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Foreword



It is fourteen years since Dr Russell Kolts published his highly successful book The Compassionate Mind Approach to Managing Your Anger Using Compassion Focused Therapy. He has continued to research, help people with anger problems and travel the world presenting his influential work on anger. Here is a fresh opportunity to explore how compassion can help us with anger, in a new and updated workbook format. It brings in a number of new ideas and ways of conceptualising and working with anger that will be of immense value to readers. In addition to the workbook format designed to engage readers in a more active process of applying compassion to work with their anger, this book also explores a greater variety of the ways in which anger can play out for different people, including a focus on anger which is repressed rather than acted out, and the substantial role grief can play in anger problems.


A key question is ‘Why compassion, given that there are many approaches for helping people with anger?’ The simple answer is that compassion evolved from caring behaviour, and caring behaviour has a fundamental effect on how our brains, bodies and minds work. There are now many brain studies that show that when we’re angry certain areas of our brain light up, whereas when we are caring very different systems in our brain light up. Compassion focusing and compassion training offer a way in which we can help our brains slow down when stressed, and give us an opportunity to behave helpfully not harmfully. This workbook guides us through these processes.


We have always understood that compassion is very important for our wellbeing. If you are stressed or upset, it’s always better to have kind, helpful and supportive people around you rather than critical, rejecting or disinterested folk. However, it’s not only this common sense that tells us about the value of kindness and compassion. Recent advances in the scientific study of compassion and kindness have greatly advanced our understanding of how compassionate qualities of the mind really do influence our brains, bodies and social relationships, as well as affect our health and wellbeing. Yet, despite this common sense, ancient wisdom and modern knowledge, we live in an age that can make compassion for ourselves and for others difficult. Ours is the world of seeking the competitive edge of achievement and desire, of comparison to others who may be doing better, of dissatisfaction, self-disappointment and self-criticism.


Research has now revealed that such environments actually make us unhappy and that mental ill health is on the increase, especially in younger people. As Dr Kolts helps us to understand, frustration, irritability and anger are very common symptoms of the environments we’re living in today. Be it irritation with long queues, overly complex gadgets we can’t work out how to use, traffic jams, whining children or what we see as incompetent politicians – the list of things that wind us up seems endless.


If feeling angry or irritable and stressed is not enough, we can act on these emotions and then justify our actions: ‘They had it coming to them; they shouldn’t have done X or Y.’ And, of course, we label the people we’re angry with as ‘dumb’, ‘stupid’, ‘a pain’, or ‘thoughtless and unfeeling’. There can also be subtle messages in society that anger is about being macho – a ‘no-nonsense’ person. In fact, that kind of attitude can lie behind quite serious violence, in which people feel they have a need to save face, get their own back, and not be humiliated or disrespected. In some sectors of society, the fear of humiliation is so profound that explosive anger and violence are part of everyday life.


In fact, it can be easy to confuse aggressiveness with assertiveness, and when we do so, we can cause much hurt and upset to others. As Dr Kolts points out, anger is a volatile, impulsive and not very clever emotion. If we just go with its flow, we can regret acting on it in the days, weeks or years to come. Anger also has a habit of being quite ‘sticky’, in the sense that we tend to ruminate about the things that made us angry – we go over and over them in our minds. We don’t stop to think what that process might be doing to our heads and bodies. For some people, feelings of anger can be quite frightening, so they seek to suppress these emotions in order to avoid conflict. Others can become self-critical and judge themselves for becoming angry or irritable and for not being nice or lovable people. So, we’re critical of ourselves and think that by being angry with ourselves, we will stop being angry! Indeed, our society has a habit of blaming and shaming if we seem to be struggling with our emotions.


So why are we so susceptible to frustration and anger, and why are they seemingly on the increase in modern-day society? Dr Kolts uses his wealth of knowledge and experience to guide our understanding and to help us recognise that, actually, many of our emotions are the result of a very long evolutionary history. The emotions we experience today were really designed to deal with immediate threats in the jungles and savannahs of our ancestors’ environment and aren’t so well adapted for the modern world. Nor do our emotions do so well when our angry minds use our new brains’ capacity for thinking and rumination, locking us into anger. Humans are the only animals that have the capacity to sit under a tree ruminating about how angry they are because of some event or other, planning vengeance or just keeping themselves in an angry state. We can even be angry about what we feel – angry about feeling anxious, angry because we feel depressed, angry because we feel tired all the time, angry because we’re just exhausted. So the way we think about and ruminate about the stresses in our lives can really do a number on us. Understanding this and being able to stand back from our emotions allows us to see that our vulnerability to anger is not our fault at all. After all, we didn’t design our brains with their capacity for emotions like anxiety and anger. Nor did we design our capacity for complex thinking, which can actually make our experience of anger and frustration all the more intense. And we didn’t choose our backgrounds or our genes, both of which can make us more susceptible to anger. This is a very important message in compassionate mind training and compassion focused therapy, because compassion begins with developing a deep understanding of just how tricky our brains are and a recognition that their functions may be stuck in past ways of operating. These two realisations may seem strange at first. But once we recognise how difficult our emotions can be, we can stand back from them and feel compassion for the difficulties we experience.


So, given that our brains have been designed by evolution and shaped by the environments we grew up and live in (none of which we choose), what can we do to help ourselves when we become angry? First, we can learn to pay attention to how our minds work, and become mindful and observant of the feelings associated with anger. In this helpful book, Dr Kolts shows how people have learned to be very sensitive to the situations that can trigger our anger, such as frustrations and minor criticisms.


If we are to face anger and to really work with it, then the relationship we have with ourselves is very important. If we are critical and harsh with ourselves, then our inner worlds are not comfortable places to inhabit. Feeling ashamed and being self-critical, self-condemning or self-loathing can undermine our confidence, making us feel worse. People who generally feel confident and like themselves are much less prone to anger than those who feel unsure about themselves, are easily victimised by others and are vulnerable to rejection.


