
Cont rol l ing Anger  -- Before It  Cont rols You 
 

We al l  know what  anger  is, and we've al l  f el t  i t : whether  as a f leet ing annoyance or  as f ul l -
f ledged rage.  

Anger is a completely norm al, usual ly healthy, human em ot ion. But  when i t  gets out  of  
cont rol  and turns dest ruct ive, i t  can lead to problemsÑ problems at  work, in your  personal  
relat ionships, and in the overal l  qual i ty of  your  l i f e. And i t  can m ake you f eel  as t hough you're 
at  the mercy of  an unpredictable and powerful  em ot ion. This brochure is meant  to help you 
understand and cont rol  anger.  
What  is Anger?  

The Nature of  Anger   
Anger is "an emot ional  st ate that  var ies in intensit y f rom  mild i r r i t at ion to intense f ury and 

rage," according t o Char les Spielberger , PhD, a psychologist  who special i zes in the study of  
anger. Like other  emot ions, i t  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, adrenal ine, and noradrenal ine.  

Anger can be caused by both external and internal  events. You could be angry at  a specif ic 
person (Such as a coworker  or  supervisor) or  event  (a t raf f ic j am, a canceled f l ight ), or  your  
anger  could be caused by wor rying or  brooding about  your  personal  problems. Memor ies of  
t raum at ic or  enraging events can also t r igger  angry f eel ings.  

Expressing Anger   
The inst inct ive, natural  way to express anger  is to respond aggressively. Anger  is a natural , 

adapt ive response to threats; i t  inspires powerful , of ten aggressive, f eel ings and behaviors, 
which al low us to f ight  and to defend ourselves when we are at t acked. A cer t ain am ount  of  
anger, t herefore, is necessary to our  survival .  

On the other  hand, we can't  physical ly lash out  at  every person or  object  that  i r r i tates or  
annoys us; laws, social  norms, and common sense place l im its on how far  our  anger can t ake 
us.  

People use a var iety of  both conscious and unconscious processes to deal  with t heir  angry 
f eel ings. The three m ain approaches are expressing, suppressing, and calming. Expressing your  
angry f eel ings in an assert i veÑ not  aggressiveÑ m anner is the heal thiest  way to express anger. 
To do t his, you have to learn how to m ake clear  what  your  needs are, and how to get  them met , 
without  hur t ing others. Being assert ive doesn't  mean being pushy or  demanding; i t  means being 
respect f ul  of  yourself  and others.  

Anger can be suppressed, and t hen conver ted or  redirected. This happens when you hold in 
your  anger, stop think ing about  i t , and f ocus on something posit i ve. The aim  is to inhibi t  or  
suppress your  anger  and convert  i t  into more const ruct ive behavior . The danger  in t his type of  
response is t hat  i f  i t  isn't  al lowed outward expression, your  anger can t urn inwardÑ on yourself . 
Anger turned inward m ay cause hypertension, high blood pressure, or  depression.  

Unexpressed anger can create other  problems. It  can lead to pathological  expressions of  
anger, such as passive-aggressive behavior  (get t ing back at  people indirect ly, without  tel l ing 
them  why, rather  than conf ront ing t hem  head-on) or  a personal i ty that  seems perpetual ly 
cynical  and host i le. People who are constant ly put t ing others down, cr i t icizing everything, and 
making cynical comments haven't  learned how to const ruct ively express thei r  anger. Not  
surpr isingly, they aren't  l ikely to have m any successful  relat ionships.  



 
 

 
 
Final ly, you can calm  down inside. This means not  just  cont rol l ing your  outward behavior , 

but  also cont rol l ing your  internal responses, t ak ing steps to lower  your  heart  rate, calm  
yourself  down, and let  t he f eel ings subside.  

As Dr. Spielberger  notes, "when none of  these three techniques work , that 's when 
someoneÑ or  somethingÑ is going to get  hur t ."  
Anger  Managem ent   

The goal  of  anger managem ent  is to reduce both your emot ional  f eel ings and the 
physiological  arousal that  anger causes. You can't  get  r id of , or  avoid, the things or  the people 
that  enrage you, nor  can you change them, but  you can learn to cont rol  your  react ions.  
A re You Too Angry ?  

There are psychological  tests t hat  measure the int ensity of  angry f eel ings, how prone to 
anger  you are, and how wel l  you handle i t . But  chances are good that  i f  you do have a problem 
with anger, you already know i t . If  you f ind yourself  act ing in ways that  seem  out  of  cont rol  and 
f r ightening, you might  need help f inding bet ter  ways to deal  with this emot ion.  
Why  A re Som e Peop le More Angry  Than Others?  

