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Conflicts are part of everyday living. Everyone has different goals, Inter­ ests, priorities, agendas, personal styles, you name it- and inevitably these differences lead to conflicts. So what starts off as differences of opinion or different choices escalates, and you have a conflict! Then you have to figure out what to do about it- walk away, sit down and have an extended discussion about the problem, give in to what the other per­ son wants, assert yourself to get your own way, or figure out some kind of compromise. Or maybe there was some way to avoid the differences escalating into a conflict in the first place.

Unfortunately, because of  all  sorts of factors-personality dynam­ ics, family relationships, power politics , whatever-it is often hard to know what to do. Also, the fear of making the wrong choices, a lack of information. poor communication, analysis paralysis, or other blocks can interfere with resolving a conflict and you might find yourself hang­ ing onto the status quo, unable to move ahead to a better, more satisfy­ ing situation, even though you are clearly unsatisfied withthe way things are.

Many conflicts can be readily overcome by regarding them as prob­ lems to be resolved by identifying the source of the problem and apply­ ing the appropriate problem-solving techniques. For example, you might use techniques like creative visualization to  examine the reasons for
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the problem, rational analysis to assess different strategies in your con­ flict resolution repe rtoire, brainst orming to come up with alte rnat ives, a nd mental-control techniques to gain the inte rna l motivatio n or control to put new solutions into practice .

It may be that you have the resources to solve a conflict yourself, though at times you may need  an outside  advisor or consultant to assess the sit uation and suggest conflict remedies. While you may be able to use detachment techniques to separate yours e lf from the situa­ tion and see the conflict more cle a rly as a n outsider, this can be difficult to do when you are embroiled in the battle and emotionally involved. The outsider is already detached and doesn't have the emotional  baggage and fears that can stand in the way of seeing or solving the conflict. The outsider can look at the problem dis pas s io nate ly, recognize the dynam­ ics, and suggest appropriate techniques to come up with effec tive solu­ tions. However, after read ing this book you may be better able to apply thes e techniques yourself; you may be better able to look at the conflict as an outsider would and recognize the sources of the conflict, think of alternative approaches, decide on the best strategy, and put that into practice yourself.

Applying Conflict Management Techniques to Any Problem

The techniques discussed in this book are designed to help anyone resolve virtually any type of problem, whether inner conflict or conflict between people. The process starts by looking over your major conflicts and determining which ones co deal with.first. This in volves setting pri­ orities, since you can only work effectively on a few conflicts at a time. Then, once you learn to apply this method, you can apply it to any con­ flicts you face in the future.

As you'll learn, a key to this approach is LO first get your emotions under control, and then look at the reasons for the conflicts and pin­ point the source of tension, so you can come up with the appropriate solutions. For :instance, some conflicts are due to circumstances in the situation; others to the personalities of the people involved; still others may point to a recurring behavior pattern or attitude that triggers recurring conflicts.

It is also helpful to understand some of the most common reasons for conflicts, since these models can suggest approaches to use in deal-
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ingwith your own similar conflicts. Thus, in the book, I have included many real-life examples of conflicts resulting from poor communica­ tion and misunderstandings; from different agendas, interests, and val­ ues; from political power struggles in a group situation; from wrong assumptions about others' motives and actions; from a lack of empathy with others' needs and wants; and from dealing with difficult people, who require special handling. In addition, since many conflicts are internal ones, where you are torn in different directions in deciding what to do or are held back by fears, a lack of information, or a belief that you can't do something, I've also included techniques for applying this method to those inner conflicts.

I've drawn these real-life examples from workshops, interviews, and some of my own encounters with difficult people and situations. Many of the examples will probably strike some familiar chords.

In  the next chapters, I'lloutline a  basic method  for dealing with any type of conflict-an approach I've been using for over two decades, since I started working with conflict and wrote my first book about this, Resolving Conflict, published in 1980. Back then, I first started learning about how to resolve conflict as a panelist for Community Boards of San Francisco, a  neighborhood conflict resolution group. Then I  went to dozens of workshops and seminars on the subject, and gradually my own ideas on dealing with conflict evolved. I began doing seminars and workshops on the subject, and wrote a series of books on dealing with conflict in the workplace: Work with Mel Resolving Everyday Conflict in Your Organization; A Survival Guide for Working With Humans; A Survival Guide for Working with Bad Bosses; and A Survival Guide to Managing Employees from Hell. The basic model that l developed back in 1980 has informed all of these later books on resolving conflict-and now this  book focuses on the major principles of this model and shows how to apply them in different situations.
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The possibility for conflict exists everywhere. Conflicts arise out of everyday differences of opinion, disagreements, and the interplay of different ideas, needs, drives, wishes, lifestyles, values, beliefs, inter­ ests, and personalities. Yet conflicts are more than just debates or nego­ tiations. They represent an escalation of everyday competition and discussion into an arena of hostile or emotion-provoking encounters that strain personalor interpersonal tranquility, or both.