In addition, of course, anger isn’t just directed outwards; it can be directed inwards, towards ourselves, and this really does cause difficulties. Sadly, many people today are self-critical, and when things go wrong or they make mistakes, rather than try to be helpful and supportive of themselves, they react by becoming frustrated and angry with themselves. This is not a good way to deal with anger because, as Dr Kolts outlines, we are actually adding more fuel to the fire of our threat system. In contrast, self-compassion is a way of being with ourselves and all of our emotions (uncomfortable as they may be) without self-condemnation. Instead, we learn to experience them with support and encouragement. Research shows that the more compassionate we are towards ourselves, the happier we are and the more resilient we become when faced with difficult events in our lives. In addition, we are better able to reach out to others for help and feel more compassionate towards other people as well.


Compassion can sometimes be viewed as being a bit ‘soft’ or ‘weak’, as if it means letting your guard down or not trying hard enough. These notions are a major mistake because, on the contrary, compassion requires the strength to be open to and tolerate our painful feelings, to face up to our own problematic emotions and difficulties. Sometimes it’s anger that hides us from more painful things and it is compassion that gives us the courage to face them. Compassion does not mean turning away from emotional difficulties or discomfort, or trying to get rid of them. It is not a soft option. Rather, compassion provides us with the courage, honesty and commitment to learn to cope with the difficulties we face, and alleviates our anger and other difficulties. It enables us to do things for ourselves that help us to flourish (however, not as a demand or requirement). Compassion enables us to live our lives more fully and contentedly.


In this book, Dr Kolts brings to bear his many years of experience as a clinical psychologist, long-time meditator and psychotherapist working with people experiencing a variety of different emotional difficulties. He has a special interest in working with people in prison for anger-related behaviours. He also brings his experience of using compassion focused therapy in the treatment of anger. In this book he outlines a model of compassion that seeks to stimulate and build your confidence so that you can engage with your anger. You will learn how to develop a supportive friendship with yourself that helps you when times are difficult. Dr Kolts guides you to develop compassionate motivations, compassionate attention, compassionate feelings, compassionate thinking and compassionate behaviour. You will learn about the potential power of developing compassionate imagery, focusing on creating a compassionate sense of yourself, and drawing on your own inner wisdom and benevolent qualities. These are the qualities you are most likely to feel when you’re feeling calm or are showing concern for others. Learning breathing techniques that help you slow down and engage with these qualities can be very helpful when frustration, anger and rage wash through you like a storm. Using different compassionate images, you will discover that your compassion focus can be visual or aural (for example, imagining a compassionate voice speaking to you when you need it), and this can be especially useful in enabling you to get in touch with your internal compassionate feelings and desires at times of distress.


The approach that Dr Kolts takes is called a compassionate mind approach because, when we engage compassion, it can influence our attention, thoughts, feelings and behaviour – all the functions of the mind. The compassionate-mind approach outlined by Dr Kolts draws on many other well-developed approaches, including those of Eastern traditions such as Buddhism. In addition, compassionate-mind approaches – especially those that form part of compassion focused therapy – are rooted in a scientific understanding of how our minds work. Undoubtedly, over the years our understanding of the science will change and improve. One thing that doesn’t change, however, is the fact that kindness, warmth and understanding go a long way towards helping us. In these pages you will find these qualities in abundance, so you, too, can learn to be understanding, supportive and kind, but also engaging and courageous when working with your anger.


Many suffer silently and secretly with a whole range of anger and frustration problems. Some people are ashamed of these emotions or angry about feeling them; others can be fearful that anger and frustration will get the upper hand. Sadly, shame stops many of us from reaching out for help. But by opening our hearts to compassion, we can take the first steps towards dealing with our difficulties in new ways. My compassionate wishes go with you on your journey.


Professor Paul Gilbert, PhD, FBPsS, OBE










Introduction



Welcome to The Anger Workbook. In this book we’ll explore how to use compassion focused therapy to help you manage your anger. As a reader, I’ve sometimes had the tendency to skip introductions, so I sort of assume many of my readers will, too. But I hope you read this one.


Although this is a book, my goal is to make the process as interactive as possible, so you feel like you’re not alone in this journey. Because you’re not. We’re on this journey together – and I mean this in a literal sense. I’ve struggled with anger and irritability myself over the course of my life (which I’ve talked about in a TEDx talk titled ‘Anger, Compassion, and What it Means to Be Strong’, available for viewing online), and since some of that struggle is rooted in how my personality works, I’ve learned that working with anger is a journey that never really ends. Things go smoothly for a while, and then new stressors hit (like a global pandemic!) that require me to pay more attention to managing my anger, so I can keep showing up as the sort of person I want to be. It’s not a light-switch that flips on and off − it’s a way of life we cultivate. And like everything we cultivate, a compassionate way of life requires attention and maintenance. This book is meant to show you how to build and maintain such a life.


People who struggle with anger often relate to it – both the feelings of anger and the behaviour we’ve engaged in when angry − in some common but unhelpful ways. One example is avoidance. We may find ourselves pretending nothing happened, ignoring that we have a problem at all. This avoidance can be triggered by another unhelpful way of relating to anger: shame. Shame is a sense that ‘I am bad’ (or ‘a bad person’, ‘a bad parent’, ‘a bad partner’) or that ‘there’s something wrong with me’. Shame sometimes follows experiences of anger, for example, when we notice we’ve acted in angry ways that have hurt people we care about. For some of us, even noticing angry feelings coming up can trigger shame.


When it comes to working with emotions, shame generally isn’t very helpful. This sense that ‘there is something wrong with me’ can be so painful that we find ourselves reflexively doing anything we can to stop that feeling – so we avoid, we blame, we ignore, we rationalise. While taking responsibility for working with our anger is critical, shaming ourselves for struggling with it not only doesn’t help us take responsibility, it often shuts us down − preventing us from doing something about it. Beating ourselves up for struggling with anger doesn’t help.


Another not-so-helpful way of relating to anger can involve just acting it out or even clinging to it as a source of strength. Anger is the emotional component of the ‘fight’ in ‘fight or flight’ – it evolved to motivate us to fight off physical threats, to act quickly and decisively, our full attention locked onto the perceived danger. This means anger can feel very powerful in us – it’s literally preparing us to fight. This can be tricky, as we may find ourselves enjoying feeling powerful in this way. We may find ourselves clinging to anger or failing to recognise the negative effects anger-driven behaviour is causing in our lives.