According to Jerry Def f enbacher, PhD, a psychologist  who special izes in anger  m anagement , 
some people real ly are more "hotheaded" than others are; they get  angry more easi ly and more 
intensely than t he average person does. There are also those who don't  show their  anger  in loud 
spectacular  ways but  are chronical ly i r r i t able and grumpy. Easi ly angered people don't  always 
curse and t hrow things; somet imes t hey wit hdraw social ly, sulk , or  get  physical ly i l l .  

People who are easi ly angered general ly have what  some psychologists cal l  a low tolerance 
f or  f rust rat ion, meaning simply t hat  they f eel that  they should not  have t o be subjected to 
f rust rat ion, inconvenience, or  annoyance. They can't  take t hings in st r ide, and they're 
par t icular ly inf ur iated i f  the si tuat ion seems somehow unj ust : f or  example, being corrected f or  
a minor  mistake.  

What  makes these people t his way? A number of  t hings. One cause may be genet ic or  
physiological: There is evidence that  som e chi ldren are born ir r i t able, t ouchy, and easi ly 
angered, and t hat  these signs are present  f rom a very ear ly age. Another  may be sociocultural . 
Anger is of ten regarded as negat ive; we're taught  t hat  i t 's al l  r ight  to express anxiety, 
depression, or  other  emot ions but  not  to express anger. As a result , we don't  learn how to 
handle i t  or  channel i t  const ruct ively.  

Research has also f ound that  f amily background plays a role. Typical ly, people who are 
easi ly angered come f rom f amil ies that  are disrupt ive, chaot ic, and not  sk i l led at  emot ional  
communicat ions.  
Is It  Good To "Let  i t  A l l  Hang Out?"   

Psychologists now say that  this is a dangerous myth. Som e people use this theory as a 
l icense t o hur t  others. Research has f ound t hat  "let t ing i t  r ip" wit h anger  actual ly escalates 
anger  and aggression and does nothing to help you (or  the person you're angry with) resolve t he 
si tuat ion.  

It 's best  t o f ind out  what  i t  is that  t r iggers your  anger, and then to develop st rategies to 
keep t hose t r iggers f rom  t ipping you over  the edge.  
St rategies To Keep Anger  A t  Bay   

Relaxat ion  
Simple relaxat ion tools, such as deep breathing and relaxing im agery, can help calm  down 

angry f eel ings. There are books and courses that  can teach you relaxat ion techniques, and once 
you learn the techniques, you can cal l  upon them  in any si tuat ion. If  you are involved in a 
relat ionship where both par t ners are hot -tempered, i t  m ight  be a good idea f or  both of  you to 
learn t hese techniques.  

Som e sim p le steps y ou can t r y :  



¥ Breathe deeply, f rom  your  diaphragm; breathing f rom your  chest  won't  relax you. 
Picture your  breath coming up f rom your  "gut ."  

¥ Slowly repeat  a calm  word or  phrase such as "relax," "t ake i t  easy." Repeat  i t  to yourself  
whi le breathing deeply.  

¥ Use imagery; visual i ze a relaxing exper ience, f rom  either  your  memory or  your  
imaginat ion.  

¥ Nonst renuous, slow yoga-l ike exercises can relax your muscles and make you f eel  m uch 
calmer.  

Pract ice these techniques dai ly. Learn to use t hem  autom at ical ly when you're in a tense 
si tuat ion.  

Cognit iv e Rest r uctur ing  
Simply put , t his means changing t he way you t hink. Angry people tend t o curse, swear, or  

speak in highly color f ul  terms that  ref lect  their  inner  thoughts. When you're angry, your  
think ing can get  very exaggerated and over ly dramat ic. Try replacing these t houghts wit h more 
rat ional  ones. For  instance, instead of  tel l ing yourself , "oh, i t 's awf ul, i t 's t err ible, everything's 
ruined," tel l  yourself , "i t 's f rust rat ing, and i t 's understandable that  I'm upset  about  i t , but  i t 's 
not  the end of  the wor ld and get t ing angry is not  going to f ix i t  anyhow."  

Be careful  of  words l ike "never" or  "always" when t alk ing about  yourself  or  someone else. 
"This !&*%@ m achine never  works," or  "you're always f orget t ing things" are not  j ust  inaccurate, 
they also serve to m ake you f eel that  your  anger  is just i f ied and t hat  there's no way to solve the 
problem. They also al ienate and humil iate people who might  otherwise be wi l l ing t o work with 
you on a solut ion.  

Remind yourself  that  get t ing angry is not  going to f ix anything, that  i t  won't  m ake you f eel  
bet ter  (and m ay actual ly make you f eel  worse).  

