

[image: Cover]




[image: image]


Manage Your Anger


Sandi Mann




Dr Sandi Mann is a senior psychology lecturer at the University of Central Lancashire and Director of the MindTraining Clinic. She is a specialist in workplace emotions, including anger, and has previously authored Anger Management in a Week (Hodder, 2004) as well as academic journals and practitioner articles in the field. She also delivers training on anger management to organizations and individuals both through her university and her clinic.






[image: image]


Introduction


Everyone knows what it is to be angry, but for some people anger can be a significant problem. Anger, if felt too intensely or too often, or if expressed inappropriately, can be a cause for concern. This book attempts to address these problems by guiding you through the tools of anger management, using a series of interactive exercises.


When trying to manage your anger, it is important to remember that anger, like all emotions, has a useful function, and this book is not about trying to encourage you not to feel anger, or even not to show it. Anger, when felt and expressed appropriately, is an important part of anger management, and this book takes you through the process of achieving this. You will learn techniques that will enable you to become less stressed and less ‘anger-prone’; by using humour, cognitive techniques and channelling you can make anger work for you, not against you.


Of course, some situations can make even the calmest of individuals react with anger. This book aims to help you cope with those times when the red mist is most likely to descend – such as when encountering abusive customers, unhelpful shop assistants, delayed planes or other motorists. Sometimes, however, it is not our own anger that is the issue, but the anger of other people, and conflict management has a vital role to play when dealing with other people’s rage – even when those other people are our own children.


This book is designed to be worked through from cover to cover but can also be used to dip into on a chapter-by-chapter basis as required. However you use it, you will learn how to control anger, not let it control you.
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The nature of anger


How do you feel?


Answer yes or no to the following questions.


•  Do you feel that you understand what anger is?



•  Do you feel that you get angry too often?



•  Do you feel that you express your anger inappropriately?



•  Do you feel that there is any point in getting angry?



•  Do you know what sorts of incidents cause you to get angry?



The aim of these questions is to stimulate some thought about the nature of anger; this chapter aims to answer these questions.
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What exactly is anger?


 


‘Anybody can become angry – that is easy, but to be angry with the right person and to the right degree and at the right time and for the right purpose, and in the right way – that is not within everybody’s power and is not easy.’


Aristotle


Most of us are familiar with anger – whether our own or that of other people. It is a rare person who does not know what it is to feel angry. In fact, according to a recent poll by the Mental Health Foundation (in their report Boiling Point: Problem anger and what we can do about it, 2008), more than a quarter of people worry about just how angry they sometimes feel. Various terms are used to describe feeling angry such as furious, in a rage, flipping out, in a temper, losing my temper, annoyed, freaking out, going crazy, mad, at the end of my tether/rope, flying off the handle, cheesed off, enraged, fuming and many others less repeatable here!


There might be many ways to describe anger but they all reflect the same thing – an emotion. Like most human emotions, anger is actually a healthy part of our emotional repertoire; it is our body and brain’s way of signalling that all is not right in our world and that action is needed to rectify a wrong. Most emotions have an evolutionary purpose; that is, they exist to aid our survival. Our cave-dwelling ancestors in the past would have experienced anger when a rival stole their food or prized possessions; this strong emotion would have stimulated them into action to fight for their rights. Without anger, our ancestors would have lazily allowed all their food to be stolen from under their noses and would not have survived long.





	Point to remember







Anger has a valuable adaptive purpose and can play an important role in our lives.
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Today, anger can be used for the same purpose – perhaps not to stop our dinner being stolen, but to galvanize us into action when we feel our rights are being threatened (more on this later in this chapter). The issue here is that many of us experience too much anger for too much of the time; this is when anger becomes a problem. Anger researchers such as Dahlen and Deffenbacher (2001) believe that the most comprehensive explanation of anger is one that includes four separate elements and that we only experience real anger when all four facets are present. These are:


   1   the feeling of being angry


This feeling can range in intensity from mild annoyance to over-powering rage or fury.


   2   some sort of bodily change, called physiological arousal


This is often caused by the release of adrenalin, which causes a range of reactions in our body (such as increased heart rate and blood pressure); more on this in chapter 2.


