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Anger

I don’t know how many times I’ve heard an angry person tell me, “I just snapped”, “She made me do it”, “My wrist is broken, I punched the bedroom wall”, or “I’ve left him because I can no longer stand his physical and verbal abuse”. The end result of uncontrolled anger is broken relationships, fractured bodies, intervention orders and in some cases jail. 

So what is anger? Anger could be defined as a feeling, an emotional state experienced in response to a threat or challenge or attack. Aggression is behaviour directed toward another with the object of causing them harm or injury. Anger is a normal human emotion. Harming yourself or others is not, and needs to be corrected.

When we are angry several changes take place as we respond physiologically, psychologically and with a social response. The body’s physiological response readies the body for fight-or-flight as adrenaline is released. The psychological response involves us reinforcing thoughts and feelings about the situation to confirm that what we think or feel is right at that time. The social response is largely the response appropriate in our culture. The ultimate outcome is an action or behavior that will either be appropriate or inappropriate in the situation.


This Simply Better Health Guides takes the techniques of Cognitive-Behavioural Therapy (C.B.T.) to help you manage and control your aggressive behaviours. We need to be aware that our specific thoughts, feelings and behaviours are an integral part of our anger or aggressive way of acting. Our anger may have served us well in the past to empower, energize, or to intimidate others. Like the two year old child with the “temper tantrum” this behaviour needs to be changed.

If you are aware of your thoughts, feelings, and actions you will able to develop more appropriate coping strategies such as, challenging thoughts, reducing arousal, and changing behaviour to prevent or reduce your aggressive behaviour. New coping strategies need to be practiced to bring about lifestyle changes. 


Generally speaking, if you have anger control problems you will probably experience: high levels of tension, low self-esteem, assertiveness difficulties, difficulty managing stress, low empathy with others, high impulsivity, and problem solving difficulties. These characteristics manifest as threatening others, overreacting to insignificant events, and responding without negotiation or compromise. At the belief level aggressive individuals project blame onto others (“pass the buck”), hold irrational beliefs, have high expectations, and exaggerate the significance or importance of events.

If we consider the anger cycle (Figure 1.) as a circle then we can see the impact of our beliefs, thoughts, feelings and actions.
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Figure 1. The Anger Cycle
 
Our beliefs are learnt in childhood and form the foundation of our thinking. Beliefs are usually deep-seated. A belief might be, “I must be loved by others”, “I must always win”, or “Women shouldn’t work outside the home”. Our triggers are those incidents, people, smells, attitudes or other things that precede aggressive behaviour. The thoughts and feelings are the result of our beliefs and situational triggers. Physical symptoms are the body’s response to the situation. Commonly shaking, muscle tension, palpitations and sweating are experienced. Behaviour is the action taken, and the consequences are the direct result of your behaviour.

At this point I’m assuming you want to change and learn some skills to manage your anger and aggressive behavior. So let’s look at strategies you can use at each of the points in the Anger Cycle, beginning with your Beliefs.
16 Strategies to Help Manage your Anger and Aggression
Tip # 1. Identify irrational beliefs. Irrational beliefs are ideas, feelings, ways of thinking, beliefs, opinions, prejudices or values with which you were raised, or have adopted, which are ineffectual and self-defeating. They result in habitual responses which have negative or neutral consequences. Irrational beliefs may be about you, others or any topic.

Examples of irrational beliefs are: “Every one must love me”, “I am useless”, “I am ugly” (too fat/thin/wrong hair color/big bottom etc.), “No one cares about me”, “You always get hurt in relationships”, “No one listens to my point of view”, “There is only one way of doing things”, “If you are not in a relationship there must be something wrong with you”, or “Having weaknesses or asking others for help is a sign of weakness”.

