for help was so great that this had little impact. Also, whilst numerous case histories can be found of people who are convinced that psychotherapy did help them, practitioners of this form of therapy showed remarkably little interest in demonstrating that what they were offering their patients was, in fact, helpful.


As a reaction to the exclusivity of psychodynamic therapies and the slender evidence for its usefulness, in the 1950s and 1960s a set of techniques was developed, broadly collectively termed ‘behavior therapy’. These techniques shared two basic features. First, they aimed to remove symptoms (such as anxiety) by dealing with those symptoms themselves, rather than their deep-seated underlying historical causes. Second, they were techniques, loosely related to what laboratory psychologists were finding out about the mechanisms of learning, which were formulated in testable terms. Indeed, practitioners of behavior therapy were committed to using techniques of proven value or, at worst, of a form which could potentially be put to the test. The area where these techniques proved of most value was in the treatment of anxiety disorders, especially specific phobias (such as fear of animals or heights) and agoraphobia, both notoriously difficult to treat using conventional psychotherapies.


After an initial flush of enthusiasm, discontent with behavior therapy grew. There were a number of reasons for this, an important one of which was the fact that behavior therapy did not deal with the internal thoughts which were so obviously central to the distress that patients were experiencing. In this context, the fact that behavior therapy proved so inadequate when it came to the treatment of depression highlighted the need for major revision. In the late 1960s and early 1970s a treatment was developed specifically for depression called ‘cognitive therapy’. The pioneer in this enterprise was an American psychiatrist, Professor Aaron T. Beck, who developed a theory of depression which emphasized the importance of people’s depressed styles of thinking. He also specified a new form of therapy. It would not be an exaggeration to say that Beck’s work has changed the nature of psychotherapy, not just for depression but for a range of psychological problems.


In recent years the cognitive techniques introduced by Beck have been merged with the techniques developed earlier by the behavior therapists to produce a body of theory and practice which has come to be known as ‘cognitive behavior therapy’. There are two main reasons why this form of treatment has come to be so important within the field of psychotherapy. First, cognitive therapy for depression, as originally described by Beck and developed by his successors, has been subjected to the strictest scientific testing; and it has been found to be a highly successful treatment for a significant proportion of cases of depression. Not only has it proved to be as effective as the best alternative treatments (except in the most severe cases, where medication is required), but some studies suggest that people treated successfully with cognitive behavior therapy are less likely to experience a later recurrence of their depression than people treated successfully with other forms of therapy (such as antidepressant medication). Second, it has become clear that specific patterns of thinking are associated with a range of psychological problems and that treatments which deal with these styles of thinking are highly effective. So, specific cognitive behavioral treatments have been developed for anxiety disorders, like panic disorder, generalized anxiety disorder, specific phobias and social phobia, obsessive compulsive disorders, and hypochondriasis (health anxiety), as well as for other conditions such as compulsive gambling, alcohol and drug addiction, and eating disorders like bulimia nervosa and binge-eating disorder. Indeed, cognitive behavioral techniques have a wide application beyond the narrow categories of psychological disorders: they have been applied effectively, for example, to helping people with low self-esteem and those with marital difficulties.


At any one time almost 10 per cent of the general population is suffering from depression, and more than 10 per cent has one or other of the anxiety disorders. Many others have a range of psychological problems and personal difficulties. It is of the greatest importance that treatments of proven effectiveness are developed. However, even when the armoury of therapies is, as it were, full, there remains a very great problem – namely that the delivery of treatment is expensive and the resources are not going to be available evermore. Whilst this shortfall could be met by lots of people helping themselves, commonly the natural inclination to make oneself feel better in the present is to do precisely those things which perpetuate or even exacerbate one’s problems. For example, the person with agoraphobia will stay at home to prevent the possibility of an anxiety attack; and the person with bulimia nervosa will avoid eating all potentially fattening foods. Whilst such strategies might resolve some immediate crisis, they leave the underlying problem intact and provide no real help in dealing with future difficulties.


So, there is a twin problem here: although effective treatments have been developed, they are not widely available; and when people try to help themselves they often make matters worse. In recent years the community of cognitive behavior therapists have responded to this situation. What they have done is to take the principles and techniques of specific cognitive behavior therapies for particular problems and represent them in self-help manuals. These manuals specify a systematic program of treatment which the individual sufferer is advised to work through to overcome their difficulties. In this way, the cognitive behavioral therapeutic techniques of proven value are being made available on the widest possible basis.


Self-help manuals are never going to replace therapists. Many people will need individual treatment from a qualified therapist. It is also the case that, despite the widespread success of cognitive behavioral therapy, some people will not respond to it and will need one of the other treatments available. Nevertheless, although research on the use of cognitive behavioral self-help manuals is at an early stage, the work done to date indicates that for a very great many people such a manual will prove sufficient for them to overcome their problems without professional help.


Many people suffer silently and secretly for years. Sometimes appropriate help is not forthcoming despite their efforts to find it. Sometimes they feel too ashamed or guilty to reveal their problems to anyone. For many of these people the cognitive behavioral self-help manuals will provide a lifeline to recovery and a better future.


 


Professor Peter Cooper


The University of Reading
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What are irritability and anger?


We are probably right to put irritability and anger together because they are so often associated with each other. Nevertheless they are somewhat different. Consider the following stories:


I was in the pub one evening with a couple of friends, just sitting near the back door to the pub, talking. It was a November evening and it was quite cold outside. Somebody came through the back door and left it just a little open so that I had to get up and close it. I didn’t mind too much. About a quarter of an hour later somebody else came in and did the same thing, didn’t quite close the door properly. So I got up again and closed it. A little while later a third person did the same thing. I closed the door, but gave him a good hard stare. Mind you, I don’t think he noticed because he was walking to the bar by that time so I was staring at the back of his head. It happened a fourth time a bit later on – the thing is, the self-closing mechanism on the door had broken. Anyway, this time I said to the bloke who’d come in, ‘Don’t you think you should close the door behind you when you come in?’ He just looked at me as though I was some kind of oddball and went and ordered himself a drink. It was when the fifth person came in that I really went to town on him. By this time I had sunk probably four or five pints. He did exactly the same as all the others, left the door just slightly open. The thing that really got me about it was that they don’t seem to care, they just seem so intent on getting their own drinks inside them that they don’t give a damn about anybody else in the pub. Anyway, something snapped in me. I didn’t actually hit the bloke but I jumped up, started shouting and swearing at him, jabbing my finger in his chest and generally calling him all the names under the sun. He was only a small bloke. And the funny thing was he had only done exactly the same thing as the first one. Simply left the door a little open.


Compare that story, told by a 28-year-old man, Steve, with the following one from David, aged 45.


It was a Wednesday evening and four of us went down to town for a meal in an Indian restaurant. That’s me, my wife and the two kids. Anyway, we parked the car in a back street, it must have been about eight o’clock in the evening, walked round to the restaurant and had a very good meal. It was the first time we’d been there, we were all on good form, had a good laugh and a joke about everything, even at how thick and new the carpets were, and altogether had a thoroughly good time. Anyway, about half-past nine or ten o’clock, we’d just turned the corner of the street we’d parked the car in when we heard an almighty crash and the sound of breaking glass. Except it hardly sounded like glass, it was a stronger, louder sound than that. We looked down the street, and there was some bloke with his head stuck through the passenger window of our car, and another bloke standing by him. I didn’t grasp what was happening for a moment; then I realized that the sound we had heard was the window glass breaking, and these two were in the process of stealing the stereo from my car. Anyway, I felt that mixture of stuff that courses through your body when these things happen, shouted but not very loud, and set off after these two. One bloke saw me after a couple of seconds and just ran off. That left the guy with his head still through the window, engrossed in prising my hi-fi out of the car. He still had his head through the window when I got there. I just grabbed hold of him and pulled him out – I didn’t care if his head caught on the bits of broken glass or not – and manhandled him, not at all gently, on to the floor. By this time my wife was there and telling me to take it easy, and one of the kids had already got his mobile phone out and was dialling for the police. The lad I’d got out of the car was never more than sixteen, but I just had him on the floor and could cheerfully have throttled him. What did they think they were doing, just thinking they could go up to somebody else’s property and take it? Anyway, I just sat astride him, threatening him and telling him what a useless piece of machinery he was until the police came. Half a dozen people must have gone past us during all that, but I couldn’t care less. When the police arrived they did at least seem to take my side, took all the details and took him off in their car.


Which of those two stories would you say illustrated irritability and which one anger? To my mind, irritability is shown in the first one and anger in the second. But there is another question, perhaps a more important one, posed by these two examples, and that is: which of the two men was justified in his reaction? Or, if you think that both were justified in their reactions, which was more justified?


The ‘justified?’ test


Personally, I would say the man in the second example was more justified: the man who caught somebody trying to steal his stereo. But maybe I say that because I have been in pretty much the same situation, coming back to the car after a nice meal out, only to find the window broken and the stereo gone. And I must say, if I had been able to get hold of the person who had done it, just at that instant I don’t know what I would have done to him. So I feel that I can’t really blame David.


On the other hand, I have also inadvertently left a door open and probably irritated somebody thereby – especially if I was the fifth person to have done so that evening. So I would say that perhaps the guy who reacted aggressively in that scene was a bit over-aggressive. Maybe in an ideal world Steve could have toned it down a bit and simply asked persons two, three and four to shut the door after them. But there again, he’d got a few drinks inside him, so possibly his inhibitions were weakened a bit by the time person number five came in. And also he said that customer five was a small bloke, so perhaps that had a bearing on events too.


One of the main judgements we make whenever we see someone behaving in an aggressive or hostile way is whether they are justified in doing so. If we consider that they are justified, then we probably won’t describe that person as irritable; we reserve the term ‘irritable’ for people who are hostile, angry or aggressive without good cause. If we think the person is justified in being angry or aggressive, then we tend to see nothing wrong with that. So, if we see David as justified in his anger, we probably won’t blame him for pinning the thief to the ground until the police arrive. We might see that as a proportionate response. If, on the other hand, he had started banging the 16-year-old’s head up and down on the pavement while loudly cursing him, we might have seen that as disproportionate and unjustified.


So, if we really want a definition of irritability it will be something along the lines of: an unjustified negative response to a situation. Unjustified in whose eyes? In ours, of course. And therein lies a problem, because everybody has a different judgement as to what is justified and what isn’t. What is more, sometimes our judgement goes a little hazy. I can still remember the first time I saw the film One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, in which Nurse Ratchet torments a group of mentally ill patients led by Jack Nicholson. Certainly the patients were full of antipathy towards Nurse Ratchet after about an hour of the film, but not half as much as the audience. At this point, after Nurse Ratchet’s particularly savage treatment of one of the patients, Jack Nicholson could stand it no longer, grabbed hold of her, had her on the floor and was throttling the life out of her. Half the audience in the cinema was on its feet, shouting encouragement and just hoping he would finish the job before the two male nurses rushing to Ms Ratchet’s assistance could get there. He didn’t, the authorities got the better of him, and we all trudged unhappily out of the cinema.


Even though Nurse Ratchet’s behavior was extreme, perhaps Jack Nicholson’s response was somewhat disproportionate. Of course, in a case like this our judgement is clouded by the events being on the silver screen rather than in reality. But this ‘temporary clouding of judgement’ is exactly the problem; because, unfortunately, it happens not just on the silver screen but in real life as well. On those occasions we get repeatedly remorseful and self-critical. We say we ‘over-reacted’ or ‘don’t know what got hold of us’. We feel that our response was out of all proportion to the event; it was not justified.


These are themes that will run throughout this book. How do we get ourselves always – or nearly always – to respond to negative events in a way that is in proportion to them? In a way that we, and others, would say is justified?


It is worth lingering a little on these questions of definition. The word ‘irritability’ implies a minor kind of response on the part of the irritable person, probably verbal, usually not physically aggressive. Even so, we tend to react against irritable people because we think that their response is not justified. Anger, on the other hand, might lead to a much more forceful response. The man who pinned the thief to the floor was angry. Nevertheless, we don’t necessarily react against people who are being angry, so long as we see their anger as justified.


In fact, we sometimes like to see people getting angry, so long as they are on our side. Margaret Thatcher was often referred to as ‘handbagging’ her counterparts from other European countries in order to stick up for those in Britain perceived as their rights. I, for one, never heard many people complaining about that at the time. Her successor John Major, on the other hand, was painted as a much more grey character (literally in the case of the satirical Spitting Image programme): so grey, in fact, that he would be unlikely to get openly angry with too many people. Whether this perception was accurate is another matter but, accurate or not, it seemed to count against him. What is more, this negative perception of John Major was exacerbated by rumours that he could also be rather irritable in private – a shade on the snappish side when perhaps it wasn’t warranted. Again, whether this perception was true is another matter, but it does illustrate the point that what people dislike is not the fact of other people getting angry, it’s the fact of other people reacting in a way that is not justified, or out of proportion to the situation.



Anger, irritability and frustration



Just to finish off this chapter, see what you make of the following two stories.


The first was related to me by Anne, a woman of 34, telling me about how she was getting on with her 12-year-old daughter.


The biggest rumpus Rachel and I have had this week was Tuesday evening. Of course, it’s half-way through the holidays and she always gets on my nerves in the holidays anyway. But Tuesday was particularly bad because I’d been going on at her all day to tidy her room. It was a terrible mess, she could hardly set foot in it without tripping over something – and it smells when you walk in there, I’m sure she’s got some food that’s going off buried under all her clothes on the floor. Anyway, I’d been going on at her all day to tidy her room and she just wouldn’t do it. There was always something she had to do first. So, it was about seven o’clock in the evening, I was downstairs and Rachel was upstairs. I’d just got back from the shops, I’d only been out five or ten minutes. Anyway, the house was quiet so I thought that maybe Rachel had decided that she’d better do what her mum says and get on with tidying her room. So I went upstairs ready to praise her and tell her what a good girl she was and how pleased I was with her and how much better the room looked and so on. When I got up there I could see that Rachel wasn’t in her room and the place looked just as much of a tip as it ever had. Anyway, to cut a long story short, there was Rachel, in the bathroom, sitting in the bath washing her hair. Well, I just flew at her. It was absolutely the last straw. She hasn’t lifted a finger to help all holidays, she can’t even be bothered to tidy her own room, and there she is sitting in the bath like a little madam washing her hair with my shampoo! I just ranted and raved at her for a good ten or fifteen minutes, just shouting and screaming. All the frustrations of the holidays came out in that time. The poor kid looked absolutely petrified, and as for what the neighbours thought, I’ve no idea.


Justified? Perhaps not.


And what about this one, in which Paul, 46, told me about his son John, also aged 12?


You see, the thing is, all I’ve ever tried to do is to do my best for him. And I have learnt the hard way that if you don’t pay proper attention to education and schooling then you’re the worse off for it as you get older. So I’m always going on at him about how important it is to pay attention in school and do his homework properly when he gets home. But he knows better, of course, and he tells me that he can concentrate better doing his homework in front of the television. And I’ve seen him doing it. He sits there, mouth half open, staring at the screen and just every now and again looking at what he’s meant to be doing. And he thinks he’s got me fooled doing this. He thinks that I believe he’s doing his homework. So anyway, Monday was like that, Tuesday was the same, just the same as any other day, and on Wednesday I told him to show me his books after he’d packed them away and said he’d done all the homework he had to do. And so I was looking at his exercise book, for maths; he was meant to have done twenty sums in it. And he’s got all the numbers 1 to 20 down there, and some of them he’d done, though God knows whether they were right or not, but I could see that more than half the sums he was meant to have done he just hadn’t. He hadn’t even tried to. There were just blank spaces where the answers were meant to be. So I saw red and I just walloped him. He was sitting just opposite from me looking stupid and frightened and I just walloped him. I hit him straight across the face so he all but fell off the chair and I didn’t waste my breath on him, I just told him to get straight upstairs to bed. And I’ve not spoken to him since, and that was three days ago.


Justified? Well, again, maybe not. But it is all too easy to be critical of those two parents, or say that their reactions were out of proportion to what triggered them and therefore were not justified. Sometimes people get to such a pitch that they can no longer tell what’s justified and what isn’t; and both of those parents described, quite truthfully, genuinely wanting to do the best for their children. Sometimes the level of frustration that builds up is unbearable. This was not the first such incident for either of these parents. Both had tried all sorts of tactics without success. And now they saw themselves still as having no success – but also having been pushed into doing things they didn’t like doing.




SUMMARY


•   Irritability and anger take lots of different forms. Both are emotions that most people have felt.


•   There’s nothing wrong with being angry in itself; sometimes it is clearly justified. It is when we overreact, responding in a way that is out of proportion to the situation, that we lay ourselves open to criticism. And sometimes we ourselves are our harshest critics.


•   The very term ‘irritability’ implies that the reaction is unjustified. It normally suggests that a person is being snappy and bad-tempered when there is no call to be so. As such it fails the ‘Justified?’ test; people are almost always criticized for being irritable. Again, we may be our harshest critics in this respect.


•   There are times when, through frustration or for other reasons, we lose our sense of perspective. It’s on those occasions that we find ourselves unable to judge what is justified. And then we see ourselves doing things which we feel are justified at the time but which later on – once our true sense of judgement returns – we are horrified that we did.





A final thought


Most of us feel rather critical of irritable and unjustifiably angry people, almost as if they were doing it deliberately to make our lives miserable. And, certainly, it is no fun at all living with an irritable and unjustifiably angry person. One point that is sometimes forgotten, however, is that neither is it any fun being the irritable and angry person! Many, many people have their lives virtually ruined by their own irritability and anger. So it is both for them and for those around them that this book is written.
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What makes us angry?


It is important to know just what makes you angry, because when you come to doing something about it this will be a very important starting point. Clearly, if you know what things make you angry, you can either avoid those things (if possible!) or work out how you would prefer to respond when they happen.


So what kind of things are we looking for? It is said that we are all different, but in fact there tend to be certain themes which produce anger in most people. And remember, we said in Chapter 1 that there is nothing wrong with anger in itself, so long as it is in proportion to the event. What makes us feel bad is when we act out of proportion to what is happening: when we are ‘snappy’ in the face of no reasonable provocation, or angry in response to something that would normally just mildly irritate most people, or completely ‘lose our cool’ in response to something that most people would just get somewhat angry about.



Irritants, costs and transgressions



So what makes most of us angry? There are three main categories: irritants, costs and transgressions.


Irritants


The number of irritants in life is boundless. I was talking recently to Pam, who said she could no longer stand the way her husband ate. Simply the noise his mouth made in chewing his food drove her round the bend. Moreover, as so often happens, now she had noticed this, she was waiting for it every mealtime; and that made it ten times worse. It had become a symbol for all that was wrong with him (self-centred, greedy) and with their marriage (she saw him as a different type of person from herself).


People sniffing, coughing, blowing their noses can also be irritating. This certainly used to be the case for me. I sometimes run training events where I spend three days with perhaps a dozen people. Occasionally one of that dozen will have a chronic, hacking cough which lasts for the duration of these three days and longer, for all I know. Certainly I used to find that very irritating indeed. A cough can be so loud; and sometimes its owner seemed deliberately to cough just as I was coming out with an extremely good point! So then I’d have to repeat it and the effect was spoilt. (I cured myself of this sensitivity when I realized that, very often, the owner of the cough would have been perfectly entitled to stay at home, off sick, for the three days. I was therefore able to re-interpret his coughing presence as a compliment to myself: evidence that he simply could not bear to miss out on the event. Whether this is actually true or not doesn’t really matter to me; I feel it is true – or at least it could be true – and that keeps me satisfied.)


Neighbours are another excellent source of irritation. Apartments and town houses give everybody great scope for irritating each other. When we were first married, my wife and I lived in a house where we could even hear the neighbours turning on and off their electric switches at the wall sockets, as clearly as if they were in the room with us. That in itself hardly counts as an irritant, but there is plenty of potential for serious irritation: loud music, raised voices, banging picture-hooks into walls, do-it-yourself activity, playing ball games in the street (and on your garden) and so on and so on. Not infrequently people’s lives are made a complete misery by the sheer level of irritation provoked by their neighbours.


Costs


The cost to you of somebody else’s behavior may be a literal, financial cost, or it may be a cost in terms of time, or in terms of loss of ‘face’, or indeed any other loss. The common thread here is that, by virtue of what they do, someone costs you in some way; and that makes you angry. Examples include parents being angry when their children break things (because of the financial cost of replacing them); or your spouse being angry because you have crashed the car (again because of the cost of repairing it, or the increased insurance premiums that result).


Interestingly, these kinds of causes of anger sometimes illustrate a ‘hangover’ effect. Sue told me how angry she was that her 13-year-old son had broken a mug by dropping it on the kitchen floor accidentally. When I asked her exactly why it was that she had become angry she said, ‘Well, it’s the cost of replacing these things; he goes around as though money grows on trees, thinks that whatever he breaks will just automatically get replaced.’ I found this strange, because Sue was very far from being poor, and was well able to replace a broken mug or two. But she had not always been wealthy; at one time in her life it would have made a significant impact on her finances to have to buy a new mug, and that cast of mind had stayed with her. Old habits die hard. And there is another possible explanation, too; but we will come on to that later.


Judy was telling me how she had taken her 5-year-old daughter to a hospital outpatient clinic. She got there promptly for her 2 p.m. appointment but was not seen until approximately two hours later, 4 p.m. What especially enraged her was that she realized after a while that every single person in the clinic had been given an appointment for 2 p.m., and the clinic was due to run from 2 p.m. to 5 p.m. approximately. Therefore, the hospital authorities had deliberately arranged the session in such a way that some people would be waiting for three hours. The costs to Judy were several, including the loss of time in which she could have been doing some of the many tasks that were pressing on her at home; the necessity to entertain her 5-year-old daughter constantly for two hours to prevent her getting bored and restless; and the loss of face implied by the hospital authority’s apparent attitude that it didn’t matter if she was kept waiting for one, two or three hours.


Alan, an electrician, was angry because he was asked to do too much at work. His boss asked in a very straightforward way, something like, ‘Have you got time to fit in an extra call to a customer who needs their light switches sorting out?’ and was quite prepared to take no for an answer; he could always ask another of the electricians. Nevertheless, Alan was still angry because of the cost to him of the request. What was that cost? The way he saw it, he could choose one of two: either he suffered the cost of time, whereby he did an extra job that he couldn’t really fit into his schedule; or he suffered the cost of guilt in turning down a straightforward request from his boss. Clearly Alan needed to learn some deep assertiveness techniques, so that he could feel entitled to say ‘no’ without feeling guilty about it.


I have met a lot of people who get very angry and irritated when their partners contradict them in public. The cost here is usually loss of face – especially when the contradiction implies that the first speaker was telling a lie, even if only a harmless little lie to exaggerate and make more interesting an otherwise boring story. Nigel, however, was driven wild by the very smallness of the contradiction. He gave me the example of an occasion when he and his wife were chatting with friends and he was recounting a story of something that had happened the previous Wednesday. As soon as he uttered the word ‘Wednesday’ his wife interrupted to say, ‘No it wasn’t, it was last Tuesday.’ It is difficult to imagine that he could be made so angry by the cost of such an interruption: there is, after all, hardly any loss of face involved in mistaking a Tuesday for a Wednesday. Perhaps it was just a case of a simple irritant (having his flow of thought interrupted) – or possibly it was something different: a transgression.


