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One just has to read 

the newspaper 

daily or watch the 

evening news to 

conclude that 

controlling one‘s 

angry feelings is a 

major challenge for 

many adults, teens, 

and children.  



Uncontrolled anger is a major factor in: 

 Domestic violence and spousal abuse 

 Aggressive driving violations 

 Workplace rudeness and disruption 

 Marital conflicts  

 Family fights 

 

**Recent research also shows that anger is very bad 

for your health and general well-being. Angry 

people apparently have shorter life spans and are 

ill more often than other people.  



 
 

 Identify your anger patterns and purpose 

they serve. 

 

 Understand and apply the eight tools of 

anger control in your life. 

 

 Understand the high costs of inappropriate 

anger expression.  

 Identify destructive communication 

patterns. 

 

 Develop skills to communicate feelings and 

needs more effectively. 

 

 Learn how to deal with stress more 

effectively in your life. 

 

 Develop increased "emotional intelligence" 

including the skills of empathy and 

increased social awareness.  

 

 Understand basic concepts of how your 

"emotional" brain "hijacks" you when 

angered and what to do about it. 

 

 Understand and develop skill of responding 

(with choices) instead of automatically 

reacting to stress triggers. 

 

 Identify and modify self-talk and thinking 

patterns  leading to anger and 

inappropriate anger expression.  

 

 Identify and modify unrealistic 

expectations toward individuals or 

situations that led to anger. 

  

 Decrease resentments and simmering anger 

by learning forgiveness and acceptance 

skills. 

At the end of this course, you will be able to: 
 



   This course is divided into 10 chapters of 

instruction, followed by a final exam. 

 

   Program Length: 

AngerClassOnline is either an 8 or 12-hour online 

anger management course, depending on which 

one you signed up for. The course is composed of 

11 chapters of instruction, followed by a final 

exam.  



After completing Chapters 1 through 10, 

you will take a 40-question final exam 

that will measure your knowledge and 

comprehension of the course material. 

In order to pass the final exam and 

receive a Certificate of Completion, 

you must get at least 70% of the 

questions correct.  

 

If you fail the final exam on your first 

attempt, you will be given two more 

chances to take it, at no extra charge. 

You will have the opportunity to 

review the course material before re-

taking the final exam.  



After completing Chapters 1 through 10, you will 

take a 40-question final exam that will measure 

your knowledge and comprehension of the course 

material.  

 

In order to pass the final exam and receive a 

Certificate of Completion, you must get at least 

70% of the questions correct. If you fail the final 

exam on your first attempt, you will be given two 

more chances to take it, at no extra charge. You 

will have the opportunity to review the course 

material before re-taking the final exam.  



At the end of the course you 

will be provided with a 

course evaluation form.  You 

can use this form to evaluate 

our program.   

 

You are not required to fill out 

the evaluation in order to 

receive your Certificate of 

Completion; however, if you 

fill out the form you will 

assist us in evaluating the 

quality of our program.   



 

We view angry feelings as a 

normal emotional reaction to 

frustration in our every day 

world. It is natural to become 

angry when we have a goal 

and this goal is blocked in 

some way. 

 

     Anger Is Normal! 

 



Most of the time we do not 

choose to be angry, but 

somehow we are suddenly in the 

feeling. Often, we don‘t even 

know we are angry until we feel 

it.  

 

Angry feelings may also 

continue over a long period of 

time. If you are angry a lot, but 

your feelings are not connected 

to life circumstances, we call it a 

―mood".  Angry moods lead to 

angry feelings coming on 

stronger and faster. 

 

 



 

 Other times we have thoughts that occur at the 

same time as anger. It is also possible for your 

anger to generate thoughts about what you are 

angry toward. 

Once anger begins, it 

generates changes in 

our expressions, our 

faces, our voice, and 

changes in the way we 

think. It also creates 

impulses to action.  

 

Sometimes we 

have thoughts that 

generate anger. 



Anger isn‘t just one emotion, but a family of emotions that are 

related to each other both in our brain and in our behavior. 

People often give a variety of names to their angry feelings, 

which range from mild irritation to rage. 

 

Scientists tell us that the purpose of emotions such as anger is to 

organize and mobilize all of our bodily systems to respond to 

our environment in some way. This happens even when we are 

not aware of it. When we are aware of the emotion, it becomes a 

―feeling‖ that is felt some where in our body. 

 

In fact, emotions in the anger family are probably a ―hardwired‖ 

survival mechanism in our brain that has been part of the 

human race for millions of years to protect us from enemies 

and to ensure that we continue to exist. 

 



To help understand this in more detail, we need to 

look at how our brain works. To view it simply, 

among many other parts, we have an ―emotional‖ 

part of our brain and a ―thinking‖ part of our 

brain.  



 

 Anger, like most 

emotions, is regulated 

by that section of the 

brain called the ―limbic 

system.‖ Emotional 

memories are stored in a 

structure called the 

―amygdala,‖ and other 

structures which are 

located in this limbic 

system. 



Because of the amygdala and other 

structures in your brain, you may 

experience anger now in your life 

which may actually be caused by a 

mixture of what is triggering it now 

and experiences you have had in the 

past.  

 

This ―old anger‖ is activated by your 

brain in its attempt to protect you.‖ 

Neuroscientists call this ―implicit 

memory‖—meaning that we can 

experience the effects of a memory 

without even realizing that it is 

memory that we are having.  



 It is up to the thinking part of the brain, our frontal lobes, to find a way to 

deal with the angry feelings that the amygdala and other brain structures 

have set in motion. As thinking human beings we have the unique ability 

among species to have choices regarding how we will deal with our feelings. 

 

Think about all the different feelings you  may have that are in the "anger 

family." The slide below will help you identify some of those feelings. Which 

apply to you?  

 

 





Anger expression can be 

viewed as a behavior, and 

like all behavior, it has a 

purpose.  

 

Another way to say this is 

when we get angry we are 

usually tying to accomplish 

some goal—like getting 

somebody to do something, 

or to be heard, or to solve a 

problem, or to get one or 

more of our needs met.  



The only problem is that anger rarely is effective 
in getting us what we want—in perhaps 95% of the 

time it actually makes things worse. 

 Anger management IS NOT about never getting angry which would be an unrealistic (and 

probably undesirable) goal given how our brains are ―wired.‖ Rather, anger management 

is about finding other more positive ways to communicate or behave so that you become 

a more effective and satisfied person who has better relationships with other people. 

 

If anger is sometimes positive but most of the time not so positive, how can you tell if it 

is a problem or not for you? The short answer is that anger is a problem for you if the 

―cost‖ of it is greater than the benefit you get from it!  





 In one study reported by The 

Harvard Mental Health 

Newsletter, people with normal 

blood pressure who scored high 

on a rating scale for anger were 

nearly three times more likely 

to have a heart attack or require 

by-pass surgery within five 

years. 

 

Another study, published in the 

American Heart Association 

Journal Circulation, showed that 

hotheaded men who explode 

with anger seem to be at greater 

risk of having a stroke or dying. 

 



 While some people feel 

justified in getting angry, 

most people simply don‘t like 

themselves very much if their 

anger is too intense, if it is 

too frequent, or if it lasts too 

long. 

  

During the outburst, you may 

actually feel good, but 

afterward when you return to 

normal you may begin to feel 

guilty or have remorse for the 

outburst, especially if you can 

see the negative effect it has 

had on people in your life.  



 This is usually one of the heaviest costs of 

anger—disruption or loss of relationship or loss 

of respect with people in your life that are 

important to you. This is especially true if your 

anger reaches the point of turning to physical 

aggression. In fact, the most frequent reason for 

people to attend anger management classes is to 

salvage a relationship, usually with a spouse or 

partner, but also with a parent or a child before 

it is too late. 

 

It is difficult for a relationship of any kind to 

survive very long in an atmosphere of anger or 

similar emotions. Explosive anger creates fear 

and emotional distance in others. Simmering 

anger creates an extremely tense atmosphere 

devoid of trust and openness. 
 

 



 Often, people try to repair the damage they 

created with angry outbursts or irrational anger, 

but this takes a great deal of time, if it works at 

all. It is usually not easy for your partner or 

family member to recover from a major assault 

from you – even if it is only on a verbal level. You 

may feel better after the explosion, but the other 

person is then left with all that negative feeling. 

Remember, you can‘t ―un-ring‖ a bell. Once you 

explode, that image stays with other people for a 

long time. 
 

 

     If anger turns to aggression or violence, the 

consequences are even more severe. Several large 

and respected studies have shown that one third of 

couples studied experienced at least one incident of 

domestic violence during the course of their 

marriage. The same study found that about 

1,500,000 children per year are severely assaulted 

(kicked, punched, beaten up, burned) in their 

homes.  

 



The effect of children witnessing extreme 

conflict in the home can be devastating – more 

harmful most of the time than a parental 

divorce. 

 

It is estimated that between 2.3 million and 10 

million children are exposed to intimate partner 

violence each year in the United States.  

 

 Although many adults believe that they have 

protected their children from exposure to 

domestic violence, 80-90% of children in those 

homes can give detailed descriptions of the 

violence experienced in their families.  

 

The detrimental effects of intimate partner 

violence on children have been clearly 

established through research studies and 

observations of adult survivors in domestic 

violence programs.  

 



 There is no question that poorly handled 

anger, frustration and resentment sabotage 

business productivity. Studies show that up 

to 42% of employee time is spent engaging in 

or trying to resolve conflict. This results in 

wasted employee time, mistakes, stress, 

lower morale, hampered performance, and 

reduced profits and/or service. 

 

Other studies show even more disturbing 

results of the problem of anger in the 

workplace: for instance, it is estimated that 

workplace violence costs $4.2 billion each 

year in the United States alone. 

