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Preface


My qualification for writing this book is my experience of running an anger management programme for an inner-city psychological therapies service. I say more about this in Chapter 1. I am very aware that such services are often not available. Indeed, the one I set up folded when our service was no longer allowed to offer anything to people without a specific diagnosis. But anger is not a diagnosis. It is a human emotion (in common with diagnoses such as depression, anxiety, etc.) that can cause real problems and real distress, both to the individual with the identified ‘anger’ problem and to those around them. Anger also has the potential to be an important resource for good in the world if properly managed. For all these reasons, I can see the value in making available in book form a programme like the one my colleagues and I delivered. I do hope you find it useful.


The book is written with the assumption that the reader wants to work on a problem with anger. That may not be true for everyone who reads it. You might want to help or understand someone with such a problem. You might be more generally interested in understanding and helping people with an anger problem. But wherever you sit on that spectrum, I invite you to use the book also to think about your own relationship with anger.


When I was training staff to run anger management groups, I always got them to discuss their relationship with anger. Some said they didn’t have one (‘I am not an angry person’) but by the end of the session, they had come to understand that everyone has a relationship to their anger – and not recognizing this isn’t necessarily a good thing!


About this book


How to Deal with Anger features the STEP Past method for overcoming anger. STEP Past is a five-step approach, drawing on cognitive behavioural therapy techniques, that gives practical and emotional support to anyone affected by anger issues.


S – Support helps you come to terms with the problem, and maps out the road to recovery.


T – Tackle the negative thoughts and behaviour patterns that hold you back.


E – Escape the behaviours and situations that make your life a struggle.


P – Practice provides coping strategies to help you adjust your responses and replace harmful thoughts, when they occur.


P – Progress to a healthier, happier new life – without fear of setbacks or relapse.


Worksheets from this book are available free online at www.teachyourself.com/howtodealwith when you purchase the book.


Case studies


None of the case studies quoted here represents one single individual. By the time I came to write this book, I was too far removed from the service to find the people concerned and gain consent for that. Instead, I have used examples of situations, reactions etc. from many people and put them together in examples that illustrate both the points to be made and the many ways in which people react to their anger that I witnessed during my time running the programme.




PART 1


Support


Understand where you are now and where you want to be




CHAPTER 1


Starting to think about anger


[image: image]


Overview


This chapter is designed to get you thinking about anger:


•  about how anger in general can be a positive force in your life if properly managed


•  about your relationship with anger and your reasons for wanting to look at this relationship now


•  about examples of people who came to the point where they needed to think about their relationship with anger


•  about the challenge of doing this.


Introducing anger management


This book is not about doing away with anger. It is about helping you to change your relationship with anger. Anger has had a bad press. That is because people confuse anger with what it can lead to: violence, threats, fights etc. Anger is a feeling. Violence and threats are behaviours. Anger does not need to lead to those behaviours and that is what this book is about. On its own, anger is a vital resource. It protects us by alerting us to situations that are threatening (or at least, situations that feel threatening). It gets us ready to meet those threats. Unfortunately, it can take over. More precisely, we can allow it to take over, leading to behaviours such as violence and threats, and to unhealthy levels of stress. It does not need to be like that.


Anger and electricity


Think of anger as like electricity. Two hundred years ago, before the discovery and harnessing of electricity, what did people know about electricity? They knew about lightning strikes – disastrous! And they were perhaps familiar with static electricity – a bit of a nuisance. When this knowledge was put together to harness electrical currents, it became the mainstay of our comfort and survival that it is today.


Like electricity, anger represents energy – it mobilizes our body for action to meet a threat. Anger management is about using that energy – to take our lives forward; to realize our potential – by not allowing it to be frittered away in harmful violence or bitter brooding over wrongs.
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Anger: good and bad things list








Worksheet 1A


How does the idea that there are good as well as bad things about anger strike you? Make two lists: one of good things about anger, the other of bad things about anger.
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So, if managing anger is so much of a no-brainer, why is the world full of angry people and violence? There are good reasons for this. It is fundamental to being human. Imagine a world where human beings always behave rationally and emotions and relationships are always straightforward. Is it recognizable? What would the stories, films, soap operas etc. of that world be like? No, as human beings, we inevitably struggle to manage the most important aspects of our lives because of the way our brains are wired and connected to our bodies. When we feel up against it, it is easy for us to get a wrong or unhelpful idea, and for our body to take over and act on that unhelpful idea. This will be examined further in Chapter 2.