Sometimes, when we act out in anger, it feels like a win – the other person backs down, and we get our way. In an immediate sense, maybe we did get our way, despite the harm caused in our relationship with that person. But if we want happy lives and good relationships with our partners, friends and co-workers, anger may win us the occasional battle, but it will soon have us well on our way to losing the war. This book is about learning how to win the battle and the war – being able to work effectively with the challenges in our lives while building strong relationships, earning people’s respect and leading the sort of lives we want to lead.


I’m assuming that, if you’re reading this book, you don’t want to be someone that others fear, are intimidated by and avoid. As we go through the book, I’ll sometimes ask you to think about ‘the sort of person you want to be’. I’ll sometimes suggest you consider the roles you’d like to play in the lives of the people you care about. The answers to these questions can help provide the motivation for us to keep going when things get hard, because they remind us it’s worth it. They remind us that at the end of this road is a better life − for us and for those we care about.


Compassion and compassion focused therapy


The approach we’re taking in this book is based on compassion focused therapy, drawn from the work of British psychologist Paul Gilbert.1 I think a compassion-based approach is perfect for working with anger, for lots of reasons we’ll unpack as we go. But the first reason has to do with the nature of compassion itself.


In the anger management groups I’ve run with men in prison settings, this is when the eye-rolling starts (literally!). These men had ideas about compassion they’d picked up from the culture – that compassion was something soft, fluffy and weak. That being compassionate meant being nice all the time, always giving people what they want, or not holding yourself or others accountable. They thought having compassion meant being gullible, vulnerable and easy to take advantage of.


These ideas about compassion are common, but they’re wrong. In CFT (our abbreviation for compassion focused therapy), compassion is defined as being sensitive to suffering and being motivated to alleviate and prevent it. Compassion is about what we do when everything goes wrong, when things get hard, when we face things that scare us – even the things that may scare us about ourselves. It’s about figuring out what to do. It’s about figuring out how to help.


The courage and wisdom of compassion


We’ll be exploring different aspects of compassion as we go, but as it is core to the CFT approach, let’s unpack it a bit more now. In CFT, we see compassion as a motive, and like all motives, it involves two parts: an awareness of what needs to be done and the motivation to do it, and the skills and abilities to follow through. For example, if we’re going to fulfil a motive to eat, we need to have the awareness that we need to eat and the motivation to do so (hence, the experience of hunger), but we also need to have the skills to acquire food. In this way, compassion involves both the sensitivity to notice suffering and desire do something about it, but it also requires us to have the knowledge and ability to follow through and do what is helpful. In this book, we’ll explore how to help you increase your awareness of how anger works and how it can be challenging, connect with the compassionate motivation and courage to address it, and we’ll work to develop the skills to be effectively compassionate in working with anger and other challenges – to know what would be helpful to do, and how to do it.


Whether or not you consider yourself a ‘compassionate person’, I think you’ll find you are able to connect with it somewhat naturally – tapping into what we call intuitive wisdom in CFT. Imagine you get a call from someone you care very much about – maybe a family member or dear friend – who is very upset about having to go to hospital for some tests regarding a potentially serious medical condition. How would you respond to them? Would you shout at them and tell them not to be stupid? Or would you listen to them, try to understand their fear? Generally, most people would be sensitive to our friend’s distress, try to understand it, and perhaps even want to help them. That’s the first part of compassion.


The second part is the action – what would we do if faced with this situation? There are lots of things we might do. What do you think? If you found yourself thinking, ‘I’d offer to go with them’, that’s an example of drawing upon the intuitive wisdom of compassion – knowing that it’s a lot easier for us (or your friend) to be courageous in facing something scary when we have someone who cares for us there to support us. This courage is an important part of compassion as well. Compassion is about turning towards suffering, struggle and the things that scare us. Some people may have the idea that compassion is all about being nice or pleasant, but it’s about having the courage to acknowledge suffering and struggle, the wisdom to know what would be helpful in addressing it, and the commitment to do it. That’s why I often use the term ‘true strength’ when talking about compassion. It’s not about appearing nice; it’s about having the strength to face suffering and to do what’s necessary to address it.


The strength of compassion is a good fit for working with anger. It can help us harness its helpful qualities, such as in helping alert us to injustice and provide us with energy to fuel appropriate assertive behaviour. It can also help us have the courage to be honest with ourselves in recognising that if our anger is uncontrolled, we have the potential to behave in ways that harm ourselves and others. Acknowledging this, compassion can give us the motivation to learn to manage our anger so that we behave helpfully and not harmfully. It can also help us refrain from beating ourselves up as we do this, recognising there are lots of reasons we may struggle with anger that we didn’t choose or design, and also recognising that if we want to have good lives and relationships, it’s our responsibility to learn how to manage our anger. This book is designed to help you do that.


Anger


Your anger isn’t who you are. I think some of us who struggle can sometimes feel like we’re defined by our anger. We can feel trapped in that angry place − spending hours, days, weeks or more caught in the grips of anger and irritability, even inadvertently feeding it in ourselves. Simmering in resentment, swimming in hostility, honing an ability to immediately spot all the problems that surround us. We live in a complicated world, and if we’re looking for things to be angry about, we’ll almost always find them (pro tip: this is also true if we go looking for other things – things for which to be grateful, beautiful moments and experiences, opportunities to help). We can find ourselves living in a way that is steeped in frustration, irritability and anger. Like that’s just who we are.


It’s not. Anger is just one of a range of emotions our brains are designed to produce. It isn’t good. It isn’t bad. But it can be a good or bad fit with the situations we face in our lives, and can set us up to respond in more or less helpful ways. We’re going to spend time unpacking anger, investigating how it plays out in us and learning how to work with it in helpful ways. Instead of avoiding our anger, seeing it as something bad about us, or trying to get rid of it, we’re going to learn to understand it, explore how it makes sense that we’d struggle with it, and take responsibility for building the sort of lives we want to have.