For example, a bill from your doctor is higher than you expect or think it should be. You go to your doctor to discuss it, and he explains that  the amount increase is  justified because he  spent more time than in a usual office visit. He detected a potential problem and needed to examine you further. ls this a  conflict?  It's more accurately described as a disagreement or a difference of opinion. But as with any difference of opinion or divergence in personal needs and goals, there is always the potential that a real conflict might develop if the emotions become engaged or hostility is expressed. Say you claim you won't pay the increase because the doctor didn't advise you in advance, and the doc­ tor threatens to no longer treat you as a patient. You then raise com­ plaints about the doctor's previous use of tests you don't think were needed. The resulr is that at some point, unless you choose to give in
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and pay whatever the doctor is asking, this discussion turns into a con­ flict. It becomes a heated verbal combat based on competing or oppos­ ing interests, and in some cases, tensions rise even more.

This kind of scenario plays itself out  again and  again at all levels in human relationships-between spouses, lovers, friends, parents and children, business associates, relatives, neighbors, everybody. And it can occur internally when you face opposing desires and needs that pull you in different directions.

When you don't know how to deal with these situations, the uncomfortable feelings generated by the conflict can be destructive to you and the relationship. The actual outcome of the conflict can be even more unproductive and detrimental. For instance, returning to the doc­ tor example, you might end up paying the increased amount, and feel resentful toward your doctor as a result. This might trigger further hos­ tile encounters, leading eventually to your leaving a doctor who has provided you expert care or to your doctor refusing to further treat you as a patient. In the worst case, the initial discussion might actually escalate from an exchange of heated words to physical violence.

On the other hand, with proper strategy, the potential conflict could

be steered into a more favorable resolution. The doctor might agree to defer lhe extra payment this time or seek to get an extra amount from your insurance carrier, while you agree that you will clarify what you expect on future visits. You might also determine when you need to see this more expensive spedalist and when you might obtain routine treatment first from doctors at a local clinic.

Similarly, at work, you might turn a potential conflict into a win­ win situation, such as when you and a co-worker are vying for a similar position. Maybe your co-worker is more interested in the title, manage­ ment duties, and the larger office with a great view that come with the position, while you are more interested in the more challenging techni­ cal work you will be doing in the new job. By clarifying what you are each looking for in the new job, you might each be able Lo get what you want and turn the conflict into a source of opportunity for you both.

In short, with the proper conflict management skills, potential con­

flicts can be averted or defused-and even turned into a positive source for improved interpersonal relationships and personal growth. The key is nOL to avoid conflict, which is potentially inherent in all social interac-




MA N AG IN G  C O NF LI CT WI TH  TH E E - R - l  M O DE L  ¢-  5


tions and in all choices we make, but torecognize it and manage it skill­ fully to produce the best outcome.



Using the E-R-1 Method for Conquering Conflict


An ideal technique for managing conilict is the emotional-rational­ intuitive (E-R-I) method of conflict resolution. In essence, this method involves first getting the emotions- yours or the other person's-out of the way. Then, you use your reason and your intuition to make choices about how to react in conflict situations. You base your approach on the circumstances, the personalities, interests, and needs of the people involved, and on your own goals, interests, and needs.

This is a powerful approach because at iLs heart any serious conflict engages the emotions of its participants. Therefore, one of the first steps in resolving conflict is to defuse the negative emotions generated by the conflict- both your own feelings and that of others. To do so, you need to call on your reason or intuition, because if you react from your own feelings to these aheady heightened feelings, you will only help to fur­ ther raise the emotional tension level instead of defusing it.

Once emotions are defused, you can use your reason or intuition, as appropriate, to figure out possible resolutions acceptable to all involved. But say this is an extremely difficult situation and you can't realistically resolve or defuse emotions now. You might use the rational­ intuitive method to decide that the best thing to do now is to delay and walk away so you can obtain more information, as well as cool off the heat of the  argument. Then, you can  regroup and come back prepared to resolve it. So initially, avoidance can sometimes be just the ticket, rather than trying to work out the problem when you and the other party are still upset and you don't have all the i.nfonnation you need.