In the case of anger, this combination of brain and body can get us locked in a vicious circle where the anger takes over and dictates what we do and how we see the world – leading to more anger. Over time, this comes to feel normal. Learning a different relationship with your anger, which is the subject of this book, means learning a new way of managing the world. This is challenging. It takes courage and commitment. It is worth it!


Anger management group programmes


I am confident that learning to manage anger is worthwhile because of my experience of over 10 years of running an anger management programme as part of an inner city psychological therapy service. We put on regular group programmes. I assessed most of the people for the groups and supervised the staff running them – doctors, psychologists and nurses who were learning about cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT). We published a thorough evaluation of the groups, demonstrating that they did help people achieve a better relationship with their anger, and another paper about how we organized the service (Bradbury and Clarke, 2006; Naeem et al., 2009). What convinced me even more than the questionnaires that we used to establish that it was useful, was the change I saw in the lives of those who stuck with the programme and took the message home. For example, one group member who phoned us a year after he finished the programme; his car had been stolen, with all the handouts and papers from the programme in it – he was desperate to get a replacement set as he used them constantly to keep his life on track.


Not everyone did complete the course; every group had its drop-outs. However, these people generally did not leave because they thought the programme was useless, but at the point when they could see it would work – they saw other people making changes in their lives and did not feel ready for that challenge themselves.


Most people come to anger management because of the damage that their anger is doing to their lives and their relationships. They might notice how much their anger is hurting those they love. More often, they cannot immediately see that, but they recognize that they stand to lose really important things: partners, children, jobs, liberty.


When I assessed people for inclusion in the group programme, we discussed what had brought them to seek help with anger. Sometimes it became clear that seeking help with their anger was not really their agenda but was important to those around them. Where this turned out to be the case, we concluded that now would not be the best time to enter the programme – there would be time for that when they were ready in the future; when they really wanted to change, and were not just giving in to pressure.


Others could see how much their anger was damaging their lives, how much they stood to lose if they did not tackle it, but were understandably concerned about having to change how they managed their lives. They usually joined the programme. Some stuck it. Others didn’t. A third group were really sure that this was the chance they needed. Along with some of the second group, they generally did well.
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Case study: Pam (1)


Pam was the nerve centre of a busy independent taxi firm. Her employer valued her ability to keep the drivers up to the mark and the fares rolling in. He also valued the way the cheerfully efficient Pam kept an unruly bunch of drivers on their toes with her notoriously vile temper. As the middle one of three sisters of a single mother, she had needed this temper when growing up to create space for herself and get heard between her elder sister, who was her mother’s companion, and the indulged baby sister. However, when she and Barry, her partner of 10 years, decided to start a family in their mid thirties, life was turned upside down for Pam. Stuck at home with a new baby and missing the bustle of the job, when the screaming did not stop even after the little so-and-so had been fed, changed, given every comfort … Pam forced herself to leave him in the cot and go out as she was convinced that if she picked him up she would shake … and hard. That evening, she told Barry she needed to do something about her anger. It was vital that she could control her temper for the sake of her son. However, if she stopped being fiery Pam, would she still be the same person? What would that do to her performance in her job?
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What has led you to pick up this book? Is it for yourself? Or do you want to support someone else to change their relationship with their anger?
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Self-assessment








Worksheet 1B


What has made tackling anger important to you at this point in time? List whatever reasons come to mind, and then rate each item on your list. Give the biggest factor a 1 and so on.


Then list any concerns you might have about tackling your anger. You could rate those too.
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To get the most out of this book, it is no good just skimming through it. You need to use the worksheets. Have a pen handy. Write things down. Or if you are not a writing person, get a recording device and record your answers. Don’t skip bits if you want this book to work for you.