   3   a mental or cognitive awareness that an event has occurred that threatens us in some way


Without being able to interpret an event in this way, we would not feel anger (which is why different people can witness the same event but only some would be angered by it).


   4   an effect on our behaviour



To really feel anger, we need to express it in some way – for example by hitting someone or shouting (aggressive and inappropriate expression of anger) or writing a letter of complaint (a more appropriate expression of anger); more on these in chapters 3 and 4.
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Myth buster


Some people believe that ‘anger is all in the mind’. This is not true; the mind plays only one part in the anger process. It is true that, to feel anger, we must have some sort of mind process going on, but real anger is felt throughout the body – sometimes before our minds have even labelled what we are experiencing as ‘anger’.
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How anger differs from frustration, aggression and rage


Anger is often confused with rage, frustration and aggression. It is useful to separate these terms to help understand them and their relationship to anger.


•  Frustration or irritability is often a precursor to anger; it is the feeling we experience when we don’t get what we want, when obstacles are put in our way or when someone else interferes (deliberately or not) with our attempts at achieving our goals.


•  Aggression, on the other hand, is the action that can result from being very angry. It is usually intended to cause physical or emotional harm to others, perhaps with verbal insults, threats, sarcasm or raised voices. When aggression becomes so extreme that we lose self-control, it is said that we are in a rage; such a person is typically very loud (perhaps shouting), may be red in the face, threatening and perhaps even physically abusive.
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	CASE STUDY






Max’s story


Max arrives at work late after a traffic accident delays his commute. He is frustrated because he just wants to get on with his day but can’t. To add to his frustration, his lateness means that there are no spaces left in his usual car park so he has to drive around for 20 minutes. His sense of frustration at not being able to start work is building even before he sets foot in his office.


Once at his desk – in an open-plan office – Max is constantly interrupted by phone calls, emails and colleagues. He has two reports to complete and did expect to have enough time to do them, but the constant interruptions delay him considerably. His irritability is growing. Then his wife rings to say that their child is ill and Max will have to go and fetch him from school because she is in clinic all day. At this, Max’s frustration boils over into anger and he snarls and swears at his wife, telling her that she will have to make the arrangements for their child herself.


He has only just put the phone down when an email arrives from his boss asking where Max’s report is. Although it isn’t due in till the end of the day, his boss wants to check it first, so needs it earlier. Trying to suppress his anger, Max works on it quickly, ignoring phone calls, emails and even texts from his wife. By 2 p.m., his hunger is too distracting and he is forced to abandon his work for a sprint to the coffee shop around the corner. The long queue there does nothing to dampen his feelings of frustration, irritability and suppressed anger. Then, someone cuts in front of him, claiming that they have been in front all along. That does it: Max explodes with rage, shouting and swearing at the customer and jabbing his finger aggressively towards him. He is asked to leave the shop, but he just gets angrier. The customer finally lets him go in front, he gets his sandwich and goes back to work – and now he can’t help wondering what on earth got into him to make him behave so badly.
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	EXERCISE






Identifying anger


Emotions are often difficult to distinguish from each other, especially if they are closely related, like stress and anger. An important first step in learning to manage anger is to become better at identifying our emotions. This exercise will help you become more in tune with your experience of anger.



Step 1: Recall an episode that has made you feel very angry recently. Write down what happened.



Step 2: How did the incident make you feel? Examine your emotions carefully. What words would you use to describe how you felt? Anger may only be part of what you felt. Did you feel sad? Disappointed? Worried? Did you feel you had been treated unfairly?



Step 3: Did you feel any changes within your body? For example, did you feel hot? Did you feel that your blood pressure was rising? Did your muscles feel tense?



Step 4: What action did you take? Perhaps you wanted to take a certain action (maybe even wanting to hit someone) but didn’t?



Step 5: Could this incident have happened to someone else – without making them feel as angry? What sort of person would not have got angry? How would they have been different from you?
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Outcomes of this exercise


This exercise will help you become more in tune with the emotions that surround an angry episode. It is the first stage to better management of your anger.


•  Step 1 starts by encouraging you to recall an angry episode; this can be quite hard because incidents that made us angry in the past may no longer stir the same intensity of feeling now. This in itself is an important discovery from this exercise.