Transgressions


A transgression involves the breaking of a rule. Possibly Nigel held to the rule that husbands and wives don’t contradict each other in public – not at all an unusual rule to have. Therefore, when that rule was broken, repeatedly, he got angry, repeatedly.


Another very common rule that good friends and partners have is that confidences should not be broken. In other words, if your partner knows something about you purely by virtue of being your partner, then he or she should not go around telling other people about it. This might include intimate details about your health, your likes and dislikes, or simply something they know about your experiences or opinions which you would not share with anybody except your nearest and dearest. To break such confidences is almost universally viewed as a taboo, a major transgression – and one of the very quickest ways you can get on the wrong side of your partner.


Obviously, the example in Chapter 1 about the man who got angry with the youngster he caught trying to steal his car stereo is also an example of a transgression. In that case the youngster was not just breaking a rule held by the man in question, he was breaking the law: a very formalized transgression.


These three categories are not mutually exclusive: there are many cases that cross the boundaries. For example, if your partner flirts with someone he or she finds attractive, that is normally viewed as a transgression; in other words, it is against the rules for many people. But it also involves a cost – loss of face, the impression that your partner is somehow dissatisfied with you and seeking consolation elsewhere. (Of course, this may not be true; but it is easily and often seen that way.)


Another cross-boundary example was the case of Sue’s son, who accidentally dropped a mug on the floor and broke it. Perhaps it was, as his mother claimed, the cost of replacing the mug that made her angry; but, given that she could afford to do that without even noticing the price, that seems rather unlikely. A more probable explanation is that she was angry because he had transgressed an unspoken rule, namely that one takes a reasonable amount of care not to inconvenience others in the household. The ‘sheer carelessness’ was what made her angry.




SUMMARY


•   It is important to know the sort of things which make you angry, because you will use this knowledge to benefit yourself later on.


•   Typically, there are three categories of event that make people angry: irritants, costs and transgressions.


•   There are plenty of irritants: people leaving doors open repeatedly, neighbours making a noise, even the way people eat or cough.


•   Likewise, there are plenty of things that people do that have a cost for us: our children breaking things and the consequent financial cost; our partners contradicting us and costing us loss of face; having to do things unexpectedly, which costs us time.


•   You, like everyone else, will have a set of rules that you expect other people to abide by. When someone breaks one of those rules, it is known as a transgression. When you spot a transgression, or think you have, the chances are you will be angry.


•   Some things which make us angry straddle the boundaries between these categories. For example, a child breaking something may make us angry because of the cost involved in replacing it, but also because they have not, in our view, taken sufficient care.
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Why am I not angry all the time?


It does seem that the world is absolutely crammed full with irritants, people doing things that have costs for us, and people breaking the rules we have made up for ourselves; so how come we are not in a permanent state of anger and rage?


Internal and external inhibitions


Remember Judy, who took her youngster to the outpatient clinic at the hospital and was kept waiting for two hours? She described that event to me as one of the times she has been most angry in her life. There were various factors in the build-up. When she first got there, she saw the waiting room was very crowded, but thought perhaps there were quite a few doctors and nurses working, so that it would soon clear. Gradually she realized that, on the contrary, the queue was moving only very slowly; and when she got talking to some of the others there, she found that every one of them had a 2 p.m. appointment. That caused a major step change in her level of anger, from quite calm to ‘pretty angry’. Not ‘absolutely boiling’, however: that came when, at around 3 p.m., the sole doctor and nurse who were in fact working at the clinic that day stopped to have their afternoon tea. And why shouldn’t they? you ask; most of us perhaps take a short break in the afternoon, and they had been working hard. Why not, indeed; but it was the manner of their doing it that provoked Judy. For they sat in the clinic room chatting to each other with the door wide open, so that all the patients could see them having their break – all the mothers (mostly) with their youngsters getting increasingly fretful while doctor and nurse only too visibly maintained their right to have a cup of tea. Not surprisingly, then, by the time Judy took her little girl in to see the doctor she was purple with rage. So did she give the doctor a piece of her mind? No; she didn’t say a word about it.


Now, this is amazing on the face of it, because if you talk to Judy now, ten years after that event, she still begins seething at the recollection of it. She was so angry. And yet she simply didn’t mention it when she got to see the doctor. Why could that be?


The short answer is: because of her inhibitions. It’s not that Judy is an ‘inhibited’ kind of person, just that there were inhibitions in action that held her back; some kind of self-control mechanism. We can probably guess the kind of thoughts that were going through her mind – things like: ‘If I get on the wrong side of the doctor, will my youngster get the best treatment he is capable of providing?’ Judy, indeed, confirms that this is true, that is exactly the thought that was uppermost in her mind. But she also confesses to a secondary inhibition, namely: ‘You just don’t go around getting angry with doctors.’ Rightly or wrongly, she held this as a rule for herself, a rule that held good even when she was so badly treated by a doctor.


That second inhibition (‘you don’t get angry with doctors’) is termed an internal inhibition: in other words, it is an inhibition which exists entirely internally, in the mind. There is no external threat, like the police coming to arrest her, which would prevent her from being angry with the doctor – purely an internal rule she had for herself.


What about the first inhibition? The one which said maybe her child wouldn’t get the very best treatment if she became angry with the doctor? Yes, that is an external inhibition, inasmuch as it was a fear of the consequences that stopped her venting her anger.


Let’s look back now at the example in Chapter 1 where David came round the corner and saw a teenager smashing his car window and starting to take the stereo out. David caught the teenager, and, sitting astride him on the ground, described himself as being completely overwhelmed with anger against this boy who felt he could simply go and take things that didn’t belong to him. So, now he had him on the ground, at his mercy, why didn’t he throttle him or smash his head up and down against the pavement? Again, the answer is ‘inhibitions’: but were they internal or external? Was it the fear of being hauled off to court himself on a much more serious charge than theft, or was it some deeply ingrained rule that said that you don’t go smashing people’s heads up and down on the pavement no matter what they’ve done?


Who knows? Probably a combination of the two. Either way, the episode certainly illustrates the power of such inhibitions because David clearly was, from his description, absolutely beside himself with rage.


Another example of the power of internal inhibitions – simple rules we make up for ourselves – came from a publican I was talking to recently. He described how one of his customers was arguing loudly with another and was going to hit him. The man who was about to be on the receiving end of the punch took a step back, raised his hands in a placatory gesture, and said, ‘Hey, hey, hey . . . I’m over forty.’ This remark, said the publican, just put a pause into the proceedings while the would-be assailant checked his memory banks to see if there really was a rule against hitting people aged over 40. Interestingly, and no doubt much to the relief of the potential recipient of the blow, by the time he had found that there wasn’t really such a rule the moment had passed and he just stomped off.


Inhibitions as brakes on anger


Inhibitions, then, are in fact wonderful things – rather like the brakes on the car, they prevent us from going too far too fast. Later on in this book we are going to see how you can use inhibitions to your own benefit, so it is a good idea right now to get used to the idea that inhibitions are not just very necessary, they are extremely helpful mechanisms built right into the structure of our brains. It is also worth emphasizing that referring to ‘inhibitions’ in this sense is rather different from referring to somebody as ‘inhibited’, as a term of criticism. What we often mean in that context is that the person is constrained from displaying any emotion, not just anger, so that they may appear cold, detached, self-absorbed and unable to ‘let themselves go’. But in the context of keeping our angry reactions in check, inhibitions – both internal and external – are just what we want.


Let’s take one example of somebody who had not developed his inhibitions strongly enough – someone to whom, as a result, I was talking inside a prison. Brian recounted how one night he was standing at the bar, having a drink with a friend. He thinks he had probably had four or five pints of beer by the time the following incident took place. He says he was just lifting his pint mug to his mouth when somebody nearby jogged his elbow, with the result that a good amount of beer went not into his mouth but all over his face and chest. The next thing he knew, Brian had smashed his beer mug against the bar and pushed it into the man’s face – thereby, of course, inflicting very severe injury indeed. The net result of those few seconds for Brian was a five-year prison sentence. It was a great pity for both men that the assailant had not worked on developing his inhibitions. Again, those inhibitions could have been external (I’ll end up in prison, I’ll be thrown out of the bar, the police will be called) or internal (it’s not right to go around attacking people).


For most people, of course, the consequences of having undeveloped inhibitions are less dramatic than this: just a life which is impaired year after year by upsetting other people! So, there are immense benefits to be gained from learning about inhibitions and all the other techniques that we will cover later. For now it is sufficient to know about them and to know how important they are.


What holds us back?


Now we have seen how inhibitions operate, perhaps we can work out what holds people back in each of the situations we have looked at.




•   Why doesn’t the person who hears loud music from next door immediately go round and complain angrily? Answer: internal inhibition: ‘It’s right to be tolerant towards your neighbours’; external inhibition: ‘If I do that he will probably come round here complaining as soon as I make a noise, and he will probably go around badmouthing me to all our other neighbours.’


•   Why didn’t Pam get angrier with her noisy-eating husband? Answer: internal inhibition: ‘I must try and limit the amount of complaining I do, this is only a small thing’; external inhibition: ‘I have probably got some bad habits too, so if I complain about his eating, he will probably start complaining about all the things I do that annoy him.’


•   When people coughing during my talks used to annoy me, why did I not get angry with them and tell them to shut up or clear off? Answer: internal inhibition: ‘I shouldn’t speak rudely to people who have come to hear me talk’; external inhibition: ‘If I do that then there will be an icy-cold atmosphere for the remainder of the three days while everybody else is frightened to death of accidentally coughing.’


•   Why did Nigel not snap back angrily when his wife contradicted him in public? Answer: internal inhibition: ‘You don’t wash your dirty linen in public’; external inhibition: ‘People will think worse of me if I do that.’


•   Why did Alan, the electrician who was asked to do too many jobs, not say ‘no’ to his boss straight away? Answer: external inhibition: his boss might think worse of him and, come the time for redundancies . . .







SUMMARY


•   The ability to inhibit or control our anger is a very important ability to have. It is by no means a good idea to be ‘uninhibited’ where expressing our anger is concerned.


•   This is not to say that you should never be angry; rather, that you will be able to control your anger. As we saw in Chapter 1, irritable and over-angry people are those whose reaction is out of proportion to the situation that provokes the reaction.


•   Inhibitions are like the brakes of a car: sometimes they stop the car moving, but often they simply ensure the car moves at an appropriate pace.


•   Inhibitions are of two main types: internal and external.


•   Internal inhibitions are the thoughts and moral guidelines we have for ourselves.


•   External inhibitions are the awareness of the consequences that would happen if you were to respond out of proportion to provocation.
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Constructing a system to explain irritability and anger


The ‘leaky bucket’


If we can put all that we have worked out so far into a diagram, it will help us predict when we are going to be irritable or angry and, more to the point, prevent it happening. So let’s have a look at Figure 4.1, which summarizes what we have said so far about Judy’s case.


[image: image]


Figure 4.1 Kept waiting in hospital


This is actually a particularly interesting example, because many people ask: ‘What happens to the anger?’ In other words, a lot of people assume that unless you ‘get rid of’ your anger, then it somehow just builds up inside you. This is in fact the reverse of the truth. What actually happens is that the anger just gradually dissipates. The best analogy is a leaky bucket full of water. The bucket was absolutely full in this case; Judy was very angry indeed. Nevertheless, over time, all that anger just gradually seeped away, just as water seeps out of a leaky bucket, and now in the ordinary course of things she doesn’t give it a thought. (Nevertheless, if you remind her of the event, it is like pouring some more water into the bucket!)


The key concept is doing what you think is appropriate in the situation. In this case the mother judged that her behavior was indeed appropriate as her child might well have not received the best treatment if she had kicked up a fuss. So, even in retrospect, she still judges that she did right. By the same token, we get angry with ourselves when, in retrospect, we think we did not behave correctly. Again, the important concept is behaving in proportion to the situation, doing what you think is right in the particular situation. (Later on, we will look at why our judgement sometimes goes haywire so that on occasion we let ourselves down very badly.)


Figure 4.2 shows the same model applied to a different situation. The key difference is that here the inhibitions weren’t strong enough to control the level of anger experienced by Sue. The anger therefore simply overcame her inhibitions and produced a response of ‘ranting and raving’.


[image: image]


Figure 4.2 Mug breaks on floor


Actually, this does Sue a slight disservice. Certainly this is the way she described the incident – that she simply ‘lost it’, in other words, simply lost all control. But if that were really true, why did she not pick up the carving knife (they were in the kitchen after all) and stab her son fifty times? Clearly her inhibitions were functioning to a degree, but only at a relatively weak level; or maybe they were functioning reasonably well, but the breakage produced such an immense level of anger that they were still almost overwhelmed.


When the bucket overflows


Let’s pursue this line of thought a little further by considering the case of Steve and the door left open in the pub. This fits into our model as shown in Figure 4.3.


On the face of it, this is an accurate representation of what happened. However, if you recollect the exact situation as recounted at the beginning of Chapter 1, you will see that I have omitted the fact that this was the fifth time the door had been left slightly ajar. On each of the previous four occasions, some extra anger had been tipped into the bucket. So, by the time person number five comes along and adds his ladleful to the bucket, the whole thing is brimful and ready to overflow – and he gives five the whole bucket full of anger. You may also recollect that Steve said when he was telling the story that the ‘victim’ was quite a small man. What if he had been six feet three and built to match? Possibly that would have strengthened Steve’s inhibitions! Most people feel inhibited about picking a fight with someone twice their size.


[image: image]


Figure 4.3 Door left open in bar


This concept of anger building up to the point where it overflows is an important one. Adrian, a senior salesman, told me the how he was repeatedly away from home on business, jetting around the world to various exotic destinations for weeks on end. While he was away his very attractive young wife Jenny took to having one affair after another. Gradually Adrian became suspicious and, after he had confronted her several times, Jenny admitted what had been going on. Though obviously hurt, Adrian thought he could cope and put it to his wife that so long as she told him everything he would be prepared to make a fresh start. So, through the course of the evening, Jenny confessed to the four affairs she had had. She went slowly and tactfully, and Adrian was able gradually to come to terms with what had happened. They went to bed, resolved that they could put it all behind them and make a fresh start.


But Jenny had remembered a fifth affair, and when they woke up the following morning, in the spirit of making a clean breast of everything, she confessed it. For Adrian, this was enough to make the bucket overflow, and they divorced.


What makes you angry?


By now you should be able to start making a tentative analysis of what makes you irritable and angry.




•   You may well be able to identify several triggers; for most people there is more than one thing that makes them angry.


•   You may even be able to quantify the amount of anger that each trigger typically produces, perhaps using a ten-point scale where 10 out of 10 is the angriest you could ever be!


•   Maybe you can identify what inhibitions come into play: both your internal inhibitions (the personal morality and rules you have for your own behavior) and the external inhibitions (consequences that may befall you if you over-react).


•   You may also be able to reflect upon the various responses you have made in the past when these triggers have set off your anger.





There is no need to do all that at this stage unless you want to; later on we will look at how to analyze these elements carefully, and what to do once you’ve analyzed them. It can be very rewarding work. But for now it may be useful to consider the kinds of questions we will be asking.




SUMMARY


•   We can construct a realistic model which explains how anger and our subsequent reactions to it come about.


•   It is well worth doing this because we can then analyze both our own actions and reactions, and those of others. Armed with this awareness, we can then intervene to lessen the anger we experience – and, moreover, to alter the responses we produce. It is those responses that people normally refer to as our ‘irritability’ or ‘anger’.


•   We will be developing this model as we go on through this book. The key headings so far are: the trigger (what triggers our anger); the anger itself (which can gradually build up, like increasing amounts of water being poured into a bucket); inhibitions (which stop us constantly giving vent to our anger); and the response (which can range from nothing at all, when we completely control our anger, through to catastrophic responses when we totally fail to control it.)


•   Importantly, there is no need to ‘let our anger out’. Very often, ‘letting our anger out’ simply makes it worse. Better to let it slowly seep away, like water running out from a leaky bucket.
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Why don’t other people feel angry at the things that bug me?


If we can really plot things out just as neatly and tidily as described in the previous chapter, then you would think that what triggers one person’s anger would trigger the same response in another person. And, to a large extent, this is true. Most people, for example, don’t like other people shouting and swearing at them. It makes them angry; it is a trigger for their anger. Most people don’t like other folk stealing from them; that too is a trigger for their anger. Most people don’t like sitting in interminable traffic jams. That too makes most people angry, to a greater or lesser degree.


But it is also true that people respond quite differently to some triggers. For instance, one person may get angry at the sight of teenagers playing football outside his house, whereas another may view it as part of community life.


Seeing things differently


And that is the point. It is all to do with how we view the event in question. If we take a hostile view of it, then it will indeed become a trigger for our anger. If we view it tolerantly and benignly, it won’t.


This is not to say that we should view everything in a tolerant and benign way. As we shall see later, anger can be very useful and productive. Nevertheless, for the time being, let us just look at how things normally work.




•   How come one person kept waiting in a hospital outpatient clinic became really angry whereas another person didn’t? Answer: because the first person viewed it as inconsiderate and arrogant to schedule everybody in for a two o’clock appointment in a clinic which lasts three hours, and believes that people should show proper consideration for each other. The second person says, ‘It’s just one of those things,’ and expects no better from people.


•   Why does one man get intensely irritated by teenagers playing football outside his house, while his next-door neighbour doesn’t? Answer: because the first person sees it not only as lacking in consideration because of the amount of noise it creates, but also as a symbol of living in a more downmarket area than he would wish to. The second person sees it as part and parcel of living in a friendly, lively community.


•   Why did one of the group of three men sitting by the bar door get up and confront the person who left it ajar, whereas the other two weren’t bothered? Answer: because that man believed that each person who left the door open was doing it as a deliberate provocation and felt that he was losing face in front of the other drinkers. The other two felt there was no offence meant – just that people coming into a bar are normally more concerned about getting a drink than closing the door.


•   Why does one woman get angry about her husband eating in a very noisy way, while the same thing doesn’t bother thousands of others at all? Answer: because she sees it as a symbol of the difference between their backgrounds, a constant suggestion that they really should not be married at all; for her, it epitomizes the difference between them. For others, how much noise a person makes when they eat has no significance.


•   Why did I at one stage get particularly uptight about people coughing during my talks, whereas later on it didn’t bother me? Answer: because initially I thought that they might not be paying me enough attention, or even be deliberately provoking me, whereas later I felt they were doing well to come to the course when they could be off sick.


•   Why does one parent get angry when their son drops a mug on the floor and it breaks, whereas another simply says, ‘Never mind’, and gets him to sweep it up? Answer: because the first person sees it as wilful carelessness and a disregard of how much it costs to replace things, whereas the second realizes that they can easily afford to buy another mug without noticing it.


•   Why does one man get angry when his partner contradicts him in public whereas another one doesn’t? Because the first man views the contradiction as saying to everybody present that his wife doesn’t respect him, whereas the second man views it as ‘just the way she is’.


•   Why does one mother get angry when she finds her daughter taking a leisurely bath whereas another doesn’t? Answer: because the first mother said to herself that her daughter was only having a bath to avoid tidying her room, whereas the second mother was pleased to see her daughter taking good care of herself.


•   Why does one father get angry with his son when he sees he has not completed his homework, whereas another father doesn’t? Answer: Because the first father says that his son is a lazy good-for-nothing so-and-so who is trying to pull the wool over his eyes, whereas the second father says that any normal 12-year-old is bound to be more interested in watching television than doing his homework.





And so on. In other words, it is not so much the trigger in itself that produces the anger; it is what goes through the person’s mind when prompted by the trigger.



Appraisal and judgement



Returning to our model as set out in Chapter 4, we can now extend it to apply to three of the cases we have looked at, as shown in Figures 5.1–5.3.


This one extra box we have put into our model, headed ‘Appraisal/Judgement’, is a very important one indeed. It means that no longer are we at the mercy of events, or ‘triggers’. Now we can see that it is we ourselves who can decide what to make of these events, how to appraise or judge them. It is our appraisal or judgement which will determine whether we will get angry and to what degree. What is more, we can actually check out our appraisal with that of others. For example, the man in the bar could have said to his two friends: ‘Do you think these people are deliberately leaving the door open to annoy us . . . do you think everyone is laughing at us behind our backs?’ Whereupon, in all probability, he would have been reassured that this was not so, that the door was just not working properly, and this might have prevented him from getting angry.


[image: image]


Figure 5.1 Kept waiting in hospital


There is an important point here. Many people think that because they believe something is true, it necessarily is true: for instance, in this case, ‘Because I believe he left the door open to annoy me, it is true that he did indeed leave the door open to annoy me.’ This is very far from being the case; but it is an easy trap to fall into until we get used to questioning our judgements and checking them out with other people.


[image: image]


Figure 5.2 Mug breaks on floor


[image: image]


Figure 5.3 Door left open in bar




SUMMARY


•   This chapter has added just one more box to our model, but it is an important box.


•   That important box, ‘Appraisal/Judgement’, goes between ‘Trigger’ and ‘Anger’, and may totally prevent the trigger producing anger.


•   Later, we will look at ways of examining and altering our appraisals/judgements. For the time being, it is enough to know that simply because we think something is true, that does not actually make it true.


•   We are now working towards a comprehensive model with which to examine events that make us angry out of proportion to what one would reasonably expect.
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Why isn’t everybody irritated by the same things?


This sounds like pretty much the same question we asked in Chapter 5, and in a sense it is. But bear with me, because there is a significant difference. You will remember that, in Chapter 5, we asked the question: ‘Why do some triggers make me angry but not other people, and vice versa?’ and the answer was: because you might appraise and judge the situation one way, and other people might appraise and judge it another way. The question we are really addressing in this chapter, to put it in its fullest form, is: ‘Why do I appraise and judge a situation in one way, whereas somebody else might appraise and judge it in quite a different way?’


Beliefs and judgement


So, how come you appraise and judge a situation one way while some other people appraise and judge it in another way? The answer is: ‘Because of the basic beliefs we have all developed over the years.’ These beliefs can be of several different kinds, for example:




•   beliefs about how other people are, what the world is like, even about how we compare with other people;


•   beliefs about how people are meant to behave, how people ‘learn lessons’, what’s important in life, and so on;


•   beliefs about how other people would see a particular situation, including possibly how a jury in a court of law would see it.





How do these beliefs fit in with the model we developed in the previous chapter? Clearly, our beliefs are going to influence:




•   our judgement and appraisal of the trigger;


•   our anger;


•   our inhibitions;


•   our feelings of anger;


•   our response.





So now our model has another element in it, as shown in Figure 6.1.


[image: image]


Figure 6.1 A model for analyzing irritability and anger


It’s probably easiest to see how this works if we go through an example or two.


What about the man in the bar, sitting with two friends, who finally jumps up and confronts the fifth person who comes in and leaves the door open? How come it was he who jumped up, rather than one of his two friends?


Working through our model, we can see that the trigger was just the same for all three of them: so that can’t be the difference.