Anger and relationships


All our emotions – love, fear, guilt, jealousy and, of course, anger – are about managing relationships. The most obvious example of that is where you are angry with other people. You feel that they might be a threat to things that are important for you; that they are not treating you fairly or, more generally, not doing what they ‘should’ do. It could also be that you feel threatened by an institution (government bodies frequently feature here) or even an idea.


The central relationship that people often fail to notice is their relationship with themselves, because all human beings are a relationship. Think about it. Notice how we think naturally in a conversation with ourselves. That relationship can vary as much as the relationships with the people around us. Often people are very hard on themselves. Some people really do not like themselves very much. Angry people are frequently angry with themselves as well as with others.


This side of anger often remains hidden. Some people are not even really aware of it – it is just a drag on their lives – leading to stress and depression. When people turn their anger against themselves, it can lead to behaving self-destructively; examples of this are giving in to drink or drugs. Or it can mean that they do not allow themselves to make use of their potential; treating themselves badly and not giving themselves a chance just seems right in the light of how they feel about themselves.


If anything is really going to change, tackling the relationship between you and you is key. If you can set aside all those negative opinions about yourself and commit to treating yourself right, a whole lot of things will fall into place. As with all real change, this is easier to say than to do. Your relationship with yourself will be a well-worn habit, and can probably be traced back to the way other people treated you in the past – often the distant past.


This is where a little anger, carefully applied to the problem, can supply the courage you need to change. Why should you remain stuck in the past? It probably was not that good. You need to give yourself a chance to cope differently in the present, and you are not going to manage that if you continue to pull yourself down, in the same way that others did way back.
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Self-assessment








Worksheet 1C


What is your relationship with yourself like? If you think it could do with some work, write down some of things you find yourself saying to yourself.


[image: image]


Are the things you say to yourself critical and discouraging? Ask yourself, would you say those things to a good friend?


What would you say to a good friend who was struggling? Write that down.
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Try saying it to yourself. What does that feel like?


If you object that you do not deserve it etc., recognize that you might not be the person you would like to be or might not have achieved what you wanted precisely because you have always put yourself down and not given yourself a chance.
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Running away from yourself


Another thing that people do who have a bad relationship with themselves is to try to escape. Being them feels really uncomfortable. Our society offers lots of ways of escaping the uncomfortable feeling. Alcohol is perhaps the most available. Street drugs, gambling and pornography are other examples of the many tempting options. The fact that all these are harmful if used to excess can add to their attraction in escaping from how it feels to be you – for someone who dislikes themselves, harming themselves can feel right and natural, even a relief.


All these things work in the short term to help someone cope with horrible feelings. In the longer term, they keep the person locked into a bad relationship with themselves and, even worse, make it very hard to change anything. Because these ways of coping are so ‘successful’, they are very addictive – given half a chance they will take over someone’s life. Also, in order to change well-established habits, it is essential to have a clear head. To make changes, you need to be able to notice what you are doing, then notice what you are about to do, and then choose to do something different. You cannot do that if you are out of it in any way.
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Case study: Josh (1)


Josh had always felt picked on and resentful. A black kid from an inner-city estate, he had managed being bullied at school by becoming a bully. He was bright and his teachers wanted him to develop his aptitude for maths and science and go to university, but the rewards of money and acceptance to be gained through dealing drugs used his talents in a more immediate way. He felt regular cannabis use was essential to calm a temper that threatened his relationship, which was deeply important for him. Carmen really believed in him and wanted him to make something of himself outside the criminal world, for herself and their daughter. Though the cannabis made him chill in the evenings, the temper woke up again next day, along with self-hatred as a part of him knew that this was not the right life. Cocaine distracted and supplied excitement, but led to irrational jealousy. After a violent episode, witnessed by their daughter, frightened both Carmen and Josh, and deepened Josh’s underlying self-loathing, he sought help for his anger.


The therapist expressed doubt that Josh could successfully use the cognitive behavioural approach, which requires a clear head all the time, if he continued with a heavy cannabis habit. He had to recognize that she had a point. Although cannabis made Josh mellow in the evening, it was probably linked to his jumpiness next day. He recognized the problem with cocaine, but in his social group and with the lifestyle he had, giving up drugs looked well nigh impossible.