•  Step 2 is about helping you to unscramble the range of emotions that you might previously have labelled as ‘anger’. This will enable you to become more discerning about labelling an emotion as anger.


•  Step 3 helps you to understand how anger affects your body, which will help you appreciate why it is so important to manage your anger (for more on this see chapter 2). Recognizing the changes in your body that anger causes is also part of learning about the feedback loop that can teach you when your anger is becoming a problem (see chapter 3).


•  Step 4 helps you to start looking at whether the outcomes of your anger are healthy or not in terms of the actions you take; this is the first step to turning these consequences into more positive ones (see chapter 4).


•  Finally, Step 5 starts you thinking about whether you have an ‘angry personality’; this is discussed more in chapter 3.
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Quick fix


Understanding your anger and the emotions associated with it is the first step to managing it.
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The purpose and function of anger
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Myth buster


It is generally assumed by most people that anger is bad. People who are slow to anger, or who are calm under pressure and never lose their cool, are seen as models to aspire to. This is wrong. Anger per se is not bad; it is when and how we express it that can cause the problems. It can be just as ‘bad’ not to get angry; people who never get angry may not have a strong enough self-esteem to recognize their rights. They may also put up with abuse or injustice because they don’t get angry enough to do anything about it.
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It is now worth taking a step back and considering the purpose of anger. As mentioned earlier, anger is an emotion and, like all emotions, evolved in humans for a reason. A range of functions is proposed for the emotion of anger and these functions are worth looking at in detail because anger gets such a bad press. Anger is seen as the ‘baddie’ of emotions. It is portrayed as something to be ‘managed’, ‘controlled’ and ‘beaten’. Expressing anger is seen as bad while suppressing it is viewed as harmful.


All this is true (as will be outlined in the next chapter) but it is worth pointing out, at this early stage in your anger management journey, that anger is not necessarily the bad guy that it is made out to be. Anger is only ‘bad’ when:


•  it is experienced too much (i.e. if we get angry too often)


•  it is experienced with too much intensity (i.e. we feel excessively angry)


•  it is expressed inappropriately (e.g. by being aggressive).





	Point to remember







Anger is not in itself a problem; it is only a problem if we have too much of it or express it in an inappropriate way.
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Even in these circumstances, the aim of anger management programmes and books such as this should never be to eliminate anger but to learn to use it for the purpose and function for which it was intended. These functions include the following.


    1  To get what we want or need



Researchers at the Center for Evolutionary Psychology in America (2009) consider anger to be a behaviour-regulating programme that evolved over time. They proposed that the reason for the evolution of this emotion through natural selection was to help an individual bargain better for what they want or need to survive.


This works because expressed anger can encourage the target of that anger to offer something that might reduce the likelihood of them suffering in any way from the angry outburst (e.g. by being attacked). In other words, Tom wants something from Fred. Fred says no. Tom gets angry. Fred is afraid and says yes. Mission accomplished.


This use of anger to achieve this function might well be attempted in modern times (see the following case study) but is unlikely to work quite so well in most societies around the world today. In fact, many organizations these days adopt a ‘zero-tolerance’ policy towards this kind of attempt to use anger as a bargaining tool. (See the three examples in the second case study below.)





	CASE STUDY






Assaults on job centre staff


According to a report in The Independent newspaper (21 December 2009), more than 1,000 staff at Jobcentre Plus offices around the country are being abused, threatened or assaulted every month. It seems that recession-hit and cash-strapped jobseekers are increasingly likely to take out their frustrations on the job centre staff who are trying to help them – something that the then Shadow Work and Pensions Secretary Theresa May denounced as ‘shocking’. In response to this increased tendency to abuse staff, Work and Pensions minister Jonathan Shaw has introduced a ‘zero tolerance’ approach, whereby staff are encouraged to report all incidents of unacceptable behaviour, however minor they may seem.
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	CASE STUDY






Abuse of staff: zero tolerance policies


Example a


‘We will not tolerate any violence or abuse towards any of the surgery staff at any time. Anybody exhibiting inappropriate behaviour may be removed from the Practice List. More serious episodes will be reported to the police.’