Once you learn to understand and assess the situation and make effective choices in the conflict or potential conflict situations you encounter, you will optimize your ability to not only resolve a conflict but even gain from the people with whom you are in conflict. And if a conflict is a barrier to something you want, overcoming it willhelp you achieve your goal, too.

Here are the basics on how the model works. Subsequent chapters will discuss in more detail how to use each of the three aspects of the model, while the many examples will help you see how the method might be applied in various conflict situations.
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How the E-R-1 Conflict Management Model Works


The basic way to use the emotional-rational-intuitive approach to man­ aging conflict is to look on any conflict situation as a problem or poten­ tial problem to be solved. First, you must getpast the emotions involved, so that you can use your reason and intuition to dealwith the core prob­ lem. Then, you selec.t the  appropriate  problem-solving techniques  from an arsenal of possible strategies for dealing with the conflict. The stTaL­ egy you select will depend on the stage of the conflict (potential conflict, developing conflict, open conflict), the :imporLance of a particular resolu­ tion to you, an  assessment of what the other person needs and wants, and the types of emotions released by the conflict.

Once you select the appropriate technique, you then determine the best way to apply it. The optin1al choices depend on your ability to assess the situation and the alternatives rationally, your ability to intuit what option is best for the situation, and your ability to put that choice into action.

Whenever you find yourself in a conflict or potential conflict situa­ tion, go through a quick "self-assessment" like the one that follows. Dependin g on your answers, choose the appropriate response. Give yourself time to learn to do this, because at first you will have to think through your reactions. But in time, as you use this approach regularly, the choices will come to you spontaneously. It will be like .flashing through all the options in your mind in a moment, then intuitively choosing the ones you want to employ in that situation.

The following chart, which is adapted from my out-of-print book Resolving Conflict (originally published in 1990 by New Harbinger Publica­ tions, Inc., Oakland, CA), describes the questions Lo ask and strategies to use. Subsequent chapters describe how and when to use each of these strategies in more detail, so when you are in a conflict situation you can review your options and decide the best ones to choose.
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Questions to Ask



	
Are emotions causing the conflict or standing in the way of a resolution? If yes: W'hat are these emotions?



•  ANGER? If so, whose?

	The other person's?




	Your own?


––––––––
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•  M!STRusr? If so, whose?

	The other person's?




	Yourown?


––––––––
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•  FEAR? If so, whose?


	The other person's?

	Your own?



––––––––
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•  OraER EMOTIONS (jealousy, guilt, etc.)?

If so, whose?

	The other person?


	Your own?


	What are the underlying reasons for the conflict?


•  WHAT AR,E THBOTHER PERSON'S TRUE NEEDS

AND WANTS?





Strategies to Use



	No matter what the emotions, there are techniques to calm feelings, bothyour own and the other's, so Lhat solutions can be worked out.


•  ANGER


	
Techniques to cool down or deflect the anger, such as empathetic listen­ ing, letting the other person vent his or her anger, soothing hurt feelings, and correcting misunderstandings.


	Techniques to channel or control your anger, suchas short-term vent­ ing, deflection, and visualization to release anger.



[image: image]


	Techniques to cool down or deflect the anger, such as empathetic lis­ tening, letting the other person vent his or her anger, soothing hurt feel­ ings, and correcting misunderstandings.

	
Techniques to channel or control your anger, suchas short-term vent­ ing, deflection. and visualization to release anger.




•  PEAR


	Techniques to reduce fear.

	
Techniques to assess the accuracy of this fear or  to deal with H openly and productively.




•  011IBR EMOTIONS

––––––––
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	Techniques to calm the other person.

	Techniques to calm yourself.



	Ways to search for the true needs and wants of both parties.


•  Om.ER PERSON'S NEEDS AND WANTS


	Direct communication, asking lhc person to outline reasons, needs, and wants.

	
Intuitive and sensing techniques Lo p ick up the underlying reasons if
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theperson isn't willing to speak or isn' t self-aware enough to recognize these underlying needs and wants.




•  WHPJ ARE YOUR OWN TRUE NEEDS AND WANTS?






You Stateme nt s (sound accusatory )



"You never call me to go somewhere or do something ur1til the las t minute."

"Why do you always interrupt me?"

"You don't respect me. You never remem­ ber my birthday."