A note on evolution


Part of a compassionate approach to anger involves understanding it: where it comes from, how it works and why it works that way. CFT takes a science-based approach, and part of a scientific understanding of anger involves looking through the lens of evolution. So, for example, we’ll explore anger as an emotion that evolved to help early humans survive in a very different version of the world than most of us live in today.


If you’re nodding along, already perhaps imagining how anger makes sense in an evolutionary context, that’s great. However, I live in the United States, where not everyone is comfortable with the theory of evolution – where some people take different approaches for understanding how we got here and how we came to be the way we are, often based in religion and spirituality. While I won’t apologise for taking a scientific approach (because I’m a scientist), I also don’t have an agenda around challenging anyone’s spiritual beliefs, and I want people of all types and perspectives to be able to benefit from this workbook. So, if you’re scientifically minded and are comfortable with evolution, you’ll probably find yourself in familiar waters. If you’re less comfortable with evolution – or even don’t accept it at all – it’s not a problem. All you’ll need to do is accept that I’m a scientist writing from a scientific perspective (and not get offended every time I use terms like ‘evolved’), even as you take a different perspective. You may even find that how I approach evolution here isn’t really a challenge to your beliefs at all. For example, I’ve had many people who ‘don’t buy into evolution’ tell me they have no problem acknowledging that some of our emotions are a better fit for earlier times in the human story, and sometimes a not-so-great fit for the modern world we find ourselves in right now.


Our approach


When it comes to working with anger, it’s not just about the knowing – it’s about the doing. There are lots of books (and videos and podcasts and . . .) that contain lots of good information about how to understand and work with emotions. I’ve written one of them – The Compassionate Mind Approach to Managing Your Anger,2 which makes a good companion to this book for those who’d like to supplement the workbook approach taken here with something a bit more didactic. One challenge with self-help resources is that it can be easy to engage with them in passive ways – reading or listening, perhaps nodding along, and then going back to our normal lives. If we do this, it’s easy to end up maybe understanding things a bit better, but never really translating that understanding into new ways of behaving or different ways of being in the world.


My hope is that going through this workbook will be an active process for you. I’ll do my best to create an interactive experience that can be directly applied to your life. Your job is to apply it. With that in mind, it’ll work much better to take the book in bite-sized chunks, reflecting on and doing the exercises, and following through with the recommended daily practices, rather than passively reading through it and skipping over parts that involve you, well, doing stuff.


I get it – I’ve sometimes been the one who skipped parts of books that asked me to do some thinking or writing, or whatever. But I’m asking you to give it a shot. Because if you do − if you dive in and let compassion work on you – well, it just might help you change your life.


A trio of companions


One obstacle that’s occasionally kept me from diving in deeply when doing something new is that, sometimes, I wasn’t sure how to apply it. I wasn’t sure exactly what I should be doing or how I should do it. I’d say to myself, ‘I’ll think about this a bit more and then come back to it . . .’, which, as you might imagine, never actually happened.


In this book, when I present you with things to do, I’ll usually give you a model of what doing it might look like, based on three companion readers who are working through the book alongside you. These companions aren’t actual people − they’re based on combinations of individuals I’ve worked with over the years (with identifying information changed for privacy’s sake, of course). My hope is that you may see a bit of yourself reflected in their experiences, an understanding of different ways anger can play out for different people, and that they’ll provide a useful model of how one might apply the concepts we’ll be exploring.


Let’s meet our companions now. Their descriptions are designed to provide enough information that they’re relatable, without providing details so specific as to distract from the point of the book. This is a bit tricky. Optimally, I’d like this book to be helpful to people of all races, genders, sexual orientations, etc., even as I know I don’t have a hope of representing the varied experiences different people have to face − issues that are very relevant to the topic of anger. So I’m going to do my best, and in understanding that my best probably sometimes won’t be good enough, I’ll invite you to take what’s helpful and leave the rest. Let’s introduce our companions:


James is a forty-five-year-old married male with two children: Aiden, a thirteen-year-old boy, and Jaime, a ten-year-old girl. James has struggled with anger and irritability for much of his life – anger that was modelled by his own father as he was growing up. Over time, James has observed the impact his anger has had on those close to him – particularly his wife and children – and experiences deep shame about this, even as he’s struggled unsuccessfully to change it. James approaches this programme with a combination of motivation and trepidation – he very much wants to change but feels his prior efforts haven’t been successful, and is sceptical as to whether anything will help.


Antwan is a seventeen-year-old boy who lives with his mother. Antwan’s father abruptly left them when he was younger. Antwan has struggled with anger-related outbursts, both in the classroom and in some of his social relationships. While Antwan doesn’t like some of the consequences of his anger, he also doesn’t see it as a problem and, sometimes, he likes it. He has some resistance to working with his anger, partially because it was recommended by a female teacher, and sees the suggestion as an attack on his masculinity. Antwan reluctantly agreed to go through this programme at the request of his mother, who sees his potential and doesn’t want his anger to interfere with his life and relationships.


Jordan is a twenty-eight-year-old single woman working in a corporate setting. Jordan grew up with a nurturing but passive father and a critical mother. Growing up, Jordan’s mother made it clear that any expression of anger was unacceptable to the adults around her – it was communicated that this was not an appropriate way for girls to behave. Jordan was shaped by these messages, to the point that, as an adult, not only does she find herself unable to express anger (or, at times, able to be appropriately assertive), she feels ashamed upon noticing that she is feeling anger – taking it as a sign that something is wrong with her. Jordan has experience with depression and suffers from stress-related physical symptoms such as irritable bowel syndrome. She also has a strong tendency to criticise herself – blaming herself for things that aren’t her fault and running herself down for perceived failures or flaws. Jordan found her way to this programme at the encouragement of a therapist she’s seeing for depression, who felt that part of her healing process needed to involve learning to accept, work with and express her anger.