Sign in GP Practice, Wales


Example b


‘In order to ensure that all patients attending this department receive the treatment they need, it is essential that our staff are able to work without fear of attack, abuse or harassment. This Trust views its staff as its most valuable asset and therefore any abuse to those staff is totally unacceptable. Staff are encouraged to report all incidents of harassment and violence.’


North Middlesex University Hospital NHS Trust


Example c


‘No abuse of staff or any other person on the practice premises is acceptable whether verbal or physical. The practice defines aggressive behaviour to be any personal, abusive and aggressive comments, bad language, physical contact and aggressive gestures.’


Medical Centre, Glasgow
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In order, then, to make use of this function of anger, it is imperative that anger is expressed in an appropriate way that is neither aggressive nor abusive. Techniques to do this will be outlined in chapter 4.





	Point to remember







Anger management is not about getting rid of anger – it is about learning to use it better.
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    2  To prepare us for action



Anger, like stress, sends signals to all parts of our body to help us fight or flee. It energizes us to prepare us for action. We will discuss in more detail how it does this in chapter 2, but for now it is useful to understand this valuable function that anger has. Without anger, we would not be mentally and physically able to take the action required to right a wrong (or perceived wrong) against us.


The drawback of this function of anger, in evolutionary terms, is that the action that anger prepares us for is physical. Today, engaging in violence is not an appropriate response to being wronged, and so we must learn to override this natural instinct in order to channel this readiness more appropriately.


    3  To tell us when our rights have been violated



Anger tells us when something has happened that is a violation or abuse; it helps protect us from unjust or threatening action and also from any future abuse from that abuser. Thus, we can only get angry when we have some sense of entitlement or some acceptance of our rights. When these rights are violated, it is appropriate for us to get angry. Part of learning to manage our anger is about understanding what our rights are and when they are being violated.


Understanding and acknowledging the ‘right to be angry’ is an important step in anger management. Sometimes people can be over-sensitive to their rights (they have a sense of over-entitlement and think they have more rights than they do – which leads them to become angry too often) and sometimes they can be under-sensitive (believing that they have few rights and thus not getting angry enough).


This is dealt with in more detail in chapter 4.


    4  To change things



Anger is a very motivating emotion: it can stimulate us to make changes to our circumstances in order to reduce the causes of our anger. For example, if elements of our job anger us, we might be able to make changes to our working pattern (or even look for a new job); if contact with a certain organization is what gets us going, we might switch our allegiance to a competitor. Anger can also motivate us to try to persuade other people to change.





	CASE STUDY






Anger over changes to pension leads to one-day strike


According to a report in Wigan Today (24 March 2011), teachers were so angry about planned changes to their pension scheme that they staged a one-day strike across the region. The teachers were members of the University and College Union (UCU) and the action was part of the first UK-wide strike in universities for five years.
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    5  To express tension and to communicate negative feelings



Sometimes our feelings stay bottled up until we get angry. The constructive expression of anger can be a way to resolve conflict, as will be seen in chapter 7. By expressing anger appropriately, we can let other people know that we are unhappy.


The problem with using anger for this function is getting the balance right between letting others know that we are angry and not getting too angry. Many people are too understated in this and may send unclear messages out so that their anger is pretty much ignored. Sometimes you can get your message across only by expressing your anger strongly, but there is a danger that expressing it too strongly can come across as aggressive.





	CASE STUDY






Sarvinder’s story


Sarvinder lives near a school on a quiet road in the suburbs. She is concerned, however, at the speed at which cars zoom down this road, especially given that there are schoolchildren about. Her own children walk to school and she worries about their safety.


One icy day in winter, a car going too fast skidded and smashed into a wall, narrowly missing Sarvinder’s six-year-old son. Her son avoided injury only because she was able to pull him out of the way. Sarvinder decides that enough is enough and that she is going to try to get the council to make the road safer.


She rings her local council but her concerns are dismissed. She is told, quite abruptly she thinks, that no traffic-calming measures can be taken ‘until some children are actually hit by cars’. They refuse even to come down and take any measures or to look at the problem. Because no child has been injured – yet – no action will be taken. This makes Sarvinder angry. She feels that it is unjust and unethical that a child has to be injured or preferably killed before they will even monitor the traffic problem.


