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PREFACE

During the many years that I've worked with people struggling to man-
age their anger, I've often been disappointed by the published material
available to them. Most books on anger don’t provide effective tools for
managing it, or worse yet, they lag behind the current research on emo-
tions. Those that do have substance are usually targeted at men who are
abusing their wives and children or at women who are having difficulty ex-
pressing their anger. While this focus fits many people, other large groups
“fall through the cracks.” I could find nothing that dealt with the full range
of the problems that both sexes face, such as men who have difficulty ex-
pressing anger and women whose tempers wreak havoc on their husbands
and children. Many good books are available on assertiveness, but they ad-
dress only a small aspect of the problem.

As a result of my frustration, this book brewed for many years in the
back of my mind. I am pleased now to be able to offer it both to fellow
therapists as a resource, and to those who are struggling with managing
anger effectively. If you are among the latter, it is my hope that this book
will help you with your struggles. I know from the many letters I've re-
ceived that it is possible to follow a program laid out in a book successfully.
I encourage you to use this book as it is intended—as a workbook. If you
do, I sincerely believe that you will succeed in taming the beast of anger
and transforming it into a positive force in your life.



1WHERE DOES THE .BEAST COME FROM?

The image of anger as a beast is a familiar one. We have all experienced
the transformation that can occur when the beast awakens: the momen-
tary sense of power, the confidence that what we are doing is correct, and
the overwhelming drive to triumph over whoever or whatever is opposing
us. But all too often we have also experienced the aftermath of the beast
gone wild: words and choices that we regret, damaged relationships, and
a desire to erase what we’ve done. Some people respond to this havoc by
locking the beast deep within themselves, where it never again sees the
light of day; unfortunately, the price of powerlessness they pay can be just
as great as the damage done by their uncontrolled anger. Others go
through a constant cycle of anger and regret.

This book is for everyone who is struggling with anger. By following the
lives of four people, each of whom is struggling with the beast in different
ways, it will show you how to tame anger and make it your ally instead of
your enemy.

Sharon, a divorced mother of two, often finds herself exploding over
trivial matters. At work she is overly aggressive and has a history of alien-
ating her coworkers. Her trail of poor relationships often leaves her with
feelings of deep regret.

David, a successful businessman and a good provider for his family, is
often overly critical of his employees, even cruel. At home his criticism and
quick temper are distancing him from his wife and children, despite his
desire to be close to them.

Carmen, a shy married woman who works as a clerk, remains silent
when conflict arises. Sometimes her silence dissolves into a flood of tears.
Afterward she dwells on how badly she handled the situation. Sometimes
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she becomes so depressed that she sits and stares into space for much of
the evening, replaying the conflict over and over in her head.

Alex, an intelligent and articulate single man, has what most would con-
sider an easygoing manner. But he often stews over minor things for days.
When he feels he has suffered wrongs, he often retaliates indirectly, mak-
ing hurtful comments or “forgetting” things that he knows are important
to others. Afterward he is often confused as to why he acted as he did.

As you follow each of these people on their journey to controlling anger,
you'll find many parallels in your own life. Along the way you'll acquire
new tools for taming your own beast.

Is There a Positive Side to Anger?
What words come to mind when you think of anger? When I conduct

workshops on anger, I often begin with this question. In response, work-
shop participants often list these words:

confusion hate pain stress

destruction helplessness powerlessness  tears

disappoint- hitting pushing trouble
ment hurt regret weakness

disapproval inadequacy rejection violence

fear loneliness resentment

frustration loss running away

guilt out of control  sadness

While we usually see anger in this negative way, it has another side as
well. Sometimes anger is a positive force. When I ask the group to think
of times when this has been true for them, they begin to see that anger en-
ables them to set limits and say no to unreasonable demands. It can also
help them take steps to meet important needs that they’ve been ignoring.
As you work through the following chapters, you'll learn how to transform
destructive anger into a positive source of strength.
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What Is Anger?

Three words summarize the key aspects of anger:

¢ Threat
¢ Energy
¢ Motivation

Anger is an automatic emotional response to a real or perceived threat.
It generates energy as well as motivation to eliminate that threat. The
greater the threat, the higher the level of arousal and the greater the mo-
tivation to eliminate it.

In everyday speech, the word anger usually refers to a level of arousal
somewhere between irritation and rage:

Irritation Anger Rage

When I refer to anger in this book, I'm referring to this entire range of
emotions: from low-level irritation to out-of-control rage.

