
What is Anger? V. Dawson

By APA

The Nature of Anger

Anger is "an emotional state that varies in intensity from mild irritation to intense fury and rage," according to

Charles Spielberger, PhD, a psychologist who specializes in the study of anger. Like other emotions, it is

accompanied by physiological and biological changes; when you get angry, your heart rate and blood pressure

go up, as do the levels of your energy hormones, adrenaline, and noradrenaline.

Anger can be caused by both external and internal events. You could be angry at a specific person (Such as a

coworker or supervisor) or event (a traffic jam, a canceled flight), or your anger could be caused by worrying or

brooding about your personal problems. Memories of traumatic or enraging events can also trigger angry

feelings.

Relaxation

Simple relaxation tools, such as deep breathing and relaxing imagery, can help calm down angry feelings. There

are books and courses that can teach you relaxation techniques, and once you learn the techniques, you can call

upon them in any situation. If you are involved in a relationship where both partners are hot-tempered, it might

be a good idea for both of you to learn these techniques.

Some simple steps you can try:

 Breathe deeply, from your diaphragm; breathing from your chest won't relax you. Picture your breath

coming up from your "gut."

 Slowly repeat a calm word or phrase such as "relax," "take it easy." Repeat it to yourself while breathing

deeply.

 Use imagery; visualize a relaxing experience, from either your memory or your imagination.

 Non strenuous, slow yoga-like exercises can relax your muscles and make you feel much calmer.

Practice these techniques daily. Learn to use them automatically when you're in a tense situation.

Cognitive Restructuring

Simply put, this means changing the way you think. Angry people tend to curse, swear, or speak in highly

colorful terms that reflect their inner thoughts. When you're angry, your thinking can get very exaggerated and

overly dramatic. Try replacing these thoughts with more rational ones. For instance, instead of telling yourself,

"oh, it's awful, it's terrible, everything's ruined," tell yourself, "it's frustrating, and it's understandable that I'm

upset about it, but it's not the end of the world and getting angry is not going to fix it anyhow."

Be careful of words like "never" or "always" when talking about yourself or someone else. "This !&*%@

machine never works," or "you're always forgetting things" are not just inaccurate, they also serve to make you

feel that your anger is justified and that there's no way to solve the problem. They also alienate and humiliate

people who might otherwise be willing to work with you on a solution.

Remind yourself that getting angry is not going to fix anything, that it won't make you feel better (and may

actually make you feel worse).

Logic defeats anger, because anger, even when it's justified, can quickly become irrational. So use cold hard

logic on yourself. Remind yourself that the world is "not out to get you," you're just experiencing some of the

rough spots of daily life. Do this each time you feel anger getting the best of you, and it'll help you get a more

balanced perspective. Angry people tend to demand things: fairness, appreciation, agreement, willingness to do

things their way. Everyone wants these things, and we are all hurt and disappointed when we don't get them, but

angry people demand them, and when their demands aren't met, their disappointment becomes anger. As part of

their cognitive restructuring, angry people need to become aware of their demanding nature and translate their

expectations into desires. In other words, saying, "I would like" something is healthier than saying, "I demand"

or "I must have" something. When you're unable to get what you want, you will experience the normal

reactions—frustration, disappointment, hurt—but not anger. Some angry people use this anger as a way to avoid

feeling hurt, but that doesn't mean the hurt goes away.

Problem Solving



Sometimes, our anger and frustration are caused by very real and inescapable problems in our lives. Not all

anger is misplaced, and often it's a healthy, natural response to these difficulties. There is also a cultural belief

that every problem has a solution, and it adds to our frustration to find out that this isn't always the case. The

best attitude to bring to such a situation, then, is not to focus on finding the solution, but rather on how you

handle and face the problem.

Make a plan, and check your progress along the way. Resolve to give it your best, but also not to punish

yourself if an answer doesn't come right away. If you can approach it with your best intentions and efforts and

make a serious attempt to face it head-on, you will be less likely to lose patience and fall into all-or-nothing

thinking, even if the problem does not get solved right away.