What about the appraisal or judgement each of them makes? This will be affected by their beliefs about what other people are like. If one of them believes that people, generally, are ‘all selfish bastards who don’t give a damn about anyone except themselves’ he will probably interpret the situation differently from someone who believes that people ‘are all basically good, though sometimes their goodness needs bringing out’. So maybe that was the key difference between Steve (the one who jumped up and confronted the newcomer) and Ben and Chris (who didn’t).


Now we can move on to our next box, marked ‘Anger’. We can see that, primed by his beliefs about people in general, Steve’s brain is already more likely to be angry than either Ben’s or Chris’s; and it will be ‘recommending’ to Steve that he makes a response in keeping with how he feels. At this stage, too, beliefs come into play. If Steve believes that ‘people only learn anything if you give them a good bollocking’ then the chances are that his brain will be recommending something different from those of Ben and Chris, who believe for the most part that ‘the only way people learn anything is when they are allowed to sit down and think things through’.


From here we move on to ‘Inhibitions’. By now we can see that Steve, who thinks that people are ‘all selfish bastards who don’t give a damn about anyone except themselves’ and that ‘people only learn anything if you give them a good bollocking’, is already thinking in terms of a pretty hostile response. But possibly his inhibitions will tone it down. If he believes that ‘you don’t show your anger in public’, that might keep him under control. Equally, if he believes that ‘if you confront somebody they are liable to attack you’ then that too will restrain him, so long as the person leaving the door open is bigger than he is. On the other hand, if he believes that ‘if somebody deliberately provokes you then you’ve got to show them who’s boss,’ this is unlikely to do much to keep his anger in check.


Finally, then, we come to his response. We can see that beliefs are going to play a part here. If he believes that ‘It’s all right thumping somebody but you don’t ever use a weapon,’ his response is clearly going to be of a different order than if he believes that ‘If you’re going to pick a fight with somebody you have to be tooled up.’


So we can see in this example that the beliefs Steve holds are going to affect him at every stage. And these beliefs are nothing to do with the situation in question; they are beliefs he holds day in, day out. So if Steve wanted to radically alter the way he is, the way he feels and the way he reacts, he could work on his beliefs, perhaps bring them a bit closer to those of Ben and Chris. We’ll see how later on.


What about Anne and her 12-year-old in the bath? Anne, you’ll remember, got really angry with her daughter because she wasn’t tidying her room. Anne’s next-door neighbour, Elaine, also has fairly young children and she has always reacted differently to them in the face of stress. So let’s have a look at how our model would compare Anne and Elaine.


Again, the trigger or situation would have to be just the same: how would Elaine react if her 12-year-old had been resolutely not tidying her room, and how would this compare with Anne’s reaction?


Let’s have a look at the judgement or appraisal that each would make in the face of this event. Anne’s judgement is influenced by the fact that she believes that her daughter ‘deliberately does everything she can to annoy me’. Elaine, on the other hand, believes that ‘Children don’t annoy you deliberately, but they are naturally selfish and only lose that as they get older’. Anne, therefore, is inclined to see her 12-year-old’s behavior as deliberate defiance, designed to provoke her; Elaine, on the other hand, views her daughter’s similar behavior as a piece of thoughtlessness typical of a child of that age. As a result, Anne is inclined to be angry, Elaine much less so.


As a result of this belief, Anne’s angry brain is already recommending some kind of angry response. Unfortunately, Anne also believes that ‘You get nowhere by coddling kids,’ with the corresponding implication that ‘a firm hand’, either metaphorically or literally, is what is required. Elaine thinks differently. Even when she does get angry (which, you will be pleased to hear, she does sometimes) her basic belief is that ‘Children need a good example set for them.’ So, while she doesn’t mind confronting issues with her children, and them knowing that she is angry and hearing it in her voice, she does try hard not to ‘shout and scream at them’, and certainly doesn’t believe in smacking them.


What about inhibitions? Anne believes that if her neighbours hear her ‘going over the top’ in terms of shouting or smacking her youngster they will report her to social services. She says this is one of the main things that makes her able sometimes to control her temper. Elaine believes that it is simply not right to shout and scream at young children, and certainly not to hit them.


In terms of response, Anne thinks that ‘A good smack never did anyone any harm,’ while Elaine believes that ‘Adults hitting children is simply bullying.’


Beliefs and behavior


One of the interesting points raised by the example of Anne and Elaine is that it doesn’t matter whether beliefs are right or not, they still influence the behavior of the person who holds them. For instance, Anne may be correct in believing that ‘Kids do all they can to deliberately annoy you’ and Elaine may be wrong in believing that ‘Children are just selfish by nature and grow out of it eventually.’ It really doesn’t matter who is right and who is wrong: both are heavily influenced by their own beliefs. You sometimes even see the paradoxical situation where Elaine’s child may be annoying her quite deliberately but, because Elaine believes what she does, she not only leads a calmer life but also sets a better example for her child.


Let’s look at another example, this time involving flirting. Fiona and Graham live on a new housing development, and Graham has quite serious problems with jealousy. Hannah and Ian are another young couple who live nearby. Fiona and Hannah are good friends and are very similar in many respects. Unlike Graham, however, Ian has no problems with jealousy.


On several occasions Graham and Ian have faced more or less the same ‘trigger’. From time to time both couples find themselves at the same party – in fact, very often they will actually all go to the party together. Both Fiona and Hannah are warm, friendly and extrovert young women who like to have an uninhibited time simply in terms of dancing, drinking and feeling the pleasure of having friends around them. Graham and Ian appraise these ‘triggers’ in quite different ways. Graham believes that if a woman is married then she shouldn’t be showing any interest in any other man, and this is what he perceives Fiona as doing. Ian, on the other hand, believes that it is only natural for women to show an interest in men and vice versa. He simply believes that if you are married then ‘You shouldn’t take it any further than the interest stage.’ So, as a result of the same events, Graham becomes angry whereas Ian doesn’t. Graham’s angry brain is recommending to him an angry response, whereas Ian’s is not.


In terms of inhibitions, Graham believes that it is wrong to hit anybody, and certainly somebody you love, so even though angry he will not respond that way. (Interestingly, Ian is not totally averse to getting into fights; he does not believe that is totally wrong. Fortunately, however, he rarely becomes angry.) Graham also believes that if he ‘addresses the issue head on’ then (a) Fiona will think he is a ‘wimp’ for being jealous, and (b) this will put a damper on the fun they might have at any future party.


In terms of responses, Graham believes it is wrong to hit people so that is ruled out. He also believes it is undesirable to shout or to address the issue head on, so he tends not to do this. His beliefs about sulking, however, are not quite so negative; so that is what he tends to end up doing. Ian, on the other hand, believes that ‘Sulking is something women do,’ so even when angry doesn’t tend to respond like that.


It is clear from these examples that our beliefs can have an all-pervasive effect on us – not just on irritability and anger but on every aspect of our feelings and emotions: jealousy, anxiety, depression, anything you care to mention.


Beliefs and other people


Once a year my mother and I go off on two or three days’ holiday, just the two of us (my family stays behind and has a bit of respite). A couple of years ago we found ourselves in Paris, in an extremely nice hotel which we could certainly never have afforded had it not been for a very special offer at the local travel agent. Anyway, once there, we look around for what to do. Tickets available from the hotel include an evening at the Moulin Rouge which is, as you know, a kind of review bar for tourists. It looks good, and of all the attractions on offer it is the only one we have heard of. The only snag is that it is expensive: 900 francs per person for the evening – that’s about £80 or $125. However, this (it seems) includes everything: dinner, drinks, review, the lot. So we sign up, and the next evening off we go. The Moulin Rouge consists of a big stage on which a lot of girls strut their stuff – and an even bigger area where about five million tourists eat their dinners at tables crammed more closely together than you have ever seen before. We are given a terrific table, right next to the stage, are given complimentary drinks shortly followed by the first course of our dinner, and sit back for a good evening. As the show starts, I notice a very small card sitting on the table, pick it up and just manage to read what it says in the gloom. My hazy brain does a slow translation: ‘minimum drinks order 600 francs per person’. I am stunned. Not only having paid handsomely for our two tickets, we are now faced with having to pay another substantial sum for drinks. I am not even sure I have got that much money on me. Everywhere I look I see twenty-stone bouncers, and begin to realize the true meaning of the phrase ‘tourist trap’.


My mother is pretty engrossed in the show. I am feeling sort of nauseous, and, even from the inside, can tell I must look glazed. The Third Act finishes and there is a gap before the band starts up to herald the Fourth Act. At this point I mention, calmly of course, that there is a card on the table that says there is a minimum drinks order of £50 or $85 per person.


And this is where beliefs come in. Me, I believe that all big cities are the same and that if you go to a tourist trap then you expect to get trapped. My mother, she has had good holidays in France so, quick as a flash, she says: ‘No, it’s all right, the French are nice’ – without taking her eyes off the stage. It is a simple belief, deeply embedded and has ramifications for a thousand and one situations that might arise in France. (And, thank goodness, she was right: the card’s strictures didn’t apply to us.)


Not long after the Moulin Rouge experience, I came across another example of an extended version of ‘French people are nice.’ I was walking along a promenade in a quiet coastal resort, and coming towards me was a man of about 25 who clearly had significant learning difficulties. He had a rucksack which was causing him some trouble: he had managed to get it properly hooked over one shoulder, but the other side was sort of pinning his arm halfway behind him. This posture will be familiar to anyone who has ever tried to put a rucksack on; and it’s much more easily sorted out by someone else than by the wearer. So this man simply walked up and stood in front of me without saying a word; and I sorted out his rucksack.


What does that say about this man’s beliefs about other people? ‘Other people are nice.’ So nice, in fact, that if you are having trouble with your rucksack, all you have to do is go and stand in front of a random person and he or she will sort you out. You don’t even have to say anything!


So, not only do underlying beliefs influence just about every moment of your life; but doing a bit of work on your beliefs can pay off handsomely. We’ll look at how to do this later on in the book.


Where do beliefs come from?


Some of you reading this might be wondering where our beliefs come from. Well, clearly they come from our experiences. Many of them come from early experience (our childhood, school and upbringing) and are never revised. Sometimes, for example, people are taught as children that everybody in the world is out for what they can get, so you have to watch your back. Others, although they are not explicitly taught such lessons, pick them up for themselves through observing others. Equally, many people are taught as children that ‘people are basically good’, or have had the sort of upbringing which has led them to believe that this is the case, whether or not it was spelt out for them.


On the basis of these ‘mega-beliefs’ we make rules for ourselves. For instance, if I believe that everyone is out for what they can get, I will have a series of sub-beliefs along the lines of ‘I must keep my wits about me,’ ‘You have to watch everybody like a hawk or they’ll take advantage of you,’ and ‘If you give someone an inch they’ll take a mile.’ Equally, if I believe that people are basically good I will have a series of sub-beliefs along the lines of ‘We must trust each other in order to flourish,’ ‘The best place to relax is in the company of others,’ and so on.




SUMMARY


•   We set out in this chapter to answer the question of why a particular situation would irritate one person and not another.


•   We came to the conclusion that it is to do with our beliefs about ourselves, other people, the nature of the world, how people are meant to behave and how we are meant to behave.


•   These beliefs are developed over the years through our experiences and observations, often based on the things we are told when we are young.


•   We found that our beliefs also underlie our inhibitions. Some people believe that you shouldn’t ever hit anybody, even if it’s called ‘smacking’. Other people believe you mustn’t hit anybody unless it’s someone much smaller than yourself, like your child. Other people believe that it’s wrong to shout. Other people believe that it’s right to talk things through with people even if they are very young. Other people believe that to set a good example is very important. All these beliefs will form part of our internal inhibitions. Others are much more constrained by the likely results of their actions, so believe that it is ill-advised to pick a fight with somebody bigger than you, as you’re likely to get hurt; these beliefs form part of their external inhibitions.


•   People even have beliefs about the kind of responses it’s okay to make. Some people believe that an obviously aggressive response is inappropriate, but sulking would be okay; and so on.


•   All this knowledge about beliefs and their influence forms another important area that we will be able to use to our benefit when we come to Part Two of this book.
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Why am I sometimes more irritable than at other times?


Up to now we’ve concentrated largely on the question, ‘Why do some people get angry more easily than other people?’ And we’ve come up with lots of answers – or at least, we could work out lots of answers for lots of different situations if we wanted to by going through our model. Some of the answers might be as follows:




•   John gets more angry than Ken because John finds himself in more anger-making situations than Ken does.


•   Laura gets more angry than Mona because Laura tends to judge and appraise situations differently from the way Mona does.


•   Norma gets more angry than Olive because her inhibitions aren’t so well developed.


•   Pete seems to get more angry than Quentin because Pete will countenance more hostile responses than Quentin does. For example, Pete will shout and threaten while Quentin tends to sulk.


•   Rachel gets more angry than Sarah because Rachel believes that other people are basically a self-centred lot who can’t be trusted, so she tends to misinterpret some situations.





And so on.


So, we can now make some more informed and reliable judgements about why some people get more angry than others, or seem to be more angry than others (because of the way they respond when they are angry). And this is good, because if we want to be one of those people who is angry less often we can already see that there are going to be some very powerful things we can achieve. We have a nice model which we can apply systematically in your own particular case.


Moods


But for many people it is the variation in their irritability that really concerns them: in other words, some days they feel really irritable, other days they don’t. If you are one of these people then you will know that this variation causes major problems for people around you, because they never know ‘what mood you’re going to be in’. So they can never relax properly with you, and that in turn means that the feelings of intimacy and closeness that would otherwise develop between you and them simply don’t have a chance to take root.


Moreover, you will also know that this causes major problems for yourself – not just in how it impairs the intimacy of relationships, but also because you continually feel as though you have ‘let yourself down’. If you have these big variations in irritability you will sometimes look back on things you did yesterday, or even earlier on today, and feel embarrassed or ashamed by them. For, although they seemed perfectly sensible and justifiable at the time, now you can see that you were being excessively irritable – you were in ‘a bad mood’. (Actually, they don’t always seem that sensible at the time; maybe you know when you’re feeling irritable, and that’s a very bad feeling. The trouble is that it seems very difficult to ‘snap out of it’ at the time, and indeed it is.)


The good news is that there are all sorts of things that we can do to keep ourselves in a ‘stable mood’. But first we need to focus on the key concept of ‘mood’.


In terms of our model, like ‘Beliefs’, it influences all four of the major boxes from ‘Appraisal/Judgement’ downwards, so that the model now looks like Figure 7.1.


How does this work? First of all, take the way mood influences the way we appraise and judge things. Try thinking of Tim, who does indeed have problems with his moods and who will see things quite differently depending on whether he’s in a good mood or a bad mood. He drew up a table to show just how differently things could look to him (Table 7.1).


[image: image]


Figure 7.1 A model for analyzing irritability and anger
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Uma has exactly the same problem with her moods, and she constructed a similar table (Table 7.2).


[image: image]
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It’s clear from these few examples that anybody who is in a remotely similar situation to either Tim or Uma will be having a great deal of trouble making sense of their life. One day they’re up, the next day they’re down. One day they’re laughing and joking with people; another day they’re snapping their heads off. Worse than that, it can vary from one half-hour to another. So what kind of things do we have to watch out for to keep our mood steady? Some of the main factors are:




•   Illness: mental illnesses (such as depression) or physical illnesses (such as viral infections) can both disrupt your mood.


•   Routine: it is very important to maintain a fairly consistent routine in terms of times of eating and sleeping, to maintain a steady ‘circadian rhythm’. Otherwise you find yourself in a permanent state of ‘jetlag’, which is very disruptive.


•   Exercise: humans are built for activity, and during phases when we don’t get this we are liable to be that much more irritable.


•   Diet: some people eat lots of sugar-rich food which sends their blood sugar level sky-high and then correspondingly low. Other people feed themselves so poorly that they are effectively suffering from malnutrition.


•   Drugs: routinely consumed drugs such as caffeine, alcohol and nicotine are vastly underestimated in their effect. Recreational drugs can also devastate one’s mood.


•   Sleep: getting insufficient sleep on a regular basis is bad news indeed.


•   Stress: having too much to do, too many pressures on you, tasks you find difficult to achieve, and other life stresses take a severe toll on your moods.


•   Social factors: arguments with friends, relatives and workmates; bereavement, separation and divorce; simply feeling lonely – these are just some of the social factors that can affect our mood.





If you know that you sometimes get irritable, the chances are that there are several items on that list which look familiar to you. The good news is that we can work on them, and later on in Part Two of this book, we will see exactly what to do.


There are tremendous pay-offs here. Most people much prefer someone who is ‘the same every day’ to someone who is ‘downright moody’.


Case study: Georgina


Georgina went through a period of three years in her late teens when, she said, she would ‘snap anybody’s head off who looked at me in the wrong way’. It turns out this wasn’t quite true; there were just some days when she acted this way. Other days she was a thoroughly agreeable young person with lots of friends, a nice family life and occasional boyfriends. It turned out that the reason she was sometimes so irritable is that she was prone to get quite depressed, mainly on account of her boyfriends being only ‘occasional’. When she did feel depressed, however, she was snappy in the extreme, and even people’s attempts to cheer her up provoked an abrasive reaction. Unsurprisingly, some of her friends drifted away, while even the ones that remained tended to treat her with some caution.


The solution to Georgina’s problems was twofold.


   


•   First, she gradually worked on her depression until she settled in a fairly consistently happy mood. This was difficult, because she had set up a vicious circle whereby her depression caused her irritability, which caused some of her friends to desert her, which in turn exacerbated her depression. Nevertheless, she implemented three significant measures which helped her to be happier.


•   Second, and while she was working on her depression, she also worked on the ‘Response’ box in our model. In other words, she trained herself to ‘button my lip and count to ten’ whenever she felt like snapping.


   


The net result is that both she and her friends feel that life is now more predictable and, partly as a result, more rewarding.




SUMMARY


•   Sometimes you may be more irritable than at other times. One day you may be in a good mood, the next in a bad mood. The key concept here is ‘mood’.


•   There are lots of factors that influence our mood, notably illness, routine, exercise, diet, drugs, sleep patterns, life stresses and social factors.


•   We can work on these (as we shall see in Part Two) so that, if we want, we can be not only difficult to anger, but reliable and consistent: ‘the same every day’!
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Is it always wrong to be angry?


Briefly, the answer is ‘no’. However, perhaps it is always wrong to be irritable.


Why is it not wrong to be angry? Simply because the question of whether anger is ‘wrong’ or not doesn’t really arise. Rather like gravity, anger is part of life; so to start questioning whether it is good or bad is to head up something of a blind alley.


This is not the whole story, however. Perhaps we can give a better answer by asking what purpose anger serves. Most of the things that are ‘part of the human condition’ do serve a purpose and one suspects that anger is no exception.


Anger and disapproval


One purpose is to help to produce ‘socialization’ in other people: in other words, to encourage other people to behave in the way we would like them to – or, more accurately, to discourage other people from behaving in a way we don’t want them to. The distinction is not just a question of semantics. It is, in fact, possible to influence a person’s behavior much more by encouragement than by discouragement. This point was encapsulated by the old cartoon depicting a fearsomely old-fashioned school with a notice on the wall reading ‘the beatings will continue until morale improves’, neatly making the point that some things simply cannot be produced by beatings – or anger, or any other negative means. Nevertheless, for our present purposes it is worth noting that anger does indeed serve a function of discouraging behavior that we don’t want.


The trouble with this is that if we happen to be rather intolerant individuals, then we can feel there is a tremendous lot of ‘behavior we don’t want’, which in turn means that we will spend an awful lot of our lives being angry. (In this context the concept of ‘zero tolerance’ seems to me a disastrous one. For the state to discuss, advocate and encourage a principle of ‘zero tolerance’ seems doomed to produce adverse consequences across the board.


On the other hand, if we ourselves are fairly tolerant individuals, and know what behavior we like and dislike in each other, then anger can be a highly appropriate response, though of course in moderation. Maybe ‘anger’ is not really the right word in this context; possibly ‘annoyance’ is nearer the mark. If somebody cares for us and cares about what we think, then to see that their behavior has annoyed us even slightly would be sufficient to influence them.


One piece of good news is that there is much less undesirable behavior than we think. Take the case of Walter and Yvonne, who were out for a day trip to the seaside with their children aged ten and twelve. It was 12.30 p.m., just coming up to lunchtime, when the family was walking past an ice-cream van near the beach. The ten-year-old asked for an ice cream, to which his father replied: ‘No, it’ll be lunchtime in a quarter of an hour.’ The boy was not to be pacified, however, and persisted in trying to persuade and cajole his father to buy an ice cream, refusing even to move on past the van.


His father’s response was to insist: ‘If I say no, I mean no. If you really want one, then you can have one after lunch.’


This was no good; the ten-year-old wanted his ice cream there and then, and achieving this was evidently becoming more important than life itself. His father, for his part, felt that it was important to make a stand and show his son that you can’t always have what you want.


Well, I will spare you the ghastly details, but suffice to say that that was the end of their day trip as any sort of enjoyable enterprise.


I talked to Walter about this afterwards in terms of the personality characteristics being displayed by the ten-year-old boy. What it boiled down to was that he was being very assertive and very persevering, both of which characteristics his father thought were admirable ones he’d want in his son when he became an adult. So, paradoxically, he felt he should be encouraging such characteristics rather than just getting angry when they are displayed!


This is only one small example of how tricky it can be to judge and appraise situations. Much more often than it seems at first sight, the characteristics that are being displayed when we are tempted to get annoyed are ones which, in other circumstances, we would actually value rather than condemn.


What it boils down to is that anger – or at least annoyance – can be entirely appropriate to express disapproval of other people’s behavior, when we really are sure that we disapprove of it.


Anger and motivation


Anger/annoyance also has another purpose, namely to provide us with the motivation to do things we otherwise wouldn’t do.


One of the angriest times I have ever experienced was when our nine-month-old daughter got locked in the car on a very hot summer’s day, with the keys also in the car. Nearby was a man from the emergency rescue service who wouldn’t help us in spite of our being members.


It was the middle of June, Amelia was in her buggy on the back seat of the car, and my wife had inadvertently locked the keys in the car. Distraught, she left Amelia and the car and went out on to the street, with our other daughter who was two, to seek help. As if the gods were really with her, she spotted a man wearing the uniform of the rescue service just fifty yards down the street. She explained her plight, to which the man replied ‘Are you a member?’


Patricia said yes, she was, to which the reply was: ‘Have you got your membership card?’


Patricia said: ‘Yes, it’s in the car.’


And the man’s response was: ‘Well, I can’t do anything without your membership card.’


However, in a fit of generosity he loaned her a coin to phone me up so that I could come with the spare keys. I got there as quickly as I could, gave Patricia the spare keys and went to speak to the ‘rescue’ man.


I say ‘speak to’, but that is perhaps misrepresenting what followed. I gave him a full and thorough account of what I thought of him and his family, lasting a good five minutes and much to the entertainment of passers-by.


Now, if you had asked me one sunny June afternoon to go and advise a representative of a road rescue service on how he should behave if somebody has locked themselves out of – and their baby into – a car, I would probably have said that I had better things to do. It was only the absolute rage I felt that fired me up to enthusiastically advise this particular man.


The same thing applies when we hear stories of people going to help strangers beaten up in the street, or countries declaring war on other countries that are trampling over the human rights of their neighbours.