Once a perceived threat has triggered anger, the energy and motivation
generated by the anger produce actions that can range from violence to
positive problem-solving;

¢ Violent, destructive, and/or harmful actions

¢ Tantrums

e Hurtful or critical remarks (sarcasm/teasing)

e Sulking/pouting

e Passive-aggressive behavior (hurtful actions such as being late or
cruel remarks that you “don’t mean”)

 Withdrawal (you retreat from situations that incite anger)

¢ Hurtful or destructive fantasies

e Suppression (you're angry but pretend that you aren't)

* Repression (you're so good at suppressing anger, you don'’t even re-
alize when something has made you angry)

* Constructive action (usually assertive behavior or problem-solving)
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As you read through this list, you may have noticed that nearly all the
items are destructive and self-defeating responses. The goal of this book
is to reduce such destructive expressions and channel the energy and mo-
tivation of anger positively.

Two things cause anger to be expressed in harmful ways. First, anger
can be triggered by a real or a perceived threat. The first step, then, for
transforming anger into a positive force is to learn to evaluate threats ac-
curately. Because this is much more easily said than done, we’ll spend a
lot of time developing this ability.

The second cause for anger’s destructive side is its automatic and un-
conscious nature. Like our actions generally, the actions we take when we
are angry tend to be fairly automatic and unconscious. The good news is
that these actions are learned responses. This means that you can learn
new ways of responding that will eventually replace destructive and self-
defeating expressions of anger. While this takes time and effort, you can
succeed and learn to manage your anger in new and more effective ways.

How to Get the Most Out of This Book

This book is designed to be used as a workbook. In order to get the most
out of it, you need to read through it slowly. Beginning with Chapter 2, I
suggest you spend at least one week on each chapter and do as many of
the Recommended Activities as possible. While it’s best to work through
the book slowly, it’s all right to first read through the entire book quickly
to get a general idea of what it covers. But once you've done so, return to
the beginning and work through the chapters slowly.

If your goal is to change the way you experience and express anger, you
will need much more than just a general understanding of ideas. You will
need to internalize the information and skills presented in each chapter,
to make them a natural and automatic part of your behavior. The Recom-
mended Activities play a key role in this process. The more time and en-
ergy you spend on them, the more successful you will be.

You may want to read each chapter several times. You may also wish to
spend more than one week on a particular chapter. While it’s important to
be thorough, it’s also important to maintain your momentum. So as you
work through the book, try not to overdo it. Instead, spend at least one
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week but no more than two weeks on each chapter, doing as many of the
Recommended Activities as possible. You can spend additional time on
those areas where you feel you need more work after you complete the
program. ‘

This probably sounds like a lot of work. It is. But it took all your life to
develop your current thinking patterns and behaviors. Still, if you keep at
it, you'll soon find yourself taming your beast—first in small ways, then ul-
timately mastering it as Sharon, David, Carmen, and Alex have.

Summary of Key Ideas

1. Anger is an automatic, emotional response to a real or perceived
threat. It generates energy as well as motivation to eliminate the
threat. The greater the threat, the higher the level of arousal and
the greater the motivation to eliminate the threat.

2. While anger is often a destructive force, it can also enable a person
to set limits and say no to unreasonable demands and take steps to
meet important needs that have been ignored.

3. A threat that triggers anger may be either real or perceived. Our
responses to threats are learned. New responses can be learned to
replace the old ones.

4. Use this book as a workbook. Read each chapter several times, and
do as many of the Recommended Activities as you can before go-
ing on to the next chapter.

Recommended Activities

Getting the Most out of the Recommended Activities

At the end of each chapter, you will find a set of activities that will help
you learn to manage anger in new and more positive ways. I have used
them with clients in my psychotherapy practice for many years. Some
will be easy, while others will be difficult and may make you uncom-
fortable. The easy activities probably involve skills that are already a
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part of how you usually think and act. The difficult and uncomfortable
activities probably involve skills and ideas new to you or that you’ve never
really mastered.

You may be inclined to spend less time with activities you find easy and
more time with those that seem difficult or uncomfortable. That’s fine, but
I encourage you to do all the exercises. Even though a particular exercise
may not seem to apply to you at first, the results of doing it may still sur-
prise you.