Josh was faced with a choice. His relationship with a woman he loved and who believed in his potential, not just his current earning power, and with his little girl, whom he adored, were in one corner; his whole way of life, including how he managed the world and his conflicted feelings about himself, was in the other. Getting from here to there was not going to be easy. Was Josh ready to change his lifestyle and face his demons?
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Obstacles to change list








Worksheet 1D


What would it be like for you to make real changes in your relationship with anger?
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Is there anything getting in the way?
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What changes would you have to make first (e.g. reducing dependence on alcohol)?
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Is there anything that change would mean facing up to?
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Is there anything you would need to let go of (e.g. a lifestyle that would get in the way of making changes)?
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Chapter summary


After reading Chapter 1, you should be able to:


•  see anger as something with the potential to be useful to you, but which can take over if you do not take charge


•  have some idea of how this happens, which is to do with the fundamentals of being a human being


•  have thought about your relationship with anger


•  have thought about your relationship with yourself


•  have thought about the costs and benefits of tackling your relationship with anger – of starting to take back control of yourself and your life.


The other chapters in this book go more deeply into the way that anger operates and manages to take control so firmly. They offer plenty of opportunity, along with practical skills and strategies, to help you take back control so that you, and not your anger, are in charge!




CHAPTER 2


The anger trap
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Overview


This chapter is about understanding more about anger and the way it can get a grip on your life. It looks at:


•  the connection between a sense of threat and the body – how it is that the body and the feelings can take over


•  how past threat gets mixed up with the present


•  anger as a way of coping with life – a way of coping that probably worked well once


•  the addictive side of anger


•  starting to track in more detail where anger fits into your life, as a first step towards taking back control for yourself.


Certainty and threat


There are some things that all human beings would like. They would like control over and certainty about the important aspects of their life: somewhere to live, an adequate income, a loving family. Unfortunately, life is rarely that certain. As pointed out in Chapter 1, it would be a strange world if all the important aspects of our lives could be managed with certainty. Feeling under threat is a common human experience. The tiny baby feels under threat of certain death when the next feed is a little late, and it lets everyone know exactly how it is feeling with frantic crying. As we grow older, we have more sense of how the world works, but often enough that does not feel comfortable. Children of school age can be quite cruel; parents can sometimes come to the end of their tether and punishment gets out of hand. Sometimes this means that physical threat is a reality – children get hit. Emotional threat – the sense that important people are cross and so do not love you any more – is another common experience. Then there is threat to how you fit in with other people. How do you measure up compared with them? Remember your first day at a new school? Anxieties about whether you would be liked and accepted, or whether you could get away without being beaten up?


That sense of threat is important for human beings. They have not come this far in terms of evolutionary success without becoming really good at responding to threat. Our bodies are geared up to react rapidly to threat. The problem now, though, is that our bodies are still stuck in the Stone Age when it comes to the sort of threat they are geared up to react to. Fight or flight, attacking or running away, is ideal when faced with a sabre-toothed tiger. But faced with a traffic jam, a demanding boss or a disagreement with your partner, it is less useful. Our sophisticated, modern world is not like the environment our early ancestors lived in. We have built this world with our intelligence and used our abilities to tame that brutal Stone Age environment. Why can’t we manage ourselves as efficiently as we can manage the world around us? Why can that primitive threat reaction still take over so easily?


It is because the part of our brains that manages the threat system is separate from the sophisticated thinking part – and when in doubt, it is the threat system that takes over! The States of mind 1 box explains this.
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States of mind 1: there is no boss


Being human is difficult – this was stated in Chapter 1. We are now going to look at why. It is all to do with the way our brains are wired. Everyone knows how panic and anger can take over and overwhelm clear, logical thinking. We have already looked at the way in which the body takes charge at these times, launching us into action. Too often it is action that calm reflection would judge to be a bad idea, but once the body has taken over, calm reflection goes out of the window.