Using this book


This book is organised in relatively brief modules, each of which will present you with a bit of information or a practice and then invite you to relate this information to your lived experience through reflective questions and guided experiences. It’s my hope that moving through the book will be a co-created experience, based on the meeting of two experts: I’m the expert on compassion focused therapy and you’re the expert on you and your life. No one on earth is better qualified to explore how this material will apply best to you. My goal is to present the material in a way that sets you up to apply it to your life as seamlessly as possible. From personal experience, I know this is tough stuff. And because I know that, I want you to know I respect the step you’re taking in deciding to actively work to manage your anger. It’s worth it, I promise.


In the service of creating an active process, the book is peppered with reflective questions and practices. As I’ve mentioned, it’s better to move through the book slowly, giving yourself space to pause, reflect and write in response to these prompts than to skip over them and keep reading. I’ve included space for you to write, but you may prefer to get a notebook or journal to write in so you aren’t limited by space (this will be particularly important if you’ve purchased or borrowed the book for use on an e-reader).


Some readers may also find writing a struggle (or may just not enjoy writing very much). I don’t want the writing to become an obstacle that keeps you from using the book, so if that’s the case for you, you might consider some other way of organising and recording your thoughts – for example, by installing a free voice-recording app on your phone and speaking (and recording) your responses rather than writing them. The writing or other form of recording your responses has a purpose, by the way. Writing or communicating our responses requires us to organise the thoughts we’re having about the material, helping us relate those thoughts to our lives, and making it more likely we’ll remember and apply what we’re learning. It also creates a record of our work we can return to, reminding ourselves what we’ve learned and providing an opportunity to lock back into step if something has disrupted our progress . . . we can always come back to the work we’ve done and continue from there. For those who are all-in, I’ve also provided a suggested practice schedule for engaging with the material on an organised, daily basis, beginning after you’ve finished working through Section I.


This book has been designed with the assumption that most readers will move through it in order, so there’s a progression designed to gradually build your understanding of the CFT approach, of anger and how it can be tricky, and of how to apply CFT in working with your anger. Interspersed in this progression will be modules focused on things like motivation. Compassion is rooted in motivation and, as with anything that requires effort, our success will be anchored in our ability to keep our motivation engaged enough to keep going. There are also specific modules which present skills such as mindfulness that develop and deepen over time. While it’s fine to dip into different modules on topics you find particularly interesting (or to revisit those you’ve found helpful), I think most readers will be best served by moving through the book in order, as our companions will do.


Conclusion


As I’ve mentioned, compassion is about having the courage to turn towards the challenges in our lives, and the commitment to work with those challenges, even − and especially − when the going gets tough. I’ll somewhat cheekily point out that, even if you’re someone who’s thought compassion isn’t for you or − like many of the people I’ve worked with − thought it was something you just couldn’t do, by reading this Introduction, you’re already compassionately working with your anger. You’re not ignoring or avoiding it – you’re facing it and are doing something about it. As engaging as I’m hoping this Introduction has been, I’m guessing there are other things in your life you’d probably rather have been doing with your time. But you didn’t do those things. You committed this time to working with your anger – one page, one thought, one realisation at a time. You’re doing it. All you need to do now is keep going. I’ll be here with you.










SECTION I:



Preparing the Ground



Module 1:  The Motivation to Work with Anger



We can think of motivation as a felt experience of ‘wanting to do something’. In CFT, we think it’s important to acknowledge that many of our basic motivations are born into us – we have them because they motivated our ancestors to do things that would help them survive, reproduce and pass their genes along through the flow of life, eventually giving rise to us. We’re born with a range of basic motives – motives that activate us to defend ourselves against perceived threats, as well as motives that help us care for and take care of those who are important to us. Our lives tend to go better when they’re more about moving towards the lives we want to have (building good relationships, developing helpful skills, doing things that fit with the sort of people we want to be) than if we’re constantly focused on trying to minimise or avoid experiences of discomfort.


Anger is linked with defensive motives, which work to protect us by focusing our attention on things we generally don’t like – threats, problems, obstacles. By itself, that’s not a problem – we need to be able to notice and work with that stuff. The problem comes when that effort takes up huge amounts of space in our lives – when we’re constantly surveying for things that are wrong, or when our reactions to perceived threats are so big that they cause problems in our lives and relationships. We can become so focused on dealing with things we don’t like in our lives that we never get around to building the sort of lives and relationships we want to have.


The good news is that we have other sorts of motives. For humans to survive, our ancestors had to develop caregiving motives. Human babies are totally helpless at birth and for a long while afterwards, so we had to develop the basic motivation to care for one another, particularly the vulnerable. If we abandoned our babies at birth the way reptiles abandon their young as soon as they’re hatched, the human story would have ended a long time ago. We’re wired to care. Even many of the hardest hearts will soften at the sight of a baby; even some of the toughest among us find a gentle, helpful side emerging when they’re met with a small child or animal who needs help.


That means compassion – the willingness to approach and help in the face of suffering – isn’t something we have to manufacture from scratch. We’ve already got it. We just need to connect with it; to dust it off and harness it. And, once it’s harnessed, there’s a lot of juice there. Once we get this deep motivation to help and protect online and working for us, it can be a powerful source of energy and courage.


In working compassionately with our anger we’re not just harnessing that caregiving motive in the service of helping others, we’re also learning to use it to help ourselves. Let’s start by considering your motivation for working with your anger.




• Why have you chosen to work with your anger?


• What do you have to gain from this effort? How would your life be different if you were successful?





There are lots of different reasons for learning to manage anger. You may have had a life experience that inspired you and find yourself feeling committed to change. On the other hand, you may be more tentative . . . maybe a partner or friend passed this book along to you, and you’re not yet sure if it’s something you want to do. I’ve been in both of those places. Wherever you find yourself in relation to wanting to better manage your anger, it’s like any meaningful effort we make to improve ourselves – it’s about sustained effort over time. A good way to recharge our motivation when it begins to fade is to remind ourselves of the important reasons we’re doing this.1 When we connect with these good reasons, they can help us keep going even when we don’t feel like it, when it gets hard or when we’re doubting our efforts.


Let’s see how our companions approached that first question:




Why have you chosen to work with your anger?