 

According to the Bureau of Justice Statistics, 

about 500,000 victims of violent crime in the 

workplace lose an estimated 1.8 million 

workdays each year.  



This course is organized around eight core skills of anger 

management that the authors have found to be extremely effective 

for both voluntary, employer, human resource, and court-ordered 

participants of anger management classes.  



Stress is often the trigger that takes us from feeling peaceful 

to experiencing uncomfortable angry feelings in many 

common life situations. Whether the stressor is external or 

internal, scientists have discovered that the major systems 

of the body work together to provide one of the human 

organism‘s most powerful and sophisticated defenses: the 

stress response which you may know better as ―fight, flight 

or freeze.‖ Before your stress response turns into anger or 

aggression, use stress management strategies to get it under 

control.  



To empathize is to see with the eyes of another, to 

hear with the ears of another, and to feel with the 

heart of another. A lack of empathy leads to poor 

communication and a failing to understand others. 

To manage anger, it often helps to see our anger as 

a combination of other people‘s behavior and our 

lack of empathy.  



 Many times we become angry 

because we find people and 

situations that literally ―push 

our buttons,‖ and we react just 

like a juke box that 

automatically pulls down a 

record and starts playing when 

you make a selection. Rather 

than reacting to anger triggers 

in this fashion, you can learn to 

choose how to deal with 

frustrating situations—to 

respond rather than 

automatically react like that 

juke box. 

 



 What you tell yourself is 

what you get. We are 

constantly having inner 

conversations—also called 

―self-talk‖—which create, 

decrease, or intensify our 

feelings and emotional 

states, including anger. 

Learning to recognize and 

modify that conversation is 

an important tool in anger 

control.  



 Anger expressed toward others is often a misguided 

way of communicating a feeling we have or a need 

that is not being satisfied by other people or 

situations. Assertive communication is a set of skills 

to teach you how to honestly and effectively 

communicate how you feel and how you respond to 

things without getting angry or hostile about it.  



 Anger is often triggered by a discrepancy between what we 

expect and what we get. Learning to adjust those 

expectations—sometimes upward and other times 

downward—can help us cope with difficult situations or 

people or even cope with ourselves. There are four ways to 

adjust those expectations and they are simple thought-

skills to acquire.  



Anger is often the result of grievances we hold toward other people 

or situations, usually because of our perception and feeling of 

having been wronged by them in some way. Resentment is a form 

of anger that does more damage to the holder than the offender. 

Making the decision to ―let go‖ (while still protecting ourselves) is 

often a process of forgiveness—or at least acceptance—and a 

major step toward anger control.  



Research shows that we are pretty much incapable of resolving 

conflicts or thinking rationally in an argument when our stress 

level reaches a certain point. To avoid losing control either 

physically or verbally, it is often best to take a temporary ―time-

out‖ and leave. This tool of anger management works much better 

if (a) you commit to return within a reasonable amount of time to 

work things out, and (b) you work on your ―self-talk‖ while trying 

to cool down.  



Please think about the incident or reasons why you decided 

you needed help with your anger or why you enrolled in an 

anger management program. 
 
 

It is common for people to be in anger management who feel that 

they really don't need it, but when they think about their behavior, 

sometimes they change their minds. Even if you feel that you don't 

have an anger problem in itself,  you will benefit from the materials 

in this course in terms of self-development and personal growth.  



 Usually when we get angry toward someone or toward a 

situation, it is because we have a goal which is blocked or 

frustrated. Please think about what it is you are trying to "get" 

when you get angry. Common responses to this question are: 

 

(1) I was trying to be heard. 

 

(2) I was trying to get my own way. 

 

(3) I was trying to get my point across. 

 

(4) I was trying to get them to do something I wanted them to 

do.  



 Anger is a form of communication. Think back to when you 

get angry. Ask yourself why  you thought that 

communicating in an angry way would get you what you 

wanted or needed? 

 

Most people, when they think about it, admit that  when 

they get angry they don't really "think"- they just react. 

Afterward they may feel quite foolish. 

 

An important anger management skill to learn is to change 

this - to ask yourself what it is you really want when you 

get angry and if getting angry works for you or not. If it 

doesn't "work," why keep doing it?  



 Often anger is triggered by other emotions such as fear, frustration, or being 

overwhelmed.  When this happens, we say that anger is a "secondary" emotion- 

meaning that there is another emotion underneath it. 

 

To manage anger, it is important to recognize what the underlying emotions are 

and to communicate these emotions to others, so that they can see what is REALLY 

going on with you.  If they see only the anger, they are not seeing the whole 

picture. 

 

For instance, a common underlying emotion is fear. Often we show anger when in 

fact we are scared of something.   Let's say your spouse overdraws your checking 

account.   Underneath, you are terrified of the consequences but you express only 

anger and outrage at your partner for writing the check. Think about what a 

different response you might get from your partner if you let your partner see 

your fear instead of only the angry outrage.  

 

 



 Or, you may get angry at your child  because he or she gets poor 

grades in school. Underlying emotions might be frustration  or 

disappointment or feeling inadequate as a parent - or maybe even 

guilt over not being home more often to parent your child.  

 

Recognizing and communicating your underlying feelings and 

emotions  is an important part of anger management because 

it  helps you get to the REAL  problem more effectively and it  may 

drastically change how other people respond to you.  

 

Now, think back to when you have angry outbursts. What 

underlying feelings or emotions were you having?  

 



It is common for anger management students to see their 

anger as the fault of other people or situations.  We hear 

things such as: 

 I wouldn't have gotten angry if she wouldn't have been so late.  

 I only got mad because he cut me off on the freeway.  

 My child disrespected me so I "went off" on him.  

 I told my employee how to do it five times and she still did it 

wrong.  

 

Is it true that these events would trigger anger in most 

people? The answer is.....YES. 

 

 
BUT, it is important to understand that there is no end of events 

in our world that have the potential to trigger anger in us.  



 We can't control all these "triggers" but we can 

control how angry we get and our behavior.  

 

And we can control how we deal with or express 

that anger. 

 

We would like you now to do is think back to 

times when you became very angry.  

Were you able to take some responsibility for your anger or did you 

see it entirely as the fault of someone else?  



People often ask what is wrong with expressing anger if it 

sometimes gets people to do what you want them to do. 

 

The answer is that even though you can sometimes get 

people to do things through anger, the "cost" is so high that 

it isn't worth it! 

 

What are some of the "costs" to anger? Costs can be: 

Financial  

Emotional  

Relationship or Family Costs  

Job/Employment Costs  

Legal Costs  

Costs to your self-esteem or loss of respect in the eyes of 

others  

 

As you think back, has anger "cost" you things in the past?   Was 

it worth it?  Please take some time to think about this as you 

reflect on your life and your anger expression.  

 

 



 We find that many of our anger management participants grew up in 

angry or violent homes as children.  Some people also have a long 

history of angry or aggressive behavior themselves.  

 

Take time to think about your family of origin and what you learned 

as a child and teenager about how to deal with emotions and how to 

communicate with others. 

 

Then, think about your own history of how you have handled feelings. 

Did you fight or argue a lot? Do you tend to conflict a great deal with 

others? Does your anger come out only in certain situations such as 

with relationships but not at work? Or is it the opposite with you? 



Anger Management, in our view, is a skill-building process that requires 

changes in attitude, changes in behavior, and changes in how you cope with 

your life stresses and anger triggers. 

 

Part of this process is looking honestly at your behavior and asking 

yourself questions like: 

 What else could you have done?  

 How could you have better handled situations?  

 What would have worked as an alternative to anger?  

 What can you do in the future to improve or grow in terms of how you deal with 

your emotions?  

 

Take time now to think about the  

answers to these questions, as you  

remember the incidents that led to  

your enrolling in this anger  

management program.  

 

 



We often receive phone calls with the voice on the other 

end of the line saying something like, ―Sir, I need help with 

my anger, I think my wife is going to leave me if I don‘t do 

something about it.‖ The voice continues, ―I am a really nice 

guy, most of the time, but I just ‗lost it‘ the other night and 

yelled at my wife calling her horrible things,‖ he went on, ―I 

don‘t know how to deal with all my stress and I am 

becoming a monster…‖  

 

Our reply is often calming, as we know that learning stress 

management techniques, in conjunction with other skills, 

can greatly reduce one‘s level of anger, anxiety, and stress. 

 

Stress and anger tend to go hand in hand. The higher one‘s 

stress level, the easier it is for our anger to get out of 

control. People we see for Anger Management training often 

say they don't always know what causes their stress.  

 

 



 The creation of stress is a simple equation. Stress is 

created when we have more demands than resources 

to meet those demands. For example, if you have to 

buy gifts for ten people and you only have time to 

shop for five of them this can create stress. 

 

Learning stress management techniques is an 

effective way to reduce the physical, behavioral, and 

emotional symptoms caused by stress. 

 

One of the major challenges of living and thriving in 

current times is managing our stress levels in a 

complex world with many demands and 

expectations. Small daily hassles such as getting our 

children to school on time can add greatly to our 

level of stress. We can also feel stressed over much 

larger concerns such as future terrorist attacks on 

our country or becoming disabled or ill.  

 



Stress also contributes directly or indirectly to many common 

mental health conditions. 

 

Probably the most common are anxiety and depressive 

disorders and problems. In one study, two-thirds of subjects 

who experienced a stressful situation had nearly six times the 

risk of developing depression within that month. 



  

 

Anxiety disorders are extremely common and frequently brought on by work 

and personal stress. Common indications of anxiety disorders include 

irritability, inability to concentrate or relax, insomnia, and a sense of fear. 

Many times people also have physical symptoms with their anxiety including 

nausea, heart palpitations, muscle tension, sweating, hyperventilation, panic, 

and bowel disturbances. 