Tip # 2. Refute the irrational belief by going on the attack and challenging the belief. Ask, “Is this belief always true?”, “How would I feel if I substituted a new belief for the old one?”, “Is there a more positive way of looking at this?”, “Does it help me to dwell on this belief?”, or “Where is the evidence for this belief?” As you answer these and similar questions you will find often there is no evidence to support your irrational belief.
Tip # 3. Substitute a rational belief and act on it. A rational belief is, “I am beautiful whether others say so or not”, “I’d like to pass the exam but I don’t have to”, “Sure I acted badly but that doesn’t make me a bad person”. As you act on your new belief your self-esteem will increase and you will see that positive change is possible.
Tip # 4. Identify your triggers for aggression. What are the incidents, persons, places, smells or other things that precede your aggressive outbursts and behaviour? Be honest. Typical triggers may  include: work pressure, loneliness, financial concerns, major life changes – divorce or separation, moving house, redundancy or job loss; feeling criticized or hurt or embarassed, boredom, too much noise or too many people, aggressive behaviour of others (pointing, staring, yelling), or your own inability to solve problems and communicate with others. Other environmental factors such as what happened at home or school years ago may sensitize you to act badly.
Tip # 5. Anticipate the trigger and have a strategy for handling it. For example, if you know that every time you and your family discuss politics it ends in a shouting match, doesn’t it make sense to have some strategy in place to prevent this? Perhaps the family need to be told that if they want to discuss politics (read: shout at each other) you are leaving because the discussion always has an unpleasant ending. Then, when the topic of politics is raised go into action and leave. 
Tip # 6. Identify distorted thinking. Distorted thinking is thinking that is logical but not rational. Typical distortions are: all–or–nothing thinking: where everything is seen in black-and-white categories (“He’s a loser”, “All men are #^#*”); overgeneralization: a single negative experience is seen as a never ending pattern ( “She is always late”); jumping to conclusions: you make a negative interpretation even though the facts tell otherwise (“He ignored me so he hates me”); catastrophising: you exaggerate or minimize the importance of the situation (“It will be terrible”, “I don’t have any skills”); should statements: words such as ‘should’, ‘ought’, ‘must’ or ‘can’t’ do not motivate and when directed toward others arouse frustration, anger, and resentment; personalization: you see yourself as the cause of every negative event, even if you had nothing to do with it (“The copier is broken because I used it last”, It is my fault he failed his exam”); and emotional reasoning: the assumption that your negative emotions do reflect the way things really are (“I feel sad, so it must be true”).
Tip # 7. Challenge the distorted thinking with more effective statements. Having recognised your distorted thinking, stop using the distortions and instead use statements that lead to a more effective outcome. Statements like, “He is entitled to his point of view. I need to listen”, “How can we get a win-win solution to this?”, or “Our marriage is important, we both need to listen and understand each other” will keep you calm and result in better behaviour.
Tip # 8 Use Humour. Attempt to see the funny side of your situation. Imagine the other party sitting in their underwear or having red dotted elephant ears. Humour takes the edge off anger.

Tip # 9 Distract yourself. Rather than “feed on” the hurt or anger in the situation make a conscious deliberate effort to think of something else. When aroused say, “Stop” either aloud or in your mind and then think more pleasant thoughts.

Tip#10 Focus on the task at hand. Don’t allow yourself to be sidetracked into personal or side issues. If you are discussing discipline of children don’t be drawn into discussing what others believe about discipline, the family budget, or the next holiday.

Tip #11. Practice empathy. Empathy is the identification with and understanding of another’s feelings, emotions, and situation. Put
yourself in the other’s shoes and ask, “What would I be thinking or feeling if I were her?” I now it is hard to do, but try anyway.
Tip # 12. Learn to recognise your physical arousal symptoms. When aroused your body responds with the release of the hormone adrenaline. This may result in: headaches, dizziness, dry mouth, blurred vision, blushing, sweating, shaking, tensing of muscles, changed breathing, increased blood pressure, and indigestion. It is important to note that the above physiological responses can be evoked by means other than your anger. When aroused your body will always tell you. Like the oil level warning light in your car ignore it at your peril. Tune into your body; recognise you are being aroused to anger, and then take action to decrease your arousal.
Arousal Reduction Techniques.
There are many techniques to reduce physical tension. All require practice to obtain the full benefits. You may find some techniques more helpful than others, so practice using the technique that helps you. 
Tip #13. Prayer: Call upon the spiritual resources within you. Surrender to your God and receive His peace and power.
Tip #14. Progressive Muscle Relaxation: This technique involves the progressive relaxation of each major muscle group. Starting at the head, the head muscles are tensed for 5-10 seconds, and then released. In this way you work your way down to your toes. Picture the tension being released as you release each muscle group. Concentrate on the heaviness and warmth of your body as you relax.
Tip #15 Visualization: With this method you remove yourself mentally from the stressful situation. Close your eyes and imagine you are in that place (mountains, beach) where you feel relaxed or happy. Breathe slowly and deeply. Imagine for 5-10 minutes what you see, hear, taste, smell and feel. Open your eyes and refocus on the room you are in.
Tip #16. “The Relaxation Response”: Sit somewhere comfortable, close your eyes and relax your muscles. Breathing regularly, continuously repeat one word or phrase in your mind. It may be “relax’, “calm” “still”, “Jesus” or some other word or phrase. Continue breathing with your muscles relaxed.

Change is possible. Your willingness to admit that you have an “anger problem” is the start of your process of change. As you read through the tips given, put them into practice. Seek the encouragement and support of a counsellor, psychologist or friend; and enjoy the experience of becoming a more relaxed, friendlier, and less angry person.
DISCLAIMER AND PRECAUTIONS
This booklet contains general information only, and does not take into account the circumstances of any particular person or any changes in knowledge or treatment which may develop. Each person should consult a suitably qualified adviser before relying on or acting on any information or opinion in this booklet.
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