This happens because our brain has different compartments that manage different aspects of our minds. Seeing, hearing, feeling – our senses – are one compartment. Verbally-based thinking is a separate one. There is a neat model of how all this hangs together: interacting cognitive subsystems (ICS) (Teasdale and Barnard, 1993). This model is based on over a decade of detailed research into memory and information processing. According to ICS, all these different compartments are managed by two main organizing systems. One connects with our sight, hearing, body – everything physical and emotional. The other one, which developed later in our evolutionary journey, manages our verbal, logical side. The verbal, logical brain circuitry can know things for sure. It is this, newer part of the brain that gives us our sense of being an individual.


The way in which the brain is organized gives us two distinct states of mind: the emotional one and the verbally based reasonable one. The crucial thing about the ICS model is that neither part of the mind is in overall control; there is no boss. Control is constantly handed back and forth between the different compartments. In some circumstances, when things are very stressful for example, they lose touch with each other. No wonder being human can be difficult!
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Figure 2.1:   Different circuits in the brain (borrowed from DBT)


Figure 2.1 is borrowed from dialectical behaviour therapy (DBT), a therapy devised by Marsha Linehan in the USA, which uses the idea of a balance, or dialectic, at its heart (Linehan, 1993). The diagram shows how the two parts of the mind are distinct but also overlap. Linehan calls the place where they overlap the ‘Wise Mind’. This is not an easy place to find; you have to work at it. DBT makes extensive use of mindfulness to help you get there, and mindfulness is introduced in Chapter 5 of this book. I have added to Figure 2.1 a separate memory for each circle – more about that below.


Because there is no overall ‘boss’ of our minds, we need to develop one if we are to be truly in control of our lives and able to steer our lives in the best way possible. But because we are pulled in different directions by our reason and our emotions, that ‘boss’ needs to be a negotiator rather than a dictator: to be able to listen to both sides and come to the best decision. That is what anger management is about. The threat system is important, but needs to be kept in check. Starting to notice what the threat system is up to is a central part of that.
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Dialectical behaviour therapy


The states of mind diagram (Figure 2.1) and the concepts of the Reasonable Mind, Emotion Mind and Wise Mind run throughout this book, because they are such useful ideas and explain so much. For this reason, I am going to explain more about dialectical behaviour therapy (DBT) at this point. It is an approach that I have applied widely, and it is very relevant to anger management and many of the topics covered in this book. However, anger is not the problem that DBT was designed to address.


Marsha Linehan developed DBT specifically to help women with problems of self-harm and attempting suicide. It was first evaluated and shown to be effective for people with these problems, but has since been developed and applied much more widely. Linehan had her own experience of self-harm, and had not found the conventional therapies she was offered helpful. She drew on her interest in Buddhism to devise her own approach, which was rather different. Instead of getting people to talk about their feelings, as in a psychodynamic therapy, or to note and challenge their thoughts, as in cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), she came up with skills classes to teach people to understand their emotions and manage them differently. The classes were backed up with individual therapy which was designed to keep participants on track with behaviour change. Buddhism gave her mindfulness (see Chapter 5) as the core skill to use, and also the idea of balance – the ‘dialectic’ that makes the name of the therapy sound rather scary. This is the idea that there are always two sides to everything, and it is rarely the case that there is one right answer. The trick is to see the good in both sides and work out the wisest way forward. This fits well with what I said at the start of this chapter about the illusion that you can have certainty.
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The threat system and the body


The way in which the threat system takes over your body is covered in detail in Chapter 4. For now, you need to start to notice the changes that take place when you begin to feel angry. Also, your anger affects other people, and what they notice is also important. The next worksheet is for you to note what differences you feel and what changes other people also notice. They might sometimes tell you about it, for example:


Other: ‘Why are you angry?’


Angry person: ‘I’m not angry.’


Other: ‘You’re drumming your fingers, and tapping your foot’


or


Other: ‘You’re staring again – what are you angry about?’


If your significant other(s) have not told you (maybe they haven’t dared …), why not ask them?
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Reviewing behaviour








Worksheet 2A
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Mixing up the past with the present


There is another reason why the threat system can get so out of hand. Not only does it come up with an over-simple solution (fight or run away) to complicated situations, but often it is reacting to threats that are not even in the present. They were real enough once, but they happened in the past. This is one of the peculiarities in the way our memory works, and another result of our brain wiring. See the States of mind 2 box!
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States of mind 2: memory and time


The first States of mind box talked about the different compartments in the brain and identified the two states of mind: the emotional one and the verbally based reasonable one. But there is another complication. Each of these compartments has its own memory. This is shown in my version of the DBT states of mind diagram (Figure 2.1). Think of the quality of memory when you are, say, remembering a powerful physical experience – being in love; holding a new baby for the first time – or a frightening or anger-provoking experience. Enter into the memory. Can you feel your body getting involved?