 

Depression is a disorder of mood and emotions which has a strong stress 

component. Often depressed people do not realize they are depressed because 

they get used to feeling sad with little joy or capacity to experience life‘s 

pleasures. 

 

Resentment, anger, and irritability are commonly a part of depression. 

Depressed people often feel hopeless or helpless, feelings made worse by 

stressful events in their life which they have difficulty coping with.  





Stress is a bodily response to life demands, called stressors.  

 

This means that your body stresses whenever a demand or requirement is made of you, 

and you respond. 

 

This definition highlights one of the most important things to know about stress and 

stressors: what may be extremely stressful to you may not affect other people at all because 

of your different bodily responses to the same “stressor.” 

 

You may have better resources to cope with an irritating co-worker; in this case, the co-

worker would be much LESS of a stressor for you than others.  

 

On the other hand, you may have better resources to deal with extreme time pressure to 

complete a project. In that situation, the boss putting ―pressure‖ on you to complete 

something would not constitute a stressor for you, but may be very stressful for your co-

workers. 

 

For a potential stressor to be a personal stressor we have to first perceive it or experience 

it as such. This involves both memory and emotion. According to many scientists, for us to 

perceive an event as stressful we must first remember it, or something like it, which has 

caused us trouble in the past. These memories are stored in parts of our brain called the 

―limbic system‖; the human brain is particularly good at storing memories with strong 

emotional content.  



 Sometimes the potential stressor may originate outside of 

ourselves and other times the potential stressor may be within 

either our own bodies or minds. 

 

External stressors include job demands, your physical 

environment (noise, air quality, etc), marital conflict, parenting 

challenges, daily commutes on the roadway, financial pressures, 

and excessive demands on your time. 

 

Internal stressors can be physical (like fatigue or illness) or 

psychological. 

Psychological stressors include job dissatisfaction, having 

negative feelings about your life in general, or holding 

resentments toward others. Other examples of internal stresses 

include feeling inadequate or inferior to people around you, or 

having excessive worry about aspects of your life.  



 Stress can have many positive effects such as challenging us to 

perform at higher levels, motivating us, keeping us at our peak, 

and focusing our thoughts and behaviors to reach an important 

goal or objective.  

 

This is especially true if our stressors are ―acute‖ – this means 

that they occur, our bodies respond, we successfully cope, and 

then we return to normal. 

 

In fact, according to The American Institute of Stress, recent 

studies suggest that short bouts of stress actually increase your 

immune system‘s ability to ward off infections and promote 

wound healing. 

 

However, if acute stressors occur too frequently or are too 

intense, we may lack the resources to deal with it. Under these 

circumstances, we may become overwhelmed and enter a state 

which some scientists are calling being ―stressed-out‖ as 

opposed to just being ―stressed.‖  



 Why do we have undesirable results of stress when stressors in our life become too 

much for us? The function of the stress response, after all, is NOT to cause illness or 

problems for us.  

 

Rather, most scientists feel that the fight-or-flight response evolved with the 

objective of ensuring survival and safety. 

 

When things are normal, our powerful stress-response system sharpens attention and 

mobilizes our bodies to cope with life events that we perceive as threatening.  As we 

better cope, our bodies return to normal, and we go on with our lives. 

 

But if stress for us is chronic or overpowering, then our system becomes 

overwhelmed or derailed; our stress response causes problems for us – either 

medical, emotional or behavioral.  In short, we become ―stressed-out‖ or 

overloaded.  When this happens often enough, our smooth running and protective 

stress system runs amuck contributing to numerous diseases and disorders which 

affect our bodies, our minds, our emotions, and our behaviors.  



Whether the stressor is external or internal, scientists have discovered that the major systems 

of the body work together to provide one of it‘s most powerful and sophisticated defenses; the 

stress response which you may know better as the ―fight, flight or freeze‖ response. 

 

This response helps you to cope with changes or demands in your personal life, in your family 

or in the workplace. To do so, it activates and coordinates the brain, glands, hormones, 

immune system, heart, blood and lungs. Your natural stress response provides the tools you 

need—energy, oxygen, muscle power, fuel, pain resistance, mental acuity—all at a moment‘s 

notice. 

 
 



Stressor: You are a customer 

service representative. Your 

company puts much pressure on 

you to ―up sell‖ more products to 

customers who call in for 

problems with their system. Your 

boss informs you that you are 

below quota and in danger, even 

though your customers seem 

extremely appreciative of the 

help you have been giving them. 

 

 



1. Immediately stress hormones are released into your body, the 

primary one being cortisol. Cortisol is very important in 

marshaling systems throughout your body (including the heart, 

lungs, circulation, metabolism, immune system, and skin) to deal 

quickly with your boss. 

2. Other chemical messengers known as ―catecholamines‖ are 

released. The most well-known of these is ―adrenaline.‖  These 

messengers activate an area inside the brain called the 

―amygdala‖ which is thought to trigger your emotional response 

to your boss‘s threats. Common emotional reactions would be 

fear of losing your job, anger at the pressure, etc. 

3. Chemical messages are also sent to another brain structure called 

the ―hippo-campus‖ to store your emotional experience with your 

boss into a long-term memory. Thus, your brain will alert you to 

―danger‖ in similar future situations.  

 



If you continue to experience your boss‘s remarks as an acute 

stress, your body will continue to try and respond to it by:  

 
Your breathing becoming rapid as your lungs try to take in 

more oxygen.  

 

Your blood flow may actually increase 300%-400%, priming 

the muscles, lungs, and brain for added demands. Your 

stress system thinks you are going to either fight your boss 

or run away, so it is preparing your body for either outcome.  

 

Your spleen discharges red and white blood cells (who 

knew?) allowing your blood to transport more oxygen.  

 



 At this point, your body sees your boss as an enemy and 

thinks it has to line up defensive soldiers to deal with the 

threat in case you get injured. 

 Your released hormones dampen parts of your immune 

system, so that infection fighters (including important 

white blood cells) can be redistributed.  

 

 These immune-boosting troops are sent to your body‘s 

front lines where injury or infection is most likely, such 

as the skin, bone marrow and the lymph nodes. After all, 

who knows where the boss will strike?  

 



 The more you think about what your boss 

said, the more stressed you become. What 

if you lose your job? What will your 

husband say? How will you pay the bills? 

How can I satisfy both my boss and my 

customers? 

 

As your stress response continues, fluids 

are diverted from nonessential locations, 

including your mouth. This causes dryness 

and difficulty in talking which is a 

problem if you are a customer service 

representative. In addition, since stress 

can cause spasms in your throat muscles, 

you may have trouble swallowing. 

 

 



 Your stress response diverts blood flow away from the 

skin to support the heart and muscle tissues. (This also 

reduces blood loss in the event your boss hits you). 

The physical effect is a cool, clammy, sweaty skin. The 

scalp also tightens so that your hair seems to stand up. 

 

 



Take time now to think about 
what causes most of the stress in 

your life. Write down the 
stressors listed below and try to 
assign a "percentage" to each one 
from 0% to 100% in terms of how 
much stress the trigger causes 

you. You will be given 15 minutes 
to do this...so please think about 

it carefully.  
 
 





This means becoming aware that you are stressed out. 

Many people simply are not aware of how stressed-out they actually are, or how 

stress may be affecting their health and their behavior. Learning to recognize 

the signs is the first step toward dealing with your stress. 

 

Please think about what happens to you when you first notice you are becoming 

stressed out. Make a list of your personal signs. Common examples include 

becoming irritated, erratic behavior, fatigue, snapping at others, forgetting 

things, procrastinating, or eating.  

 

Write down your anger signs  - you will be given 3 minutes credit for doing so.  



Some stresses in your life are 

changeable, but it takes effort 

and commitment to make those 

necessary life changes. The most 

common stresses in this category 

are those related to how you 

manage time, how you manage 

finances, how you deal with 

family and relationships, and the 

amount of ―overload‖ you have 

in your daily life.  

 

Another changeable stress is the 

―match‖ between you and your 

job or occupation. 

 
 





 1. Take time off – Take a vacation or a long weekend. 

During the work day, take a short break to stretch. Walk, 

breathe slowly, and take a day off and go to the beach, 

and relax. 



2. Manage your time – Set realistic goals and 

deadlines. Plan projects accordingly. Do 

―must do,‖ tasks first. Schedule difficult 

tasks for the time of day when you are most 

productive. Tackle easy tasks when you feel 

low on energy or motivation.  



 3. Set limits – When necessary, learn to say ―no‖ in 

a friendly, but firm manner.  

 4. Choose your battles 

wisely – Don‘t rush to 

argue every time 

someone disagrees with 

you. Keep a cool head 

and avoid pointless 

arguments altogether.  



 5. Use calming skills – 

Learn not to act on your 

first impulse. Give your 

anger time to subside. 

Anger needs to be 

expressed, but it is often 

wise to do something that 

takes your mind off the 

situation. The break allows 

you to compose yourself 

and respond to the anger 

in a more effective manner. 



 6. If appropriate, 

look for less 

stressful job 

options – But first, 

ask yourself whether 

you have given your 

job a fair chance.  

 7. Take control of 

what you can – For 

example, if you‘re 

working too many 

hours and you can‘t 

study enough, ask 

your boss if you can 

cut back.  



 8. Don’t commit yourself to things you can’t or 

don’t want to do – If you‘re already too busy, don‘t 

promise to decorate for the school dance. If you‘re 

tired and don‘t want to go out, tell your friends you‘ll 

go out another night. Learn to take care of yourself.  



For a potential stress trigger to stress us out and 

affect us, it first has to be experienced or perceived 

as a stressor.  