––––––––
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"You are annoying me with all your questions."

"You never do what I want; always what you wan t."

––––––––
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•  YouR NF.F.DS AND WANTS


	Self-examination to determine your real desires and needs if you aren't already dear about them.

	Inlwtive and sensing techniques to consider your underlying goals.



I Statements (expressfeelings, make requests,


are solution-oriented)



"When you call me co make plans at the last minute, T'm not always free, although I would like to go with you if I could. l sometimes feel hurt that you wait so long. I would appreciate it if you would call me earlier so we can make arrange­ ments in the future.

"When you try to talk to me while I'm talking, T can't really pay attention to what you're trying to say because rm thinking about something else. I'd really apprecia te it if you could wait until I've finished talking, unless it's really impor­ tant andyou feel you have to interru pt right away.

"When you don't remember my birthday I feellike you don't care about me or respect me. I would like to feel that you care.'

"When you ask me questions while T'm doing something else, I feel distracted and irritate, because I'm  not  really ready to pay atten tion to them . I'd appreciate it if you could ask me these questions again at a more convenient time, such as " (you specify when] .

"When you make a decision for us with ­ out asking for my opinion, I feel hurt and 1 feel that you aren't interested in my ideas. I'd like it if we could discuss these things so we could do wha t we both want."
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What the Person Says What You Think He or She What You Might Sa y to

Means or Feels  Bring Out the Real Meanings or Feelings



"Do what you want." "I don't like what you want "I feel that you may not


to do, but I don't feellike really want this. Whal do you care about what l  you really want, and can we think. I feel that you are  talk about it?"

going to do it your way in any event."



"I don't care." " T do care, but I feel frus- "But you do seem to be

trated. You aren't listening annoyed by what hap-


towhat I am saying." pened, and I'm concerned

about how you feel."



"Have it your way." "I'm too tired to struggle   "But I'd like to be sure I


with you anymore. Do what have your input and agree- you want, but I don't like ment, LOO. What would you it."  like to see happen, so we

can both get what we want?"



"Fine" [or any other words  "It's not the slightest bit "But it soundslike it isn't of apparent approval that  fine, and I'm really very  fine for you. What do you are spoken in a reluctan t or angry with you. I feel like  really feel about this? I'd angry tone of voice].  I'm being pushed around." truly like to know."


Questions to Ask (cont.)



	
Is the conflict due to a misunderstand­ ing? Whose? 
	The other person's?

	Your own?






	Both, or Uncertain?


––––––––
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Is the conflict due to someone failing to take responsibility for some action, in the past or in the future? Is an agreement to do something needed? Whose responsibility? 	The other person's responsibility?





––––––––

[image: ]


	Your respons ibility?






Strategies to Use (cont.)




	Techniques for overcoming misunder­ standing through better communication 
	Techniques to explain and clarify.

	Techniques to beopen and receptive to the other person's explanations

	Combination of techniques to explain and clarify to the other per­ son, and to be open and receptive to the other person's explanations





	Techniques to determine who is responsible and to gain acceptance for this responsibility.



––––––––
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	Techniques to get the other person to acknowledge responsibility and agree to do something.

	Techniques to recognize and acknowledge this.
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	What kind of conflict styles would be most suitable lo use in this situation?




	Is it possible to reach a win-win solution? If yes:


	Is the conflict worth resolving now? If not:


	
Are there power considerations that will affect the outcome? Who is more powerful'?



––––––––
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6 . Do special personality factors come

inro play?


	Is the other person a "difficult" person?

	Do you have difficulty stating your true needs and wants (for example, recognition)?



	What alternatives and solutions are available?


	How can this conflict/problem be turm:d into an opportunity?


	What is the best outcome?




	Techniques to assess the available con­ flict styles, and choosing between them, based on:


•  The conflict style you prefer.

•  The conflict style you and others feel most comfortable with.

•  The conflict styles that would be most effective under the circumstances.


	Choose the style of compromise or collaboration, using techniques of negotiation and discussion.

	Choose avoidance or delay to post­ pone dealing with the situation now.

	
If you are more powerful, choose competition or offer to compromise. If the other person is more power­ ful, choose accommodation or offer to compromise.




	Unfortunately, don't they always?



	Special techniques for dealing with difficult people.

	Techniques for expressing your needs and wants effectively.




	Both parties should be encouraged to make suggestions about possible solutions.

	Tec.hniques of brainstom1ing and cre­ ative visualization help achieve positive outcomes.

