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Top Ten Telltale Signs of an Anger Problem




	Do you experience or express your anger in a manner that is out of proportion with the triggering event?


	Have you ever hurt yourself, in any way, with your temper?


	Do you feel angry when you think about certain times, events, or significant people in your life?


	Have you noticed that you always have this feeling of anger, tension, or irritability?


	Do people “walk on eggshells” around you?


	Do you feel (or fear) being out of control when you are angry?


	Have you lost or damaged a relationship, job, or something else important because of your anger?


	Do you take out your anger on someone or something else rather than the person or situation that is bothering you?


	How many people have you alienated with your temper?


	Has anyone ever told you that you have an anger problem? Have you heard it more than once and from different people?







Introduction


IF YOU’RE READING THIS introduction, you probably have an anger problem, or know someone who does. You’re not alone. Most people have struggled with anger at some point in their lives. Many great leaders in human history, from Alexander the Great to Steve Jobs, have struggled with issues of temper and rage. Having an anger problem doesn’t mean you are bad person, are “weak,” or that your character is flawed. But it is a problem worth addressing. Anger problems can have serious, even fatal consequences.


You have probably seen how destructive out-of-control anger can be. Perhaps you’ve frightened yourself, or those you love, with episodes of rage. The aggressive, rageful feeling that anger brings can be both intoxicating and frightening. People sometimes convince themselves that anger “helps”—that it makes them stronger, more capable, and more respected—but the realities are hard to ignore. In the wake of protracted anger problems, you’ll find a trail of broken relationships, shattered careers, health problems, and a lot of unhappiness. Uncontrolled anger destroys lives.


Anger can inspire people to do great things, as in the case of Martin Luther King Jr., who used his anger about injustice to pursue positive social change. Anger can also be quite dangerous. Anger is the hottest of the “hot” emotions, and has the power to induce otherwise kind and respectable people to behave very badly. Consider what you know of history and world events from the perspective of anger. How many wars, atrocities, and injustices have been committed under the banner of rage? On a more personal level, think of how anger has played out in your life, and in the lives of people you know. It isn’t always a pretty picture.


Today, more than ever, people look around and find many reasons to get upset. Economic problems, school violence, partisan politics, the pressures of an increasingly fast-paced society, even urban drift. If you talk with other people about this, you will likely find a consensus that anger problems are getting worse. In addition, the level of stress people experience—one of the important causes of anger—is getting worse, not better.


The good news is that anger problems are solvable. You don’t have to struggle with anger for the rest of your life, and you certainly don’t have to reinvent the wheel. Psychologists know considerably more about anger than they did even a generation ago. The current scientific understanding of what anger is, what causes it, and the associated risks has reached a highly developed level. At the same time, a tremendous amount of work has been done to figure out what works and what doesn’t from the perspective of managing and preventing problematic anger. Bringing you this information in a coherent, easy-to-use manner is the central purpose of this book.


The Everything® Guide to Anger Management is shaped by four key areas of emphasis:


Emphasis on psychological science: Wherever possible, an effort has been made to present the most up-to-date scientific information.


Emphasis on practicality: The book was written so that you can engage in a self-directed anger management program, as opposed to requiring direct guidance. Much of the material is presented progressively, so that more advanced techniques on anger control and prevention build on more basic concepts and strategies. This allows you to apply techniques very quickly while continuing to learn.


Emphasis on breadth: Many topic areas are discussed, providing a comprehensive picture. Common difficulties and stumbling blocks are anticipated and addressed. Most importantly, a great variety of approaches are presented for learning the actual management, control, and prevention of anger.


Emphasis on flexibility: This book affords considerable flexibility regarding the implementation of an anger management program. Most of the techniques can be used on their own, but they can also be combined with other principles and techniques. You have all the information necessary to design an anger management program that fits your unique needs, situation, and personality.


Learning to manage anger is a challenge, but it is very achievable, and very rewarding. There is no area of your life that will not be improved by learning to better manage and control your own emotions. In taking this journey, you will find that the benefits extend well beyond a reduction of problematic anger. In the bigger picture, you will find that you grow as a person, that your life is more peaceful, and that you are more effective in your relationships.