 Imagine, if you will, that there is a lion on 
the other side of that closed door you see at 

the other end of your room. If I can 
convince you there is a lion there, and you 
hear the growling, the smell of the lion, and 

hear the scratching at the door, how are 
you going to respond?  



:  
“I would be afraid and try to figure out how to get 

out of here.”  

 

And what would your body be doing?  

 

“My heart would be racing, my muscles would tense, 

I would be focused on escaping.”  

 

Now, consider the following: In terms of your stress 

reaction to this scenario, does it really make any 

difference if the lion is really there or not?  



   (1) Your perception or belief that the lion is there – not the 

reality of the lion being there or not! 

 

(2) Your memory of danger in a similar situation. Now I 

know that you may never have encountered a lion at your 

door before, but you certainly have had experiences with 

the unknown, or wild animals, or seen ferocious lions at a 

circus or at the zoo. 

 

(3) An emotional reaction to the event, usually fear. The 

extent of this emotional reaction will be determined in part 

on how unpleasant or traumatic the original event was that 

you are remembering.  



Many of the stress triggers in our life don‘t need to stress us out if we just change our perspective 

toward it or develop better resources to deal with it.  For instance, if you developed the skills 

of a lion tamer, that lion out there wouldn‘t bother you at all! 

 

Likewise, you can change your mind-set toward many things in your life that will reduce your 

stress. Start by changing the conversation you have with yourself by trying the following self-

statements to reduce your stress:  

 

 - Don‘t sweat the small stuff. And remember: It‘s all small stuff.  

 - I can deal with this; I have dealt with much more stress in the past.  

 - Will this be important five years from now or even next month?  

 - This does not have to be catastrophic; it is merely a blip in my existence. Tough times never 

 last; tough people do.  

 - My anger is a signal. Time to talk to myself and to relax  

 - It is impossible to control other people and situations. The ONLY thing I can control is myself 

and how I express my feelings  

 - If people criticize me, I can survive that. Nothing says that I have to be perfect  

 - Sometimes the things that stress me are stupid and insignificant. I can recognize that my 

 feelings come from having old primary feelings re-stimulated. It is OK to walk away 

 from the conflict or problem. 

 -  I am feeling stressed because I don‘t have the resources to deal with this situation right 

 now; I don‘t need to berate myself or put myself down over it.  

 

 



Let‘s face it, some stressors are unavoidable and 

are a part of our life —at least for the time being. 

In this case, we should learn ways to lessen the 

effects of stress in order to minimize the damage.  

 

Stress-guards include improving your health 

through diet and exercise, relaxation or 

meditation techniques, sleeping better, and 

developing social support networks. 



We all know that exercise is good for us; its effect on stress and 

your health is considerable. For example, numerous studies have 

shown that simple walking is one of the best ways to prevent heart 

disease. Some of the most promising research has to do with the 

way exercise affects the brain. Running, for instance, appears to 

make humans smarter (now, isn‘t that a great stress-reducer?) 

Other aerobic activities such as jogging, swimming, biking, etc. for 

twenty minutes three times per week is helpful in reducing stress.  



  

 A healthy diet helps to stress-guard us in many ways. According to some 

scientists, when you feel threatened or pressured for a period of time, your 

body assumes that energy supplies are being drained. Your stress response 

kicks in automatically, not distinguishing between running away from a 

predator and getting ready to fight with your spouse. 

 

As part of this process, your liver is signaled to convert energy into long-

term storage. Your stress hormones then encourage food-seeking behavior, 

making sure that your supplies are replenished. In one of biology‘s ironies, 

stress makes us hungry. If we then make poor food choices, our stress 

responses are intensified in ways that can very quickly spin out of control. 

 

It is also important to avoid caffeine and to not cope with stress by using 

alcohol or drugs. If you are stressed out, caffeine is like throwing gasoline 

on a fire to put it out! 

 

 



  
Scientists know that sleep is a vitally important activity in the 

natural world, although the exact reasons for this is not yet 

known. Sleep deprivation qualifies as a stressor in the 

sense of making life miserable and in the sense of 

producing more ―load‖ on us to cope with. Trying to 

maintain normal sleep/wake patterns can greatly aid our 

ability to cope with our world when we are awake. 



  
Much research shows that 

relaxation or meditation can greatly 

reduce our stress and put us into a 

―health envelope.‖ Studies show 

you should meditate twice a day for 

20 minutes to achieve this result. 

But, you can also learn to meditate 

at work or standing in line at the 

grocery store. The trick is to breath 

deeply and then to focus on your 

here-and-now body feelings, putting 

distracting thoughts out of your 

mind. It is amazing what even a two 

minute exercise can do to reduce 

your stress and make you feel 

better. 

 

 

 



 The ability to recognize how your body reacts to stressors in your life 

can be a powerful skill. Most people are more aware of the weather, the 

time of day, or their bank balance than they are of the tension in their 

own bodies. 

 

Your body registers stress long before your conscious mind does. 

Muscle tension is your body‘s way of letting you know that you are 

under stress. Body awareness is the first step toward acknowledging 

and reducing stress. 

 

Breathing exercises have been found to be effective in reducing stress 

as well as anxiety disorders, panic attacks, depression, muscle tension, 

irritability, headaches and fatigue. 

 



Counting Breaths 

 

(1) Sit or lie in a comfortable position with your arms and legs 

uncrossed and your spine straight. 

 

(2) Breath in deeply into your abdomen. Let yourself pause before you 

exhale. 

 

(3) As you exhale, count ―One‖ to yourself. As you continue to inhale 

and exhale, count each exhalation by saying ―Two…three, four.‖ 

 

(4) Continue counting your exhalations in sets of four for five to ten 

minutes. 

 

(5) Notice your breathing gradually slowing, your body relaxing, and 

your mind calming as you practice this breathing mediation.  



Letting Go of Tension 

 

(1) Sit comfortably in a chair with your feet on the floor. 

 

(2) Breathe deeply into your abdomen and say to yourself, ―Breathe in relaxation.‖ Let 

yourself pause before you exhale. 

 

(3) Breathe out from your abdomen and say to yourself, ―Breathe out tension.‖ Pause 

before you inhale. 

 

(4) Use each inhalation as a moment to become aware of any tension in your body. 

 

(5) Use each exhalation as an opportunity to let go of tension. 

 

(6) You may find it helpful to use your imagination to picture or feel the relaxation 

entering and the tension leaving your body.  



 Talking to your family or friends can help 

by giving you a chance to express your 

feelings. But problems in your social life 

or family can be the hardest to talk about. 

If you think you can‘t talk to your family 

or a friend, look for someone outside the 

situation like your priest or minister, a 

counselor or your family doctor. 

 

  

On the other side of the coin, protect yourself from negative coworkers, 

relationships, or family members.  

 

Do not get caught up in other‘s negative thinking. They will only serve to rip off 

your peace of mind and positive energy. Take good care of yourself and learn to 

recognize whether a person will help you or hinder you. Include in your inner circle 

only positive and encouraging people, who will hold you accountable to your new 

goals.  









Have you ever been in a restaurant and noticed that the 

customers at the table next to you were speaking louder than 

anyone else? It was as if they had no idea that they were being so 

loud and intrusive to the rest of the patrons.  

 

This lack of awareness is often a sign of not being emotionally or 

socially alert. Or, have you ever been in a situation where you 

tried to express your feelings and it backfired in some way? It is 

hard sometimes to express our emotions. 

 

The expression of emotion is often passed down from our 

parents, guardians, or caregivers as children. Many of us often 

express, or lack the ability to express, our emotions based on 

how we learned to do so in childhood. Some of us are very good 

at knowing how we feel and expressing it, while others struggle 

to do so. 

 

 It is crucial to express emotion in order to relate to those 

around us. Our ability to know how we are feeling as well as our 

ability to accurately sense the feelings of those around us help 

us to make positive connections with others.  



This characteristic is often called ―empathy.‖ 

 

Emotions are what allow us to grow in love. They are also the stuff of 

poetry, art, and music. Emotions fill us with a sense of connection to 

others. In many ways, emotions make life worth living. How we experience 

the world, relate to others, and find meaning in life are dependent upon 

how we regulate our emotions. 

 

People who have the ability to understand and regulate their emotions as 

well as sense and understand the emotions of others are said to have a 

quality called ―emotional intelligence‖ (EQ), a new term coined by 

psychologists.  

 

Research shows that persons with high ―EQ‖ excel in leadership, sales, 

academic performance, marriage, friendships, and overall health. Two of 

the most important traits associated with emotional intelligence are 

empathy and social awareness.  



 Nature developed our emotions over millions of years of evolution and they serve an 

important social function. This function is that of allowing one person to have a 

sense of the mental state of another person. Empathy is the capacity to feel another 

person‘s experience. 

 

As one English author wrote: “To empathize is to see with the eyes of another, to hear 

with the ears of another, to feel with the heart of another.” 

 

Empathy requires knowing the perspective of others and being able to see things 

from the value and belief system of the other person. It is the ability to fully immerse 

oneself in another‘s viewpoint, yet be able to remain wholly apart. 

 

 

 



 Empathy is important in the world because lack of it leads to poor 

communication and a failing to understand others. Empathy on a 

personal level is important because it allows us to understand 

social interactions and to anticipate the behavior of others.  

 

 

Empathy also allows others to understand us; when we are with 

highly empathetic people, we feel felt by the other—that is, that 

they are emotionally attuned to us and can see the world from our 

point of view. 

 





 Lack of empathy leads to all sorts of problems in our world. Nations go to war, 

people get killed, couples divorce—all for a lack of empathy and understanding. Our 

prisons are filled with people who don‘t have the capacity to feel their victim‘s pain 

or suffering. This lack of empathy keeps them from feeling what it is like to be hurt. 