	
Using your rational skills to prioritize possible outcomes will help you create a solution that is the best you can achieve in the circumstances of this particular conflict.




Dealing with the Emotions

––––––––
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The first step in handling a conflict is Lo deal with the emotions, either your own or someone else's. Whether expressed outwardly or inwardly, these bubble up and create tension Lhal prevents handling the conflict. Even if not expressed directly, such as in angry words or an  explosion of rage, emotions can fester inwardly and lead to resentment, sabotage, avoidance strategies, and other negative behaviors that interfere with relationships or productivity on the job.

Even a passing torrent of emotions, if not dealt with and worked through, can poison what had been a good relationship. For example, when Sue had a leak in a newly built room in her basement, the builder Sam initially proposed further construction to put in a drain. But when she asked another builder she met for a quote, just for a point of com­ parison, the  second builder suggested she first find out the  source of the leak. So she called Sam to ask him to wait before starting the new project until she could determine what caused the leak.

Before then, she had had a good relationship with Sam, who had done numerous projects for her, but as soon as she mentioned finding out what happened, Sam exploded, yelling at her, "I know what you are going to do! You'll have people come in! They'll lie! You're going to pin it all on me!" Then he slammed down the phone.
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The result was that Sue was literally afraid to even communicate with Sam anymore and broughl in a lawyer Lo represent her. In time, Sam's temper cooled down, and he eventually agreed to fix the leak, saying he wanted to do the right thing. Yet in the language of legal agreements, he rudn't acknowledge responsibility and never apologized for his angry outburst, leaving a residue of distrust and  suspicion, so Sue never did call on him for future projects. If Sam had managed his anger in the first place, he and Sue might have more amicably worked out a resolution for fixing the leak, and she would have continued to look to him for future projects.

Thus, a first step in any conflict is to either 1) get rid of the negative emotions, or 2) control or channel them in essence, to tame any nega­ tive emotions you or anyone else still have.

The negative emotions include feelings of anger, hatred, resent­ ment, misLrust, fear, jealousy, and envy. These arise for various reasons and often seem justified, such as when you are angry because you feel betrayed, disrespected, taken advantage of, ignored, or subjected to bureaucratic snafus and slow-downs.

But justified or nol, you'll gel further in solving the conilict if you overcome your negative feelings or at least control how you express them. In fact, there are times when you can benefit from showing your anger, such as if you are an irate customer seeking management help in correcting a problem. But if you temper your rage and release it in a controlled way, like an actor expressing anger on a stage, you will be taken more seriously and evoke efforts to placate you. If you explode like a maniac, you'll be defined as a nut case who needs to be calmed down and ejected, not someone with a problem that needs to be resolved.

I'll deal in more detail wHh handling some of the major negative feelings-anger, mistrust, and fear-in Chapters 5 and 6. But here I want to briefly describe what to do Lo begin to get a handle on any neg­ ative emotion.



When Someone Else Is Upset


First, if it's someone else's negative emotion, there are several strate­ gies: listening calmly, apologizing, and walking away (delaying). Let's examine each of these options.
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Leaming to Listen Calmly


One strategy for dealing with  others' emotions is to simply listen and let them venl. This is a technique I first learned at Community Board meetings, where we heard mostly neighbors' disputes, and some involving friends and family. Commonly, when someone else yells ac you or makes angry accusations, often untrue ones, your first reaction will be to respond in kind by yelling back at the person or countering with your own accusations. Or perhaps you may want  co fight back with reasonable explanations, excuses, or arguments, showing why the other person is wrong or has misjudged you, or explaining away what happened. Or possibly you may want to acknowledge a problem but make promises for the future.

However, as long as  the other person is still angry, upset, fearful, or otherwise caught up in the emotions of the moment, your response, whatever it is, is not likely to be effective. The person probably is so involved in the emotional moment that he or sheis not able to absorb anything else. So any effort you make at this point is like pulling tinder on a raging fire; you only increase the blaze or keep it going. For exam­ ple, if you yell back, the person is ape to yell even louder; if you throw out a reason, however good it may be, the person is likely to rejecr it out of hand and keep going.

Thus, a better strategy is to simply listen respectfully, just to show you are hearing and understanding, not necessarily that you agree with what's being said. Your lack of agreement can come later. But for now, you want to just listen, and to show you are listening, you should occa­ sionally nod or say noncommittal words of understanding, such as "Uhhmmm ... humnrm" or "Yes."