How much anger is enough?


So, the interesting question arises as to how much anger we need to display in order to influence other people’s behavior. Clearly, there is a vast range available. As we said earlier, if a person cares about you and what you think, then your expression of the slightest hint of annoyance will probably be sufficient.


In fact, different rules hold good for physically violent situations such as war. So, for the moment, let us confine ourselves to non-violent interpersonal situations.


With anger, as with most other things, it is not a question of ‘the more the better’ if you want to be effective. The inverted U-curve, sometimes known as Aristotle’s golden mean, holds good here. If you like graphs, this is the thing for you. It is normally drawn as shown in Figure 8.1. It suggests that a little bit of anger will have some effect; a bit more anger will have more effect; but if you increase the anger too much, then the effect comes down again.
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Figure 8.1 The traditional inverted U-curve


Actually, this ‘traditional’ inverted U is not quite what is needed in the case of anger. More accurate is the version shown in Figure 8.2. What this shows is that the ‘best’ amount of anger is just a small amount. If you increase it, the effectiveness decreases. And if you increase it even more, then the effectiveness is negative; in other words, what you are doing is counter-productive, and, far from influencing your target in the required direction, will provoke them to ‘dig their heels in’ or ‘react against you’, or however you like to describe it.


[image: image]


Figure 8.2 Graph showing effective anger


If you don’t like graphs, forget this and think about someone who’s not very good at making a cup of coffee. For the sake of argument, let’s agree that the best amount of coffee to put in a mug is one rounded teaspoonful. So Andy comes along, puts two rounded teaspoonfuls in his mug, adds boiling water and milk, sits down to enjoy it and finds it doesn’t taste very nice. Of course, he doesn’t know why it doesn’t taste very nice because he’s no good at making coffee. So what does he do? He goes and puts in a third teaspoonful, which, of course, makes it taste even worse. And if he’s really hopeless, he may even go back and add a fourth.


Now, the coffee example seems ridiculous to most of us because we know how much coffee to put in a mug. Not to Andy, though, because he’s never made his own coffee before, and he has no idea how to do it. This is an exact parallel with some people and their anger. They start off by displaying much too much anger and find that they don’t get the desired result. So what do they do then? Get even angrier still. To an onlooker this is as bizarre as Andy putting even more coffee in his mug when he already has too much. To the person concerned, however, it doesn’t seem like that. ‘If that much anger didn’t work, then perhaps twice as much will,’ they seem to be saying.


In summary, anger, like pepper, is best in very small amounts, if at all.



Does irritability have a purpose?



What about irritability? Does the same argument hold good there? The answer seems to be ‘no’, because the essence of irritability is that it is unjustified and inappropriate – more a reflection of your mood than of anything anybody else has done.


I have heard it said that the advantage of being known as ‘irritable’ is that it keeps everybody else ‘on their toes’. The implication is that you will always be treated as carefully as though you were at your most irritable, because even when you are in a good mood people put it down to the fact that they are ‘handling you with kid gloves’. So they carry on treating you that way.


For most people this has only a superficial attraction. Most people want to be respected and liked at work and in social situations, and liked and loved at home. While irritability may force others to cover up the manifestations of their disrespect and dislike for you, it does no more than that. There seems no shortcut to acquiring respect, liking and love, short of earning it. Being irritable normally means starting off with an overdraft.




SUMMARY


•   Anger is okay in the sense that most people get angry at some times; it’s something we have to live with.


•   Nevertheless, it does seem that we can influence the behavior of those around us much more by positive means than becoming angry.


•   Even so, anger – or at least annoyance – is a reasonable way of expressing displeasure at what somebody else does.


•   In terms of how much anger is appropriate, it is almost always a lot less then we think. Indeed, too much anger is not only ineffective, it is distinctly counter-productive.


•   Irritability is never justified. After all, it is defined as ‘unjustified anger or irritation’!








PART TWO



Sorting It Out





   


   


   


Part Two of this book is all about solutions.


Having read Part One, you now know a lot about irritability and anger. However, knowing about a problem is not the same as solving that problem. So in this part of the book we examine all the possible solutions.


There are several ways of reading this part. Each chapter title gives you a pretty good idea of what is in the chapter and why you might want to read it. So you can, if you want, go straight to the chapters you think are most relevant to you and read those first. In fact, you will find it works even if you just read those, and omit the others. You can ‘pick and choose’.


Alternatively, you can read steadily from here to the end, including every chapter whether or not it seems relevant at first sight. This isn’t a bad idea, because some of the content may turn out to apply to you even though it might not have looked like it on first consideration. I have tried to include lots of examples (there are twenty-four, in fact), and some of them come up repeatedly; you might well find that you can easily identify with some of these cases.


At the end of each chapter is a summary and a project (or more than one!) to do. It is those projects which are really going to make a good impact for you if you follow them through.


Whichever way you tackle this part of the book, I hope you find it useful.
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Getting a handle on the problem: The trigger


If you think back to Chapter 4, where we were starting to work on the model of irritability and anger, you may remember that the most basic model looked like Figure 9.1. This diagram doesn’t contain all sorts of boxes that we added as the model developed, but does contain three of the most essential ones. We can see that if any one of these three boxes is altered, then the whole sequence of irritability and anger comes to an end.


[image: image]


Figure 9.1 A model for analyzing irritability and anger


For example, take Gerry, whose trigger is his neighbours playing music too loud. If that trigger doesn’t happen, then the irritability and anger don’t happen. Equally, even if the trigger does happen (the neighbours play their music), he still won’t respond with anger if he appraises it as ‘just them having a bit of fun – the thing to do is live and let live.’ And finally, even if the trigger does happen and he appraises it as ‘those awful people again – they need a good sorting out,’ he will still not display any irritability and anger if he takes himself off to see his friend in the adjoining road or puts his own earphones on.


So, this simple model yields three possible solutions:


1   somehow or other have the neighbours not play their music;


2   appraise it in a different light; or


3   respond in some different way.


In this particular example, which would you say is the best solution? Personally I’d go for either number 1 (ideally) or number 2.


Or what about Anne, who said she completely ‘lost it’ when she found her twelve-year-old daughter washing her hair in the bath instead of tidying her room? Again, there are three possible options:


1   she could have somehow got her daughter to tidy her room (we’ll go into how later on);


2   she could have appraised it a different way (‘Well, at least she’s keeping herself clean’); or


3   she could have responded in a different way, for example by taking herself off, calming down, and telling her daughter (again) that she expected her room to be tidied after she’d finished her bath.


Again it’s a matter of personal opinion, but possibly numbers (2) or (3) would be the front-runners in this case.


And what about Steve, who gave a good roasting to the fifth guy who left the bar door open? In that case he could have


1   removed the trigger (by moving to a different table after the first couple of times);


2   appraised it differently (‘There are worse things in life than having to push a door closed every twenty minutes’); or


3   responded differently, perhaps by asking each person to shut the door.


Possibly either (1) or (3) might be better in this case.


So, even with a simple three-box analysis some reasonably good solutions present themselves.


The odd thing is that in each of these cases the individual concerned had taken on a sort of ‘victim role’, as though they could do nothing about what was happening. So Gerry blamed the neighbours (‘What can you do if you’ve got neighbours like that?’), Anne told the story as just one more example of how ‘difficult’ her daughter was, and Steve saw his experience in the bar as one more example of how ‘ignorant’ other people are.



Keeping a diary



In fact, there’s no need to be a victim: there are lots of things we can do once we have ‘got a handle on’ the problem. In other words, once you know, reliably, what triggers your anger or irritability you are halfway to sorting it out. And really to get to know what triggers it, you have to keep a diary.


The best form of diary to keep, in the first instance, is illustrated by Diary 1. You will see there are just two boxes: one for you to write about the trigger, and the other one for you to write about how you responded. There is one blank copy of this diary included here, and there are ten more in the Appendix (pp. 278–85).


These diaries are very important indeed. Their function is, as I’ve just said, to enable you to get a handle on what makes you irritable and angry. If you can do this, you are halfway home. So exactly how do you fill them in? The answer is: it is best to fill in a diary sheet each time you get irritable or angry, and to do it as soon as possible after the incident. It is also a good idea to make your accounts as complete as possible. On the following pages I have reproduced more or less what was filled in by several people we have already described, when they kept their diaries.


Diary 1


Keep a record of when you get irritable or angry. Fill it in as soon as possible after the event. Note as clearly as possible what triggered your irritability/anger, and how you responded


[image: image]


Example (a)


[image: image]
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Example (b)
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Example (c)
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Example (d)
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Example (e)
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Example (f)
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Example (g)


[image: image]
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Reading your diary


Well, never mind reading your diary for the moment. Let’s first of all get good at reading other people’s diaries.


Even before that, let’s recap on what the point of reading these diaries is: it is to obtain insight into what makes you irritable and angry, so that you can take action about it. And, to do that, you will first of all have to develop the skill of reading diaries astutely.


Now let’s take the examples in order.


First of all, look again at example (a), in which Colin tells how he was driven to distraction by his neighbour’s kids playing football in the street. Which of the following possibilities do you think was the trigger:


1   the kids repeatedly running across his grass;


2   the football hitting his window;


3   the thought that his neighbours showed no consideration for him;


4   the belief that kids playing in the street makes the area look poor?


In this particular case the answer Colin gave was both (1) and (2); but what really irritated Colin was that the neighbours had no consideration for people around them, and indeed made the street look like a rough area. So in a way Colin’s anger had more to do with his appraisal and judgement of the trigger, rather than the trigger itself. Nevertheless, if he wants to sort out his irritability and anger he needs to spot the ‘visible’ trigger of the boys playing football. Once he knows this is his weak spot, then he can sort out how to re-appraise it, if that is what he decides on.


If Colin wanted to become less irritated and angry, he could view the children playing outside in a different light. He could view it simply as ‘kids having a good time’ and ‘showing that the street is a lively place to live’. Do you think that is likely to work with this man? No, neither did I.


So what is left? In this case, the main thing is to look in the response box. If you recollect, his response was to take the ball from the kids and storm round and shout at their mother. What other response do you think he might have made? Which of the following do you think would be best:


1   switch on the television, turn the volume up loud until their game is over;


2   every time the kids appear on the street, go round to their mother and put his point of view in as friendly a way as possible;


3   do nothing, just blank it all from his mind?


I would suggest that option (2) is the best one: to go round and put his point of view, amicably, just as often as he likes – preferably, from his point of view, just as soon as the kids appear on the street.


Many angry and irritable people make the mistake of thinking that the best reaction is (3), to ‘do nothing at all’. This is not necessarily the case, particularly if you think that you are legitimately aggrieved. In such cases it is only right to stick up for your rights, assertively. But ‘assertive’ does not mean ‘angry’ or ‘aggressive’.


So, in example (a), perhaps the best bet is for Colin to alter his response; and this is what he did. Nevertheless, the starting point was for him to be clear about what triggered his anger, rather than just thinking he was generally bad-tempered.


What about example (b), where five people, one at a time, came into the bar and left the door open behind them? They came at roughly 15–20-minute intervals and, finally, Steve got so angry that he confronted person number five.


So what was it that really triggered Steve’s anger? There are several possibilities; which one do you think is most accurate:


1   the door being left open and the consequent cold draft;


2   the expression on the fifth man’s face, being so self-centred and not caring about the cold air coming in;


3   Steve’s perception that he was being made to look foolish, having to get up all the time to shut the door that somebody else had left open;


4   Steve’s perception that he was not being given enough consideration by these other people?


Here, the literal trigger is (1), the door being left open and the ensuing blast of cold air. That – possibly in conjunction with the expression on the person’s face – led to Steve’s appraisal that he was being made to look foolish, that he was not being shown enough consideration.


So what could he have done to get rid of the trigger? (After all, getting rid of the trigger is normally what we want to do. If we can get rid of the trigger it stops the whole thing snowballing.) Which of the following would you recommend:


1 move to a different part of the bar, away from the door;


2 don’t look at the person’s face, so it doesn’t annoy you;


3 realize that you are not being made a fool of;


4 don’t worry about whether people are showing you consideration or not?


There is an argument in favour of each of these; which one(s) did you choose? Personally, I would go for number (1), even though it’s not very ‘psychological’. There are some things that most people would find irritating, and sitting by a door that people keep leaving open is probably one of them.


But what do you do, I hear you saying, if there are no other seats in the bar? In that case we have to look at the response. How did Steve actually respond? He jumped up and behaved in a threatening way to poor old person number five, having said nothing at all to the previous four people. So what might have been a better response? Maybe he should have just asked each person coming in to shut the door, in a non-aggressive way? We will look at this again later.


Now, you may have noticed that this bar example is rather different from the previous one. You may feel that there’s more point in discussing the neighbour example, because that is an on-going situation which keeps happening every day or every week, and it’s a good one to sort out a solution for. With the bar example, we seem to be harking back to something that’s over and done with, so what’s the point in going through it all over again?


The answer is that you can get so good at analyzing situations that you analyze them automatically, even as they’re happening. So, whereas Steve may not find himself in an identical situation again, sitting right by a bar door that people keep leaving open, he may find himself in a somewhat similar one. In that case, if he has worked out a way of dealing with it, he will be able to analyze it even as it’s going on and, hopefully, act in a better way.


What about example (c)? This was the case of Pam, who is so acutely annoyed by her husband when he eats noisily. Again, what do you think was the ‘real’ trigger for her annoyance:


1   the sheer decibel-level of her husband’s eating – he should learn to eat more quietly;


2   the fact that he carried on talking to her while he was still chewing;


3   the fact that she saw it as symbolizing their incompatibility;


4   the fact that she had nothing better to do than worry about how much noise her husband made when he was eating?


Numbers (1) and (2) are the literal triggers. So how could we remove them? Earplugs to cut down the decibel-level won’t help. Talk to him while he is chewing so that he isn’t tempted to talk while chewing? Perhaps not.


Really, the problem lies in Pam’s appraisal that the chewing symbolizes their incompatibility. So, ultimately, it is either that – or their incompatibility itself – that needs working on. Nevertheless, she does need to be clear on the initial trigger so that she can take action on it. In the interim she might also ask him to chew a bit more quietly. But that would probably be missing the point.


The next example, (d), involved Sue’s teenage son Ian, who dropped a mug on the floor and broke it. Again, what was the trigger:


1   the mug breaking;


2   the cost of the mug;


3   the loud noise the mug made when it hit the floor;


4   Sue’s appraisal that Ian is careless and needs to be taught a lesson?


Well, number (1) is obviously the ‘literal’ answer, but it is quickly followed by number (4). Clearly, once Sue knows what the triggers are for her thinking like that (‘he is careless and needs to be taught a lesson’) she can prepare a more helpful appraisal and train herself to use it at such times. (Such an appraisal might be: ‘We all drop things on the floor from time to time, youngsters especially. There’s no need to get uptight about it.’)


So, what have we got so far, from looking at these first four examples?




• It is sometimes quite difficult to see exactly what the trigger is, because the ‘literal’ trigger and the appraisal are jumbled together.


• It is worthwhile disentangling these two aspects, because then you can prepare a more helpful appraisal if need be, and be ready to use it next time the trigger for your irritation and anger appears.


• Keeping a diary, on the model of Diary 1, is helpful in doing this.


• Often the key lies in learning a different response, for example tackling the neighbour in a different way, asking people to shut the door, tackling the underlying issue of compatibility, telling the youngster to brush up the broken mug. But the same argument applies; before we can prepare a more helpful response, we need to be clear about what triggers our irritation and anger.





Let’s move on now and have a look at the other examples.


The fifth one, (e), was about Alan, the electrician who was asked to do too much by his boss. What was the real trigger:


1   being overloaded with work;


2   feeling he is being put-upon by his boss?


Clearly the literal trigger is being overloaded with work. Feeling put-upon by his boss is the appraisal Alan makes.


In example (f) Anne lost her temper with her twelve-year-old daughter who was washing her hair in the bath.


What was the trigger for her anger:


1   the sight of her daughter in the bath;


2   the fact that her daughter hadn’t tidied her bedroom;


3   the fact that she felt her daughter was being defiant;


4   the sense of frustration that she wasn’t bringing her daughter up very well?


You will notice that a fourth option has crept in here that has got nothing to do with baths, tidy bedrooms or anything else. And this is sometimes the case. For example, some people will fight and argue simply because they are ‘bored’ or ‘frustrated’ or whatever. So in this case it is a possibility that Anne’s anger has more to do with the frustration of wondering whether she is bringing her daughter up well than anything else.


In fact, frustration in general is frequently a trigger for anger or aggression, as was discovered by Miller and his colleagues back in the 1930s: a finding published as the ‘frustration–aggression hypothesis’.


So what was your best answer as to what the trigger was for Anne? Possibly it was a mixture of frustration (partly to do with whether she is bringing her daughter up well, partly to do with her inability to get the girl to tidy her bedroom) and just seeing her daughter sitting in the bath when she wanted her to be doing something else. Her perception of ‘defiance’ is more an appraisal, following on from the trigger.


And our final example, (g), was to do with Ken, the stressed-out executive. What was the trigger for his irritability:


1   trying to cope with more work than he could reasonably do;


2   his colleague Phil being tactless;


3   just being in a bad mood that day?


From his account it sounds as though it was a combination of all three. Certainly he was overloaded with work, so he was in ‘a bad mood’; but also perhaps the colleague was a shade tactless. Triggers can sometimes be slightly complex, as in ‘my colleague being tactless when I’m overworked and in a bad mood’. Quite possibly none of the three elements mentioned (tactlessness, overwork, bad mood) would cause him to be irritable on its own.


Reading your diary (again)


The previous section will have got you pretty good at reading diaries in general – which means that you are also going to be pretty good at reading your own.


So all you have to do now is keep a diary of most of the times you get irritable and angry, along the lines described. Then analyze it to determine your triggers.


What you a looking for is a (short) list of triggers for your irritation and anger. Here are some that other people have produced:




•   the neighbours playing loud music


•   the kids next door playing football in the street


•   the people next door showing no consideration for their neighbours


•   other people being inconsiderate (as in the bar door)


•   other people putting themselves above me (as in queue-jumping)


•   my husband eating his food noisily


•   my husband


•   my wife


•   my children


•   my partner


•   George, at work


•   my son being careless


•   being kept waiting


•   being contradicted or proved wrong in public


•   being overworked by my boss


•   being dumped by my boyfriend


•   my partner telling other people about things which were just between us


•   my wife flirting with other men


•   being made to look foolish in public


•   my daughter being lazy


•   my daughter being disobedient


•   my son telling lies


•   people stealing from me or damaging my property


•   bouncers


•   policemen


•   being carved up by another driver


•   being crammed in the tube


•   being stressed out


•   being bored


•   being tired







SUMMARY


•   It is important to have a very clear idea of what triggers your irritation and anger.


•   Once you have that, you can either remove the trigger (although this is frequently impossible) or take a range of other actions, which we will cover later on.


•   The best way of identifying what triggers your irritation and anger is to keep a diary; simply trying to recollect what triggers it is surprisingly unreliable. A good diary form for you to use (Diary 1) is included here.


•   When you keep your diary you will find that you sometimes confuse triggers with appraisals (for example, writing the trigger down as ‘half a dozen selfish so-and-so’s down the bar’ rather than ‘half a dozen people coming in and leaving the door open’). Nevertheless, this can be helpful because, once you come to make you final (short) list of what triggers your anger, you may decide that the ‘real’ trigger is indeed ‘other people’s selfishness’ rather than ‘doors being left open’.


•   A list of the triggers that other people have found for their anger is given above; this may be helpful as a starting point when compiling your own.







PROJECT


•   Probably by keeping the diary (Diary 1), get a crystal clear idea of what triggers your irritation and anger. It may be specific (people leaving the lounge door open) or diffuse (my son being careless – which could be manifested in lots of ways), external (someone else doing something, e.g. dropping a mug on the floor) or internal (within you, e.g. being bored, being tired). However you do it, become an absolute expert on what makes you irritable or angry, so that if someone were to ask you, you could give them a vivid description of what does it for you.


•   If possible, remove those triggers. You will find that this is surprisingly difficult. Some triggers can be removed, others cannot. Don’t worry in either case. The following chapters will show you what to do if the trigger can’t be removed. Nevertheless, if you can easily get rid of it, do so.
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Why do I get angry?
1: Appraisal/judgement


What you will learn in this chapter




•   The answer to the question posed in the chapter title: to put it more fully, ‘Why do I always get irritated and angry at things that don’t bother other people, and how do I sort it out?’


•   The most common errors made in the appraisals and judgements people make of triggering situations.


•   How to analyze some of the examples we have covered so far in terms of those common errors, so you get good at identifying such errors.


•   How to make better appraisals and judgements and avoid the errors described.


•   How to change your own behavior – permanently.






Why do I always get irritated and angry at things that don’t bother other people?



We covered this earlier on, but just by way of revision:




•   A potential trigger for anger occurs: e.g. you find your 12-year-old daughter in the bath washing her hair instead of tidying her room, having been asked to do so repeatedly.


•   You make an appraisal/judgement of that situation which is likely to produce anger: e.g. ‘She’s deliberately being defiant, she’s just trying to wind me up.’ (It’s worth noting at this stage that there is a possible alternative appraisal along the lines of ‘Well, she’s not tidying her room but at least she’s keeping herself clean and tidy.’)


•   Assuming you made the anger-inducing appraisal, anger ensues.


•   Your inhibitions may be strong enough to prevent the anger becoming apparent to anybody else.


•   Or possibly your inhibitions are not that strong, so the potential recipient gets a piece of your mind: e.g. the daughter gets shouted at.





In Part One we summarized this process with the model shown again here in Figure 10.1.


[image: image]


Figure 10.1 A model for analyzing irritability and anger


Appraising and judging in triggering situations: The most common errors


Happily, psychologists have completed a great deal of research into the kind of unhelpful appraisals that people make. And it turns out that such appraisals are not simply random: there are certain specific types of ‘errors’ that people tend to make. I’ve put the word ‘errors’ in quotes because while the appraisals may not necessarily be wrong, they are generally unhelpful to you. Read on and you will see what I mean.


A number of labels are given to the different categories of unhelpful appraisals that people make. Below are the ones that I think are the most important.


Selective perception


This means just what it sounds like: in other words, a person sees part of the story but not the whole story. For example, in the case of Anne’s 12-year-old daughter sitting in the bath washing her hair, she was indeed ‘not tidying her room’ – but that was only part of the story. She was also keeping herself clean and tidy. In fact, as it turns out, this was particularly relevant because she was appearing in a school play the next morning, so it was relevant that she was ‘well turned out’. However, to her mother’s perception she was simply ‘not tidying her room’.


Mind-reading


Again, this is exactly what it says. In our example it is manifested by Anne saying: ‘She does it deliberately to wind me up.’ How does she know her daughter does it to wind her up? The only possible answer can be by mind-reading. The point is that mind-reading is impossible, as far as we know. So Anne has no idea whether her daughter is really trying to wind her up deliberately or not. Therefore it is entirely unhelpful to jump to that conclusion. She might just as well jump to the opposite conclusion, that her daughter is not trying to wind her up deliberately. This is a very common way of thinking: many people assume that the person who irritates them does it deliberately.