She is so angry that she starts telling other parents at the school about the attitude of the council. While this makes her feel better initially, she is still angry that nothing can be done. She decides to take action herself and get the council to change its mind – and at least come and monitor the amount of traffic and their speeds. She sets up a FaceBook page and Twitter account to encourage people to support her action. Hundreds do and she begins petitions, calls meetings and gets the local press on board.


Her actions work and the council finally agrees to monitor the traffic on her road. It takes two years but traffic-calming humps are eventually installed to slow cars down – before a child is injured or killed.
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	Point to remember







Sometimes we need to feel angry to create change.
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	EXERCISE







 


WHAT DO YOU WANT YOUR ANGER TO ACHIEVE?




The next time you find yourself getting angry, stop and think about the function you want your anger to achieve. Look at the five functions below and try to decide on the one that would best fit your current emotional state. Then ask yourself the following questions.






	The purpose of your anger

	Questions to ask






	


1  To get something I want or need



	
•  What do I want?


•  How can I realistically get this?


•  Can I suggest a compromise?







	


2  To prepare me for action



	
•  What action can I take here?


•  What action is appropriate?


•  What action is inappropriate?







	
3  To alert me that my rights have been violated


	
•  What rights have been violated?


•  Am I sure I have those rights?


•  Am I targeting my anger appropriately (i.e. at the violator of my rights)?







	
4  To effect some change


	
•  What change do I want to make?


•  How do I want others to change?


•  How can I realistically achieve this change?






	


5  To communicate my dissatisfaction



	
•  Has this been achieved?


•  Who do I want to hear my message?


•  What is the best way to communicate my anger (spoken, email, letter, etc.)?
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Quick fix


Working out what you want to achieve by your anger can help you use anger appropriately.
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The causes of anger


Many things can make us angry. From road rage to phone rage, the causes of anger today seem limitless. Sometimes other people make us angry; sometimes we are angry with ourselves or even with inanimate objects (computers are a good example – see chapter 10).


All the things that make us angry, however, can be categorized within a relatively small number of themes. These themes can help us understand the causes of our anger more clearly. By looking at the categories into which our sources of anger commonly fall, we are more able to select appropriate ways of dealing with these causes, especially if we can identify common themes.





	EXERCISE






What makes you angry?


Do the following exercise to begin examining the main sources of anger in your life.


Which of the following situations would be most likely to make you angry? Select no more than ten of the following situations that you think would make you angriest.


   1   Someone else stealing your ideas at work   C


   2   Phone calls interrupting you   A


   3   Computer crashing while you are doing something important   A


   4   Kids interrupting you while you are trying to get something done   A


   5   Being unable to find a parking space   D


   6   Being told what to do without being consulted   G


   7   Being let down by somebody   F


   8   People gossiping about you   B


   9   Getting a parking ticket when you were two minutes late back   C


 10   Being stuck in traffic   A


 11   New systems (involving new training) being implemented at work when you don’t know what was wrong with the old ones   G


 12   The photocopier at work breaking down yet again   H


 13   Your local supermarket charging you the wrong amount at the checkout yet again   H


 14   Queues   A


 15   Someone else blaming you for something you didn’t do   C


 16   Someone else getting angry with you   B


 17   Your friend getting the part in the play you wanted   C


 18   When things don’t go according to plan   D


 19   Your colleague taking an unwarranted ‘sickie’ from work   E


 20   An able-bodied person using a disabled parking space   E


 21   Someone else refusing to take or return your calls   B


 22   Poor customer service   D


 23   Other people not doing what you tell them to do   F


 24   Other people making mistakes   D


 25   Someone suing an organization for an injury that was far more minor than they claim   E


 26   Someone lying to you   B


 27   Another person grabbing the last sale bargain before you   C


 28   Someone swearing at you or being rude to you   B


 29   Your neighbour claiming benefits they are not entitled to   E


 30   Your partner saying yes to your children after you said no   F


 31   Your partner continually leaving wet towels on the floor   H


 32   Your friend being repeatedly late when you arrange to meet for coffee   H


 33   Travel delays without explanation   G


 34   No one leaving you milk in the fridge   D


 35   Your children leaving their rooms a mess   H


 36   Someone you know buying clothes for a party, wearing them, then taking them back for a refund   E


 37   Feeling that you have to do everything in the house without support from anyone else   F


 38   When you tell a customer they can’t have a refund but your boss overrides you   F


 39   Your teenage son/daughter truanting from school but refusing to tell you why   G


 40   Finding out that a meeting at work was arranged without you   G


 


 


How to score


Each of these causes of anger falls into one of four themes. Count up the As, Bs, Cs and Ds, etc., to see which theme is most likely to cause you anger.