CHAPTER 1
Anger Is Important




You may consider anger to be an all-around negative emotion, but this is not true. Anger is a protective emotion that helps people defend themselves against physical and psychological threats. Considered a “whole-person” phenomenon, anger is expressed emotionally, cognitively, physically, and behaviorally. While anger can occur for many different reasons, it always involves three factors: a triggering event, characteristics of the individual’s personality, and a particular interpretation of the situation. Because anger can be very subjective, it can also be controlled.





This Emotional Life


Emotions allow you to experience the highs of excitement, joy, and love, and the depths of anguish, guilt, and sorrow. In a word, emotions are visceral. They convey a sense of immediacy and truth. Your emotions reflect you as an individual, who you are and where you’ve been, and they mirror your unique relationship with the world, incorporating the information you receive (and your processing of that information) moment by moment. Emotions exert a powerful influence on behavior. Strong emotions can cause you to act in a way that you might not normally or to avoid situations that you generally enjoy. So much of what makes life wonderful and poignant and frustrating is reflected in your emotional experience.


In fact, emotions color the entire fabric of human experience. Imagine a life without emotion. No anger, no sadness—but also, no joy. No love, no affection, a life of numbness, devoid of color or quality. Would you want to live this life? Who would you be with no emotion? You might just be unrecognizable.


Emotions Are Important for Survival


At one point, emotions were so inseparably connected with the sense of what it means to be human that it was difficult to imagine other species sharing in this experience. Now, however, there is good evidence to suggest that emotions are linked with all complex life on the planet. The reason is simple: basic survival.


Naturalist Charles Darwin conceptualized emotions as adaptations that allow both humans and animals to survive and reproduce. Subsequent studies supported and expanded on this view. Researchers have learned that emotions act as signals, alerting organisms to what is happening in their environment. Emotions also guide and direct reactions to those signals: run away from the crocodile, attack this man, show affection toward this child. While emotions are not equivalent to this action or that action (you can be quite angry, for example, without displaying any overt behaviors whatsoever), they carry definite action tendencies. When you are angry, you are likely to attack the source of your irritation. When you experience fear, you are more likely to flee. When you feel love, you may engage in altruistic behavior. Thus, emotions convey information (what is happening), direction (what to do), and motivation (the impulse to take action). Emotions serve an adaptive role in human life by motivating people to act quickly and to take actions that will maximize opportunities for success.


Emotions Are Important for Decision-Making


Recently, neuroscientist Antonio Damasio made a discovery as he studied a group of people who had a damaged prefrontal cortex, the part of the brain where emotional information is synthesized with conscious thought. Damasio noticed that although these people appeared normal in many respects and showed intact reasoning capacity, they exhibited a singular impairment: They struggled to make even the most basic decisions. They could clearly describe possible actions they might take and readily weigh the logical consequences of a given alternative. Yet choosing an appointment date or even deciding what to eat was incredibly difficult.


Damasio’s research shows that emotions have a major influence not only on the kinds of decisions people make, but, more fundamentally, on the ability to make decisions. Some decisions are obvious: Do you drive straight ahead and hit the stalled car in front of you, or do you swerve to avoid the collision? In real life, however, decision-making is often far less clear. Even many seemingly mundane decisions are not so clear-cut when examined more closely. What shirt do you wear today? What toaster do you buy? What school do you send your child to? Emotion greatly facilitates these kinds of decisions.
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Emotions have three constituents: a subjective component (how you experience the emotion), a physiological component (how your body reacts to the emotion), and an expressive component (how you behave in response to the emotion).









Emotions Signal Information to Others


In an environmental context, emotions convey important information about how others should behave toward you, and also about how you should behave toward them. For example, if you encounter a growling animal, you may infer that the creature is angry and defensive, motivating you to back off and avoid possible danger. In much the same way, human emotional displays provide information, or cues, about how others need to respond to them. In some cases, these cues are transmitted through body language, facial expression, or tone of voice. In other cases, the person may just say how he feels. Conveying this information to others gives them cues they can then use to take action.


Just as your emotions provide valuable information to others, their emotional expressions offer you a wealth of information as well. Social communication is an important part of daily life, and being able to interpret and react to the emotions of others is essential. This information allows you to respond appropriately and to build close relationships with friends, family, and loved ones. It also allows you to communicate effectively in a variety of social situations, from dealing with an irate customer to managing a challenging employee.