Awfulizing



A clumsy word, but a good one for what it means. It refers to that phenomenon whereby, when we don’t get what we want, we will see the situation as ‘awful’. So, to take this example again, whereas some mothers, having failed to get their daughters to tidy their rooms, would tell somebody else: ‘I wish I could get my daughter to tidy her room. Do you know I spent all day nagging her to do it yesterday and still she didn’t do it,’ other mothers will see it as ‘awful’ and ‘the end of the world’. It is one example of ‘thinking in extremes’ or ‘black and white thinking’: seeing things as either wonderful or terrible, either perfect or awful, etc. It is good practice to develop the habit of thinking and talking in shades of grey, where, for example, events may be ‘not as I want’ but are not necessarily ‘awful’.


Use of emotive language


Which is the particularly emotive word that Anne used about her 12-year-old daughter? The one that I would pick out is ‘defiant’. She viewed her daughter as being deliberately defiant. This is a very strong word designed to make adversaries of mother and daughter. If one person defies another, then surely it is the first person’s duty to overcome that defiance. This is likely to be a very unhelpful way of phrasing things.


Incidentally, although I am writing this as though we are talking out loud to somebody else, when we make our appraisals and judgements this is not normally the case; normally, the ‘conversation’ is with ourselves. That being the case, the language can be even more emotive. We can think nothing of referring to other people, even our own family, as ‘bastards’ and worse.


Overgeneralization


This is where we notice a particular observation which is true (e.g. that the girl in question has not tidied her room) and then make a sweeping generalization from that fact (e.g. ‘She’s bone idle’ or ‘She never does anything I ask her to’). It is usually far better to stick to the accurate statement, i.e. ‘It is very difficult to get her to tidy her room.’ This of course puts her on a par with just about every other youngster, and it also clarifies what the problem is (trying to get her to tidy her room). Overgeneralizations are very common and usually very destructive.




EXERCISE


These five types of errors in appraisal and judgement are very important. Therefore I would like you to stop reading for a moment and just look back over the five headings; then see if you can think of an example for each of the five where you have actually thought or reacted in the way described. In other words:


•   an example of you showing selective perception (noticing only one aspect of a situation);


•   an example of where you were ‘mind-reading’ (assuming you knew someone’s intention when you could not possibly have done so);


•   an example of ‘awfulizing’ (where you portrayed to yourself that what has happened is absolutely ‘awful’ rather than just ‘not what you would have wished’);


•   an example of you using emotive language to yourself (describing an event in a way which is almost bound to get you ‘fired up’);


•   an example of you ‘overgeneralizing’ (noticing something that is true, but going way over the top with a generalization from it).





However, take care not to blame yourself for any of these; all of them are very common indeed, but do tend to be rather unhelpful for you.


What errors of appraisal/judgement are being made here?


Below are a number of examples of triggers, along with the appraisal/judgement that was made by the recipient. After each example is a list of the five errors in appraisal/judgement. Your task is to underline all the errors which apply to each example (sadly, one appraisal can exhibit several of the errors). You may wish to circle the error which you think is the main one in each case.


The first three examples have been done for you:


1 Trigger: Gerry has noisy neighbours playing music loudly next door. This happens every week or so and normally lasts for an hour or two.


Gerry’s appraisal: ‘They do that deliberately to annoy me – they don’t give a damn about what I think.’


Error(s): selective perception / mind-reading / awfulizing / emotive language / overgeneralizing.


2 Trigger: Colin’s neighbours’ kids are playing football in the street outside. This happens every few days and normally their game lasts for about forty-five minutes.


Colin’s appraisal: ‘They’re a bloody nuisance, they’ve got no respect for anybody, it makes it not worth living here.’


Error(s): selective perception / mind-reading / awfulizing / emotive language / overgeneralizing.


3 Trigger: A fifth man comes into the bar where Steve is sitting with Ben and Chris and leaves a door open (four others having done so previously).


Steve’s appraisal: ‘They just don’t give a damn about anybody.’


Error(s): selective perception / mind-reading / awfulizing / emotive language / overgeneralizing.


4 Trigger: Pam’s husband eats food noisily and talks to her at the same time.


Pam’s appraisal: ‘I just can’t stand the way he eats, it just shows how he’s not my type of person.’


Error(s): selective perception / mind-reading / awfulizing / emotive language / overgeneralizing.


5 Trigger: Sue’s teenage son Ian drops a china mug on the floor and it breaks. (Note: we know that Ian takes great care over his homework.)


Sue’s appraisal: ‘He doesn’t take any care about anything, he just doesn’t give a damn.’


Error(s): selective perception / mind-reading / awfulizing/ emotive language / overgeneralizing.


6 Trigger: Judy has to wait a long time in the outpatient department with her five-year-old daughter. Having witnessed the doctor and nurse working carefully with a number of patients, she then sees them having a tea-break after an hour and a half, relaxing and chatting to each other.


Judy’s appraisal: ‘They don’t care about any of us, all they are interested in doing is relaxing and flirting with each other.’


Error(s): selective perception / mind-reading / awfulizing / emotive language / overgeneralizing.


7 Trigger: Out at a party, Nigel’s wife contradicts him several times in front of others.


Nigel’s appraisal: ‘She’s doing it deliberately to show me up and make me look small – I just can’t stand her any longer.’


Error(s): selective perception / mind-reading / awfulizing/ emotive language / overgeneralizing.


8 Trigger: Alan’s otherwise fair boss asks him to do another task towards the end of the day which will take him over his normal finishing time.


Alan’s appraisal: ‘He always treats me unfairly, he’s just a lousy bastard.’


Error(s): selective perception / mind-reading / awfulizing / emotive language / overgeneralizing.


9 Trigger: Danny has told his long-time partner Vicky something he took to be in confidence. Vicky, however, has told several other people about this.


Danny’s appraisal: ‘That’s totally out of order – she has got absolutely no sense of what’s right and wrong.’


Error(s): selective perception / mind-reading / awfulizing/ emotive language / overgeneralizing.


10 Trigger: Graham and Fiona have been married several years. Fiona has never had an extra-marital relationship and is generally a very good partner for Graham. However, she does sometimes flirt with other men.


Graham’s appraisal: ‘She’s got no loyalty whatsoever; if I turned my back on her she’d be off like a shot.’


Error(s): selective perception / mind-reading / awfulizing / emotive language / overgeneralizing.


11 Trigger: Brian, standing at the bar, has his elbow jogged and beer spills down his front.


Brian’s appraisal: ‘He did that deliberately.’


Error(s): selective perception / mind-reading / awfulizing/ emotive language / overgeneralizing.


12 Trigger: Paul’s twelve-year-old son says that he has done his homework in order to get to watch television sooner.


Paul’s appraisal: ‘The kid’s completely useless, I don’t know what’s going to happen if he carries on like this, he’s going to do no good.’


Error(s): selective perception / mind-reading / awfulizing/ emotive language / overgeneralizing.


13 Trigger: David sees a teenager stealing the stereo from the car.


David’s appraisal: ‘The kid was an animal, just thinks he can take what he wants, doesn’t give a damn about anybody, the arrogant sod.’


Error(s): selective perception / mind-reading / awfulizing/ emotive language / overgeneralizing.


14 Trigger: A bouncer outside a club speaks in a mildly irritated tone to a Tina, a twenty-year-old customer.


Tina’s appraisal: ‘Who does he think he is, these bloody bouncers think they own the place.’


Error(s): selective perception / mind-reading / awfulizing/ emotive language / overgeneralizing.


15 Trigger: A car overtakes Chris’s car and pulls in sharply in front of it in a line of traffic to avoid an oncoming car.


Chris’s appraisal: ‘Arrogant bastard, he only does that because he’s got a Porsche, he’s just trying to make everyone else look small.’


Error(s): selective perception / mind-reading / awfulizing / emotive language / overgeneralizing.


The answers I would give are as follows:


4 Trigger: Pam’s husband eats food noisily and talks to her at the same time.


Pam’s appraisal: ‘I just can’t stand the way he eats, it just shows how he’s not my type of person.’


Error(s): selective perception / mind-reading / awfulizing / emotive language / [image: image]


5 Trigger: Sue’s teenage son Ian drops a china mug on the floor and it breaks. (Note: we know that Ian takes great care over his homework.)


Sue’s appraisal: ‘He doesn’t take any care about anything, he just doesn’t give a damn.’


Error(s): selective perception / mind-reading / awfulizing / emotive language / [image: image]


6 Trigger: Judy has to wait a long time in the outpatient department with her five-year-old daughter. Having witnessed the doctor and nurse working carefully with a number of patients, she then sees them having a tea-break after an hour and a half, relaxing and chatting to each other.


Judy’s appraisal: ‘They don’t care about any of us, all they are interested in doing is relaxing and flirting with each other.’


Error(s): selective perception / mind-reading /[image: image]/ emotive language / overgeneralizing.


7 Trigger: Out at a party, Nigel’s wife contradicts him several times in front of others.


Nigel’s appraisal: ‘She’s doing it deliberately to show me up and make me look small – I just can’t stand her any longer.’


Error(s): selective perception / mind-reading / awfulizing / emotive language / overgeneralizing.


8 Trigger: Alan’s otherwise fair boss asks him to do another task towards the end of the day which will take him over his normal finishing time.


Alan’s appraisal: ‘He always treats me unfairly, he’s just a lousy bastard.’


Error(s): selective perception / mind-reading / awfulizing / emotive language / overgeneralizing.


9 Trigger: Danny has told his long-time partner Vicky something he took to be in confidence. Vicky, however, has told several other people about this.


Danny’s appraisal: ‘That’s totally out of order – she has got absolutely no sense of what’s right and wrong.’


Error(s): selective perception / mind-reading / awfulizing / emotive language / [image: image]


10 Trigger: Graham and Fiona have been married several years. Fiona has never had an extra-marital relationship and is generally a very good partner for Graham. However, she does sometimes flirt with other men.


Graham’s appraisal: ‘She’s got no loyalty whatsoever; if I turned my back on her she’d be off like a shot.’


Error(s): selective perception / mind-reading / awfulizing/ emotive language / overgeneralizing.


11 Trigger: Brian, standing at the bar, has his elbow jogged and beer spills down his front.


Brian’s appraisal: ‘He did that deliberately.’


Error(s): selective perception / mind-reading / awfulizing / emotive language / overgeneralizing.


12 Trigger: Paul’s 12-year-old son says that he has done his homework in order to get to watch television sooner.


Paul’s appraisal: ‘The kid’s completely useless, I don’t know what’s going to happen if he carries on like this, he’s going to do no good.’


Error(s): selective perception / mind-reading / awfulizing / emotive language / overgeneralizing.


13 Trigger: David sees a teenager stealing the stereo from the car.


David’s appraisal: ‘The kid was an animal, just thinks he can take what he wants, doesn’t give a damn about anybody, the arrogant sod.’


Error(s): selective perception / mind-reading / awfulizing / emotive language / overgeneralizing.


14 Trigger: A bouncer outside a club speaks in a mildly irritated tone to a Tina, a 20-year-old customer.


Tina’s appraisal: ‘Who does he think he is, these bloody bouncers think they own the place.’


Error(s): selective perception / mind-reading / awfulizing / emotive language / overgeneralizing.


15 Trigger: A car overtakes Chris’s car and pulls in sharply in front of it in a line of traffic to avoid an oncoming car.


Chris’s appraisal: ‘Arrogant bastard, he only does that because he’s got a Porsche, he’s just trying to make everyone else look small.’


Error(s): selective perception / mind-reading / awfulizing / emotive language / overgeneralizing.




SUMMARY OF THE MAIN APPRAISAL/JUDGEMENT ERRORS


•   Selective perception: Where one or more important aspects of the situation are unnoticed.


•   Mind-reading: Where a person believes s/he knows what is in another person’s mind, especially their intention.


•   Awfulizing: Where some unwanted event is viewed as awful, tragic, terrible, disastrous, etc., rather than simply unwelcome.


•   Emotive language: Using strong language to oneself, almost automatically producing an angry reaction.


•   Overgeneralization: Making a sweeping generalization from one true observation.





Applying this to your own situation


Now you’ve shown you can analyze other examples, you need some examples from your own life to work on. To get these, we need a slightly more sophisticated diary, as shown opposite.



Diary 2



Fill this in as soon as possible after each time you get irritable or angry.


[image: image]


[image: image]


Methods of making your appraisals/judgements more helpful


There are four major ways of doing this.


Identify and remove ‘errors’ of judgement


This starts with analyzing your appraisal/judgement. So, for example, Anne, who saw her daughter ‘not tidying her room’, might realize that this was selective perception. In other words, while it was true the girl was not tidying her room, she was washing her hair and thereby making herself clean and tidy for the next morning’s school play. This positive aspect of the girl’s behavior was something that had completely eluded Anne. She had truly only perceived the fact that her daughter was not tidying her room. Once this ‘error’ had been spotted, the situation almost automatically rectified itself.


In the same way, Anne might also see that she was ‘mind-reading’, another ‘error’. In this instance she was saying to herself that her daughter was ‘deliberately winding her up’. Clearly this is mind-reading; how could the mother possibly know that the daughter had that intention? Once this has been spotted as an ‘error’, Anne believed it less firmly.


She also recognized that she was ‘awfulizing’. In other words, she was making the fact that her daughter had not tidied her room into the ‘biggest thing in the world’ – in her own words, ‘getting it out of proportion’.


She was also using emotive language, describing her daughter as ‘defiant’. This is a strong word which produces strong emotional reactions. What is more, it is also mind-reading: it implies that Anne can tell that the daughter has a particular motive in mind. The ‘error’ of using emotive language is easily corrected – you simply refrain from using it. You simply delete from your mind the phrase where the word ‘defiant’ was used.


And the final error is over-generalization: in this instance, saying that the daughter was ‘bone idle’. This was not actually true: there are all sorts of other things that the daughter did perfectly well (for example, keeping herself clean and tidy, joining in the school play, etc.). Again, in this instance once the ‘error’ has been spotted, the situation almost automatically corrects itself.


It is perhaps worth making the point that there are rather few examples that illustrate all five errors simultaneously, and that is why this episode of Anne and her daughter is something of a ‘collectors’ item’!


The ‘friend technique’


This is where you say to yourself: If I had an all-knowing, all-wise friend, someone who had only my interests at heart, how would s/he appraise this situation so that it worked out best for me?


In this instance the friend might say something like ‘Come on, Anne, just leave the girl alone. She’s a good girl, and at least she’s keeping herself clean and tidy which is a step ahead of a lot of kids. Anyway, how many kids do you know who tidy their rooms when their mums ask them to?’


This can be a powerful technique if you practice it regularly and if you can build up a good image of this all-knowing, all-wise friend. It does not have to be anybody real – perhaps it’s helpful if it isn’t – just so long as it is a very wise person who has your interests at heart, someone who is always on your side.


Incidentally, some people prefer to do it the other way around: in other words, ask themselves: ‘What would you say to a friend in this situation, a really good friend to whom you wanted to offer constructive support?’


Reframing the trigger


Most ‘bad news’ can also be reframed as ‘good news’. The most famous example is the glass of water that is half empty (bad news). It is of course also half full (good news).


So how might you reframe the situation where, in spite of being nagged all day long, your 12-year-old daughter is sitting in the bath washing her hair rather than tidying her room? There are in fact several options here. One is to simply focus on the good aspect, the ‘half full’ aspect: namely, in this case, the fact that she is keeping herself clean and tidy and preparing for the school play. Another is that clearly the daughter feels relaxed enough with her mother, and ‘un-frightened’ enough of her, not to feel that she has to do exactly what she’s told. This ‘quality of relationship’ aspect is normally viewed as good news and would not usually produce anger. A third possible reframe is that in fact the daughter is displaying assertiveness and perseverance by not simply doing what she is told. Both these characteristics are rightly viewed as good qualities to encourage in youngsters.


Some situations are much more difficult to reframe. Take the example of Steve, where every other person who comes into the bar leaves the door open: how might that be reframed? It is very difficult to see anything intrinsically good about people leaving the door open just near where you are sitting. On the other hand, if you look at the situation in a much wider perspective, maybe it is just possible. The overall situation is, after all, that there you are sitting with two friends having a good drink and a talk and occasionally somebody leaves the door open. Supposing you were to have a conversation with some chap who had just lost all he owned in an earthquake in Turkey, or a man who had lost his loved ones in the floods in Bangladesh, or a woman who had lost everything and everybody in a natural catastrophe in South America. Suppose you were to suggest to this individual that there is a chap sitting in a bar drinking happily with his two friends who views it as a disaster when several people leave the door open by him. What sort of reaction would you be likely to get?


That, strictly speaking, is reframing: it puts the event in a different context. And it might just sway the person concerned; you might just be able to use it. Curiously, though, my experience is that it doesn’t often do the trick. Only when there is real personal relevance (as in the first example of seeing the 12-year-old daughter as ‘a good kid looking after herself and getting ready for the play at school next day’) do people really latch onto it. Nevertheless, I mentioned the second example of reframing because it is one that works well for me personally; so, who knows, it might work for you too.


Cost–benefit analysis


Doing a cost–benefit analysis of your appraisal/judgement is, happily, not half so difficult as it sounds. It’s really just a matter of looking at the pros and cons.


For consistency’s sake it would probably be a good idea to stick to just one example for the most part while we go through these options, namely our mother Anne with her 12-year-old daughter. But I’m getting a bit fed up with that example, so let’s look instead at Paul, the father with the son, also aged 12, who hadn’t done his homework properly but said he had so he could watch the television. When Paul had a look at the homework and saw how little had been done his appraisal was something like this: ‘The boy’s a liar, he’s tried to pull the wool over my eyes, where’s he going to get to if he carries on like this? He’ll come to no good in life, all the other kids at school will do better than him . . .’


Clearly this is a piece of selective perception in that there are probably other aspects to the boy that we haven’t been told about; his life cannot begin and end with that one piece of undone homework. Nevertheless, the father’s appraisal/judgement may indeed turn out to be correct. The only thing is, we would have to wait for a number of years before we would find out one way or the other. And even then it might only be correct because it was a self-fulfilling prophecy.


In the meantime, what are the pros and cons of making an appraisal/judgement like that? Let’s do the cons (against) first:




•   it agitates the father;


•   it makes the boy feel inadequate;


•   it worsens the relationship between father and son;


•   it labels school work as a thoroughly punishing business . . .





. . . and there are probably more cons that you can think of. On the ‘pro’ side there’s – well, precious little that I can imagine. Possibly it might motivate the son to do more homework next time; but then again, it might motivate him to be a bit more devious next time so he can get away with it.


What about an appraisal/judgement along the lines of: ‘The kid has clearly got no idea what he’s doing, I’d better see if I can help him out or see if he knows somebody else who can if I can’t’? Clearly the cost–benefit analysis in this case swings right round the other way. The benefits of such an appraisal are:




•   an improvement in the father–son relationship;


•   better school work;


•   probably more openness about how things are going . . .





. . . and so on. The costs are probably significant too: predominantly, a drain on the father’s time. On balance, however, the second appraisal/judgement produces a much better cost–benefit analysis for all concerned than the first one.


Now, if you’re like anybody else, you may say that you can’t decide how to think on the basis of a cost–benefit analysis; you think according to what is ‘true’. Well, maybe; but I would tend to disagree, because we’ve seen that it is very difficult to see what is ‘true’ in this instance – and indeed in many others. And moreover, if you look at how people do think, even down to something as tangible as which political party to vote for, it very often is to do with what would benefit them the most and cost them the least.




THE MAIN METHODS OF PRODUCING MORE HELPFUL APPRAISALS/JUDGEMENTS


•   Identify the error (selective perception, mind-reading, awfulizing, emotive language or overgeneralisation) and correct it.


•   The ‘friend technique’. How would an all-knowing, all-wise friend advise you to view the situation?


•   Reframe the situation. Search for the good aspects of it, or, failing that, view it from a completely different perspective.


•   Conduct a cost–benefit analysis. That is, examine the costs and benefits of appraising the situation the way you are, and then look for a more cost-effective way.







EXERCISE


Graham’s wife, Fiona, occasionally indulges in ‘harmless flirting’ with other men – merely in high spirits, with no intention of getting involved in an extra-marital relationship. Graham, however, gets very jealous and produces an appraisal/judgement along the lines of: ‘She’s showing me up, people will think I’m not making her happy, I’m losing face, she’s out of order.’


1   What alternative appraisal would an all-knowing, all-wise friend make?


2   How might Graham reframe this behavior?


3   What would a cost–benefit analysis of Graham’s appraisal look like? Can you suggest a better appraisal?


Below are the kind of answers that I produced, but I would strongly suggest that you produce your own before you have a look at these:


1   A reassuring friend might say: ‘Come on, Graham, you know perfectly well that Fiona is as faithful as the day is long, she’d never let you down, she thinks you’re the best thing since sliced bread. She just likes to have lots of fun but everybody knows what she thinks of you.’


2   Graham might reframe the situation as: ‘It’s good that Fiona feels secure enough in our relationship that she can have a great time and know that I won’t take it amiss and neither would anybody else.’


3   A cost–benefit analysis of Graham’s original appraisal/judgement is that the ‘costs’ are rather heavy: his appraisal will make him anxious, jealous and possibly angry. It will put a strain on the relationship, it will limit Fiona’s activities, make her feel that Graham doesn’t trust her and generally put a damper on all their activities. The only benefit of such an appraisal is that at least it lets Fiona know that Graham cares about her – but she probably knows that anyway. Yes, a better appraisal would be along the lines of (1) or (2) above.





Let’s look at another example …


   




EXERCISE


Vicky, while being interviewed on a radio programme, mentioned that her husband Danny likes to wear her thongs. Danny, who is also in the public eye, took a very dim view of this, making an appraisal/judgement along the lines of: ‘Has she got no sense? Doesn’t she realize that some things are just between us? Is she deliberately trying to make my life as difficult as possible? She’s just completely stupid!’ Needless to say, this made Danny very angry with Vicky.


1   What error of thinking was Danny making?


2   What alternative appraisal would an all-knowing, all-wise friend make?


3   How might Danny reframe what Vicky did?


4   What would a cost–benefit analysis of Danny’s appraisal look like? Can you suggest a better appraisal?


Again, there is a list of answers that I would make below, but I would suggest that you produce your own before you have a look at these.


1   Danny is making a lot of thinking errors. Particularly, he is using emotive language (‘she’s completely stupid’) and over-generalizing (just because she has said one thing – or even several things – which would be best left unsaid, it does not mean that she is completely stupid; probably there are lots of other things which would suggest she is far from stupid). One might also say that Danny is mind-reading (assuming that Vicky is trying to make his life as difficult as possible). Likewise, you could say that he is indulging in selective perception (because Vicky probably does other things which make his life good) and you might even say he is awfulizing (is it really so bad that people know that he and his wife have an intimate side to their relationship?).


2   An all-knowing, all-wise friend might say ‘Oh, look, Danny, there’s no need to make quite such a big deal out of it. You know that Vicky thinks the world of you and wouldn’t deliberately do things to make things difficult for you. So what if other people rib you a bit? It only shows that they’re jealous. Just put it to one side.’