James: I’m working with my anger because I want things to be different in my life and for my family. I’m tired of being irritated by everything all the time. I see all these other people having fun, but most of the time, I’m not enjoying life at all. I’m tired of being upset. It also affects my family – I see them walking on eggshells, trying not to say or do something that will set me off. I don’t want my family to fear and avoid me. I want them to love me and want me around! My father seemed angry all the time when I was growing up, and I see him in the way I react to things. I don’t want to pass this anger on to my children – I don’t want them to struggle the way I have.


Antwan: Truth? I’m not so sure about this. I’m doing it because my mum asked me to. She works hard taking care of us, so when she asks something of me, I try to do it. But I have lots of other stuff I could be doing with my time. I don’t really think I have an anger problem. I blow up in school sometimes, but it’s usually for good reasons. But I do want to show Mum that she doesn’t have to worry about me.


Jordan: Hmmm. I don’t know I see it as ‘working with my anger’, but here goes. I’m tired of feeling bad about myself, and I’m tired of not being able to stand up for myself. I’ve always dealt with stress by being a people-pleaser, trying to be the person others want me to be, and never standing up for myself. Eventually, I get resentful about that, and it hurts my relationships . . . and I feel bad about that, too! Also, I work in a setting with mostly men, and I don’t appreciate how they interact with me sometimes. I’ve tried to ignore it, but they don’t stop. I want to be able to be assertive and set some boundaries.





How about you? Why have you chosen to work with your anger?
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Now, the second question:




What do you have to gain from this effort? How would your life be different if you were successful?


James: If I was successful, I think I wouldn’t get rattled by all the little things . . . or the big things. I want to handle things calmly, to show my kids how to handle things when things go wrong. I’d smile more, have more good times with people I care about, rather than getting upset because things didn’t go exactly the way I’d planned. I’m tired of feeling like the problem – tired of always being the bad guy, you know? Also, I want my family to feel safe with me. I’ve never hurt them, and I hope they’re not scared of me, but I remember getting scared when my father would get angry, so I’m not sure. I want them to feel safe sharing things with me, and to feel safe to come to me when they need help with something. I think they avoid doing that now because they don’t know how I’ll react.


Antwan: What do I have to gain? Honestly, I don’t know. I guess things could go better at school. There are a couple classes I get hassled in, and it would be cool if that didn’t happen. It would be great to get the teachers off my case, and Mum would love it if I got better grades. I’ve lost friends when things blew up. I can say some pretty cold stuff if you set me off.


Jordan: I’d feel more comfortable in my own skin! I spend so much time being anxious, worried about what people think of me, second-guessing everything I do and beating myself up all the time. I’d just like to be me, behave in ways that are true to myself, and engage people based on what I think and feel, rather than constantly trying to figure out the ‘right answer’. And I’d have boundaries that are based on my own comfort level – I’d be able to speak up for myself when people do things that make me uncomfortable, rather than shrinking into myself.





Give yourself some time to think about it. If you were successful in learning to manage your anger, what would be different about your life? Don’t just stick with negative things that would go away or be easier to manage – also consider what parts of your life you’d like to grow. How might your life be more enjoyable? How might your relationships grow, expand or improve? How might the way you show up each day fit better with the person you want to be?


What do you have to gain from this effort? How would your life be different if you were successful?
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Final reflection


The end of each module will present you with a question or two to reflect upon, designed to deepen your connection with the material.


What was it like to consider your motivation for working with your anger? What did it feel like to consider your reasons for doing this and the outcomes that could come from it?
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What might help you keep this motivation in mind as you go through your daily life? How might you remind yourself of the important reasons behind the choice to work with your anger? (For example, some people write a reminder of their motivation in a note on their phone, or carry a stone in their pocket to remind them . . . the key is to find a method that works for you.)
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Module 2:  Our Brains and How We Change Them



CFT is rooted in an understanding of how human beings work, drawn from several different areas of science. While we’ll spend a lot of time on anger, we’ll also explore why we are the way we are, why life can be so tricky and how we can change. In this module, we’ll look at our brains and how they work. Making changes is easier when we’ve got an understanding of the tools we’re working with.


We can think of our brains and bodies as adaptation machines that are shaped by everything we do and experience. When we exercise, we activate different parts of our bodies and they become stronger in ways that are linked to the sorts of exercises we’ve engaged in. Different athletes develop very different types of bodies, specifically tailored to their sports.


It’s like that with our brains, too – they are constantly shaped by our experience. Everything we do or experience is reflected in patterns of activation in our brains. If I said the word ‘car’, cells in your brain would light up and you’d know I was referring to an automobile – a pattern of brain cells linking the sound of the word ‘car’ to a host of information you’ve learned to associate with that word: what a car is, what cars look like, how they work . . . that sort of thing.


Whenever we listen, speak, think, feel, take action or do anything at all, patterns of cells ‘light up’ in the brain, which correspond to that experience or action. Every time one of these patterns is activated, the cells within that pattern and the connections between them are strengthened. This strengthening makes it easier for the pattern to activate in the future. That’s what students are doing when they study for an exam – activating brain patterns corresponding to the material again and again, until the pattern is ‘worn in’ and the information is remembered. Once a pattern is well established it can be activated easily by triggering any part of the pattern. When I say the word ‘car’, you don’t have to work to remember what a car is, what it looks like or what it’s for. That pattern in your brain has been strengthened so much over time that just hearing the word ‘car’ triggers the whole pattern – you just know what it refers to, perhaps complete with visual images and associated memories (‘I was really into cars as a teenager!’).


This is how we learn, and when we study for an exam, practise fingering a guitar chord, wiring a circuit or knitting a particular stitch, what we’re doing is lighting up these particular patterns over and over, strengthening them. Eventually, when the pattern is sufficiently entrenched, we just know what the term is, play the chord automatically, wire the circuit easily or effortlessly knit entire scarves during a Zoom meeting. This is also why we want to slow down and make our practice as close as possible to the result we’re trying to achieve. If we’re hurried or sloppy, we can strengthen patterns that aren’t quite right − patterns we then must unlearn if we want to get things right. This is where bad habits come from! To make this process even more efficient, we want to activate the pattern frequently and repeatedly over time – which is why practising guitar for fifteen minutes per day, four to six times per week, will help you improve much more quickly than will a single weekly three-hour session.