 

A lack of empathy is a sign that people think only of themselves. These people are 

concerned only with their own ideas and feelings —not others.  They push only their 

own issues while not seeing the needs of others. 

 

Many times people devoid of empathy are called "sociopaths."  Sociopaths may not 

necessarily  be criminals. They can be non-criminals who live next door to you. They 

may also be related to you - or in a relationship with you. These people are 

incapable of giving you the love you need and deserve. They are often successful, 

charming and attractive, but  very manipulative, extremely selfish, self-centered and 

ego-centric. They have a way of twisting things to convince you to see the world 

from their self-serving point of view. 

 

If you are in the hands of a person like this, your number one goal should be to 

protect yourself from them, rather than spending your life trying to please them.  



 Some people seem to go through life almost 

oblivious to the impact they are having on 

others in their world. 

 

Often they upset people at work or in their 

family due to their behavior, but seem 

stunned when they find out that people are 

reacting to them in a negative way.  Lacking 

empathy, they aren‘t able to ―read‖ others 

enough to see what impact their behavior is 

having, so they keep on doing the same thing 

—which unfortunately keeps getting them 

the same result. 

 

One way to increase awareness is to operate 

on two levels in your mind at the same time; 

in computer language, it is like running the 

main program but also having another 

program running silently in the background.  

 

 



The main program is what you are trying to communicate (for instance, ―you 

need to complete that project before you go home tonight‖). The other program is 

imagining how you look or sound to the other person while you are delivering the 

main message. 

 

Many anger management participants find the following technique extremely 

useful:   

 

When talking to someone, imagine there is video camera in the corner of the 

room recording your behavior. Ask yourself: 

 How am I looking right now?  

 How am I being seen from the viewpoint of other people?  

 Is the message I‘m delivering the same one they are receiving?  

 How do I want others to see me?  



 The feeling of empathy starts at a very young age and is probably developed by the manner in 

which infant and parent are attached to each other emotionally. This attachment is formed by 

parents or caretakers responding to the infant‘s feelings in a positive way so that the infant 

learns to trust and to be concerned with the feelings of other people. 

 

Babies with secure attachment to their parents have a head start on less fortunate babies who 

have parents that produce insecurity or uncertainty in their children. 

 

From birth, a baby can become upset when it hears another baby crying; this may be the 

groundwork for later empathy. Studies show that babies as young as nine months old can be 

aware of other babies‘ pain and suffering—definitely a sign of empathy. 

 

Empathy is built through increased awareness of yourself. The more you understand yourself 

and your emotions, the better you will be in understanding, appreciating, and relating to the 

feelings of others.  

 

As you develop your empathic ability,  

 you will find it more and more difficult to stay angry at people.  



 Empathic listening is a type of listening that goes further than ordinary listening. 

This type of listening uses another person‘s point of view to see the world as 

others see it. It provides a higher level of understanding of how others feel. 

 

Empathic listening is not a skill that most people have, but it can be developed 

with practice. Empathic listening is much more than just hearing. It is listening 

while you suspend your normal ―filters‖ that determine what you hear. Everyone 

has these filters; if your ―filter‖ is different from another‘s, you may ―hear‖ the 

exact same message in a different way than he or she does.  



 1 – ―The Right/Wrong Filter ‖  

Using this, you listen for evidence that what the other person is saying is wrong and you are right.  If you are 

indeed listening to justify your position, you can hardly be listening with empathy. 

 

2 – ―Loved/Not Loved‖ Filter 

With this, we completely miss the point of what our companion might be trying to communicate to us, because all 

we are listening for is ―do they still love me?‖ or ―are they going to leave me.‖ 

 

3 – ―Criticism/Put-Down‖  

Any complaint or problem the other person has is heard as a personal put-down or criticism of us, rather than a 

legitimate complaint the other person may have.  For example, your partner says, ―I can‘t stand living in this 

neighborhood anymore.‖ What you hear is: ―If I made more money and I was more adequate as a person, she 

wouldn‘t be upset with me.‖ 

 

4 – ―What Am I Going to Say Next Filter?‖  

This is listening, but with your answer running. Your real goal with this type of listening is to ―one-up‖ the other, 

to prepare a comeback, to have a better story, to promote your self-interest, or to prove someone wrong. 

 

5 – ―Get to the Point Filter‖  

Maybe you‘ve noticed that some people‘s conversations are like a bullet train—direct and to the destination—

while others‘ are like a long trip down the Amazon River, taking in all the tributaries and scenery. If you only 

listen for ―get to the point,‖ you might miss important information that helps you understand how the other 

person experiences his or her world. Persons who use this filter are often very impatient. 

 

 



Empathic listening leads to a better understanding of people and fewer 

mistakes and misunderstandings in almost all situations. It is a start to 

solving numerous problems with our family members as well as co-

workers. Good listening is a valuable tool in building trust with others and 

winning respect, qualities needed to be seen as a leader and to be 

successful.  





Empathic communication 

requires awareness of both 

the messages you are sending 

and the messages you are 

receiving from the other 

person. Some of the message 

is delivered or received with 

words while the majority of 

the message (probably 80%) 

through nonverbal 

communication. 

 

 



 Let‘s start with the words and phrases we use to communicate. Avoid barriers to effective 

communication because they make it difficult for you to listen to others with empathy or 

have others listen to you in an empathetic manner:  

 Commanding uses phrases like “You must…” or “You have to…”  

 Browbeating uses phrases like “If you don’t, then…” or “You better or else…”  

 "Shoulding‖ people uses phrases like “It is your duty to…,”You should…,” or “You 

ought to…”  

 Scolding, uses phrases like ―Let me tell you why you are wrong…,” or “Do you 

realize…”  

 Giving unrequested advise uses phrases like “What I would do is…” or “It would be 

best if you…”  

 Moral judging uses phrases like “You are bad…lazy” that makes a person feel like 

their character is being judged.  

 Playing shrink uses phrases like ―You’re just trying to get attention…” or “I know what 

you need…” 

 Being a district attorney with many irritating questions such as “Why? What? How? 

When? Who?‖ and other prying type of questioning words.  

 



  

 Facial Expressions - The language 

of our emotions is spoken by our 

face—Not with the words that 

come out of our mouths but with 

expressions formed by our facial 

muscles. Researchers have found 

that 43 muscles create 10,000 

visible facial configurations of 

which 3,000 are meaningful in 

terms of expressing emotion.  

 

These emotional expressions are universal and do not depend on any particular learning 

or culture that we are in. This means that people around the world have the same 

expressions on their faces, revealing their emotions. These emotions can be read 

accurately by people in different parts of the world from very diverse cultures. This fact 

can help unite people because emotional expression serves as a common thread among all 

human beings. 

In addition to avoiding these known barriers to empathic communication, 

you should also be aware of your nonverbal messages such as: 



Touch - Is a very basic way to connect 

with other human beings which, like facial 

expression, is a natural form of 

communication that everyone 

understands. Touch can be a powerful, 

trusted way to communicate both your 

feelings and also show that you 

understand how someone else is feeling. 

The right touch at the right time can say a 

lot—even though it may last only a 

moment.  

 



Eye gaze/contact - Is an 

important communication tool 

in learning to feel empathy for 

another human being. It has 

been said that the eyes are the 

window to the soul. Eye contact 

helps you feel ―connected‖ to 

another and also helps others 

feel connected to you. Eye 

contact means different things 

in different cultures, however, it 

is not quite the ―universal‖ 

language that touch, and facial 

expressions are.  

 



 Voice Tone - Refers to the manner in which a 

verbal statement is presented, i.e., its rhythm, 

breathless, hoarseness, or loudness. Your tone of 

voice reflects emotion and mood. It may also carry 

social information, as in a sarcastic, superior, or 

submissive manner of speaking. Many voice 

qualities are universal across all human cultures 

(though they are also subject to cultural 

modification and shaping). For instance, adults use 

higher pitched voices to speak to infants and 

young children. The softer pitch is innately 

―friendly‖ and suggests a non aggressive, non 

hostile pose. With each other, men and women use 

higher pitched voices in greetings and in courtship 

to show harmlessness and to invite physical 

closeness.  

 

To increase empathy, it is extremely important to be mindful of the message being 

conveyed by the voice tone of another. When relating to others, be especially aware of your 

tone and ask yourself if it is consistent with the words you are using. If your words and 

tone are not in agreement, you can bet that the listener will be responding to your tone as 

much as or more than to your words. 



Stance and physical 

appearance - Communicates to 

us much about how a person is 

feeling and also gives others 

non-verbal messages regarding 

our emotional states. How 

close someone stands to us, 

for instance, may be a message 

as to their positive feelings for 

us. Folded arms may signal 

defensiveness; clenched hands 

on hips with outstretched 

elbows and a legs-apart stance 

is typical of a parent scolding 

their children and may remind 

us of being scolded.  



 Acceptance is the ability to see that others have a right to their feelings and 

viewpoints. We must allow people to have feelings without telling them how they 

should feel or think. Acceptance of others‘ feelings is not easy when people act 

differently than we do. Empathetic people understand that feelings are difficult to 

control and that most people do the best they can at the time with the knowledge, 

skills, abilities, or information they have. 

 

Try not to judge others, even though it is common to have difficulty with those who 

are different from us. Remember that had your life circumstances been exactly like 

those of another, you may have made the same decisions. As someone very wise once 

said, ―Do not judge another until you have walked a mile in his or her shoes.‖ 

 

To practice acceptance as an empathy skill, it is also important to keep in mind that 

people have limitations and unique vulnerabilities. Understanding this and being 

more tolerant of others with their limitations is a major step toward empathy. 