Contrast this with the sort of memory you need in the exam room – for example, the written part of the driving test. The first sort of memory should bring things to mind really vividly. It might bring the body to life with some of the feelings we felt at the time. In the exam room, we are recalling facts, as drily and calmly as we can. That feels quite different.


So, we have two different types of memory: one is emotional and sensory; the other is verbal. Most importantly, only the verbal memory understands time. The two states of mind need to have connected for us to know when the sensory memory (love, baby, fear etc.) happened. Where, say, the fear was overwhelming, this connection might never have been made. So we may experience extreme memories from the past, often of situations when we were under real threat, as if they are happening now. This is called ‘trauma memory’ (Brewin et al., 1996). It explains why people who have been through very threatening experiences in the past, e.g. physical abuse in childhood, can have problems with fear and anger in the present. It all comes flooding back when there is a sense of threat in the present. The danger is that their reaction belongs more to the past than to the present.
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It follows from this that when the threat system kicks in and your body starts to get ready to meet that threat, it might not be reacting wholly to what is going on now. Something that is happening now will have started it off – someone has said something, the situation looks threatening in some way – but this might have triggered your reaction to a really threatening situation you found yourself in way back in the past, even in childhood. Your reaction will make sense to you in that moment, but to everyone else it will not. It will look like a serious overreaction.


Think about your anger.


•  Does it always fit with what is happening now?


•  Could the past be getting in the way (as it did in the case of Lisa that follows).


Recall recent times when you have felt angry. Did any memories of similar things happening in the past come to mind? Could they have influenced how you felt in the present? Made it worse?
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Case study: Lisa


Lisa was a talented dancer, and very much in love with Rob, who adored her. But there was a problem. She found it impossible to trust Rob. She worked herself up into a fury thinking that he was being unfaithful. Only after she had calmed down could she see how unfair she was being to him. Sometimes she would wake in the night and, half asleep, attack him vigorously.


This was Lisa’s past getting in the way of her present life. As a teenager, she had escaped a violent and unloving home through marriage to an older man who promised her everything, but turned out to be sadistic, controlling and unfaithful. After several years of hell, Lisa managed to escape, pursue her dream career, and meet Rob. It was often when things seemed at their most perfect that something would trigger the vivid memories of the fear and hatred that marked her former relationship. She would be gripped by the conviction that Rob was cheating, or would half wake from sleep to fight him as she had fought for her life when assaulted by her former husband.


Desperate to make the relationship work, Lisa sought anger management. The therapist assessing her referred her first for individual therapy to enable her to meet and come to terms with the terrifying things she had lived through that kept breaking into her current life.
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How anger gets a grip on your life


Anger can get a real grip on a person’s life:


•  even when someone can recognize that their anger is often out of proportion


•  even when it might have more to do with the past than the present


•  even when it is getting in the way of important relationships.


It can be really hard to break free of it.


One reason for this goes back to the issue of control mentioned at the start of this chapter. Anger can appear to come to the rescue in a world that is threatening and hard to control. It is when anger initially seems to work well that it is particularly dangerous. Compare it with how the gambler gets hooked. Their first time at the casino or on the machines, the gambler has a really big win or a run of good luck. Of course they expect and want that again. That luck is bound not to last – after all, it is always the gambling establishment owner who wins in the end! But it is extremely hard to break free of what has become an addiction to the buzz of the uncertainty: whether this time will be the jackpot or not. Anger has the added ingredient of buzz from the adrenaline that rushes round the body when the threat system is activated. That in itself can be addictive. Another aspect is that letting go of that watchful, ready to meet the challenge, high-stress state can feel unsafe. Either way or both ways, someone can find themselves locked into using anger to manage their life, even if that is not what they really want. They are caught in the anger trap.
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