Understanding this process can help us understand how and why we struggle with anger and other problems. Sometimes we learn unhelpful patterns by accident. Imagine a child who has a particularly critical caregiver or teacher. Imagine that whenever this child is learning a difficult task and struggles – as we all do when we’re beginning to learn a difficult task – this caregiver ridicules the child: ‘What’s wrong with you? Can’t you do anything right? You’re so stupid!’ Imagine this happens many times across different situations.


This child’s brain will almost certainly form patterns linking the experience of struggling with being criticised, ‘not being able to do anything right’ or being seen as ‘stupid’. These patterns can persist well after the circumstances that created them are gone – even if this caregiver has been dead for decades, the child – now an adult − may still hear the words ‘You can’t do anything right! You’re so stupid!’ reverberating in their mind whenever they find themselves struggling. Tickle one part of the pattern (struggle) and the rest of it lights up (‘You’re so stupid!’). We can even forget where these messages came from. Failing to recognise them as echoes of our previous experience, we can perceive these thoughts as the way it is . . . a felt experience of knowing there’s something wrong with me. This is tough stuff. This learning process occurs even more efficiently when we feel threatened. Our brains are designed to learn about potential danger very quickly, and humans are very sensitive to social threats such as criticism.


Learning to notice the arising of messages that are linked to unhelpful patterns laid down in our pasts can help us keep from accepting them, and create opportunities to relate compassionately to our struggles: ‘Ah, there I go, thinking I’m stupid for struggling again . . . thanks, Mr Hannigan. But that’s not helpful. Everyone struggles sometimes, and this is important to me, so I’m going to keep going.’ We’ll work to develop the ability to notice these messages.


These patterns can also involve emotions – we can learn to feel certain ways in response to our experiences. This learning can happen in response to things that happen directly to us, but also through our interactions with other people, and even by observing how others behave (called social learning). As James mentioned in his reflection in the previous module, some of us who struggle with anger may have grown up with caregivers who acted out their own anger in unhelpful ways – who modelled unhelpful angry behaviour for their children. When this happens, particularly during childhood, we (and our brains) can learn to respond in similar ways – our brains lay down patterns linking anger and angry behaviour with situations in which our caregivers modelled anger. Later, we can find ourselves responding in the same ways, as these patterns are activated in our own lives.


By understanding a bit about how our brains work we can create powerful changes in our minds. For example, briefly checking in with our motivation to work with our anger – taking a moment every day to remind ourselves why we’ve committed to manage our anger better − can help cement these patterns in our minds, helping us carry them with us even when we’re not intentionally thinking about them. Just as we’ve inadvertently learned angry habits, we can build compassionate habits. It just takes intentional practice, repeated over time. This is how we change. It’s not up for debate – if we repeatedly practise compassionate ways of being in the world and working with challenges (versus the old, anger-driven ways), we will change – because we’ll literally be changing our brains!


I’m noticing I’ve covered a lot of information so far in this module, so let’s take a moment to digest it:




What do you make of the information on how our experience creates patterns in our brains? Can you relate it to any of your own experience?


James: I’ve never thought about my experience in terms of what’s happening in my brain, so I’m finding it interesting. At first, I was also wondering how it related to my anger. But the piece on modelling really hit home for me. Growing up, I often watched my dad blow up when the slightest thing would go wrong. He’d be working on something like fixing the toilet, and if something went wrong, he’d get upset, yell, or throw a wrench or something. As a kid, it was terrifying, but I obviously laid down that pattern – ‘When things don’t go just right, get angry’ – because I see myself reacting in the same way he did. And when I see the same fear in my kids’ eyes that I remember having, it breaks my heart. I don’t want to pass that pattern on to them. The last piece was helpful, too. I get hopeless sometimes, but knowing that doing something different can change my brain makes me want to keep going.


Antwan: Reading this felt a little like being in school, which was kinda lame, but I expected it, I guess. That said, it definitely explained some things. Reading the part about how parents can model anger helps me understand why I’ve got it. Before he left, my dad used to go off all the time. He’d get pissed off and scream at us. He used to tell me stuff like in the book, too, like if he asked me to do something and I forgot or got it wrong, I got to hear about how stupid I was.


Jordan: I really found myself relating to the self-criticism piece. My mother was critical when I was growing up – everything had to be just so. I’m constantly doubting myself, running myself down and wondering if whatever I’ve done is ‘good enough’, even if other people seem really satisfied. It’s to the point where I sometimes feel like an imposter at work; like if other people really knew me, they would see I’m not very good and don’t have any business being here. I think that underlies my tendency to be a people-pleaser. It’s like if I keep people happy, they won’t look at me too deeply.





What do you make of the information we’ve covered on how our experience creates patterns in our brains? Can you relate it to any of your own experience?
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Final reflection


Considering the discussion of brain patterns, can you think of any patterns or habits that you’ve learned and would like to change? Given your history, does it make sense you would have developed those patterns? (Sometimes we can’t identify where we learned our reactions and behaviours, but often we can.)
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Module 3:  The Person You Want to Be



Lots of people have misconceptions about what compassion is, thinking it means being nice all the time, or being weak, soft and indulgent. And as we explored in the Introduction, compassion isn’t really like this at all. Compassion is defined as being sensitive to suffering and difficulty – we notice and acknowledge it, rather than avoiding it − combined with being motivated to help alleviate the suffering and prevent it in the future. Compassion is about having the courage to meet the difficult parts of our lives head-on. Compassion is true strength.


In Module 1, we explored the power of motivation and I invited you to connect with your motivation to work with anger. In this module – and in the rest of the book − we’ll go beyond working with anger. Don’t worry, we’ll spend plenty of time on anger. But your anger isn’t who you are. Anger is an emotion that you, like all humans, sometimes experience. But it doesn’t define us – not even those of us who struggle with anger. It doesn’t decide who we are or what our lives are going to be about. We get to do that. That’s the focus of this module.