 

 

 





 When you go to the doctor‘s office and he taps you below your kneecap 

with his little hammer, what happens? In most cases, your leg extends 

automatically. This happens involuntarily—you do not consciously 

think, ―I will extend my leg when the doctor taps my knee.‖ 

 

In a similar manner, while driving when you come to a stop sign, you 

usually apply your brakes and stop without thinking much about it —in 

fact, you may be listening to something on the radio, or talking to your 

children while stopping. You have developed a ―habit,‖ an automatic 

reaction of applying brakes when coming to a stop sign. 

 

What about your emotions? Do we have a choice as to how we will deal 

with the emotions felt when confronted with people or situations that 

trigger certain feelings? 

 

 



 The answer to that question is a little bit complicated and all scientists, 

researchers, and doctors do not yet agree on the answer. Most would agree 

however, that one of the unique characteristics of human beings, as opposed to 

other animals, is the ability to have choices in how we deal with things that 

happen to us—even if the emotions that are triggered in us are not 100% under 

our control when they first occur. There are those who say that only two things 

in life are absolute—death and taxes. Everything else is a choice. What do you 

think? 

 

Let‘s look at an example. If a driver cuts you off on the freeway, a common 

emotion to feel is frustration and anger. Is this under your control? Maybe not 

immediately. It would be quite natural to instantly and automatically feel those 

emotions to some extent (although even this would vary a lot from person to 

person or situation to situation). But, what would be under your control is how 

frustrated or angry you get, how long these feelings last, what you do with 

these feelings, and how you behave while having these feelings. And, that 

control comes from knowing you have choices.  



 Having choices means that we can make decisions about how we will 

respond to a situation—rather than just reacting to it like our leg does to 

the doctor‘s examination. This involves taking personal responsibility for 

your feelings and your behavior. 

 

 To easily remember this idea, instead of saying the word ―responsible,‖ 

say ―response-able.‖ 

 

Some people just have a really hard time understanding this concept of 

being ―response-able,‖ as they go through life constantly blaming others 

and circumstances for their anger and angry behavior. As an example, we 

recently had a phone call from a woman inquiring about our anger 

management classes who asked what was taught in the program. We 

explained the eight tools of anger control to her, after which she said 

―What? You mean I‘m the one that has to do the changing?‖  



 Yes, we told her, anger management works much better when people 

accept the idea of personal responsibility for their feelings and their 

behavior. In fact, being ―flexible‖ in how we respond to a situation is one 

of the signs of good mental health. Persons with flexibility do not continue 

to do the things that get the results they don‘t want. Instead, they are able 

to adjust—or fine tune—their responses depending on the situation and 

the outcome they desire or want. 

 

There are many advantages to learning to be more flexible—and 

―response-able‖—in dealing with the stresses and frustrations of life. At 

the top of the list is a sense of empowerment. It just feels good and 

powerful to know that you are in charge of your response, rather than 

being controlled by other people or circumstances. Many people notice 

their anger level going down as their feeling of empowerment goes up. 

 

 



 Another advantage to being more flexible in your responses is that 

it changes how people respond to you. This is a great way to reduce 

conflict in your life and change the rules of how others treat you—

without having to get angry, demanding, or aggressive. Let‘s look at 

some common examples to highlight and illustrate how more 

flexibility in responding can remarkably change your emotions and 

your life: 

 

Example 1: Brenna, a 32-year-old married woman shared in an 

anger management class that her relationship with her ex-husband 

had changed drastically once she applied this tool of “respond 

instead of react.” Previously she would instantly get enraged when 

her ex threatened to file for custody of their two small children, she 

now bit her tongue and simply remained quiet when he began 

threatening an escalated legal battle. Unable to get the usual 

reaction from her, he calmed down and instantly became rational 

and more reasonable. 

 

 



 Example 2: Tom, a 42-year-old owner of an insurance agency 

could not keep office staff working for him due to what was seen as 

constant anger, irritability, and rudeness toward them. Being a 

high-energy person, he was constantly in motion, making demands 

on his staff that antagonized everybody in his office. In anger 

management class, we taught him simply to be more polite in his 

approach to others. This included responding in a nicer way and 

with more respect for the dignity and value of his employees. 

Amazingly, this resulted in staff “seeing him” in a different light 

which then led to their behaving quite differently toward him. As 

an added benefit, productivity increased noticeably once employees 

felt valued and no longer spent so much time being angry with 

their boss.  



 Example 3: 28-year-old Tom was a real estate appraiser who spent 

much time on Southern California Freeways, traveling from 

appointment to appointment. He was constantly frustrated, due to 

the aggressive drivers that he encountered on a daily basis, cutting 

in front of him, changing lanes, and generally being inconsiderate. 

He began reacting with aggression himself, resulting in an 

escalating “dance” to the point that someone actually followed him 

off an exit and confronted him. At this point, Tom realized that he 

needed to respond differently to aggressive drivers. So, he himself 

changed his driving behavior—being more considerate, staying 

safe distances behind others, allowing others more lane changes, 

etc. He also began listening to opera during his traveling which 

calmed him considerably. He was astounded to discover that 

somehow he was encountering fewer aggressive drivers after he 

himself changed.  



Many of our anger 

students tell us that they 

want to respond 

differently and be more 

flexible in dealing with 

life‘s stresses and anger 

triggers, but they feel 

overwhelmed because 

they don‘t know how to 

do it or where to start. 

The answer is to see it as 

a three-step process:  





 As we have discussed previously, our attitude toward what happens to us can 

drastically alter our feelings toward it. Nothing illustrates this better than 

Jerry‘s story, (see left column) provided to us by one of our anger management 

class graduates. 

 

That negative voice in your head can be quite convincing —persuading you to 

judge others, be pessimistic, or think negatively, all the while pulling in all the 

destructive feelings that go along with those destructive thoughts. As Jerry 

illustrates in his story, you can create a louder, more persuasive voice that 

helps you find an equally believable, more optimistic viewpoint. You‘ll be more 

likely to cut others some slack, cut yourself more slack, see more options, and 

feel less angry!  

 

 Attitude change can also help you appreciate more with what‘s right in your 

world and in your life, and that can help yourself regulate your feelings. 

Research scientists at the Institute for Heartmath have discovered that 

generating feelings of gratitude, on purpose, reduces the amount of damaging 

stress hormones in your body. Also, adopting a habit of appreciation sets up a 

positive self-fulfilling prophecy— since you are in the practice of identifying 

things to appreciate, you are more likely to notice those things.  







To understand this concept we need to look 

inside our head for a moment, in that part of our 

brain called the limbic system which is where 

most of our emotions live. While the amount of 

flexibility we have in our emotions is dependent 

on many things including our genes, our 

emotional experiences early in life, and our stress 

levels, new research is showing that our brains 

are very plastic and to some extent can be 

molded throughout our lives. 

 

In fact, scientists now believe that the everyday 

experiences we have can actually change our 

brain structure and brain chemistry. No longer is 

it thought that all those connections in our brain 

that determine our feelings and behavior are 

fixed for life after a certain age. 

 
 



 What this means for people learning to manage anger better is that by learning to 

respond differently to all of those anger ―triggers‖ in your life may actually be a 

way to modify how your brain is wired—so that it may be easier to deal with 

future anger triggers. You may still get angry but less so as your brain responds 

differently to new information and life experiences. 

 

New research in neuroscience is showing that your brain is constantly searching 

for signals from your body about what is going on inside, and then it creates 

emotions based on that information. Our awareness of bodily states, such as 

tension in our muscles, shifts in our facial expressions, or signals from our heart 

or intestines, lets us know how we feel through bodily feedback. 

 

This exciting finding gives us more tools to regulate our emotions and, thus, 

manage many of our feelings, including anger. For example, if you contract facial 

muscles in a frown, you are more likely to enter a negative state of mind. On the 

other hand, if you sense your face smiling, you are more likely to enter a positive 

state of mind and to view what is going on in your life more positively. 

 

 



 There are many other ways to regulate our emotions and our feelings in 

response to frustrating, irritating or disappointing people or situations in 

our lives. For instance, Dr. David Burns who wrote the book “Feeling 

Good,” suggests being your own best friend.  

 

This means thinking of the advice you gave a dear friend in a difficult 

time and take that advice yourself! Eat well, exercise, relax, play, avoid 

cigarettes and alcohol. These practices set up the conditions in your life 

that will make it easier to regulate your emotions. Other suggestions for 

emotional regulation which have helped many people struggling with 

anger, stress, or depression include: 

 listening to the type of music that alters your mood in a positive way,  

 getting in touch with a spiritual system that centers or balances you 

and brings you comfort, and  

 creating emotional connections with others by sincere listening 

(research shows that when you are completely attentive to what 

someone else is saying, your blood pressure drops).  



 Behaving differently is one of the most 

effective ways to show response 

flexibility and get different results in 

your life. But, doing things differently 

is not easy because we are creatures of 

habit and we tend to behave in ways 

that we are familiar and comfortable 

with. While it often feels risky or 

uncomfortable to try different 

approaches to deal with things that 

make us angry, it is worth the effort 

because, as the saying goes, ―If you 

keep doing what you do, you will keep 

getting what you‘ve got.‖  



 One of the challenges in behaving differently is, of course, coming up with 

ideas on how else we can behave in a situation. There is a strong tendency to 

repeat our past and do things as we have learned to do the—often starting in 

our childhood—without questioning or challenging what we do. 

 

Take, for instance, the woman who learned to break dishes every time she was 

angry with her husband. She hasn‘t figured out yet how to move from reaction 

to response. In truth, when she gets angry she doesn‘t have to break the 

dishes. There are many other things she could do in response to her angry 

feelings—take a brisk walk, assertively communicate with her husband, take a 

time-out, or listen to soothing music. 