Primary Versus Secondary Emotions


What are primary and secondary emotions? The initial response you have to a pleasant or unpleasant event is a primary emotion. These feelings arise quickly. They originate as a direct result of an external cue and occur close to the triggering event. For example, if you receive a large pay raise, you will likely have an instant emotional response of joy or surprise. On a sadder note, if a loved one passes away, you will probably quickly feel a powerful emotion of sadness. Primary emotions provide information about your current situation and prepare you to act in some way.


Secondary emotions are an emotional reaction to your primary emotions; that is, they are feelings in response to feelings. If, for example, you yell at your child for forgetting to put the dishes away, your primary emotion of anger comes on quickly, but then you may begin to feel guilty (the secondary emotion) for having lost your temper. The relationship between primary and secondary emotions can be quite complex.


Secondary emotions can arise in response to not recognizing or expressing a primary emotion, as, for example, when an emotion is actively suppressed. A secondary emotion is likely to occur when you don’t value, listen to, or respond to your primary emotions. When you ignore or suppress a primary emotion, it does not simply disappear. Instead, it is re-expressed in covert form. A classic case is the tendency for repressed anger to be “turned inward” and re-expressed as depression.


Secondary emotions can also have a primarily defensive function. A common example is the use of anger to defend against feelings of hurt. Some people are so armored against experiencing vulnerable emotions that they bury these feelings with anger almost immediately. In fact, although statistics are not available, many experts believe that most anger experienced in modern society is defensive and secondary in nature, protecting against the experience of vulnerable emotions such as hurt, rejection, and shame.
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Conducting cross-cultural research in locations as diverse as Papua New Guinea, and San Francisco, psychologist Paul Ekman discovered that a core subset of emotions is recognized throughout the world. He classified the following six “basic” emotions: anger, disgust, fear, happiness, sadness, and surprise.









Anger Is a Three-Stage Process


Anger is experienced as a unified phenomenon. People don’t typically think about “components” or “stages.” Something triggers you, and you get angry. Just like that.


In reality, anger is a process that unfolds in stages. This perspective incorporates up-to-date research findings that have demonstrated the complexity of anger as a phenomenon that is influenced by many factors simultaneously. Beyond the triggering event, anger is significantly determined by personality characteristics, temperament, life history, and personal beliefs. Recognizing anger as a three-stage process provides an actionable framework against which anger can be utilized, controlled, and prevented.


The first stage in the anger process is the trigger event. It’s the “something happened and I got mad” stage. The event can be internal, such as a thought, or external, such as a particular situation that you experience. Internal events usually refer to an earlier external event. For example, you recall a recent incident when a friend broke your trust, with the result that you move from a state of calm to one of anger based on a recollection alone.


The second stage in the anger process is interpretive. It is controlled by how you think about the event that triggered your anger. For example, you tell a friend that you were irritated by what someone said and then you snapped at that person. But was it really so simple? In reality, perhaps you interpreted the person’s behavior as condescending, decided you did not like being addressed that way, decided the other person should be punished for doing so, and snapped back on that basis. This kind of processing can unfold in seconds. Interpretation, or appraisal, of events is facilitated by the fact that, as an adult, you have already internalized a network of beliefs and rules of behavior that direct how you respond to situations (e.g., “disrespectful behavior from others is unacceptable!”).
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Anger serves a purpose, even when it goes wrong, as it has and does for so many people. The experience of anger can be useful in terms of understanding yourself better and becoming aware of issues that you need to address.









The interpretive component of anger is particularly obvious in situations where a triggering event produces different reactions in different people. For example, think of the different reactions that occur when people are confronted with a mundane irritant such as a stoplight that quickly turns red. Some people calmly accept the situation, others are mildly irritated, and some become furious. In each case, the nature of the reaction reveals something important about that person’s state of mind over and above the immediate context that appeared to “cause” the anger in the first place.


The third and final stage in the experience of anger is behavioral. How do you act based on your anger? Do you slam the door? Do you swallow your anger? Do you decide to wait until you can express your anger more indirectly, such as by not showing up at the person’s birthday party? The behavioral-response stage of anger affords many opportunities for either resolving or exacerbating a difficult situation.


Why People Get Angry


People become angry because of a broad range of experiences that are not necessarily threatening or dangerous. Often, anger is aroused when things do not go in accordance with a person’s desires. Thus, it is helpful to distinguish between a real threat, which is anything that threatens your sense of self or that which you love, and an instrumental threat, which might better be expressed as frustration.