Those of us who struggle with anger may find this hard to swallow – we may have become fused with the ‘angry version’ of ourselves – the version of us that shows up when we’re filled with anger. We who struggle with anger may spend a lot of time acting from the perspective of our ‘angry selves’, and others may relate to us in ways that show this is how they experience us, too. After a while, we can fall into the trap of thinking that ‘this is me. This is who I am.’


But it’s not. We all have many different versions of ourselves, ways of being that are rooted in our basic survival motives, the emotions that serve them, and how these experiences organise our brains and bodies. We all have ‘hungry selves’, which motivate us to acquire food so we don’t starve. Likewise, we all have scared selves, loving selves, interested selves, sad selves, excited selves . . . each of which powerfully shapes our experience of life, setting us up to engage with the world and other people in particular sorts of ways.


As much as we sometimes might wish we could, we can’t get rid of any of these ‘versions of the self’, even the tricky ones we may feel ashamed of. We all have these emotions and motives built into us, for good reason – they helped keep our ancestors alive! But we can decide which versions of us we want to ‘send to the gym’, which motivations and skills we want to develop, strengthen and manifest more often. And when we practise these qualities, we develop the patterns in our brains that help strengthen these ways of being, making them more likely to appear spontaneously in our lives – to be the version of ‘us’ that shows up when we’re presented with a given situation.


You probably won’t be surprised to learn that in CFT, one ‘version of the self’ we’re particularly interested in cultivating is the compassionate self.1 The compassionate self is rooted in our basic caregiving motives and helps us to act skilfully in the face of suffering and challenge. When developing the compassionate self, we cultivate specific qualities in ourselves – qualities like the courage to face things that scare us, the ability to tolerate distress, the wisdom to understand things and make good decisions, and the mindful ability to curiously notice what’s happening in the present moment rather than hastily reacting in anger. In short, cultivating our compassionate selves involves developing characteristics that help us work with anger and the other challenges in our lives.


This process works better when it’s rooted in a sincere motivation, based in what we want for our lives. Maybe I’m naive, but I think that when most people feel safe and have their basic needs met, they’ll naturally prefer to be helpful rather than harmful. I’ve seen this again and again. Even when working with men in a prison setting who’d done truly terrible things in their lives, I found that when they felt seen, valued, cared about and had ways of meeting their needs that didn’t involve harming others, things changed for them. When these men really considered who they wanted to be and how they wanted to be in the world, they chose goodness. They chose to help one another. They chose working to make the world a better place. I saw it in these men, again and again – and it made a believer out of me.


There’s a lot we have to do to simply get through life, and a lot of things that compete for our energy. It’s easy to get so lost in the ‘to do’ list that we forget to ask the big questions. But it’s the answers to those big questions that can help us keep going when things get hard. So let’s ask them now and consider how we can remind ourselves to keep asking them in the future.




What do you care most about in your life? What sort of person do you want to be? What do you want your life to be about? If you had lived the life you wanted to live, how would you like people to describe you at your funeral?


James: I’ll start with what I care most about, which is my family. I love them so much. But I haven’t been the best husband to Sarah the past few years, and Aiden and Jaime deserve a better father than they’ve been getting from me. By ‘better’, I guess I mean that I want them to experience me as loving, supportive and consistent – that I’m there when they need help, and they can feel free to ask for it without worrying about how I’ll react. I want to be a rock they can rely on. I guess that’s the sort of thing I’d want them to say at my funeral. I also want to have more fun – with my family and in my own life. I’m not sure I’ll ever be someone people would describe as ‘light-hearted’, but I’d like a little of that.


Antwan: The person I want to be? I guess I want people to see me as strong, and like I’ve got it together. I want to be treated with respect, and I want to deserve it. Also, I’ve got some little cousins. When I was younger, particularly after my dad left, lots of times I didn’t have any men in my life to look up to. I want to be someone my cousins can look up to . . . like, ‘I want to be like him.’ I want them to know I’m there for them if they need me. Family is important.


Jordan: I want to be competent, caring . . . I guess you could say compassionate, and respected. The interesting thing is that in a vacuum, I think I already am some of those things. Although I feel like an imposter sometimes, I think my colleagues would say I’m good at my job. My friends and family know I’m there for them no matter what. Respect is something I could work on, though – both from those around me and for myself. I guess a part of that is wanting to be able to stand up for myself better. One thing I’m proud of is that I already stand up for others – I participate in activism for causes I care about, and I volunteer at a shelter for women escaping domestic violence. But I think I end up getting the short end of the stick sometimes because I don’t stand up for myself. I also want people to experience me as kind and compassionate, which is part of what drew me to this approach.





What do you care most about in your life and how might that reflect in the way you live? What sort of person do you want to be in the world? What do you want your life to be about? If you had lived the life you wanted to live, how would you like people to describe you at your funeral?
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In approaching this question, it can be useful to come up with a list of qualities we’d like to cultivate in ourselves. I use the term ‘cultivate’ because it doesn’t happen instantly – these qualities are things we plan for, nurture and intentionally create space for in our lives. And we do so again and again, so they can take root. With that in mind, it’s also useful to consider how we can keep these aspirations in our awareness, so they don’t become overwhelmed by the countless little but important questions (what to eat for dinner?) that arise in our daily lives. We want to set this motivation as our North Star – so that as we go through life, the way we live increasingly reflects the qualities we want to be defined by.


One bit of good news is that we can often attend to the big questions and the little questions at the same time. Even when the question is ‘What do I need to get done today?’, we can approach things in ways that reflect our most important values. It’s not just about what we do; it’s also about how we do it. I can teach my university courses with irritability, laziness and arrogance . . . or I can teach them with compassion, honesty and commitment. Sometimes, connecting with our deepest motivations can transform even tasks we dislike − we can wash the dishes with irritation or with the sincere motivation that our loved ones have clean dishes to eat from, so that they can be healthy and free from disease (I dislike doing the dishes . . . and this kind of helps).
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"This is the ideal antidote for the anger and irritation we feel
and experience in our busy and competitive lives'
Professor Paul Gilbert OBE, Founder of Compassion Focused Therapy
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