 

Once we understand that a feeling does not necessarily lead to any particular 

behavior, we can give ourselves permission to feel angry. Many people find 

this concept liberating—to discover that specific actions and feelings are not 

necessarily connected. 

 

 



 As we have discovered, our feelings constantly shift with the flow of outside 

events. When the baby is screaming at 4:00 a.m., your boss is in a surly 

mood, your best friend insults you, or your car has a flat tire, it is natural to 

have negative feelings associated with these things. The flexible person 

notices these feelings, accepts them and then chooses what to do next. 

 

We can attend to the screaming infant, knowing that we can feel sleepy and 

still attend to business in the morning. Instead of complaining about what a 

jerk the boss is, we can look for the underlying problem that sparked her 

anger and find a way to solve it. You can talk to your friend about the insult, 

maybe he didn‘t mean what he said the way you heard it, or you could elect 

to laugh it off. And the flat tire? You can accept that this is one of those 

things that happens that is beyond your control and proceed to get it fixed. 

 

Use of these three steps—changing your attitude, regulating your emotions, 

and trying alternative behaviors—can give you powerful and effective tools 

needed to start responding instead of reacting to your life stresses. Once 

acquired, they can be life-changing for many people. But, like most new 

skills, they take practice to master.  

The following exercises should give you some of that practice and 

increase your confidence in your ability to use these newly acquired 

skills. 
 
 







―For some reason whenever I get upset I am always putting myself down,‖ said one 

woman in our group. ―Even my friends tell me I am just too hard on myself,‖ she 

said. ―When I get upset, I will often say things like, ‗I‘m such a loser,‘ or ‗if I don‘t 

make it one time, everyone will think I‘m a jerk‘‖ the woman explained. ―Some times I 

even tell myself that I am worthless and stupid when I make mistakes.‖ She 

continued, ―It really makes me feel awful and angry at myself.‖  

 

What this woman is experiencing is a pattern of negative self-talk. Negative self-talk 

is often painful, harmful to our self-esteem, and sends us into a downward spiral.  



 On the other hand, positive ―self-talk‖ is a powerful tool to break the cycle 

of negativity that can often pollute our minds when we get angry, stressed, 

depressed, or feel anxious. We all have a voice in our mind that tells us 

messages and stories about situations in our lives. It is our self-talk that can 

often determine how we feel, think and perceive a situation. The more 

positive our self-talk, the more positive we start to view situations. 

 

We once had a client who told us that the way he started to feel better was 

to hear the words from the movie sound track ―Rocky I.‖ Anyone who knows 

this sound track will often smile when they think of this tune and lyrics. 

Positive self-talk comes in many forms, and we will explore the use of self-

talk as well as changing the way we think, behave, and feel as we examine 

this chapter. 

 

We strongly believe that, as human beings, we are responsible for our own 

behavior. This is especially true with regard to control and expression of 

angry feelings. While angry feelings may certainly be triggered by any 

number of frustrating events or people in our world, it is still up to you to 

decide how ―angry‖ things make you and how you are going to deal with 

those angry feelings.  



 A crucial tool in dealing with these angry feelings is 

that of changing that conversation with yourself. 

Although you may not realize it, you are constantly 

telling yourself all kinds of things which cause you to 

have certain feelings or emotions. Learning to change 

that ―self-talk‖ empowers you to deal with anger more 

effectively in terms of how strongly you feel the 

anger, how long you hold onto your anger, and what 

you do in behavior as a result of your anger.  



  

(1) Typical self-statement 

He made me mad. 

 

More accurate self-statement, taking personal 

responsibility 

I made myself mad. 

 

(2) Typical self-statement 

It got me upset. 

 

More accurate self-statement, taking personal 

responsibility 

I upset myself. 

 

(3) Typical self-statement 

My family disturbed me. 

 

More accurate self-statement, taking personal 

responsibility 

I disturbed myself about my family. 

 

(4) Typical self-statement 

They got under my skin. 

 

More accurate self-statement, taking personal 

responsibility 

I let them get under my skin. 

 

(5) Typical self-statement 

She shouldn’t upset me that way. 

 

More accurate self-statement, taking personal 

responsibility 

Better that I not upset myself.  

The first step in changing that 

conversation with yourself is to 

take responsibility for your 

feelings, rather than blaming 

others or situations for how you 

are feeling. This is not easy, 

because we live in a society that 

teaches us to blame others or 

outside events for our feelings, 

rather than teaching us personal 

responsibility for our emotions. 

 

The following is a list of common 

―self-talk‖ statements that most 

people have which indicates not 

taking responsibility for feelings—

and more accurate empowering 

self-statements suggested for 

dealing with anger. 

 



 Automatic thinking is self-thought we automatically have in certain situations based on beliefs we have about 

our world. Automatic thinking occurs in the following way: it‘s as simple as ABC (and then we add DE to make it 

more powerful). 

 

A = An Event or Adversity in Life 

Example: On the road you are delayed by a driver in front of you going ten miles an hour below the speed limit. 

 

B = Your Beliefs and Automatic Thoughts About the Situation 

Example: What a jerk; she has no right to do that to me; I’m going to get even; she did that to me on purpose; 

why does she disrespect me like that; why does this always happen to me? Why can’t she get out of my way? 

 

C = Feelings, Emotions 

Example: Frustration, anger, outrage 

 

D = Challenging Self-talk 

Example: She is not driving slowly to make me late; she probably isn’t even aware of me; maybe she is doing the 

best she can; perhaps she just came from the doctor’s office with bad news and she is on the verge of tears; how 

would I feel toward her if I discovered the driver was my mother? 

 

E = New Effects of Looking at Things Differently 

Examples: 

 Increased tolerance and more understanding of possible reasons for the slow driving 

 resolve not to take it personally understanding that to right the wrong of another driver is not justified or 

rational  

 understanding that maintaining a hostile attitude on the road is harmful to society—innocent drivers, their 

families, and their loved ones. 



 Learning to think these new ways is always a challenge for 

most people because it doesn‘t seem natural, and many 

times it doesn‘t even seem true. This is because our first 

thoughts are automatic, based on beliefs we have about 

the world around us. 

 

A powerful way to learn think in this ABCDE model (first 

developed by a famous psychologist named Dr. Albert 

Ellis) is to first look at some of your assumptions or 

beliefs and then consider changing them if they produce 

anger, resentment, or unhappiness for you. 

 

Listen to yourself as you think about things that make you 

angry and then see if you can talk yourself out of that 

anger by challenging your beliefs and then substituting 

new self-talk that reduces those angry feelings.  





 Jane and Anthony have differing ways of viewing the world. Jane is a 

pessimist (the glass is half-empty), while Anthony is an optimist (the glass is 

half-full). These outlooks influence how they experience similar situations. 

 

Scenario 1: Job Loss 

Jane is devastated, convincing herself that she is all washed up, she can 

never catch a break, it is useless for her to try to be successful, and she is 

never going to succeed at anything. 

 

Anthony, however, has a healthier inner dialog. He tells himself he may not 

have been good at that particular job, his skills and company‘s needs did not 

mesh, and being fired was only a temporary setback in his career. 

 

 



 Scenario 2: New Jobs 

Offered a new job, Jane, the 

pessimist, believes she was able 

to find a new job only because 

her industry is now really 

desperate for people and must 

have lowered their standards to 

hire her. 

 

Anthony, however, feels he 

landed the new job because his 

talents were finally recognized 

and he can now be appreciated 

for what he can do.   



 Implications 

As these examples illustrate, optimists tend to interpret their troubles as 

transient, controllable, and specific to situations. Recent research by Dr. Marvin 

Seligman confirms this. When good things happen, optimists believe the causes 

are permanent, resulting from traits and abilities. Optimists further believe that 

good events will enhance everything they do. Pessimists, on the other hand, 

believe their troubles will last forever, will undermine everything they do, and 

believe their troubles are basically beyond their control. When good things 

happen to pessimists, they see them as temporary and caused by specific factors 

that will eventually change and lead to negative outcomes. 

 

Benefits of Optimism 

Optimism creates better resistance to depression when bad events strike, better 

performance at work, and better physical health. In fact, one long term study at 

the Mayo Clinic in Rochester, MN, found that optimists lived 19% longer than 

pessimists. 

Optimism is also a powerful antidote to anger. Many participants in our anger 

management classes report their anger lessening as they learn to replace 

negative thinking with positive thinking.  



 You can learn how to replace pessimism 

with optimism. The starting point is to 

access your vulnerability to pessimistic 

thinking by taking the self evaluation 

test you can find at 

www.authentichappiness.org. 

 

Your responses will be compared to 

thousands of other people in various 

categories, down to your zip code. If 

you scored lower than you‘d like, you 

can become more optimistic. As Dr. 

Seligman writes in ―Authentic 

Happiness,‖ his latest book: ―The trait 

of optimism is changeable and 

learnable.‖  



 There is now a well-documented method for building optimism. It is based on first 

recognizing and then disputing pessimistic thoughts. 

 

People often do not pay attention to their thoughts and thus do not recognize how 

destructive they can be in leading to negative emotions. 

 

The key is to recognize your pessimistic thoughts and then treat them as if they were 

uttered by someone else—an external person, a rival, whose mission in life is to make 

you miserable! Basically, you can become an optimist by learning to disagree with 

yourself— challenging your pessimistic thinking patterns and replacing them with 

more positive patterns. 

 

Note: this view of optimistic thinking is not the process of ―positive thinking‖ in the 

sense of repeating silly affirmations that you really don‘t believe. Rather, it is the 

process of correcting distorted or faulty thinking patterns that create health, career, 

and relationship problems for you. 

 

By teaching yourself to think about things differently, but just as realistically, you 

can morph yourself from a pessimist to an optimist—and tame your anger in the 

process.  