3   How might Danny reframe what Vicky said and did? He might say that it is good that Vicky feels so relaxed and secure in their relationship that she doesn’t have to watch every word she says, even when she’s being interviewed on nationwide radio. He might even say that it adds to his street-cred that he has a pretty adventurous private life as well as the public one that most people see. He could even relish the fact that other people are made jealous by what she said.


4   A cost–benefit analysis would look something like this. The costs of the appraisal that Danny is making originally are heavy: it puts a strain on his relationship with Vicky, it makes him feel stressed out in general, it makes him angry with Vicky. The benefits are few: possibly it might make Vicky a bit more cautious about what she says in future, but does Danny really want her to be nervous about everything she says? A better appraisal would be something like the ‘best friend’ said in (2) above. That would have lots of benefits for Danny and no costs.





And another one …


   




EXERCISE


When thirteen-year-old Ian accidentally dropped a mug on the kitchen floor and it broke, his mother Sue ‘completely lost it’. Her appraisal was that ‘The kid is spoiled to death, he just doesn’t realize that things cost money, he just doesn’t give a damn. He thinks I’ll clear up after him, buy everything that’s necessary and just act as his slave. Well, it’s about time he learned a lesson.’ Again,


1   What errors in thinking is Sue making?


2   What alternative appraisal would an all-knowing, all-wise friend suggest?


3   How might Sue reframe what Ian did?


4   What would a cost-benefit analysis of Sue’s appraisal look like? Can you suggest a better appraisal?


And again you are probably best to work the answers out yourself before going on to read the ones below.


1   Sue is using emotive language (‘he doesn’t give a damn, he thinks I’ll act like his slave, it’s about time he learned a lesson’), she is mind-reading (how does she know he doesn’t give a damn?) and she is probably overgeneralizing (just because he drops the occasional mug it doesn’t mean he doesn’t care about things or that he sees his mother as a slave).


2   An all-knowing, all-wise friend might say ‘Listen, Sue, how much does a mug cost? And is it really that difficult to sweep up a broken mug? In any case, you could get him to do that, and that would probably be the best way of him ‘learning a lesson’, as you put it. Now, just calm yourself down and get him to clear up the bits.’


3   Possibly Sue might reframe the incident as another small part of Ian’s development, in that he learns that when you make a mistake, even a small one, like breaking a mug, you have to rectify it – in this case, sweep up the pieces. Or she could look at it from a completely different perspective: she could take the view of one of the millions of people in the world whose lives are seriously at risk on a daily basis and then ask herself how one such person would perceive the breaking of a mug that was easily replaced.


4   A cost–benefit analysis of Sue’s appraisal would be that the costs to her are heavy: she is stressed-out, agitated, angry with Ian and wearing down the relationship between them. The benefits of such an appraisal are slim: possibly Ian might be somewhat more careful next time, but equally possible he may be so nervous next time he is in the kitchen with his mum that he is more likely to drop something; or perhaps he might not even risk making himself a drink when she’s about, so she would see less of him around the house. Again, a better appraisal would be that of the best friend or even possible that [in (3) above] of a person whose life is constantly at risk on a daily basis, i.e. ‘a broken mug is nothing to worry about.’





So how do you change really, permanently?


The RCR technique


RCR stands for Review, Cement, Record. And each of these is very important.


Reviewing means you examine events that happen to you (and especially events when you have felt angry and irritable) in exactly the same way as we have done in the three exercises we have just looked at. In other words, you actually write down what happened to you in exactly the same way as in each of these exercises. The description can be quite brief; it need only take up a few lines. Importantly, though, it does contain both the event and your appraisal of it – just like the three examples in the exercises. And again, just as in the exercises, you take yourself through the four stages of analysis. Use Diary 2 if you want.


The purpose of this is for you to form a judgement as to how you should best view the event. Now, you might say that you can’t decide how to view an event – an event happens and your appraisal/judgement appears in a flash and is therefore the true one. A lot of us feel this; but I’m afraid it is the thinking of a five-year-old: ‘Because I see it this way it is this way.’ Not at all. Events happen, and there are as many different ways of seeing them as there are people in the world. What you have to do is to come to a judgement as to your best way of seeing it, the way that is in your best interests.


This can be tricky, because by now you will certainly be well into the habit of seeing things in particular ways, and changing those ways is quite a task. Rather like finding your way through a jungle, it is always easier to take the already existing paths. However, it is unfortunate for you if those paths happen to be ‘the awfulizing path’, ‘the emotive language path’, ‘the mind-reading path’ and so on.


There is some good news, though: as far as the brain is concerned it doesn’t really matter much whether you do things in reality or in imagination. What this means is that simply reviewing things in the way I have just described, taking yourself through the four stages of analysis, and simply imagining thinking in the most cost-effective way is almost as good as actually doing it at the time of the event – in terms of changing your patterns of thinking. Nevertheless, you do have to do it lots of times. Effectively, you are beating a new path through the jungle of the brain; and you have to keep treading down that path to make it a viable route. So keep reviewing, keep taking yourself through the four stages, and keep settling on the most cost-effective appraisal.


(For those of you who watch cricket, you will sometimes see a batsman rehearsing the stroke he should have played. On the face of it this seems a pretty daft thing to do, as the ball has just gone whistling past him and he played a rather poorer stroke than the one he is now rehearsing. Not so, however: that rehearsal he is now doing is in fact treading down a better path through the jungle of the brain. The next time a cricket ball comes hurtling towards him in similar fashion there is a better chance that he will take that new improved path rather than the previous faulty one. For those of you who are not interested in cricket, you must wonder what on earth I am going on about. Don’t worry. Think jungle.)


Cementing is equally important. Just as it’s impossible to distinguish between the relative importance of brakes and steering on a car, so with reviewing and cementing. They are both essential.


What you do with cementing is to act out the appraisal you settled on during the review stage. In other words, thinking something is not enough; you actually have to behave that way. I call it cementing because it figuratively cements, fixes, the thoughts you have produced. Thoughts and behavior make a very strong combination – indeed, this is the key combination that underlies a cognitive behavioral approach to solving problems.


So, in the examples given in the exercises above, Graham must ‘act out’ being pleased that Fiona feels secure enough in the relationship that she can have a great time by flirting with other men. This is more than simply pretending, because by now Graham really has reframed the situation and has got his new cost-effective appraisal; so it is a question of ‘acting out what he thinks’ rather than pretending. In other words, he would joke with Fiona about it all afterwards, might tease her about it while it is going on, and so on.


Likewise, Danny will genuinely act out his new more cost-effective appraisal to the slip-ups that Vicky makes. So he can tease her about how her mouth runs away with her, the new perception that other people have of him, and so forth.


Sue, too, will cement her new appraisal by calmly asking Ian to sweep up the remnants of the mug, in due course calmly buy a replacement mug or two, and so on.


Importantly, this need not just be retrospective. Graham can be sure that he reacts this way to future flirting episodes from Fiona; Danny can be sure he reacts this way to future misjudged comments from Vicky; and Sue should ensure that she reacts this way to future ‘careless acts’ from Ian.


Recording is the part where you reap the pay-off: now you can simply enjoy feeling extra smug. All you do is write down a brief account of events as they happen; so, the next time Fiona does some of her flirting, Graham writes down a brief account of it, what his (new, improved) appraisal was, and how he reacted during and after the event. And this will make good reading for him because it will be such an improvement on his previous responses. Again, he could use Diary 2 if he wanted.


Likewise, Danny will simply make a brief note about Vicky’s latest gaffe, what his new, improved appraisal was, and how he reacted during it and afterwards. And Sue will do just the same, keeping an account of the things that Ian gets up to, her new appraisals and her new reactions.


So the recording stage is clearly the most fun and enables you to see that your hard work is paying off in a good way: not just that those around you are not having to suffer your irritability and anger, but that you are genuinely seeing things in a different light, one which is more beneficial for you too.




SUMMARY


•   The reason why you get irritated and angry at things that don’t seem to bother other people is that you make different appraisals and judgements about those events.


•   The most common errors made in appraising and judging situations are selective perception, mind-reading, awfulizing, using emotive language and overgeneralization.


•   It is straightforward – with lots of practice – to analyze examples and see the errors that are being made.


•   It is possible to make appraisals and judgements that are better for all concerned, making both you and other people feel better about the situation. The main ways of doing this are: (a) identify the error and correct it, (b) the ‘friend technique’ (how will an all-knowing, all-wise friend advise you to view the situation?), (c) reframe the situation by searching for good aspects of it or viewing it from a completely different perspective, and (d) conduct a cost–benefit analysis, examining the costs and benefits of appraising the situation the way you are doing and then looking for a more cost effective way.


•   You can bring about a permanent change in your own behavior by the RCR technique. This means reviewing events as they crop up and conducting the four-stage analysis to produce more helpful appraisals and judgements, cementing this new, more cost-effective appraisal by behaving in a way that matches it, then recording the results to further consolidate the gains and generally make you feel good about your progress.







PROJECT


The best project you can do to apply this chapter to your own situation and thereby change your own behavior is as follows:


•   Keep a record of events that trigger your anger and, most importantly, what your appraisal of those events is. Use Diary 2 if you want.


•   Analyze your appraisals and produce better, more helpful, more cost-effective ones. A brief account of how to do this is contained in the fourth point of the summary above.


•   Cement your new appraisals by acting in line with them. This is a strong technique where your thoughts and behavior support each other.


•   It is a good idea also to record in writing what you have just done (the trigger, your new appraisal, how you cemented that new appraisal); this cements things even further.
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Why do I get angry? 2: Beliefs


We covered a great deal of ground in the previous chapter, and if you have acted on it you will already have made a terrific impact on your own irritability and anger. Nevertheless, there is a question that might have occurred to you, and it is a question that can appear in several forms, as follows:




•   Why is it always me who makes these unhelpful appraisals and judgements, rather than my friend John, Kate or whoever?


•   Why was it Steve who got angry about the guy who came into the bar and left the door open, rather than Ben or Chris?


•   Why was it that Sue made the unhelpful appraisal/ judgement when her teenage son dropped her mug on the floor, whereas other mothers don’t make such unhelpful appraisals?


•   Why did Anne make such an unhelpful appraisal of her twelve-year-old who was washing her hair in the bath (not tidying her room) while some other mothers wouldn’t?


•   Why is it that when Chris is ‘cut off’ by another motorist, he makes an appraisal that gets him really angry, whereas other motorists will just shrug it off?





Of course, these are all simply different forms of the same question: namely, why are some people ‘set up’ to make unhelpful appraisals whereas other people seem to be ‘set up’ to make helpful appraisals?


Again, we talked about this in Part One; in this chapter we will look at how to remedy the situation. If you are someone who is prone to make unhelpful appraisals, appraisals which lead you to be irritable and angry quite often, then this is your chance to reprogramme yourself. And, perhaps surprisingly, it’s not too difficult; in fact, it can be quite a lot of fun.


Let’s go back to our model. We can see from the diagram that the way we appraise things is influenced partly by our beliefs. We’ve shaded that box in because that’s the box we’re going to focus on in this chapter. We are going to look at how those beliefs influence the way we appraise things and how we can alter those beliefs; because if we can do that, then we will automatically alter our appraisals without any further effort. We will, effectively, be a significantly different person, someone who is fundamentally less prone to be irritable and angry.


You can see from the diagram on page 144 that by changing the beliefs we will change the whole course of events.


Incidentally, you might be thinking that it’s not so much that you are always prone to make unhelpful appraisals, it’s just that sometimes you are. Particularly when you just ‘feel irritable’. In that case, Chapter 15 on ‘mood’ is going to be particularly relevant to you. Even so, if you are wondering whether it’s worth your while reading this chapter (and all the others between here and Chapter 15) then I would suggest that the most likely answer is: ‘Yes, it is.’ This one in particular is just such a good chapter! It looks at things which are absolutely fundamental and yet relatively easy to change. So, potentially there is a big pay-off for little effort, and pleasurable effort at that.


What sort of beliefs are we talking about?


What we are dealing with here are beliefs about yourself, about other people, about the nature of the world, about how things should be, about how life is to be lived, and so on. We are not concerned with beliefs on matters of fact (as in, I believe it is about 3,500 miles from London to New York, or I believe the capital of Australia is Camberra).


A lot has been written about the beliefs that people hold and how helpful or otherwise they are. People have made lists of unhelpful beliefs – beliefs that make you anxious, beliefs that make you depressed, and so forth. In my experience, having read lots of lists and seen lots of irritable and angry people, my own list of unhelpful beliefs is as follows:
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Figure 11.1 A model for analyzing irritability and anger




•   Things should be just exactly how I want them to be. It is awful if they are not.


•   People don’t take any notice of you unless you show that you are irritated or angry. It is the only way of making your point.


•   Other people are basically selfish, self-centred and unhelpful. If you want them to help you, you have to make them.


•   Other people are basically hostile. You have to be on the alert, otherwise they will take any opportunity to put you down.


•   If people do wrong they must be punished. You can’t let people get way with things.


We could add to this another list of unhelpful beliefs which are a bit more specific, referring to particular situations or particular people:


•   It’s okay to get angry with/hit policemen, bouncers, etc.


•   A parent/foreman/manager/supervisor is meant to be snappy, irritable and harsh. (Where you are a father/mother/foreman/manager/supervisor).


•   My father/mother/partner/son/daughter is a complete pain in the neck, it irritates me just to look at them. (Where there is one particular person who produces that emotional reaction in you.)





Exercise


Let’s have a look at the basic list of five unhelpful beliefs. In each of the following examples, underline the answer which you think is best. In some cases there may be more than one possibility, in those cases underline more than one. The first two have been completed for you.


1 Steve, Ben and Chris are all sitting in a bar, near to the door. During the course of the evening four people come in and leave the door open. When the fifth person comes in it is Steve who gets angry.


This is because Steve believes that things should be just how he wants them / believes people take no notice unless you are irritated or angry / believes people are selfish, self-centred and unhelpful / believes people are hostile and constantly trying to put you down / believes if people do wrong they must be punished, you can’t let people get way with things.


2 In a particular street in a medium-sized town there are seventeen mothers who have youngsters between the ages of 5 and 15. All those youngsters, to a greater or lesser degree, drop mugs on the floor from time to time.


Sue gets much angrier than any of the other sixteen because she believes that things should be just how she wants them / believes people take no notice unless you are irritated or angry / believes people are selfish, self-centred and unhelpful / believes people are hostile and constantly trying to put you down / believes if people do wrong they must be punished, you can’t let people get way with things.


3 Nigel’s wife has a habit of contradicting him when they are out in public. This makes him very angry because he feels he ‘loses face’ in front of other people.


This is because he basically believes that things should be just how he wants them / believes people take no notice unless you are irritated or angry / believes people are selfish, self-centred and unhelpful / believes people are hostile and constantly trying to put you down / believes if people do wrong they must be punished, you can’t let people get way with things.


4 Alan, the electrician, feels really ‘put upon’ and angry when his boss asks him to do extra tasks towards the end of the day.


He tends to see his boss in this light because he basically believes that things should be just how he wants them / believes people take no notice unless you are irritated or angry / believes people are selfish, self-centred and unhelpful / believes people are hostile and constantly trying to put you down / believes if people do wrong they must be punished, you can’t let people get way with things.


5 When Fiona flirts with other men it makes her husband, Graham, very angry. On the other hand, when Hannah flirts with other men, her husband Ian does not get angry.


The difference between the two men is that Graham basically believes that things should be just how he wants them / believes people take no notice unless you are irritated or angry / believes people are selfish, self-centred and unhelpful / believes people are hostile and constantly trying to put you down believes if people do wrong they must be punished, you can’t let people get way with things.


6 One evening in November 1999 a total of around one million people drank in a British pub. Of that one million people, about 10,000 were jogged so that they spilt their drink over themselves. Of those 10,000, Brian was the only one who broke a beer mug and pushed it in the face of the person who jogged him.


Part of the reason he reacted so badly is that he believes that things should be just how he wants them / believes people take no notice unless you are irritated or angry / believes people are selfish, self-centred and unhelpful / believes people are hostile and constantly trying to put you down / believes if people do wrong they must be punished, you can’t let people get way with things.


7 On a particular estate in a particular city there are around 600 children between the ages of five and fifteen. Only about fifty of them keep their rooms tidy enough to satisfy their parents. Most parents on this estate nag their children to keep their rooms tidier. Anne, on the other hand, completely ‘loses her cool’ with her twelve-year-old daughter.


This is because Anne believes that things should be just how she wants them / believes people take no notice unless you are irritated or angry / believes people are selfish, self-centred and unhelpful / believes people are hostile and constantly trying to put you down / believes if people do wrong they must be punished, you can’t let people get way with things.


8 Paul feels terrible because he hit his twelve year-old son across the face because the boy hadn’t done his homework and had lied to him about it.


However, Paul was prone to react this way because deep down he believes that things should be just how he wants them / believes people take no notice unless you are irritated or angry / believes people are selfish, self-centred and unhelpful / believes people are hostile and constantly trying to put you down / believes if people do wrong they must be punished, you can’t let people get way with things.


9 Another driver cut across Chris’ path as he was going round a roundabout. He got so angry that he ‘tailgated’ the other driver for five miles. Eventually, the other driver got out and confronted Chris, and there was a fight during which Chris came off very much second best.


Chris would never have behaved this way in the first place had he not believed that things should be just how he wants them / believed people take no notice unless you are irritated or angry / believed people are selfish, self-centred and unhelpful / believed people are hostile and constantly trying to put you down / believed if people do wrong they must be punished, you can’t let people get way with things.


How did you get on? Below is the same list of my own answers. Some of them are certainly debatable, but at least they will give you food for thought.


1 Steve, Ben and Chris are all sitting in a bar, near to the door. During the course of the evening four people come in and leave the door open. When the fifth person comes in it is Steve who gets angry.


This is because Steve believes that things should be just how he wants them / believes people take no notice unless you are irritated or angry / believes people are selfish, self-centred and unhelpful / believes people are hostile and constantly trying to put you down / believes if people do wrong they must be punished, you can’t let people get way with things.


2 In a particular street in a medium-sized town there are seventeen mothers who have youngsters between the ages of five and fifteen. All those youngsters, to a greater or lesser degree, drop mugs on the floor from time to time.


Sue gets much angrier than any of the other sixteen because she believes that things should be just how she wants them / believes people take no notice unless you are irritated or angry / believes people are selfish, self-centred and unhelpful / believes people are hostile and constantly trying to put you down / believes if people do wrong they must be punished, you can’t let people get way with things.


3 Nigel’s wife has a habit of contradicting him when they are out in public. This makes him very angry because he feels he ‘loses face’ in front of other people.


This is because he basically believes that things should be just how he wants them / believes people take no notice unless you are irritated or angry / believes people are selfish, self-centred and unhelpful / believes people are hostile and constantly trying to put you down / believes if people do wrong they must be punished, you can’t let people get way with things.


4 Alan, the electrician, feels really ‘put upon’ and angry when his boss asks him to do extra tasks towards the end of the day.


He tends to see his boss in this light because he basically believes that things should be just how he wants them / believes people take no notice unless you are irritated or angry / believes people are selfish, self-centred and unhelpful / believes people are hostile and constantly trying to put you down / believes if people do wrong they must be punished, you can’t let people get way with things.


5 When Fiona flirts with other men it makes her husband, Graham, very angry. On the other hand, when Hannah flirts with other men, her husband Ian does not get angry.


The difference between the two men is that Graham basically believes that things should be just how he wants them / believes people take no notice unless you are irritated or angry / believes people are selfish, self-centred and unhelpful / believes people are hostile and constantly trying to put you down / believes if people do wrong they must be punished, you can’t let people get way with things.


6 One evening in November 1999 a total of around one million people drank in a British pub. Of that one million people about 10,000 were jogged so that they spilt their drink over them. Of those 10,000, Brian was the only one who broke a beer mug and pushed it in the face of the person who jogged him.


Part of the reason he reacted so badly is that he believes that things should be just how he wants them / believes people take no notice unless you are irritated or angry / believes people are selfish, self-centred and unhelpful / believes people are hostile and constantly trying to put you down / believes if people do wrong they must be punished, you can’t let people get way with things.


7 On a particular estate in a particular city there are around 600 children between the ages of five and fifteen. Only about fifty of them keep their rooms tidy enough to satisfy their parents. Most parents on this estate nag their children to keep their rooms tidier. Anne, on the other hand, completely ‘loses her cool’ with her twelve-year-old daughter.


This is because Anne believes that things should be just how she wants them / believes people take no notice unless you are irritated or angry / believes people are selfish, self-centred and unhelpful / believes people are hostile and constantly trying to put you down / believes if people do wrong they must be punished, you can’t let people get way with things.


8 Paul feels terrible because he hit his twelve year-old son across the face because the boy hadn’t done his homework and had lied to him about it.


However, Paul was prone to react this way because deep down he believes that things should be just how he wants them / believes people take no notice unless you are irritated or angry / believes people are selfish, self-centred and unhelpful / believes people are hostile and constantly trying to put you down / believes if people do wrong they must be punished, you can’t let people get way with things.


9 Another driver cut across Chris’ path as he was going round a roundabout. He got so angry that he ‘tailgated’ the other driver for five miles. Eventually, the other driver got out and confronted Chris, and there was a fight during which Chris came off very much second best.


Chris would never have behaved this way in the first place had he not believed that things should be just how he wants them / believed people take no notice unless you are irritated or angry / believed people are selfish, self-centred and unhelpful / believed people are hostile and constantly trying to put you down / believed if people do wrong they must be punished, you can’t let people get way with things.


And you can see the terrific pay-off that each of these people would receive if only they could alter their beliefs. For example:


1 Not only would Steve not be angry when somebody leaves the bar door open, he would not get so angry when somebody got served ahead of him in the queue, when Ben doesn’t buy a round of drinks when it’s his turn, etc. (Importantly, this is not to say that Steve will not rectify these things, just that he won’t get angry about it.)


2 Sue will not only remain calm when her son drops a mug on the floor, she would also remain calm when he forgot to take an essential item to school. (Again, this is not to say that she would not try and develop his taking more care over things.)


3 If Nigel could change his beliefs he would feel much easier about his wife contradicting him in public because he wouldn’t anticipate a critical reaction from other people. Equally, he would feel much more relaxed in a whole host of social situations for exactly the same reason.


4 If Alan, the electrician, could alter his belief that other people are always likely to be trying to take advantage of him, then he would feel less put upon when his boss asked him to do extra jobs. Equally, he would feel more relaxed in other situations too.


5 If Graham could realize that other people (including his wife Fiona, and the men she flirts with) are not always trying to put you down, he would feel much more relaxed about her playfulness. Equally, he would feel much more relaxed in a whole host of other situations.


6 The same applies to Brian. His belief that other people are hostile and likely to be putting you down resulted in very serious consequences for him when he put a broken beer mug in the face of the person who jogged his elbow. Not only could those consequences have been avoided but, had he realized that most people are not hostile in this way, he would have lived a much more relaxed and enjoyable life.