For example, your spouse didn’t put the dishes away … again. You find yourself trapped in bumper-to-bumper traffic. The weather is unseasonably hot and humid. People can, and do, get angry over these kinds of things all the time. You probably have as well. This kind of anger emerges as a response to feelings of frustration, which in turn arise whenever you are met with unpleasant circumstances. Any time you are prevented from fulfilling your wishes or forced into a situation you dislike—in short, whenever you have to put up with something you would rather avoid—your mind tends to react with aversion, which can quickly develop into anger.


In modern life, anger most often develops in response to the unwanted actions of another person. For example, another person is perceived as being disrespectful, demeaning, or neglectful. This kind of interpersonal anger is associated with certain styles of thinking, such as “My boss criticized me in front of my colleagues. Now I’m pissed. She shouldn’t be so disrespectful!” or “That guy is going twenty miles over the speed limit. Who does he think he is!” Anger energizes you not only to defend yourself, but also to retaliate. Research indicates that about 25 percent of anger incidents involve thoughts of revenge. Anger often emerges during interactions with loved ones, such as relatives, spouses, and close friends.


Anger As a Defense


One very important reason that people become angry is to protect themselves from feeling vulnerable. Anger is an active, attack-oriented emotion. When you feel angry, you feel powerful, confident, and capable. Contrast this with allowing yourself to feel hurt or afraid; then you feel vulnerable, exposed, and insecure. As a result, people often experience anger as a secondary emotion within the context of the primary emotions of hurt and fear. How many times, in real life or in film, have you seen someone display anger in the face of rejection or betrayal? This jump to anger is a defensive move that typically occurs outside conscious awareness. For many, this move is so strongly conditioned that the anger appears to arise immediately as a primary emotional response.
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How do I know if my anger is defensive?


Anger is often experienced as a secondary emotion to protect yourself from feeling vulnerable. Ask yourself what it is about what happened that upset you. If you recognize that you are experiencing another emotion alongside anger, that other emotion is likely to be your primary emotion.









Common Anger-Provoking Situations


Research has shown that certain situations are more likely to produce anger. In one landmark study by Sanford Mabel, a questionnaire was administered to participants based on an initial review of 900 anger-triggering stimuli. Following a number of iterations, the resulting analysis produced the following list of the ten situations most likely to elicit anger:




	Interruption of goal-directed behavior when time is important


	Experiencing personal degradation or unfair treatment and being powerless to stop it


	Being treated unfairly, unkindly, or in a prejudicial way, whether or not one is present


	Being the object of dishonesty or broken promises, being disappointed by others or oneself


	Having one’s authority, feelings, or property disregarded by others


	Being ignored or treated badly by a significant other


	Experiencing harm because of one’s negligence toward oneself


	Being shown by others’ behavior that they do not care


	Being the object of verbal or physical assault


	Being a “helpless victim”





A quick glance through these situations highlights the self-protective nature of anger. Indeed, all but one (the first, interruption of goal-directed behavior) readily conform to an overarching experience in which one’s person or sense of self is threatened in some way.


A Model for How People Get Angry


In 1996, Dr. Jerry Deffenbacher of Colorado State University offered a simple model for the development of anger that synthesized a broad range of research findings. In terms of this model, anger results from three distinct factors that work together. These factors are the trigger event, the qualities of the individual, and the individual’s appraisal of the situation.


The Trigger Event


Consider the simplest part of this formula: the trigger event. As discussed earlier, there is always some event, internal or external, that triggers the initial anger. This is not a new idea. An important point of Deffenbacher’s model, however, is that the trigger event only explains some of the anger that people experience but not all of it. This point bears emphasizing, because it runs contrary to how most people think about anger. People tend to explain their anger exclusively in terms of the situation that provoked it. If the trigger event could explain everything, then everyone would respond in the same manner to a certain situation. For example, everyone would react the same way when they are cut off in traffic or insulted. This is not the case, of course. People’s reactions to these situations can be quite varied, and the reasons for this variability are explained by the other two factors.


Individual Characteristics


The phrase individual characteristics is very general. A more accurate, but unwieldy, description would be “the condition of the individual at the time and place of the trigger event.” This phrasing shows that the individual characteristics encompass both the established, solidified qualities of the individual (e.g., personality), as well as her fluid state of mind. Solidified qualities include personality, memories, beliefs and values, and physiological status. For example, if you have the personality trait of competitiveness, you may be more likely to be angered by a colleague’s boasting. Or, if your sister is struggling with drug addition, you may react more negatively to someone stating that “drug addicts are all a bunch of losers.”