The process i like letting a kettle blow off steam, o it cools down. It's an approach that cops have learned to use effectively. They stand there staically while someone who's upset lets it  all hang out, such as the motorist angry at being stopped or the suspect furious about being handcuffed. After a time, the person .finishes with their emotional ram­ page and calms down, sometimes because the emotional fury is released, sometimes out of pure exhaustion.

Then, once the person seems calmer, you can share your own point of view-or perhaps ask the person if you can set up another Lime to have this discussion. when you are both calm and ready for it.
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AL Community Boards, the way we handled this process was to have the conflicting parties, "the disputants," sit initially facing us. Then, in tum, we would ask each party to say whatever be or she wanted about the dispute, while the other person just listened quietly without saying anything. And if the other person did try to respond back, we would simply say: "You'll have a chance to respond later," and then the first party would continue. After a few minutes of this, we would switch their roles, and  the other person would get to tell bis or her side of the story, and share his or her own gripes.

The process is called "venting," like letting each heated kettle release its steam. The participants then could calmly share their views about the problem. And if there were still strong feelings at the next stage, people could take some more time venting to get rid of those last bits of hot steam.

Similarly, you can often do the same thing. Just let theperson rant and rave or otherwise get his or her feelings out. It's an approach that usually works to defuse the situation, though in some cases, you may need to either leave the theater of conflict for awhile or bring in a third neutral party to do your listening for you. This is much like what a mediator does in dealing with a conflict-he or shelets each party vent to get their emotions out in the open and cahn them down, before going onto the next stage of the mediation. However, if violence is threatened, you may want to walk away. However, it's best to back off respectfully, so you don't enrage the person even more or make yourself vulnerable when you do turn away.



Showing That You're Sorry


Another approach for deflecting others' emotions, if appropriate, is to sincerely apologize for something you may have done wrong or show the person you are truly sorry for whatever happened (even if you your­ self have nothing to apologize for). Or there may be other gestures or actions you can take to show submission or deference to the other per­ son, so he or she feels less defensive and feels a boost to hls or her self­ esteem.

Such actions can be very calming, like applying salve lo an open wound. It cools it down and helps it start to heal-which is what you want in human relationships, too.
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Walking Away or Delaying


If just listening isn't working and apologizing or showing submission isn't an appropriate or effective strategy-or if you feel threatened by someone who is angry-another major strategy is to walk away or ask to delay the encounter and then leave.

For example, some person you unintentionally cut off in a parking lot is now yelling and screaming at  you. It  may be better to just back off rather than trying to fight it. People have gotten seriously injured or even killed when they have tried to stand up to someone who is in the middle of a rage over some perceived wrong or slight. There's no sense trying to explain if someone isn't going to be receptive to whatever you are saying.




When You Are the One Who's Upset



Certainly, it's easier to deal with someone else's emotional discharge when you are calm yourself. But what if you are upset, whether or not the other person is upset. In this situation, you need to deal with releas­ ing your own emotions or getting them under control. Here are some ways LO do that.



Calming Yourself Down


If you can, calm yourself down on the spot! Then, if the other person is calm or you can subsequently calm the otherperson down, you can deal with resolving the conflict right then and there. There are a number of techniques presented here that you can use to calm yourself  down, many of which are adapted from my previous book, The Empowered Mind: How to Harness the Creative Force Within You (New York: iUniverse, 2006; originally Prentice Hall, 1994).



Notice When You Are Feeling Angry or Upset


While you can clearly tell that you are angry when you outwardly express your feelings by screaming, yelling, or sobbing, you can also pick up inner mental or physical signs that you are growing angry or upset. If you can notice them before you explode openly, you can short­ circuit the process and decide if you want to express your anger-and how. In fact, this is one approach used by groups trying to help men overcome their violence against women. They guide them to become
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aware of the signs of their anger so they can hold themselves back from hitting their wives or girlfriends, say by going for a walk or hitting a pillow in another room. Such signs include things like feelings of rising tension, a tightening in the muscles, an increase in the speed, intensity, and repetition of self-talk focused on the incidenl causing the anger, and anything else which you associate with anger.



Stop or Hold Back Your Feelings of Anger or Upset When You Feel the Signs


Once you experience the signs of anger or upsel coming on, you can stop yourself from expressing it or you can channel it into another form of expression in order to avoid expressing it inappropriately or destructively.