7 Anne got extremely angry with her twelve-year-old daughter because she didn’t tidy her room, and Anne believes that things have got to be the way she wants, and that people take no notice unless you get angry with them. She too would be leading a much more enjoyable life if she could accept that, by and large, things tend not to be quite how you would like them to be, but this doesn’t really matter. And anyway, people are better ‘developed’ by constructive interactions rather than by getting angry with them.


8 A similar kind of thing applies to Paul, who hit his twevle-year-old son across the face. If Paul could get to realize that it’s not the end of the world if things aren’t just how he wants them to be and that’s it’s probably not true that people take no notice unless you get really angry with them, he wouldn’t have done this. Equally, he stands to benefit in all sorts of situations if he can remedy those beliefs.


9 Things worked out very badly for Chris after somebody cut across his path on a roundabout and he eventually came to grief in a fight with the other driver. If only he hadn’t believed that people must be punished if they do something wrong he could have avoided this. But again, this is only one example of Chris constantly giving himself a bad time because he believed that. Equally, he stands to benefit in all sorts of situations if he can remedy those beliefs.


Developing more helpful beliefs


For this we use the AA method – which, in this case, has nothing to do with too much alcohol consumption. Here it stands simply for (a) developing better Alternative beliefs and (b) Acting them out.


Here are some suggestions:




•   Less helpful belief: Things should be just exactly how I want them to be. It is awful if they are not.


•   Suggestion for more helpful alternative: It’s nice if things are just the way I want them, but it’s not the end of the world if they’re not.


•   Less helpful belief: People don’t take any notice of you unless you show that you are irritated or angry. It is the only way of making your point.


•   Suggestion for more helpful alternative: Although you can sometimes get people to do what you want by being irritable and angry with them, you never really get them on your side. So it’s better to talk and persuade. Even then people won’t always do what we want, but that’s not the end of the world either.


•   Less helpful belief: Other people are basically selfish, self-centred and unhelpful. If you want them to help you, you have to make them.


•   Suggestion for more helpful alternative: Although there are some people who are very selfish indeed, most people will help each other out if asked.


•   Less helpful belief: Other people are basically hostile. You have to be on the alert otherwise they will take any opportunity to put you down.


•   Suggestion for more helpful alternative: Although there are a few people who can be quite hostile, most people basically support each other and take a good view of each other.


•   Less helpful belief: If people do wrong they must be punished, you can’t let people get way with things.


•   Suggestion for more helpful alternative: It’s better to persuade than punish, to look to the future rather than the past. Sometimes you can’t even persuade and people do get away with things. So, I’ll just keep up my own standards.


•   Less helpful belief: It’s okay to get angry with/hit policemen, bouncers, etc.


•   Suggestion for more helpful alternative: Policemen, bouncers etc. are actually real people just like anybody else. It’s no more reasonable to hit them than to hit any other person.


•   Less helpful belief: A father/mother/foreman/ manager/supervisor is meant to be snappy, irritable and harsh. (Where you are a father/mother/foreman/manager/ supervisor.)


•   Suggestion for more helpful alternative: A father/ mother/foreman/manager/ supervisor needs to set a good example. That means being friendly and supportive rather than irritable and angry.


•   Less helpful belief: My father/mother/partner/son/ daughter is a complete pain in the neck, it irritates me just to look at him/her. (Where there is one particular person who produces that emotional reaction in you.)


•   Suggestion for more helpful alternative: My father/ mother/partner/son/daughter is just like anybody else – they’ve got their good points and bad points. It’s no use getting hung up on their bad points.






Use cue-cards if you want


Some people actually write out a small card for themselves (known as a cue-card). This has the unhelpful belief written on the one side and a more helpful alternative on the other. Sometimes people will make quite elaborate versions of these. For example, you might write the unhelpful version in red (for danger) and the more helpful version on the other side in green (for ‘go’). And you might perhaps add an exhortation after the helpful version, like ‘Now do it!’ Some people even go off to their local print shop and get the card nicely laminated once they have got it just how they want! Whether you like your card basic or exotic, it’s quite a nice idea to carry it around with you as a constant reminder. You probably won’t need seven cards – it’s unlikely that you are falling prey to all seven of the unhelpful beliefs, probably just one or two – in which case you just need one or two cards.


Acting it out


You will probably remember that we noted in the previous chapter that thinking differently is not enough. You also need to act on your new thoughts. New thoughts and new behavior make a terrifically powerful combination. Rather in the way that two bicycles can lean against each other and prop each other up in a perfectly stable way for ever, your new thinking is supported by your new behavior and, equally, your new behavior is supported by your new thinking. The two will constantly reinforce each other. It’s the closest we are ever going to get to perpetual motion.


So how do we act it out? There are a couple of possibilities:




•   Simply imagine how a person with the new, more helpful alternative belief would act and mimic that.


•   Find yourself a role-model. In other words, think of somebody who acts like they believe the new improved belief, imagine what they would do, and do it.





In either case you have to do it with a degree of conviction. For example, Sue of the mug-dropping teenage son needs to really work on her belief that he is basically okay (rather than fundamentally selfish), and she would do well to set an example of friendliness and helpfulness (rather than being like a stroppy foreman) and really act like she believes these two new beliefs. So, rather than uttering the words ‘Get a brush and sweep it up’ through clenched teeth (which, admittedly would be an improvement over her previous behavior), she goes the whole hog and says ‘Get a brush and sweep it up, there’s a good boy,’ complete with matching encouraging tone. The point is that what she is aiming for is not simply to tidy up her behavior so that it’s not so wearing for her and everybody else, but to have her new, more helpful behavior in line with new, more helpful underlying beliefs, so that she is genuinely at peace with herself and other people can see that. This is clearly much better for all concerned than simply ‘keeping the lid on it’.


In just the same way Steve, sitting near the door of the bar, will now realize that the five individuals who left the door open are not selfish scoundrels who deserve punishment, but perfectly okay individuals who just need to be reminded to shut the door. The way he asks them to do that will therefore be friendly and calm, in line with that belief.


Likewise, Nigel, whose wife contradicts him in public, will realize that although others might laugh when this happens, this does not indicate that they are fundamentally hostile to him, because people are mostly supportive and friendly. Acting it out, he can now join in the laughter.


Similarly Alan need not get himself into a stew by distressing himself over things not being just as he would like them to be. He can simply get on and do the job the boss asks, or not. What was winding him up was how awful it was that things were not as he would wish. Now he’s resigned to that fact he can simply get on with things.


Fiona’s flirting need not irritate Graham now that he accepts that neither Fiona nor other people are basically hostile, but rather that most people are friendly and supportive; he can take Fiona’s behavior for the harmless amusement it is, and act things out by just joining in the fun.


Brian, too, had he accepted that most people are okay rather than hostile, would not have jumped to the conclusion that his elbow was jogged deliberately at the bar. He would have assumed it was an accident, possibly made a joke out of it, and might even have got himself a free pint.


Anne would not have lost her rag with her daughter, sitting in the bath not tidying her room. Rather than being so uptight because things were not as she would wish (the room was still untidy) and determined that the girl must be punished for her misdemeanour, she could have accepted that sometimes children have untidy rooms and that anyway her best option is to be setting a good example as a parent.


Nor need Chris have gone chasing the man who cut across his path on the roundabout. If only he had accepted that people do not need to be punished for their misdemeanours, and that sometimes they even get away with them, he could have simply acted this belief it out by keeping up his own standards and driving his car as he thinks cars should be driven – and saved himself a lot of trouble.


A role-model can be helpful


We can see from these examples that it is straightforward enough to decide on a new belief and act it out in daily life. Plenty of people do that with a lot of success and a lot of pleasure. (It is very satisfying to see yourself take charge of your own destiny, decide on sensible beliefs and act in line with them.) Other people get to exactly the same destination by a different route. They think of a particular person who seems to believe the kind of beliefs we have spoken about and ask themselves, ‘What would s/he do in this situation?’


For some people, imagining it makes it a lot easier to mimic it. And mimicking the behavior effectively consolidates the new beliefs.


The role-model can be somebody you know, like a friend or relative, or it can be somebody you’ve never actually met – someone you’ve seen on television, perhaps. One important point if you use the latter: it doesn’t particularly matter if the person is like their screen persona or not. For example, my two favourite role-models are the television business troubleshooter John Harvey-Jones and ace cricket commentator Brian Johnston. Now, I’ve never met either of these good people, and for all I know they might have been quite different in private life from their genial demeanour on television and radio. As a matter of fact, both gentlemen are, or were – Brian Johnston sadly died a few years back – by all accounts much the same in private life as they appeared in the public eye. But my point here is that it doesn’t matter; for the purpose of a role-model, it is the persona you recognize that is important.


Nor do your role-models have to match you in age or gender, or anything else. All that is important is that you can ask yourself: ‘What perspective would s/he have taken on this?’ and ‘How would s/he have behaved in this situation?’ and so on. The fact that I never quite live up to either of my models doesn’t matter either; they certainly have a good effect. The key thing is that if you find yourself a good role-model s/he can lead you into behaving just how you would wish to.


Reviewing and recording


Just as in the previous chapter, reviewing and recording are great habits to get into in entrenching your new and more helpful beliefs.


‘Reviewing’ is literally looking again at the situation that has just passed and replaying it. You may be in the happy situation where you can enjoy reviewing how well you behaved, how well you brought into play your new beliefs and meshed them with splendid new behavior. In which case, terrific: enjoy every moment of it. And it’s not just enjoyment, either; it is, as we said before, a very useful activity to review things that have gone right. When things go well you have a good template for future success, so it is useful to consolidate and examine that template. If you’ve handled a difficult situation well, with no irritability and anger, then go back over it, review it, enjoy the moment.


Equally, if you’ve handled a situation badly in your view, if you’ve given in to some unhelpful beliefs and matched them with irritable and angry behavior, then simply replay the situation how you think it should have gone. Remember to think the more helpful beliefs, and envisage the more helpful behavior. That replaying of the situation the way you would have preferred it to have gone is an extremely good thing to do; it makes it more likely that it will go that way next time. (But beware: it is rather unhelpful simply to replay your wrong handling of the situation. It’s best to regard that as ‘water under the bridge’.)




SUMMARY


•   In this chapter we have covered how our beliefs affect the way we appraise and judge a situation, and as a consequence how we behave in that situation.


•   We have listed the most common unhelpful beliefs that affect people’s perceptions of the situations in which they find themselves.


•   We have listed the more helpful alternative beliefs to replace the unhelpful ones.


•   We have looked at the method for replacing unhelpful beliefs with helpful ones. This involves the AA method: highlighting the Alternative helpful belief and Acting out the situation in line with those beliefs.


•   We have looked at the importance of reviewing successes and consolidating them as templates for good future behavior, and also of reviewing failures – but reminding ourselves how we would have preferred to act in the situation, so we are more likely to get it right next time!







PROJECT


•   Get yourself a piece of paper and write down any of the unhelpful beliefs that you think apply to you.


•   For each of them, write down the more helpful belief. This might be a question of simply copying down what I’ve written above, or you might want to put it into your own words.


•   Replay a recent situation where your unhelpful beliefs have led you to appraise a situation badly and react in an irritable and angry way. Replay how you would have seen the situation if you had had your more helpful beliefs in place, and what you would have done. (For example, if you are Steve you would replay sitting at the bar by the door, now believing that people, even those who leave doors open, are basically okay, appraising the situation differently and asking, in a proper friendly way, each person to close the door). Make it a good vivid replay in your mind.


•   Most important of all, practise your new beliefs, seeing every situation through the eyes of someone who has these new beliefs, or through the eyes of a role-model you’ve settled on. Then match your behavior to your new perceptions – just as Steve would do in the previous point.


•   Each time you have success, review that success and enjoy the moment. Review how your new beliefs helped, and how your new behavior was in line with those beliefs. If you ‘let yourself down’, review the incident the way you would have preferred it to have gone. Pretty soon you will have lots of ‘good’ reviews and not many of the other sort!
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Cats, camels and recreation: Anger


Daft title for a chapter. Never mind, you might as well read it because it could just be very relevant to yourself. For some people it will be spot-on.


Remember the model we’re working on as trigger, appraisal/judgement, anger, inhibitions, response (see Figure 12.1). What we are talking about in this chapter is the ‘anger’ box; and there are just three points to make about it.


Displacing anger


The first point is that anger can be displaced. This process is commonly known as ‘kicking the cat’ or ‘always hurting the one you love’. For example, you may have a bad day at work, but judge that it is a bad career move to get angry with your boss. What you do, therefore, is to come home and (metaphorically, of course!) kick the cat: in other words, take it out on whoever or whatever happens to be around.


The strange thing is that whoever or whatever turns out to be on the receiving end of your anger does in fact seem to be very irritating at the time in question. You are not always aware that you are ‘displacing’ your anger from your boss at work on to your loved ones/cat at home.


[image: Image]


Figure 12.1 A model for analyzing irritability and anger


Anger is additive


The second point is that anger is additive: it builds up. Again, the best analogy is the leaky bucket that we first used in Part One. Suppose you have a bucket with holes in it; it is still possible to fill the bucket to overflowing by pouring in several jugs of water in quick succession. When the bucket overflows, that’s the equivalent of an outburst of anger or irritability.


So, if five people come into the bar within the space of an hour or two and each one leaves the door open causing a draft, the bucket overflows (or at least it does in Steve’s case) and an outburst occurs. If those same five people came into the bar over a six-month period, and on each occasion Steve was sitting near the door, it is unlikely that he would have an outburst on the fifth occasion. This is because his anger would have been given a chance to ‘leak away’ on each occasion before the next ‘top-up’.


This ‘building up’ is commonly known as the ‘last straw that breaks the camel’s back’ phenomenon. I prefer the image of the leaky bucket, however, because, given half a chance, your anger will normally ‘leak away’ quite nicely.


Recreational anger


The third point to be made here, and perhaps the most important one, concerns what I call ‘recreational anger’. Let me give you an example. Please don’t be put off by the fact that this is a very extreme example; the same phenomenon happens day in, day out.


Very early on in my career, when I was working as a prison psychologist, I came across a prisoner who was having quite a lot of trouble serving his sentence; he got tense and agitated, and periodically smashed up his cell. I taught him how to relax and did some general ‘counselling’ work with him, with the result that he confided in me that he had been beaten up by half a dozen prison officers in the previous prison he had been held in. (I have no idea how true this allegation was, but that was what he told me.)


Anyway, he’d formed a plan that, on release, he would go and track down these six prison officers, and one by one shoot them.


I took this very seriously, (a) because I was young and naïve and took everything seriously, and (b) because he was already in prison for having shot somebody, so clearly he had the wherewithal to do what he said he was going to do. Furthermore he described how, on his previous sentence, he had done exactly the same thing: that is, he had spent time thinking and planning about how, when he got out, he would shoot this person. And, sure enough, he had done exactly that, and here he was back in prison again for that crime.


Now, it would be nice to think that young prison psychologists know exactly what to do in such a situation, but I have to tell you that I didn’t. So we simply got to talking around it, him telling me all about how it was . . .


To cut a long story short, he was in the habit of whiling away hour after hour fantasizing about how he was going to get his revenge. This, apparently, was entirely pleasurable, and time flew by while he did this.


And this was the first case I came across of ‘recreational anger’: anger which at the very least passes the time of day, sometimes actually gives you a ‘buzz’ and often puts you into a different state of mind, so that actions which wouldn’t normally seem sensible and rational options look like just that. Going back to our leaky bucket analogy, it is as though you’ve plugged up all the holes in the bucket, keen to hang on to all the water there, and then just spend the time looking at the water. Or, rather more literally, you do everything to prevent your anger from drifting away and spend time mulling it over.


The best course of action to take in this situation is as follows:




•   Don’t do whatever your anger is telling you to do.


•   Do something else.





Let’s expand on that a little. When you are very irritable and angry it is as though that anger takes you over. The anger actually tells you to do things that, in your normal state, you wouldn’t do. So who are you going to take more notice of, your anger or you yourself?


Well, the answer is obvious: it’s more important to be true to yourself than to some temporary state of anger. On the other hand, it is very difficult simply to refrain from doing something. Rather like ‘not thinking of a giraffe’, it is virtually impossible. If someone tells you not to think of a giraffe, a picture of a long dappled neck springs into mind no matter how carefully you try to obey. In the same way, not to do what your anger tells you is very tricky indeed.



Getting away from anger


The answer is to concentrate on doing something else. Anything. Real-life examples of alternatives that people turn to in this situation include the following:




•   Take physical exercise: walk, run, swim, etc.


•   Read a book, magazine, newspaper.


•   Watch television or listen to the radio.


•   Go and do some gardening.


•   Phone up or go and see a friend.


•   Simply take yourself out of the situation and go somewhere else.





All of these are equivalent to ‘doing something else’. And that is sufficient for most of us. In the case of the prisoner I was just telling you about, tactics such as reading a book would not be sufficient, because he had a long-term problem, ten times the size of anything afflicting most of us. Nevertheless, with him, we adopted exactly the same strategy, and he did indeed ‘do something else’. He got in touch with a woman who ran a hostel for ex-prisoners and wrote to her to see whether that was somewhere he could stay after release. Thank goodness, she wrote back telling him that might well be an option and, most importantly, including a photograph of the actual hostel. I am sure that it was that photograph that really swung it for him. Now he could literally envisage what else he could do upon leaving prison. Rather than going up to his previous prison and slowly stalking the six prison officers concerned, he could catch a train to this hostel and settle there. Happily, it was in a totally different part of the country.


Well, all that sounds very sensible, doesn’t it? So why don’t people do it? When you feel really angry and your anger is telling you to do something drastic, why do you tend to do it even though the rational part of you knows that this is a temporary state you’re in?


I think one of the reasons is that some people think it is more ‘honest’ to give vent to their anger. Personally, I wouldn’t go along with that. ‘Honesty’ is a splendid characteristic when it means (a) not lying or (b) not stealing from other people, but a very destructive characteristic when it is used to mean (c) saying very tactless and hurtful things on the grounds that ‘I’m only being honest’ or (d) simply giving vent to angry urges without any thought of the consequences for yourself or other people.


Give yourself time


There’s one important reason why it is always sensible, first, to refrain from doing what your anger is telling you, and second, to do something else. This is because, once you have truly regained your emotional equilibrium, you can decide at leisure what you think is best to do about the situation, rather than letting your anger tell you.


Let me give you an example. Graham described to me how on one occasion he was so agitated by his wife Fiona’s flirting that, even while still at the party they were both attending, he was going through in his mind how he was going to leave Fiona and, more particularly, how he was going to tell Fiona about his decision. He was relishing, in a strange sort of way, how this would ‘teach her a lesson’ and how sorry she would be.


And it was more by luck than judgement that this did not come to pass. In the car going home he was ‘sulking’ but in fact still rehearsing what he was going to say and still enjoying the anticipated effect. At home, the sulk continued but, as I say, more by luck than judgement he decided to postpone the confrontation until the next morning and simply go to sleep for the time being. Happily, by the next morning sleep had worked its magic, anger had retreated to a back seat and, although the discussion was rather heated, it was not so vitriolic as it would have been the previous evening. So, by accident, Graham had followed the formula: Don’t do what your anger tells you, do something else (in this case, go to sleep).


Graham is one of my favourite cases, for two reasons. First, there are lots of Grahams who have not worked things out so well for themselves: in other words, men who have allowed their anger to tell them what to do and whose marriages have disintegrated as a result. Second, in Graham’s case, he was able eventually to do a complete review of his judgements and beliefs, rather along the lines of that set out in the previous two chapters, and ended up seeing things in a completely different light. The net result was that Fiona’s flirting did not simply become ‘not irritating’, it became a positive asset to their relationship once he realized that it was perfectly harmless, and, perhaps more to the point, that everybody else knew that it had no serious intent.




SUMMARY


•   In talking about anger there are three points to be made. First, it can be displaced so that, although it might be your boss who has caused your anger, your partner or somebody else actually receives it. Second, anger is additive by nature. Envisage your anger as water in a leaky bucket. If another jug full of anger arrives before the first jug-full has been allowed to leak away, then your bucket is filling up. Eventually, if a third, fourth or fifth jug-full arrives, the bucket might overflow, leading to an angry outburst. Third, there is such a thing as ‘recreational anger’, where you get a peculiar kind of buzz from simply dwelling upon your anger and what you’re going to do about it.


•   Probably the best analogy for anger is the ‘leaky bucket’. If it is topped up too quickly, then yes, it can overflow; but given half a chance, anger will leak away over a period of time.


•   No matter whether your anger is about to overflow, or whether you’re in a state of recreational anger, or anything else, the best policy is (a) don’t allow your anger to tell you what to do and (b) do anything else. Only when you’ve gained a good sense of equilibrium should you decide what to do about the situation that prompted the anger.


•   The use of a role-model (a person you use as a good example), as discussed in Chapter 11, can be very powerful here. You can simply ask yourself ‘What would X [your model] do right now?’ Interestingly, your anger will fight back and tell you to get on with allowing it to have its head. Just put it on hold for a moment, and really get to imagining what your good role-model would do in the given situation.







PROJECT


•   One of the most important lessons in this chapter has been how to differentiate between what your anger tells you to do and what you yourself want to do. Therefore a very relevant project is to work on becoming more aware of both of these ‘voices’. What I mean is, next time you are feeling angry, work out (a) what your anger is telling you to do and (b) what your ‘real self’ would tell you to do.


•   It’s good to practise this in situations which make you only slightly angry. The reason for this is that when you are very angry the ‘angry voice’ shouts so loud that it drowns out your ‘true self’ voice. You therefore have to practise being attuned to your ‘true self’ voice in mild-anger situations so that, eventually, you can hear it even in high-anger situations.


•   And remember, most of us want to be loyal to our true self rather than to what anger tells us to do.
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Putting the brakes on: Inhibitions


As we have said before, some people view inhibitions as bad things to have. They think in terms of ‘being inhibited’, equating it with being shy, withdrawn and a shade socially inadequate.


In our context the reverse is the case. Remember where the inhibitions box fits into our model (Figure 13.1).


The point here is that anger is an emotion which we may or may not choose to make other people aware of. So it is perfectly possible for somebody to be angry with you without you realizing it, simply because they choose not to tell you or not to demonstrate it in any way. And, of course the reverse holds true as well: it is perfectly possible for you to be feeling very irritable and angry and for other people to be totally unaware of it. This rather useful phenomenon is all thanks to our inhibitions. It is no accident that there is an area of the brain whose specific function is to inhibit the expression of every emotion that might occur.


This area of the brain can be damaged temporarily, for example by alcohol, or permanently by injury or some illnesses. Happily, however, it can also be developed. In this chapter we will look at inhibitions, why we want to use them, and how we can develop our ability to use them.
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Figure 13.1 A model for analyzing irritability and anger


Internal and external inhibitions


Inhibitions fall into two categories:




•   moral, or ‘internal’ inhibitions;


•   practical, or ‘external’ inhibitions.





Leaving aside how we bring these inhibitions to mind at the crucial time just for the moment, let’s have a look at each of these categories.


Moral inhibitions


Some examples of moral inhibitions are




•   ‘It is wrong to go around snapping at people.’


•   ‘It is wrong to be frequently angry with people.’


•   ‘It is wrong to hit people.’