The particular state of mind, or pre-anger state, that was present immediately before the trigger event is also an important determinant. For example, if you are stressed or worried immediately before a trigger event, you will more likely react angrily. On the other hand, if you are in a good mood, you will more likely react with calm. Pre-anger states have a strong effect on emotional reactions.


Appraisal of the Situation


Ultimately, whether you get angry in response to a particular situation has a lot to do with how you appraise or interpret the situation. Generally speaking, when you interpret a situation negatively, you experience a negative emotional reaction: hurt, anger, fear. The reverse is true as well. This phenomenon is generally referred to as cognitive appraisal, and it is the cornerstone of many contemporary models of stress and anger. The underlying idea is very simple: Your emotions parallel and reflect the content of your thoughts.


Some people tend to interpret things negatively as a matter of habit. They may believe someone’s error had malicious or unkind motives, for example. They may take one negative event as a sign that more negative events are to come, which can further contribute to anger and stress. Remember, an anger-evoking interpretation of an event can be either accurate or inaccurate. You will be just as angry, and feel every bit as “justified,” even when your perspective on the event is mistaken or distorted.
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The modern understanding of the role that appraisal plays in anger owes an enormous debt to earlier research on stress. It was once believed that certain events, such as losing a job, were uniformly upsetting for all people. Research that began in the 1960s showed that this was not the case. People can have very different emotional reactions to events merely as a result of their differing judgments about them.









Anger Is an Embodied Experience


People sometimes speak about anger as if it were a psychological phenomenon​—​something that occurs only in the mind. In reality, the experience of anger has a strong sensory quality, and the immediate expression of anger is decidedly physical. A key point that bears repeating is that anger has evolved to protect you from danger—real, actual, physical danger. In modern life, very few of the things that arouse anger in people pose an immediate physical threat. You feel your spouse is being unsupportive. You receive an unfair performance evaluation. A driver gives you a mean look. Nevertheless, the physiological mechanisms through which anger is expressed cause you to react physically with the same rapidity and intensity as if you were in danger. This is an important point because it speaks to the real difficulty people face in learning to manage and control their anger.


The Physiology of Anger


Anger keeps your body and mind stimulated and ready for action. When you become angry, your sympathetic nervous system—the body’s threat system—becomes activated to contend with the threat. Think back to the last time you were really mad. You probably felt as if your body was preparing for a fight. Once you’ve hit that first step in the anger process, your heart is beginning to race, your breathing is becoming fast and shallow, and you’re sweating or shaking. Other common symptoms include tensing your muscles, grinding your teeth, and reddening of your face.


At the level of your brain and body, a cascade of reactions occurs to produce these symptoms. The body’s threat system is associated with the fight-or-flight response. You are on red alert. You are anticipating physical harm, and you are preparing to take decisive action to counter any threat.


Researchers have found that anger results in more sympathetically aroused sensations than any other emotion, except fear. In other words, anger enables you to work very hard physically and mentally to right a perceived “wrong.” The amygdala, an almond-shaped structure located deep in the brain’s temporal lobe, plays an important role in this process. The amygdala performs a number of functions (including a role in memory formation), but when it comes to fear and anger, the amygdala is primarily responsible for identifying threats and alerting other parts of the brain to take action. The process can be quite rapid and intense, such that you will often react before the reasoning part of your brain, the prefrontal cortex, is able to establish control. This is an important point: The human brain is wired in such a way that anger induces you to act before you can consciously weigh the rationality of your anger or the consequences of your actions. The threat system activates rapidly because anything less could be insufficient to protect you from an immediate physical danger. That is why it often feels as if anger emerges instantaneously. This does not mean that the situation is hopeless, or that you are excused from behaving poorly when you are upset. With effort, even the most intense anger reactions can be moderated and controlled. What it does mean, however, is that you have to make that effort. Learning to manage anger means taking the time to master a set of skills and techniques.


Once you’ve hit that first stage in the anger process, things move quickly. Your brain releases neurotransmitters known as catecholamines, which in turn produce a surge of energy. This energetic surge is highly motivating, producing a temporary elevation of self-confidence and an immediate desire to take action. These reactions are paralleled by physiological changes, such as accelerated heart rate and breathing. Blood pressure increases, resulting in flushing (redness) of the extremities and face. In quick succession, additional neurotransmitters and hormones, including adrenaline, are released, which trigger a lasting state of arousal and aggressiveness. You are ready to fight.