Better Communication

Angry people tend to jump to—and act on—conclusions, and some of those conclusions can be very inaccurate.

The first thing to do if you're in a heated discussion is slow down and think through your responses. Don't say

the first thing that comes into your head, but slow down and think carefully about what you want to say. At the

same time, listen carefully to what the other person is saying and take your time before answering.

Listen, too, to what is underlying the anger. For instance, you like a certain amount of freedom and personal

space, and your "significant other" wants more connection and closeness. If he or she starts complaining about

your activities, don't retaliate by painting your partner as a jailer, a warden, or an albatross around your neck.

It's natural to get defensive when you're criticized, but don't fight back. Instead, listen to what's underlying the

words: the message that this person might feel neglected and unloved. It may take a lot of patient questioning on

your part, and it may require some breathing space, but don't let your anger—or a partner's—let a discussion

spin out of control. Keeping your cool can keep the situation from becoming a disastrous one.

When you talk to a prospective therapist, tell her or him that you have problems with anger that you want to

work on, and ask about his or her approach to anger management. Make sure this isn't only a course of action

designed to "put you in touch with your feelings and express them"—that may be precisely what your problem

is. With counseling, psychologists say, a highly angry person can move closer to a middle range of anger in

about 8 to 10 weeks, depending on the circumstances and the techniques used.
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No. 1: Take a timeout

Counting to 10 isn't just for kids. Before reacting to a tense situation, take a few moments to breathe deeply and

count to 10. Slowing down can help defuse your temper. If necessary, take a break from the person or situation

until your frustration subsides a bit.

No. 2: Once you're calm, express your anger

As soon as you're thinking clearly, express your frustration in an assertive but nonconfrontational way. State

your concerns and needs clearly and directly, without hurting others or trying to control them.

No. 3: Get some exercise

Physical activity can provide an outlet for your emotions, especially if you're about to erupt. If you feel your

anger escalating, go for a brisk walk or run, or spend some time doing other favorite physical activities.

Physical activity stimulates various brain chemicals that can leave you feeling happier and more relaxed than

you were before you worked out.

No. 4: Think before you speak

In the heat of the moment, it's easy to say something you'll later regret. Take a few moments to collect your

thoughts before saying anything — and allow others involved in the situation to do the same.

No. 5: Identify possible solutions

Instead of focusing on what made you mad, work on resolving the issue at hand. Does your child's messy room

drive you crazy? Close the door. Is your partner late for dinner every night? Schedule meals later in the evening



— or agree to eat on your own a few times a week. Remind yourself that anger won't fix anything, and might

only make it worse.

No. 6: Stick with 'I' statements

To avoid criticizing or placing blame — which might only increase tension — use "I" statements to describe the

problem. Be respectful and specific. For example, say, "I'm upset that you left the table without offering to help

with the dishes," instead of, "You never do any housework."

No. 7: Don't hold a grudge

Forgiveness is a powerful tool. If you allow anger and other negative feelings to crowd out positive feelings,

you might find yourself swallowed up by your own bitterness or sense of injustice. But if you can forgive

someone who angered you, you might both learn from the situation. It's unrealistic to expect everyone to behave

exactly as you want at all times.

No. 8: Use humor to release tension

Lightening up can help diffuse tension. Don't use sarcasm, though — it can hurt feelings and make things

worse.

No. 9: Practice relaxation skills

When your temper flares, put relaxation skills to work. Practice deep-breathing exercises, imagine a relaxing

scene, or repeat a calming word or phrase, such as, "Take it easy." You might also listen to music, write in a

journal or do a few yoga poses — whatever it takes to encourage relaxation.

No. 10: Know when to seek help

Learning to control anger is a challenge for everyone at times. Consider seeking help for anger issues if your

anger seems out of control, causes you to do things you regret or hurts those around you. You might explore

local anger management classes or anger management counseling. With professional help, you can:
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