A     Frustrations/irritations: things that block us from doing what we want or that thwart our goals



B     Abuse: when other people treat us badly or disrespect us



C     Injustice: when we believe we have been treated unfairly



D     Unmet expectations: when we expect something to happen and are disappointed when it does not



E     Unethical behaviour: when another person behaves in an immoral way, perhaps taking advantage of someone or maybe acquiring something through dubious means



F     Lack of support: feeling that other people are not supporting you or backing you up



G     Lack of communication: when we are not kept informed about what is going on, kept out of the loop or otherwise not given a chance to discuss important issues



H     Ongoing issues: when the same issue keeps recurring


NB: Some of the items could fall into more than one category depending on how you interpret the event. For example, ‘not being able to find a parking space’ has been put into category D here (unmet expectations) under the assumption that your anger is felt because you expected to find a space but were unable to. However, you might feel angry not because of unmet expectations but because the lack of parking causes a delay and thwarts your attempt to do something – which would be category A. Alternatively, you might react to the lack of a parking space by taking it personally, believing it ‘so unfair’; you would then put this into category C.


This illustrates just how important individual interpretation is but, for the purposes of this exercise, the above categorizations will suffice; later on you will have the opportunity to personalize your own anger causes in a more in-depth exercise.


 


 


What your results mean


Count the As, Bs, Cs and so on and use the following list for an indication of what your scores mean; if no one category emerged as the most common for you, then read the sections for the top two or three themes you selected.



Mainly As: If frustrations and irritations are the main sources of your anger then stress could be an issue that is underlying your anger levels. When we are stressed, we are more affected by minor irritations and interruptions; this is why these things are often less likely to bother us on holiday when we are more relaxed. This will be dealt with in more detail in chapter 3.



Mainly Bs: When other people are disrespectful to us, it is natural to feel angry. However, while we can’t always control how other people treat us, we can learn to control how we react. Techniques for managing anger elicited from these sources will be dealt with in chapter 7.



Mainly Cs: Some people have stronger anticipation of ‘fairness’ in life than others. Such people might find that they score mostly C in this quiz, because they feel more threatened when things that they perceive as ‘unfair’ happen to them. Some of this is tied up in the concept of an ‘angry personality’; this will be examined in more detail in chapter 3.



Mainly Ds: It is natural to feel disappointed when our expectations in life are not met, but not everyone feels especially angry about this. If these are sources of anger for you, tackling them might involve altering your expectations rather than the way you react to them. There is more on this in chapter 3.



Mainly Es: If you get particularly angry at other people’s lack of moral behaviour, then it is likely that you have high moral and ethical standards. This should be a good thing, but not if it is causing you to be angry too much! One way to manage this would be to learn to ‘channel’ that anger in appropriate ways; this will be examined in chapter 6.



Mainly Fs: If lack of support is a significant cause of your anger, you might need to look at the relationships in your life. If you feel you lack support from colleagues or family, or both, and you might need to tackle these anger sources head on; there is more on how to do this in chapter 7.



Mainly Gs: If information is being withheld from us, for example at work or by airlines and other service providers, we need to express our anger about this in appropriate ways. Losing our temper is never likely to achieve much to improve communication, so if this area is a source of anger for you, chapters 4 and 10 will be particularly useful.



Mainly Hs: For many people, all the previous categories can overlap with ‘H’ in that anything can become a bigger source of anger if it is done repeatedly. It is frustrating to feel that the same anger-inducing things keep happening over and over; whether they be ongoing technical problems, colleagues who keep doing annoying things or family members who just won’t listen to your complaints. Learning to express your anger appropriately is vital here (see chapter 4), as is conflict resolution (see chapter 7, which looks at the reasons people may be unresponsive to repeated pleas).


If it is too hard to select only ten, and if the entire list covers significant sources of anger for you – and that is likely to be most readers – then you definitely need this book!
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