The Effects on Thinking and Attention


During the arousal of any kind of anger, your attention narrows and becomes locked onto the target of your anger, inhibiting higher-order reasoning. You become “captured” in your own point of view, such that it is increasingly difficult to view the situation objectively, or to separate the other party from your emotional reaction to her. Because the purpose of anger is to be protective, it focuses your attention on the worst aspects of the situation. As a result, anger tends to reinforce itself. By focusing primarily on threats, anger generates a state of mind where the anger is readily justified, not examined or questioned. The motive impulse is to neutralize the threat. It’s an “attack first, ask questions later” state of mind. Furthermore, because anger (as well as stress and fear) impairs the encoding of long-term memories, the self-reinforcing nature of anger is carried forward in time. Important contextual and moderating information is lost, while the most threatening observations and impressions are retained and remembered.
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Anger can alter brain function at the cellular level. Researchers at the Hotchkiss Brain Institute in Calgary discovered that anger impairs neurons in the hypothalamus, the brain’s command center for the stress response. This is one of the reasons anger management can be so challenging: The angrier you get, the harder it is to control your anger.









The Moderating Role of “the Executive”


Powerful emotions such as anger can challenge your thinking and judgment in any number of ways, but they do not have to cause you to lose control. The part of your brain responsible for conscious reasoning is the prefrontal cortex. It is sometimes referred to as “the executive,” and for good reason: It allows you to moderate and control the powerful action tendencies generated by more primitive brain regions such as the amygdala. The left prefrontal cortex, in particular, has the ability to switch off emotions. It serves an executive role in decision-making and analysis.


With all this in mind, imagine asserting control over your anger as helping your prefrontal cortex gain the upper hand over the amygdala so you can control how you react to angry feelings. The many ways to facilitate this process include behavioral strategies, relaxation techniques, meditative practices, and the use of cognitive interventions.


The Wind-Down Phase


As the saying goes, “what comes up, must come down.” As more time separates you from the event that triggered your anger, or as the person who is the target of your anger no longer poses an immediate threat, you begin to relax. This is the beginning of the wind-down phase.


Just as the sympathetic nervous system—your body’s threat system—facilitates the activation of anger, now the parasympathetic nervous system takes over, helping to create a sense of calm. The parasympathetic nervous system counters the flood of arousal produced in anger, releasing a neurotransmitter, acetylcholine, that neutralizes the stress hormones and allows the body to settle down.


An important point here is that this winding-down process can be slow and difficult. It can be further complicated by the tendency some people have to marinate in their anger, which can sustain arousal over long periods. Even as you begin to cool down, moreover, your anger threshold will remain lowered from some time. The result is that, following a bout of anger, you are at greater risk for becoming angry again, and will be more likely to overreact to minor irritations. You will likely also find that your memory and concentration are variably impaired in the aftermath of acute anger.





CHAPTER 2
Anger Gone Awry




Anger can be healthy, but it can also be a serious problem for many people. Unhealthy anger is discernible in a number of ways, chiefly by how it affects a person’s life: It creates more problems than it solves. Many factors come into play in terms of understanding why some people develop anger problems while other do not, but common causes include genetics, family background, stress, and low frustration tolerance.





When Anger Becomes a Problem


Anger can be a powerful ally. It is one of the most cathartic emotions, and it can be a very effective cleanser of the emotional system. However, when anger becomes a habit, it loses its power to transform and becomes an obstacle.


America seems to be in the midst of an anger epidemic. From traffic jams to computer glitches to friends who don’t show up when they say they will, there’s never been a shortage of things to get mad about. Recently, fallout from the economic crisis—lost jobs, shrunken nest eggs—seems to be amplifying the overall level of arousal. The pressures of modern-day life put enormous stress on families, relationships, individuals, and organizations. The result is that people are increasingly witnessing and experiencing greater levels of anger, frustration, irritability, and stress.