Say you feel your boss or co-worker is tearing you down for some­ thing that wasn't your fault, or for which you have a good reason. Or say you have just learned that a friend has said or done something you consider a betrayal. You feel ready to blow and sound off. But rather Lhan blast out your feelings, which might lose you your job or under­ mine a long friendship, you can hold yourself back and control how and when you express your .feelings. The idea is not to be a wimp or punch­ ing bag who just takes it, but to manage how you express your feelings so you express them wisely. For example, your anger with your boss might lead to a reasoned discussion of the problems that are bothering you, resulting in a successful resolution; your anger with a friend you believe betrayed you, if confirmed, can lead to a planned strategic break where you protect your own interests, rather than an immediate angry eruption leading to a disruptive, traumatic break.

Some ways to stop, deflect, and channel those feelings indudc:

Ask for or take some time out. This way you can get away from the situation or person causing you to feel a growing anger or upset. Taking time out can also give you time to calm down, get your feelings under control, and if appropriate, check out your assumptions or the informa­ tion you have been given that is causing you to feel angry, because you could be wrong. For instance, maybe the friend you are angry at didn't betray you and someone else is spreading rumors Lo hurl you or break­ up a powerful alliance. This time-out can also be combined with a visu­ alization technique which helps you to let goof and re1ease or redirect your anger or upset feelings in a more positive way.
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Usecalming self-talk to calm yourself down. Telling yourself calm­ ing things helps direct your attention away from what is bothering you and counters the feelings inside you that are contributing to your anger. Using self-talk can also short-circuit any immediate impulse you have lo lash out verbally or physically and can help you feel more detached and less emotional aboul the situation. For example, you might tell yourself things like: "Calm down. Relax. This problem isn't so impor­ tant ... You don't have to react now ... Don't t.ake this personally ... Don't let this bother you." You can also use self-talk to encourage per­ sonal projection or detachment to remove yourself from an upsetting situation.

Use personal projection or detachment to remove yourself from the situation. In this case, you simply imagine yourself not there. You mentally go away or experience yourself stepping om of yourself and watching yourself, so you are no longer emotionally affected by the sit­ uation you are in. The process is a kind of disassociation, which people sometimes do when they experience great trauma or stress they can't deal with. To protect their psyche they disconnect from whatever they are experiencing, so they feel it happened to someone else. They may not be aware of this process until they reconnect the pieces they have disconnected from later. However, in this case, you are fully aware of and in charge of the process, so you become like an observer and filrn director, rather than an actor, in your own film. You can use self-talk to guide you into this state or simply imagine yourself somewhere else.

Remind yourseH not to take it personally. Telling yourself "Don't take il  personally" is a good way to short-circuit the common reaction to respond defensively to a situation in which you feel someone has mistreated, disrespected, or otherwise wronged you. Often such actions are due to the person's own problems, and you are just a handy scape­ goat, such as when a boss, angered  by a fight with herhusband,  snaps at ber employees at work and starts finding fault witheverything. In a situation like this. a good way to reduce your defensiveness and readi­ ness to respond in anger is to tell yourself repeatedly not to take it per­ sonally. For example, tell yourself something like: "It  isn't me ...  She (or he) is just angry and is taking it out on me." By telling yourself it's nota personal attack on you, you can help to distance yourself from the situation, so you yourself feel less upset and angry. Then, if you just listen without expressing anger, the other person will calm down and
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mayeven be ready lo share what is going on, and the problem will resolve itself, whereas an angry reaction on your part would only have increased the tension.

Use a visuali.zation   to   let   go   of   or   transform your anger or feel ­ ings of upset. Although most visualizations can take some time, a few can be done quickly during the situation causing you to feel angry or upset. Here are some quick visualizations you can use to overcome your negative feelings. (You can use longer visualizations when you are con­ fronting an ongoing difficult situation and  can  take some private time to unwind and transform a negative situation into a positive time.) Use these quick-time techniques for more spur-of-the-mom ent situations. Use whichever ones feel most comfortable to you, combine them together, or create your own.

•  Release the anger or other negative emotion by grounding it out. As you feel anger or another negative emotion rising within you, imagine that it is coming into you like a beam of negative energy from the person or situation lhat is upsetting you. Then, imagine this energy moving downward within you and dispersing harmlessly into the ground.

•  Stop the build-up of anger or negative emotion by blocking it out. Visualize a wall of white light or a bubble or dome of protection around you which is a barrier between you and the situation or person causing you to feel distressed. Then, imagine that whatever lhe person is saying or whatever events are bothering you are being deflected off this barrier, while you are safe, isolated, and protected inside.