. . . and so on. Over thousands of years philosophers have given a lot of thought to what makes actions moral or otherwise, and various schemes have been proposed. One such is the ‘What if everybody did this?’ argument, and this is probably one of the more relevant ones here. If everybody goes around snapping at one another, being angry with one another, hitting one another, then clearly the world is going to be an extremely unrewarding place. Therefore, if it is not okay for everybody to do it, how can it be okay for you to do it?


Another basis for morality is the ‘adhering to set rules’ scheme, of which the Ten Commandments is one example. And this is indeed a powerful constraint on people’s behavior. We all set ourselves rules which control our behavior – down to the finest detail, sometimes. Some of these rules can be very strange and even abhorrent. For example, there are men who hold to the rule that ‘You never hit a woman, unless you’re living with her.’ Now what possible ethical basis can such a rule have? None that I or the majority of people can see; but even so, this rule governs the behavior of some men.


Some rules are imposed on us by society and most of us sign up to them. Examples include ‘You don’t stab people,’ ‘You don’t shoot people,’ and ‘You don’t hit people.’ But of course, not everybody signs up to all of these rules. Most people sign up to the first two of those three, but a significant number do not sign up to the third. I say that simply because many parents hit their children, although they usually use a euphemism such as ‘slap’ or ‘smack’ or ‘spank’.


Once you start setting rules for yourself, over and above those that society imposes, then things can get surprisingly complicated, especially in view of the fact that this should be a fairly simple business. For example, before our children were born, my wife and I set a rule for ourselves that we would never hit them. A good rule, we thought, and indeed we have abided by it. But even this has major snags, which I will tell you about.


Just before I do, though, I would like to you to contemplate an incident I witnessed walking through the pedestrian area of a city centre. Nearby, a woman was walking along with her two children of perhaps eight and ten. As they walked along, she was hitting one of them backwards and forwards across the head, saying to him as she did so: ‘How many times have I told you not to hit your brother?’


The contradictory nature of the mother’s words and behavior somehow produced an almost humorous side to this sorry sight. Nevertheless, the ‘Give him a taste of his own medicine’ thinking that she was demonstrating is common enough. Sadly, however, the all-powerful effect of modelling will probably overwhelm everything else. The young lad will be left with the simple observation that ‘It is okay to hit people, even my mother does it.’


But back to my own dilemmas. There we were, smugly bringing up our kids without hitting/smacking/slapping them. And did this mean that they behaved like angels? No, of course it didn’t; in fact they behaved just like all other kids. For example, when young, they would shout, squabble, pinch and hit each other. Shout, in particular. So how did I resolve the situation, how did I intervene to stop them shouting and quarrelling? Well, naturally, I shouted louder than either of them.


This usually worked in the short term, but was it a good policy? Clearly not, because I was simply doing exactly the same as I had seen the woman in the pedestrian area doing: trying to quell a behavior by exhibiting exactly the same behavior. So what lesson would my children learn? Presumably ‘It’s okay to shout, even my father does it.’


‘Modelling’ is the key concept here. This simply refers to the ‘model’ or ‘example’ you set. And in the case of parents and children, the example set is a very powerful one.


Here’s another instance of the power of rule-setting. Richard was a young man who had come to see me because he had taken to terminating arguments with his girlfriend by hitting her. The sequence of events seemed to be that they would start arguing, both would start shouting at each other, and the process would only come to an end when he hit her. He then felt terribly guilty, she felt terrible, and this was putting an understandable strain on the whole relationship. And yet, he seemed unable to stop. This was surely strange; one might say, ‘If he doesn’t want to do it, why doesn’t he stop doing it?’ But, as so often is the case, he seemed to be the victim of his own behavior. Richard was unable to help himself and so turned to outside help through therapy.


Richard and I talked about his background and he told me about his school and college days (which weren’t long ago; he was only in his early twenties at the time). In particular he told me how he seemed to be a natural target for bullying. Even in his last year at school a particular fellow student used to pick on him. On one occasion this youth picked on him once too often and, probably accidentally, ripped his shirt. Richard told me how, when this happened, something snapped inside him. Apparently uncontrollably, he just grabbed hold of his tormentor and gave him a thorough pummelling. Unsurprisingly, perhaps, this put an end to the whole sad sequence of events. Not only did the tormentor stop tormenting Richard, he also seemed to be genuinely remorseful.


Equally unsurprisingly, Richard felt rather pleased with himself; it seemed that he had discovered the answer to many of life’s problems, although in fairness he did not phrase it consciously and openly to himself in this way. Nevertheless, it was about six months after that incident that he first hit his girlfriend. And from then on there was no turning back; the pattern was established.


So the question is: What rule had Richard established for himself? It seemed to be something like: ‘It’s okay to hit people, in fact it will solve a lot of problems.’


And yet, when we examine the evidence, this only seemed to be partially true. In the one instance, leaving aside as to whether Richard was ‘right’ to hit the other guy, it had worked well for him. With his girlfriend, it was working very badly for both of them.


I asked him to try out a new rule, namely: ‘It’s sometimes okay to get into fights with males my own age, but no one else.’ He tried it out, experimentally at first; then, gradually, he ‘bought into’ the rule and really adopted it as his own. On his subsequent appointments he came with his girlfriend, and they told me this new approach was working very well for them. (Incidentally, happily Richard did not then go around getting into fights with males his own age. In fact, he seemed to be naturally a very peaceable kind of character.)


So, we have a first category of inhibitions, the moral category. These inhibitions may be established by the question ‘What if everybody went around doing this?’ This principle will tend to preclude us from indiscriminately snapping, shouting, hitting. The other yardstick for these moral inhibitions is ‘obedience to a rule’. Many rules are the laws of the land and it’s obviously best to go by those. Others, like not hitting children, we make up for ourselves. Even so, they are very powerful determinants of our behavior. I mentioned in an earlier chapter the man at the bar who stopped himself being hit by saying to his would-be assailant, ‘Hey, I’m over forty.’ By the time the would-be assailant checked through his list of rules to see whether there was one which said ‘You don’t hit men over forty’ the moment had passed.


Practical inhibitions


The second category of inhibitions is practical; nothing to do with morality. Inhibitions in this category limit our behavior by reminding us of the dire consequences that might befall us if we don’t observe them.


Exercise


Below, I have listed some of the examples we have talked about in this book, in the form of questions which invite you to say why the person in question doesn’t just do the very thing that occurs to them. I have filled the first three in to show you the kind of thing that’s in my mind.


1   Gerry is intensely irritated by his noisy neighbours playing their music over-loud next-door to him. What practical considerations stop him going around and giving his neighbours a real piece of his mind?


Answer: He believes that if he did that, they would probably play their music even louder. And in any case, the guy next door is bigger than Gerry so he feels he must treat him with some respect.


2   Colin is intensely irritated by his neighbours’ kids playing football in the street outside and allowing their ball to run all over his garden. What stops him going around and giving the kids and their parents a good piece of his mind?


Answer: See above. In this case, too, Colin thinks the kids will probably just behave worse, and laugh and jeer at him every time they see him, and the parents might indeed encourage them to do that.


3   Pam is intensely irritated by the noise that her husband makes when he is eating. What stops her from jumping up, banging the table and shouting: ‘For God’s sake why can’t you eat like a normal human being?’


Answer: She’s afraid that if she did that it would bring to a head the whole disharmony in the marriage. He would realize that her irritation was not really with his eating, but with him in general; and that his noisy eating symbolizes something deeper, to her.


4   When a fifth man comes into a bar and leaves the door open, Steve is so angry that, when he gets up, he would like to punch the man straight in the face. What stops him doing this?
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5   Judy takes her small daughter to the outpatient department and has to wait two hours before they are seen by the doctor and nurse. While she is waiting she finds that all the patients there (at least twenty of them) have been given the same (2 p.m.) appointment. What she would like to do is to really let rip at the doctor and nurse, who, by the way, were busy drinking tea together and not seeing their patients for at least a quarter of an hour. What stops her doing this?


[image: Image]


6   Nigel is frequently irritated by his wife contradicting him while they are out in public. What he would like to do when, for example, she corrects him that the event he is humorously describing didn’t take place on a Wednesday, as he says, but on a Tuesday, is, there and then, to give her a real piece of his mind, and shout at her: ‘What the hell difference does it make whether it was a Wednesday or a Tuesday?’ What prevents him from doing this?
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7   Alan is frequently asked by his boss to do more work than he thinks he should be asked to. He would like to tell him where to get off, but doesn’t, he simply goes home irritable. What stops Alan giving his boss a mouthful?
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8   Chris, who drives a smart four-wheel drive, is annoyed by the bad driving of a character in an old wreck. Chris chases after him and, when the other car has to pause at the next roundabout, feels like driving straight up the back of him. What stops him doing this?
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9   Ken is an executive who is so stressed out that when a customer asks him to do one more thing (which in fact is good business) he feels like telling him to get lost, or words to that effect. What prevents him from doing this?
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10 Bob has not got much time for the police so, when he is stopped late one night and asked where he is going and what he is doing, he feels like telling the police officer to mind his own business. In truth, he feels like thumping him. What stops Bob from doing this?
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11 Tina has a thing about ‘bouncers’ at the entrance to clubs. So, when a bouncer stops her and her friend from going into a particular club, she screams and shouts at him and launches an apparently energetic attack – but one which, in reality, has no force in it. Why does she not launch a proper full-blooded attack on the bouncer?
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Below are what seem to be the answers from the people in question. See how they match up with what you wrote.


4   When a fifth man comes into a bar and leaves the door open, Steve is so angry that, when he gets up, he would like to punch the man straight in the face. What stops him doing this?


Answer: He knows he would get banned from the bar, and his friends Ben and Chris probably wouldn’t speak to him again either.


5   Judy takes her small daughter to the outpatient department and has to wait two hours before they are seen by the doctor and nurse. While she is waiting she finds that all the patients there (at least twenty of them) have been given the same (2 p.m.) appointment. What she would like to do is to really let rip at the doctor and nurse, who, by the way, were busy drinking tea together and not seeing their patients for at least a quarter of an hour. What stops her doing this?


Answer: Judy’s main concern is to get the best possible treatment for her daughter. She doesn’t want the doctor to be distracted by anything else, nor does she want him to ‘take it out on them’.


6   Nigel is frequently irritated by his wife contradicting him while they are out in public. What he would like to do when, for example, she corrects him that the event he is humorously describing didn’t take place on a Wednesday, as he says, but on a Tuesday, is, there and then, to give her a real piece of his mind, and shout at her: ‘What the hell difference does it make whether it was a Wednesday or a Tuesday?’ What prevents him from doing this?


Answer: The knowledge that that would be the end of the evening as far as everyone is concerned. In other words, a ghastly uneasy silence would descend upon everybody until someone made some feeble joke to try to break it.


7 Alan is frequently asked by his boss to do more work than he thinks he should be asked to. He would like to tell him where to get off, but doesn’t, he simply goes home irritable. What stops Alan giving his boss a mouthful?


Answer: Alan is afraid that, after a few occasions like that, he might be heading for the sack, or, at best, pretty limited career prospects.


8 Chris, who drives a smart four-wheel drive, is annoyed by the bad driving of a character in an old wreck. Chris chases after him and, when the other car has to pause at the next roundabout, feels like driving straight up the back of him. What stops him doing this?


Answer: He knows that will probably cause a serious accident as a result of which he, Chris, will find himself in court; and the very least that will happen is that he will be banned from driving.


9 Ken is an executive who is so stressed out that when a customer asks him to do one more thing (which in fact is good business) he feels like telling him to get lost, or words to that effect. What prevents him from doing this?


Answer: He knows he would lose that customer, who would then go around bad-mouthing the firm, and gradually the firm would shrink and disappear.


10 Bob has not got much time for the police so, when he is stopped late one night and asked where he is going and what he is doing, he feels like telling the police officer to mind his own business. In truth, he feels like thumping him. What stops Bob from doing this?


Answer: He knows he’ll probably end up being arrested and charged, and will lose out in some major way.


11 Tina has a thing about ‘bouncers’ at the entrance to clubs. So, when a bouncer stops her and her friend from going into a particular club, she screams and shouts at him and launches an apparently energetic attack – but one which, in reality, has no force in it. Why does she not launch a proper full-blooded attack on the bouncer?


Answer: She knows she would come off second best, and anyway doesn’t want to do anything that could be seen as ‘an assault’.


It’s clear that these inhibitions have nothing at all to do with ‘morality’. They are entirely to do with practical consequences and not wanting to lose out in some way. Entirely sensible, in fact.



So why do we get irritable and what do we do about it?


A perfectly reasonable question is: ‘If there are so many moral and practical reasons for us to inhibit our irritability and anger, why do we ever feel that way? Humans aren’t normally designed to feel and do things that have no purpose, so what’s the purpose in this case?’


The main answer seems to be that it is a feedback mechanism – a way of letting other people know that what they are doing is going down badly with you. A way, therefore, of people becoming socialized and working together as a society rather than a collection of competing individuals.


In that case, why should we inhibit our inhibition and anger? If it fulfils this useful function of informing people when we feel they are they are ‘out of order’, presumably if we inhibit it then everything will go haywire. Other people will trample all over us, secure that there is no payback.


Well, if taken to extremes, that would be true. If you were never to show any irritation, never to show any anger, this would probably be confusing for people. They wouldn’t know when you were pleased and when you were displeased; it would be quite disorientating for those you mixed with.


But there is a happy medium. Some people we know are decidedly ‘irritable’. We are not suggesting that they should never show any irritation or anger; that would probably be super-human (and, as we have just noted, not very helpful). There are things in life that are irritating, things which prompt a ‘normal’ person to show some irritation. When we describe a person as ‘irritable’, however, s/he is going too far, becoming irritated by things that wouldn’t irritate a ‘normal’ person, or getting more irritated than most by slightly irritating things.


So, as ever, it is not a question of ‘all or nothing’. Yes, it is sometimes just as well for people to be able to sense that we are irritated or angry. On the other hand, it is very easy to take this much too far, to the point where even the slightest thing irritates us, or where we become irritated if things are not exactly as we want them. In that case our irritation and anger mechanism is clearly over-functioning, to the extent that it is counter-productive. When it is functioning at just the right level it provides useful feedback to other people; they can sense when we are slightly irritated and angry with what they are doing and as a result will probably desist. If it is functioning in too extreme a way, those around us get frightened and worried, and our relationships begin to break down.


A good parallel is with jealousy and possessiveness. Most people rather like their loved ones to exhibit a small amount of jealousy and possessiveness towards them. If this is not the case, many people take it as an indication that they are not really loved. So, a small amount of jealousy and possessiveness is perfectly fine, even a good thing. But what happens when this is taken too far? When someone spends all their waking moments worried about what their loved one is doing, whether they are being faithful and loyal? Some people go to the extent of popping home unexpectedly, leaving listening devices around the house or on the phone, even hiring private detectives to follow their loved ones around. Clearly, this level of jealousy and possessiveness is counterproductive and is very quickly going to lead to a breakdown in the relationship.


So, in both instances, whether we are talking about irritability and anger or jealousy and possessiveness, you can have too much of a good thing. In fact, rather like a homoeopathic medicine, the right amount is very little indeed!


Putting the brakes on


We can see, then, that for all sorts of moral and practical reasons we want to limit our irritability and anger very severely – almost to the extent of stopping it before it gets going. If we keep it down to very low levels it can work extremely well for us and for everybody around us; if we let it get any higher the reverse is the case: it works really badly for us and all around us.


So how do we perform this difficult balancing act, of keeping any irritation and anger down to useful and beneficial levels – down to those very subtle levels where those around us actually feel pleased to see the very occasional irritation from us, simply because it gives them feedback about what is happening?


For a task as complex as this we need a simple analogy. The best I know is that of traffic lights. If you drive around any reasonably large town you will find there is a complex system of interacting traffic lights. For example, near where I live there is a ring road round which I have to drive to get to the motorway. At one point on this ring road there is a particularly distinctive sequence of lights. The first set normally brings you to a halt; for some reason they usually seem to be on red. While you sit waiting at these lights, you can also see that the second set of lights you have to go through is also on red. In due course your first set turns to green, and you move off. If you go off at a very moderate pace, by the time you reach the second set (which is only 40 or 50 metres away) those too are changing to green and you can sail across, although you do have to keep your wits thoroughly about you during this procedure. The same applies to a third set of lights, again only 40 to 50 metres ahead; these too are in sequence with the first and second sets, and you can time things to get across all three in one steady passage.


In summary, what would be a completely unruly flow of traffic is first of all brought to a halt, then allowed to proceed in a thoroughly orderly and controlled fashion. Of course, there are other roads crossing the road I am on, hence the need for lights. An aerial view of this whole procedure would reveal an amazing number of vehicles, all meshing superbly and proceeding at as reasonable a pace as they possibly can. A real feat of interaction and coordination.


Exactly the same happens when two or more people are interacting with each other. Each individual has their own senses of direction, their own pace they want to keep up, their own interests. At the same time they are very keen to mesh with one another, not only because they know that is to their mutual advantage, but also because it’s enjoyable and satisfying.


So how does the traffic lights analogy work in practice? Remarkably simply. All we have to do is learn to spot a red light! And that’s easy. Any amount of irritation or anger we feel is, effectively, a red light. So we don’t just barge across it; that way lies disaster.


When confronted with a red light, irritation and anger in other words, we stop. This is not a ‘give way’ sign; it is very definitely a ‘stop’ one. We really have to make sure we come to a complete halt. Sometimes people say ‘count to ten’. Well, you can do this if you want; certainly it brings things to a pretty marked stop. On the other hand, you can simply note the presence of the ‘red light’ (irritability and anger), carry on talking about whatever you like, and then, when the irritability and anger have subsided to a tiny amount (the lights change) you can get ready to move on to say whatever you think is best.
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/ Trigger: Describe here what  video camera would have seen \
or heard. Include the day and date, but do not put what you
thought or how you reacted.

Appraisal/Judgement. Write here the thoughts that went through
your mind, as clearly as you can remember them.

Anger: leave this blank for the fime being.

Inhibitions: Lecve this blank for the fime being.

Response: Write here what a video camera would have seen
you do and heard you say, as clearly as you can.
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More helpful appraisal/judgement: How else might you have
appraised the situation? To determine this, you might like to
consider the following: What errors are you making (selective
perception, mindreading, awfulizing, emotive language, over-
generalization|2

IF you had an altknowing, allwise friend, how would s/he have
seen the situation?

Is a reframing of the situation possible? (A glass that is half empty
is also half full |

What would your cost-benefit analysis be of seeing the situcr

tion the way you did?
\_ )
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RESPONSE (WHAT DID YoU D0?)

1 just blew my top at Phil and criticized him for his attitude. It
was fotally unfair_what he had said was just by way of banter

Me blowing my top was much more fo do with my state of mind
than Phil's attitudle. But anyway [ apologized to him later on and

things seem io be okay now, more or less.
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TRIGGER (INCLUDE DAY, DATE AND TIME)

Wednesday 27 July, 4.15 p.m. There was no real igger beyond
the fact that | was feeling very stressed out, as usual. At work

these days there are just so many demands on me from so man,
different people that | cannot possibly fulfil everything that every-
body expects of me. Therefore, when Phil just made some throw-
away remark, that was the last straw.
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TRIGGER (INCLUDE DAY, DATE AND TIME)

Thursday 10 April. 6.30 p.m. | had been on at my daughter all
day long fo tidy her room and she kept saying she would do it

in_a minvte_or a bit later_Then at about halfpast six | found her
sitting in the bath just washing her hair — and deliberately provoking
me, saying, “What are you going to do about that then?”
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RESPONSE (WHAT DID YoU D0?)

I was just very short with him so that he would know | was i
tated and thought he was out of order. But| finished off the work
that had to_be done in the base and then went off and sorted
this other person’s wiring out. And | did the jobs properly.
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RESPONSE (WHAT DID You D0?)

I really let rip. | shovted and screamed at her for = it must have

been ten minutes. She went really pale,_and looking back at it
L was over the top. B it worked, she did tidy her room later
on.
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TRIGGER (INCLUDE DAY, DATE AND TIME)

Wednesday 17 September, 5.30 p.m. lan, who is 13, dropped
a coffee mug on the kitchen floor and it shattered. There was no
coffes in it_just the mug = but that's typical of him. He just deesn’t

care,_he thinks money grows on trees and anything he breaks |
will replace.
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RESPONSE (WHAT DID YoU D0?)

[ didn? say or do anything, | just felt redlly tight inside. And |
didn't talk to_him propery and | just felt sad being married to

him. I've told him about it dozens of times before, so what's the
point going on about it again? But somehow it just symbolizes
the way he is = he doesn't care about me, just about him.
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TRIGGER (INCLUDE DAY, DATE AND TIME)

Wednesday 7 June, 3.30 p.m. The boss asked me to go out fo
Scudamore Avenve to sort out a call there. The occupier wanied

some wiring looked at that they weren't sure was safe. The thing
is that the boss knew | already had plenty of work on and he
was just taking advantage of me because he knew | wouldnt
complain.
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RESPONSE (WHAT DID YoU D0?)

| completely lest it. | shovted at him and told him to_get out

of my sight._It ook me a good half hour to one hour to calm

down at all. Even when he was upstairs | went up and told
him again.
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TRIGGER (INCLUDE DAY, DATE AND TIME)

Fiiday 28 Febary, 9.30 p.m. Several people had already come
info_the bar and left the door open. We were sitting just by the
door,_three of us, and it was very cold outside, so there was a

draft when the door was left open. None of them gave a damn
about us, just marched straight in_and went up and got their
drinks. It wasn't until about half a dozen people had done this
that | reacted.
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TRIGGER (INCLUDE DAY, DATE AND TIME)

Tuesday 3 June, 8.00 p.m. We were sitting, eating a meal when,

+ again, my husband was chewing his food so loudly that half

the street would be able to hear him. I'm sure he does it just to

annoy me,_or at least he doesn't care that it does annoy me.

What he doss is to get his mouth full of food and then spend

ages chewing every mouthful and talking to me while he does
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RESPONSE (WHAT DID YoU D0?)

To_the first few people that came in | didn't do anything. But
when the fifth quy came in | just got up and threatened him. [
stood in front of him and told him exactly what | thought of him
and his type so that the whole bar could hear. That was prefly
much an_end o the evening. The other two didn't really get
settled again and we went home affer about half an_hour.
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TRIGGER (INCLUDE DAY, DATE AND TIME)

Saturday 3 fune, 11.15 a.m. The kids next door were playing
football in_the street outside. They had dlready been across the
lawn several times and finally the football hit our front window.
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RESPONSE (WHAT DID YoU D0?)

I went straight out._took the ball off the kids, rang the bell next

door and gave their mother a piece of my mind.
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TRIGGER (INCLUDE DAY, DATE AND TIME)

\< _/

RESPONSE (WHAT DID You D0?)
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Sleeping pill Normal dosage range (mg) Halflife (hours)
(generic name)

Clonazepam 20-60
Estazolam 12 824
Flurazepam 15-30 48-100
Lorazepam 10-20
Nitrazepam 5-10 16-18
Oxazepam 10-30 5-10
Quazepam 7.5-30 40-120
Temazepam 817
Triazolam 24
Zaleplon 5-10 1

Zolpidem 5-10

Zopiclone
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