The Societal Context


Statistics demonstrate a high prevalence of anger in modern society. According to a study led by Ronald Kessler, more than 7 percent of the U.S. population have met criteria for intermittent explosive disorder (IED), a particularly severe form of chronic anger. A recent USA Today/Gallup poll reported that 53 percent of Americans were angry about the economy. In another poll conducted by the American Psychological Association, 60 percent of Americans reported feeling angry or irritable—up from 50 percent in 2007. Anger problems are not limited to the United States, though. A recent survey in the United Kingdom, for example, found that 12 percent of respondents had trouble controlling their anger, 28 percent worried about how angry they sometimes feel, and 64 percent agreed that people in general are getting angrier.
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People spend, on average, three-and-a-half years of their lives being angry. Although work problems, money worries, and family issues all play a part, various customer service issues, and other societal horrors, such as “Dog Mess” and “Public Displays of Affection” also cause distress.









Healthy Versus Unhealthy Anger


Feelings of anger can generate positive or negative behavior, depending on the situation and the individual’s manner of dealing with the emotion. Healthy anger is differentiated from unhealthy anger in terms of how successfully the emotion serves the person’s basic needs. For example, if you made a quirky, somewhat angry response to a coworker’s rude comment that positively resolved the situation, the anger response would be considered healthy. However, if you punched your coworker, thus endangering employment and violating another person’s integrity, the anger response would be considered unhealthy.


Healthy anger motivates you to stand up for yourself, address problems, and correct injustices. When you manage anger well, it prompts you to make positive changes. Mismanaged anger, on the other hand, is counterproductive, creating more problems than it solves. Here are some of the core characteristics of unhealthy anger:




	It is too frequent.


	It is too intense.


	It lasts too long.


	It masks other feelings.


	It disturbs family and/or work relationships.


	It begins a destructive cycle that often cannot be controlled.


	It hurts people.





Anger that exhibits these core characteristics can lead to poor decision-making and problem-solving, can create problems with relationships at home and at work, and can directly affect your health.


Anger, Hostility, and Aggression


Anger, hostility, and aggression are frequently used terms that have significant differences in meaning. Anger is a normal emotion; despite its adaptive benefits, however, it is considered a negative emotion because most people would generally prefer not to feel angry.


Hostility is the pervasive attitude that anticipates aggression in others and justifies aggression toward others. It is a characteristic of chronically angry people who tend to ignore their own contributions to frustrating situations, which they view as intolerable, unjustified, and intentionally caused.


Aggression is a behavior intended to cause harm. Often, it reflects a desire for dominance and control. Aggressive behavior can be measured on a continuum ranging from pushy and controlling behavior to violence and rage. Aggressive behavior can involve either covert or overt behavior. Covert aggression expresses anger in an indirect, manipulative, or passive-aggressive manner, including subtle behaviors such as withdrawal, sabotage, or sarcasm. Overt aggression expresses anger in a direct, controlling, or domineering manner, including more obvious behaviors such as arguing, yelling, or violence.


Since anger is typically expressed through loud verbalizations, aggression is usually the driving point behind cases that wind up in the criminal justice system. Research shows that about 90 percent of aggressive incidents are preceded by anger. However, only 10 percent of anger experiences are actually followed by aggression. People often want to act aggressively when they are angry but, fortunately, most do not actually take aggressive actions.


Situational Anger


Situational anger is experienced as an immediate response to an event. For example, your boss unfairly blames you for a late project; you’re running late for work, only to find that an accident has shut down the highway; you discover that your child has been cheating at school. Not taking into account an underlying chronic anger problem, the most challenging form of situational anger is overreactive anger, in which either the intensity or the expression of anger is disproportionate to the triggering event. Situational anger aroused by these kinds of events is time-limited by definition.


Chronic Anger


You likely know someone who seems to carry a chip on his or her shoulder. You may even be this person. Chronically angry people are always angry or upset about something. They complain about and criticize the boss, their children, their spouse, the economy, the government, the phone company, the quality of produce at the supermarket. They wake up full of complaints. They spread criticism and negativity throughout the day and go to bed unhappy and still complaining. They are not fun to be around.


Whereas some forms of dysfunctional anger are situation-dependent, acute chronic anger is self-sustaining. These people are unable to deal with stress appropriately and are therefore easily frustrated, which inevitably leads to increased anger. They may become angry in situations where it is not useful or appropriate, and they have difficulty resolving interpersonal ruptures. Chronically angry people tend to become angry quicker than others and to remain angry for longer periods.