Logic defeats anger, because anger , even when i t 's just i f ied, can quick ly become i r rat ional. 
So use cold hard logic on yourself . Remind yourself  that  the wor ld is "not  out  to get  you," you're 
just  exper iencing some of  the rough spots of  dai ly l i f e. Do this each t ime you f eel  anger  get t ing 
the best  of  you, and i t 'l l  help you get  a more balanced perspect ive. Angry people tend to 
dem and things: f airness, appreciat ion, agreement , wi l l ingness to do things their  way. Everyone 
wants t hese things, and we are al l  hur t  and disappointed when we don't  get  them, but  angry 
people dem and them, and when their  dem ands aren't  met , t heir  disappointment  becomes 
anger. As par t  of  their  cognit i ve rest ructur ing, angry people need t o become aware of  t heir  
dem anding nature and t ranslate their  expectat ions into desires. In other  words, saying, "I would 
l ike" something is healt hier  than saying, "I dem and" or  "I m ust  have" something. When you're 
unable to get  what  you want , you wi l l  exper ience t he norm al  react ionsÑ f rust rat ion, 
disappointment , hur tÑ but  not  anger. Some angry people use this anger as a way to avoid 
f eel ing hur t , but  that  doesn't  mean t he hur t  goes away.  

Pr oblem  Solv ing  
Somet imes, our  anger  and f rust rat ion are caused by very real  and inescapable problems in 

our  l i ves. Not  al l  anger  is misplaced, and of ten i t 's a healt hy, natural  response to these 
di f f icul t ies. There is also a cult ural  bel ief  that  every problem  has a solut ion, and i t  adds to our  
f rust rat ion to f ind out  t hat  t his isn't  always the case. The best  at t i t ude t o br ing to such a 
si tuat ion, then, is not  to f ocus on f inding the solut ion, but  rather  on how you handle and f ace 
the problem.  

Make a plan, and check  your progress along the way. Resolve to give i t  your  best , but  also 
not  to punish yourself  i f  an answer  doesn't  com e r ight  away. If  you can approach i t  wit h your  
best  intent ions and ef f or ts and make a ser ious at t empt  to f ace i t  head-on, you wi l l  be less l ikely 
to lose pat ience and f al l  into al l -or-nothing t hink ing, even i f  t he problem  does not  get  solved 
r ight  away.  

Bet t er  Com m unicat ion  
Angry people tend to jump toÑ and act  onÑ conclusions, and some of  those conclusions can 

be very inaccurate. The f i rst  t hing to do i f  you're in a heated discussion is slow down and think 
through your  responses. Don't  say t he f i rst  thing t hat  comes into your  head, but  slow down and 
think careful ly about  what  you want  to say. At  the same t ime, l isten careful ly to what  t he other  
person is saying and t ake your  t ime before answer ing.  



Listen, too, to what  is under lying t he anger . For  instance, you l ike a cer t ain am ount  of  
f reedom and personal  space, and your "signif icant  other" wants more connect ion and closeness. 
If  he or  she star ts complaining about  your  act ivi t ies, don't  retal iate by paint ing your par tner  as 
a jai ler , a warden, or  an albat ross around your  neck.  

It 's natural  to get  defensive when you're cr i t icized, but  don't  f ight  back. Instead, l isten to 
what 's under lying the words: t he message t hat  this person might  f eel neglected and unloved. It  
may t ake a lot  of  pat ient  quest ioning on your  par t , and i t  m ay requi re some breathing space, 
but  don't  let  your  angerÑ or a par tner 'sÑ let  a discussion spin out  of  cont rol . Keeping your  cool  
can keep the si t uat ion f rom  becoming a disast rous one.  

Using Hum or   
"Si l ly humor" can help defuse rage in a number of  ways. For  one thing, i t  can help you get  a 

more balanced perspect ive. When you get  angry and cal l  someone a name or  refer  to them  in 
some im aginat ive phrase, stop and pict ure what  t hat  word would l i teral ly look  l ike. If  you're at  
work and you think of  a coworker  as a "dir tbag" or  a "single-cel l  l i f e f orm ," f or  exam ple, picture 
a large bag f ul l  of  dir t  (or  an amoeba) si t t ing at  your  col league's desk, t alk ing on the phone, 
going to meet ings. Do this whenever  a name comes into your head about  another  person. If  you 
can, draw a picture of  what  t he actual  t hing might  look  l ike. This wi l l  take a lot  of  t he edge of f  
your  f ury; and humor can always be rel ied on to help unknot  a tense si tuat ion.  

The under lying message of  highly angry people, Dr . Def f enbacher  says, is "things oughta go 
my way!" Angry people tend to f eel  that  t hey are moral ly r ight , that  any block ing or  changing of  
their  plans is an unbearable indignity and that  they should NOT have to suf f er  t his way. Maybe 
other  people do, but  not  them!  