•  Release the anger or other negative emotion by projecting ii out and elimi­ nating it. To release your negative feelings, visualize a large screen in front of you. Then, imagine you are sending out the anger or other negative emotions like a laser beam and projecting it onto the screen. Next, imagine you are holding a ray-gun and shooting at those feelings. Each time you zap them, you experience the anger releasing and draining away.

•  Release the anger by cutting the person who makes you angry down to size. This technique is especially suitable if you are dealing with some­ one who is more powerful than you (as on the job) or if this person has acquired a strong power over you emotionally (such as an ex­ significant other). To deal with this situation  on-the-spot,  you might imagine something like this: As this person is shouting at you, imagine him or her growing smaller and smaller right before
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your eyes. But don't smile while you are doing this, which might further anger the person. When the  tirade is over, you can calmly try to find out what is bothering the person.

lf you have more time Lo deal with Lhe issue, you might take some private time to do a visualization like the following. Start the visualization by seeing yourself talking to this person. See him or her doing whatever makes you angry. Then, as you talk, notice this person is shrinking in size and his or her voice is becoming fainter and fainter. Meanwhile, you are feeling stronger and stronger and more powerful, while this person is becoming less and less power­ ful and important in your life. Then, you can say goodbye and leave this tiny person, feeling very powerful yourself. Or- if you feel especially angry at this person imagine him or her as small as a bug that you squash under your foot.

•  Release theanger by taking some mental revenge. If you really feel angry, taking some mental revenge might help release your feelings, though if you find that thinking such  thoughts makes you even more angry and upset, then Lhis isn't a good technique for you. But jf you find thinking vengeful thoughts works as a helpful catharsis, by all means use tms technique to imagine yourself or a representa­ tive taking some action to appropriately punish the person who has wronged you. Then, as if you were at a film, jusl observe what hap­ pens on your mental screen. And let yourself enjoy the "film," in which you express your revenge.

Have the attitude of learning or profiting from the experience . Although you might use this approach later to transfonn a bad experi­ ence into something with some benefit, because you learn from or can profit from it, it can also help you release your feelings of anger or upset. Why? Because knowing the situation can laler be used for your own benefit can helpyou feel better about the situation now. It can help you detach and see the situation in a more neutral way, because you realize you can transform it into a positive. To use this technique, just tell yourself: "I can learn from or profit from this experience later. So don't be so upset now."

For a more lon g-Lerm fix, ask yourself: "What can I learn from this situation which I can use in the future?" or "How can I tum this situa­ tion into something from which I can profit?" Or ask yourself these questions later, in a quiet, private space. By reminding yourself that every experience has this potential and knowing that you can take some time now or in the future to imagine how these possibilities
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might be realized, you can help to release your emotional upset and anger about something in the here and now.

Creating and usin g a calming trigger. This is a technique thal works if you have already taken the time to create a "trigger" to calm yourself down. The way to create this trigger is Lo associate a gesture, such as snapping your fingers or touching your ear, with a relaxation response, such as feeling very calm and peaceful. Repeat the  gesture and the response over and over, until you have conditioned this response. Later, when you feel you are becoming angry or upset, use can use this gesture to evoke your relaxation response.



Remove Yourself from the Anger-Provoking or Upsetting Situation or Person


If you are not able to calm yourself down on the spot, remove yourself from the situation or person, so you can come back later when you are calmed down. This way rather than just trying to mentally detach, you physically detach, which can help you detach mentally and emotionally as well. There are a few ways to do this, somelim.es in combination:

Excuse yourself, saying 'Tm not feeling well right now," and just walk away.

Do something you like to do that makes you feel relaxed and puts you in a good mood, such as going to a movie, going sailing, talking a walk around a park, going lo visit a friend, going out for dinner, throwing a ball around, participating in a favorite hobby or sport­ whatever you like doing.

•  Do something that helps you release your feelings of anger or frus­ tration, such as going to the gym and pumping iron or hilling a boxing bag. Sometimes eating something you like will help-bur becareful here not to create a weight problem for yourself by turn­ ing to eating whenever you are upset; if this is the case, find another form of release.

Ask the person for some time out, so you can deal with the situa­ tion later.

•  Use your time away from the situation to get additional informa­ tion that can help you deal with the problem.

•  If the  other person is already calm, you might share your feelings of mistrust, fear, or anger, in the hopes that this might clear the air. The other person may try to soothe yourhurt or angry feelings. (But
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