This condition affects adults, teenagers, and children, often causing rage or ill temper on a regular basis. In most cases, the person becomes easily upset, even over trivial circumstances. The causes of chronic anger vary, but many experts believe one cause is neglect or abuse in childhood. Many people with anger issues risk alienating close friends and loved ones, who may find it uncomfortable or even frightening to be around the chronically angry person.


Anger as a Habitual Response


The more that you engage in anger, the more likely you are to become angry in the future. The physiological pathways to anger become primed with frequent use. Over time, aggressive displays of anger can become a habit that is hard to break. By their very nature, habits have a repetitive quality, and are initiated readily, with little thought. Because of this, people with anger management problems tend to turn to anger as their preferred problem-solving and coping technique, with little consideration of adverse consequences.


Why Are Some People Angrier Than Others?


Some people really are angrier than others. They get angry more easily and more intensely than other people. Sometimes they don’t show their anger in loud spectacular ways but are chronically irritable and grumpy. Easily angered people do not always curse and throw things; they may just withdraw, sulk, or even get physically ill.


People who are easily angered generally have a low tolerance for frustration, aggravation, and everyday hassles. They seem to overreact to the many problems of daily living and believe they should not be subjected to frustration, inconvenience, or annoyance. They find it difficult to take things in stride and are particularly exasperated if the situation seems unreasonable or unfair.


Anger Risk Factors


There are a number of risk factors that increase a person’s chance of developing an anger problem. How you deal with anger is something that you learn throughout your life. If you do not have healthy coping or anger management techniques, you will be more prone to having difficulty controlling anger. In addition, anger control issues can be observed in families, so if a parent had anger issues, you will be more likely to experience similar problems. It’s not set in stone, but the probability is increased.


Common risk factors for developing anger management issues include the following:




	
Genetics. Some children are born irritable, touchy, and easily angered, and these signs are present from a very early age. There are babies who are crankier than others, and in some cases these tendencies continue through adolescence and into adulthood.
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Scientists have been able to disentangle the influence of genes and the environment on behavior by studying twins. A study in Denmark looked at similarities among identical twins who had been adopted as infants and raised separately. According to www.sciencemag.com, overall, there was a 12.9 percent concordance between twins’ aggressive behaviors as adults, suggesting that genetics makes a small but significant contribution to aggression.











	
Witnessing poor anger management. Family background is an established source of anger problems. People who are easily angered often come from families that are disruptive, chaotic, and unskilled at emotional communication. Children learn how to behave and regulate their emotions by watching their parents. If one or both parents have anger management problems, their children are more likely to believe that losing their temper is an acceptable and normal reaction to anger.


	
Impaired processing of social information. This is a major cause for anger problems and often serves as an immediate trigger for combative interactions. Social information processing occurs over multiple stages. A deficit at any one of these steps can give rise to persistent problems in the experience and management of anger. For example, some people tend to believe that others’ actions are malevolent, a cognitive distortion known as the hostile attribution bias. Others may exhibit distortions in interpreting their own behaviors. While they may exaggerate the hostility in others’ actions, they may underestimate the impact of their own aggressive behavior. Such people will tend to react strongly to situations that are generally perceived as only mildly irritating and feel justified in assigning blame to others for their own aggressive responses.


	
Experiencing abuse or trauma. Witnessing or experiencing any kind of abuse as a child or an adult is a risk factor for developing anger management issues. For some, anger feels like the safest emotion to experience. They believe that if they are angry, they are safe from further abuse. For others, depending on the extent of the abuse, changes in brain chemistry can result in difficulty regulating anger and other emotions. Anger outbursts are common amongst people who experience post-traumatic stress disorder.


	
Mismanaging stress. Stress due to a job, an unhappy relationship, or even the death of a loved one can lower the threshold for feeling overwhelmed. When stress surpasses this lowered threshold, anger emerges as a natural response. In more severe situations, when the stress becomes chronic or is not managed properly, expressions of anger tend to become more frequent and may turn into a “go-to” habit for coping with feeling overwhelmed.


	
Being taught that expressing emotions is unacceptable. Some families have low tolerance for expressing certain emotions in front of anyone. This teaches children that they should not feel or show these emotions. Because emotions are a necessary and natural part of life, this kind of teaching can be quite harmful. Suppressing negative emotions does not allow the child to learn healthy emotion management techniques. Instead, everything is bottled up inside, which creates a pressure-cooker environment in which blowups become almost inevitable.
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