When you f eel  that  urge, he suggests, picture yourself  as a god or  goddess, a supreme ruler , 
who owns the st reets and stores and of f ice space, st r iding alone and having your  way in al l  
si tuat ions whi le others defer  to you. The more detai l  you can get  into your  imaginary scenes, 
the more chances you have to real i ze that  m aybe you are being unreasonable; you'l l  also real ize 
how unimportant  t he things you're angry about  real ly are. There are two caut ions in using 
humor . First , don't  t ry to j ust  "laugh of f " your  problems; rather , use humor  to help yourself  f ace 
them  more const ruct ively. Second, don't  give in to harsh, sarcast ic humor; that 's just  another  
f orm of  unhealthy anger  expression.  

What  these techniques have in common is a refusal to take yourself  too ser iously. Anger is a 
ser ious emot ion, but  i t 's of ten accom panied by ideas that , i f  examined, can m ake you laugh.  

Changing Your  Env ir onm ent   
Somet imes i t 's our  immediate surroundings that  give us cause f or  i r r i tat ion and f ury. 

Problems and responsibi l i t ies can weigh on you and m ake you f eel angry at  the "t rap" you seem 
to have f al len into and al l  t he people and t hings t hat  f orm that  t rap.  

Give yourself  a break. Make sure you have some "personal t ime" scheduled f or  t imes of  the 
day t hat  you know are par t icular ly st ressf ul . One example is the work ing mother who has a 
standing rule t hat  when she comes home f rom  work, f or  t he f i rst  15 minutes "nobody t alks to 
Mom  unless the house is on f i re." Af ter  t his br ief  quiet  t ime, she f eels bet ter  prepared to handle 
dem ands f rom  her k ids without  blowing up at  them.  
Som e Other  T ips f or  Easing Up on Yourself   

Timing: If  you and your spouse tend to f ight  when you discuss things at  nightÑ perhaps 
you're t i red, or  dist racted, or  maybe i t 's just  habitÑ t ry changing the t imes when you t alk  about  
important  m at ters so these t alks don't  turn into arguments.  

Avoidance: If  your  chi ld's chaot ic room  makes you f ur ious every t im e you walk  by i t , shut  
the door. Don't  m ake yourself  look  at  what  inf ur iates you. Don't  say, "wel l , my chi ld should 
clean up t he room  so I won't  have to be angry!" That 's not  t he point . The point  is to keep 
yourself  calm.  

Finding al ternat ives: If  your  dai ly com mute t hrough t raf f ic leaves you in a state of  rage and 
f rust rat ion, give yourself  a projectÑ learn or  m ap out  a di f f erent  route, one that 's less 
congested or  more scenic. Or f ind another  al ternat ive, such as a bus or  comm uter  t rain.  
Do You Need Counsel ing?  

If  you f eel  t hat  your  anger is real ly out  of  cont rol , i f  i t  is having an impact  on your  
relat ionships and on important  par ts of  your  l i f e, you might  consider  counsel ing t o learn how 



to handle i t  bet ter . A psychologist  or  other  l icensed mental  healt h professional can work wit h 
you in developing a range of  techniques f or  changing your  t hink ing and your behavior .  

When you t alk  to a prospect ive therapist , t el l  her  or  him that  you have problems wi th anger 
that  you want  to work  on, and ask  about  his or  her  approach to anger  m anagement . Make sure 
this isn't  only a course of  act ion designed t o "put  you in touch with your  f eel ings and express 
them"Ñ that  m ay be precisely what  your  problem  is. Wit h counsel ing, psychologists say, a 
highly angry person can m ove closer  to a middle range of  anger  in about  8 to 10 weeks, 
depending on the cir cumstances and the t echniques used.  
What  A bout  Asser t iv eness Train ing?  

It 's t rue that  angry people need to learn to becom e assert i ve (rather  t han aggressive), but  
most  books and courses on developing asser t iveness are aimed at  people who don't  f eel  enough 
anger. These people are more passive and acquiescent  than the average person; they tend to let  
others walk  al l  over  them. That  isn't  something t hat  most  angry people do. St i l l , t hese books 
can contain some useful  tact ics to use in f rust rat ing si tuat ions.  

Remem ber, you can't  el im inate angerÑ and i t  wouldn't  be a good idea i f  you could. In spite 
of  al l  your  ef f or ts, things wi l l  happen that  wi l l  cause you anger; and somet imes i t  wi l l  be 
just i f iable anger . Li f e wi l l  be f i l led wit h f rust rat ion, pain, loss, and t he unpredictable act ions of  
others. You can't  change that ; but  you can change the way you let  such events af f ect  you. 
Cont rol l ing your angry responses can keep them  f rom making you even m ore unhappy in t he 
long run.  
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