One other point I'd like to stress is that I've designed this book to pro-
duce permanent change rather than just a quick fix. This is a very difficult
task, since you are trying to change deeply ingrained response patterns.
It’s very likely that you've already attended workshops or read books that
taught you various assertive and communication skills that you’ve under-
stood and have been able to use in limited ways. However, the old dys-
functional patterns continue to re-emerge. The problem is that irrational
beliefs, distorted thinking, and reactions that were established during
childhood are blocking your ability to use the various skills you've learned.
Because of this, the early chapters of this book focus on removing the
blocks that 'prevent you from using new skills. It is only then that you will
begin practicing communication and assertiveness skills.

Another thing that I've done is to introduce the various skills needed to
manage anger effectively in a systematic way, from those that are usually
the easiest for a person to master to those that are most difficult and de-
pendent on earlier abilities (such as challenging distorted thinking or
changing basic beliefs). So, while the order of the material sometimes may
not make sense to you, it is all done based on my experience with many
different people and the goal of permanent change in mind.

Since you have spent your entire life developing your current thinking
and behavior patterns, changing them will take some time. Be patient.
When an important change occurs, you probably won’t even notice it un-
til later. This is how personal growth takes place. If you have a strong com-
mitment to use the book as it is designed—to do the reading and apply as
many of the suggestions as possible (even if they seem silly or pointless)—
you will learn to respond and manage anger in new and more effective
ways.
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Keep an Anger Journal

Because most of our behavior is fairly automatic and unconscious, the first
step in changing behavior is to identify our current patterns clearly. The
. more precisely yoil identify your automatic responses to various situations,
the better able you will be to identify the changes you need to make. The
best way to identify your responses is to keep an anger journal.

Use your journal not only to record and analyze your behavior, but to
complete the written Recommended Activities, list your problems and
concerns, record your insights, and keep track of your progress. As you
proceed through the chapters, you will find that your journal is an ex-
tremely effective tool for growth.

You don’t need to use an expensive or fancy volume for your journal. A
simple spiral-bound notebook s fine. Feel free to choose whatever is most
comfortable for you. As you work with your journal, keep in mind that pri-
vacy is essential, in order to write honestly and openly. Do not write for an
“unseen audience”; attempting to please invisible watchers can cause you
to lose much of the benefit of keeping a journal.

The main value of a journal is not the permanent record it represents
but the work put into creating it. The act of writing is a powerful way to
learn because it involves different parts of the brain. This is why written
homework is a fundamental part of formal education. Even after you com-
plete this book, you may choose to keep your journal as a source of en-
couragement because of the progress it records.

As I mentioned, the first step in changing your anger patterns is to ob-
serve and identify your current patterns in detail. Each day this week, take
ten to fifteen minutes to write down a brief description of when you be-
came angry. For each incident rate your anger in terms of its level of in-
tensity. Use a scale of 1 to 10, where 1 is minimal anger arousal and 10 is
the most anger arousal you have ever felt. Also using a scale of 1 to 10, rate
each incident in terms of how aggressively you acted, where 1 is minimal
aggression and 10 is the most aggression you have ever displayed. Then
record your thoughts when you were angry and a brief description of what
you did. You'll use this information in the later chapters. Here are Sharon
and Alex’s first entries in their anger journals:
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SHARON
MONDAY, JUNE 2
Incident: | became angry with my son, who had not picked up his
toys.

Arousal — 4, Aggression —4

Thoughts: “Why can’t he learn to pick up his toys! Why do | always
have to follow him around? | feel like a maid. He’s so irresponsible.”

Actions: | yelled at him and told him how irresponsible he was. Then |
made him pick up the toys.

ALEX
WEDNESDAY, MAY 7
Incident: My girlfriend went shopping with her friends instead of
having dinner with me.

Arousal — |, Aggression — |

Thoughts: “How could she do this to me? | thought she cared, but |
guess her friends are more important than our relationship.”

Actions: | went home, took the phone off the hook so she couldn’t
reach me, and watched TV.

Clarify Your Goals

If you are serious about change, you can greatly increase your chances of
success by clarifying exactly what change you wish to achieve. Think about
each of the following questions, and record your responses in your anger
journal.

Why am I reading this book?

What do I hope to achieve as a result of working through this book?
How might I sabotage or undermine my work as I go through this
book?

How can I prevent myself from sabotaging or undermining my work?
How do I feel about reading this book?
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