 At its core, optimism is a style of interpreting events that occur in 

your world. It is your personal theory or explanation of why good and 

bad things happen to you. 

 

While everyone experiences both setbacks and victories in the normal 

course of life, optimists—in contrast to pessimists—have a very 

distinct style of explaining things to themselves. 

 

Said another way: It is your belief about what happens to you that 

determines your reaction, more than the event itself. 

 

The knack of disputing your beliefs is a thought-skill, the mastery of 

which will morph you into the optimistic style of thinking. There are 

four ways to do this listed below. Examples will follow of how to apply 

these principals to your life to become a more optimistic thinker.  

 

 



THE FOUR WAYS ARE: 

 

1.  Look at the evidence 

 

2. Consider Alternative Causes 

 

3. Put events into perspective 

 

4. Ask: Is this belief useful? 

 

 





 According to Seligman, the most convincing way of disputing a negative 

belief is to show it is factually incorrect. 

 

Most of the time you will have ―reality‖ on your side. Your role is that of a 

detective as you ask ―what is the evidence for my belief?‖  

 For example, is it really true that you never succeed in anything? (Very 

doubtful. Everybody succeeds some of the time).  

 That you are the worse parent you know? (Can you remember any 

success you have had as a parent?). 

 That you are an incurable glutton? (Can you sometimes resist food?) 

 That you are incredibly selfish? (How many times have you been 

unselfish?)  

 

 Using this skill of looking at the evidence, you can defeat pessimism with 

more accurate perception and recall of what is really true. 

 

 





 Most events in the world have 

more than one cause. Pessimists 

latch onto the most insidious; 

optimists tend more to give 

themselves a break. 

 

For example, a marital breakup 

usually has many causes which 

probably contributed to its 

downfall. You can blame yourself. 

You can blame your partner. A 

more optimistic interpretation is 

that neither partner failed as an 

individual; it was the relationship 

(the combination) that failed. 

 

 

 





 If the facts are NOT on your side and you 

cannot honestly see other causes to a 

negative event, you will need to look at 

the implications of your beliefs in order 

to become an optimistic thinker. 

 

Is the event really as catastrophic as you 

are making it out to be? Here‘s a hint: few 

things are. Usually, the implications or 

long-term effects of your misfortune 

aren‘t as awful or devastating as you may 

be viewing them. 

 

To think more optimistically, you could 

view the impact of the negative event in a 

different way which would decrease your 

anger. 

 

 





 Even though a belief may, in fact, be true, it may not 

be useful. Some beliefs cause more grief than they are 

worth. You may tell yourself you are a failure.  

 

This belief will likely cause you to stop trying. 

Instead, substitute a more useful belief like ―Just 

because I failed once doesn‘t make me a failure.‖ 

Then, behave accordingly with your new belief. 

 

To illustrate this principal, try thinking of more useful 

beliefs you could acquire about negative events or 

even failures in your life.  





 Our client, Aaron, told us that in his family they 

typically yell at one another to get the point across. 

Aaron recently got into a relationship with a woman 

who told him that his anger ―scares‖ her when he 

gets upset. Aaron‘s reply was that he was not upset, 

this was ―just the way I am used to expressing 

myself when I get upset; this is normal for me.‖ 

 

The reality is that what might be ―normal‖ for you 

and your family of origin may not be the ―norm‖ in 

terms of communicating effectively with others. 

Aaron‘s style of communication is aggressive, but he 

didn‘t realize the impact it had on his girlfriend. 

Aaron had to learn about his style of communication 

as well as other styles of communication to 

understand the kind of changes he needed to make. 

By learning to become more assertive, Aaron felt 

better, his needs got met more of the time, and his 

girlfriend no longer feared him when he did get 

upset. 

 

 



 The way we communicate or the style we use to communicate is often learned 

from much earlier experiences in our lives when our language skills were newly 

formed. Think about your family‘s style of communication for a moment. Is 

your style similar to any of theirs? Most of us tend to communicate in a way 

that was adaptive in the environment we grew up, but it has become 

problematic in our lives today. For many of us, our style of communication can 

leave us with unmet needs, unexpressed emotion, and damaging effects on 

those around us. It is important to understand that there are many different 

communication styles, yet only one that tends to yield the results we are 

seeking.  

 

Learning to express your primary feelings and needs, clearly, calmly, and with 

good eye contact is what assertive communication is all about.  



 Good communication skills are an essential ingredient to 

anger management because poor communication causes 

untold emotional hurt, misunderstandings, and conflict. 

 

Words are powerful, but the message we convey to others 

is even more powerful and often determines how people 

respond to us and how we feel toward them. 

 

Because communication is a two-way process, people with 

good communication skills are good at ―receiving‖ 

messages from others as well as delivering them. 

 

If you look at people in your life and at your own behavior, 

you may discover certain patterns of communication. Some 

patterns are negative and harmful while others are positive 

and productive. 

 

Frequently individuals with anger problems use harmful 

ways of communicating to others. Harmful in the sense that 

it disrupts relationships and usually does not accomplish 

the goals that is intended.  



 Assertive communication, on the other hand, is a much 

more effective way to get what you want and what you need 

without the negative consequences. In short, the 

development of assertive communication skills will work 

for you by making you a more effective and less stressed 

person. 

 

Let‘s start by looking at the harmful patterns first and then 

at the assertive remedies that we have found really work 

for many of the participants in our anger management 

classes and seminars.  



 In marital research this is also called ―stonewalling.‖ 

While it may occur in both genders, it is more 

characteristic of men than women. Basically, it means 

being emotionally unavailable—cutting yourself off 

emotionally from the person you have an issue with. It 

can also mean not dealing with an issue by changing 

the topic, ignoring the other when they speak to you, 

or doing something else (like watching television) 

when your partner tries to discuss important things 

with you. 

 

Example: Stacy and Bill were married for twenty years 

and had an eleven-year-old daughter. About four times 

a year, Stacy would go into a rage over a minor event 

in the household; Bill could not cope with his wife’s 

behavior when this occurred. For weeks afterward, he 

would not talk to her. He basically ignored her despite 

her apologies and, numerous attempts to emotionally 

connect with him. 

 

 



 Being overly critical toward others (or toward ourselves) is a harmful 

communication pattern because it puts other people on the defensive and 

causes them to have negative feelings toward you. It is another 

communication pattern that predicts divorce—especially if it occurs with 

married women. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Does this mean we can never complain about things or let people know we 

are dissatisfied with them or their behavior? Of course not. But to 

communicate effectively, we need to complain in a certain way. A 

complaint is a specific statement of anger, distress, displeasure, or other 

negativity. Criticism involves attacking someone‘s personality or 

character, rather than a specific behavior. In relationships, a criticism 

takes a complaint and adds blame. It feels like you as a person is being 

attacked or judged by the other person.  



 Fact is, most people cannot deal with 

too much criticism over a long 

period of time. Unfortunately, often 

highly critical people don‘t see 

themselves that way. Rather they 

truly think they are ―helping‖ their 

partner in some way by constantly 

pointing out defects in his/her 

character and inadequacies. 

 

Yet, constant, unfair, or high-volume 

criticism starts to just feel bad after 

awhile and erodes self-esteem as 

well as positive feelings toward 

someone you previously may have 

loved or at least liked a lot.  



 The passive-aggressive pattern is a harmful, 

covert way of communicating angry feelings, but 

indirectly, and it is sometimes without you 

knowing that you are doing it! Instead of 

confronting them head-on, it is a way of getting 

back at people without telling them why. 

 

Often, the passive-aggressive communicator is 

trying to manipulate you or some situation in an 

underhanded way. 

 

For instance, we might make a joke at someone 

else‘s expense. Or, we might make sarcastic 

remarks which communicate hostility or other 

negative feelings that we have. 

 

 



 The passive-aggressive communicator may also sabotage us, or our efforts, but in a way that 

is difficult to prove that is what they are doing. When confronted, they will often deny that 

they are angry toward you or that they are doing anything to harm you. 

 

Examples of harmful, passive-aggressive behaviors: 

 When talking with someone you are angry at, you leave out important information 

which gives the wrong impression.  

 Talking behind the back of a co-worker in a harmful way— gossiping.  

 Husband getting home late without calling, resulting in his wife missing an important 

meeting; he pleads he was late because he was ―helping a friend.‖  

 Wife ―forgetting‖ (for the first time) to pick up husband‘s suit at dry cleaners which he 

desperately needs for next business day—following an evening when they had a conflict 

over their love life.  

 Exaggerating the faults of your spouse (behind his or her back) to your parents.  

 Playing dumb to frustrate someone or gain advantage.  

 Clamming up and not talking to someone because you are angry.  

 Arguing for the sake of arguing to escape dealing with the real issue.  

 Another form of passive-aggressive anger is ―perpetual victimhood.‖ Afraid to confront 

the supposed source of anger, the person feels victimized and persecuted. They feel 

there is nothing they can do to change the situation and accept no responsibility.  



 A certain amount of aggression in some 

situations is acceptable, but some people 

consistently charge around to get what 

they want—in a way, that is extremely 

harmful to good communication.  

 

Overly aggressive people like to have 

things their way and often express 

feelings in a way that punishes or 

intimidates (scares) others.  

 

Aggressive people tend to communicate by 

getting ―in your face.‖ They get too close 

to you, or stand while you are seated so 

they can dominate you. Often, they relate 

to us in a loud voice. They may gesture 

wildly. You may feel scolded or 

intimidated. They may give you orders 

with no thought for your feelings.  



 Defensiveness is a communication style that 

people use to emotionally protect 

themselves, rather than to openly listen to 

others or honestly express their feelings.  

 Defensive people are not able to accept 

criticism from others, especially intimate 

partners, and therefore is another 

predictor of marital divorce.  

 Defensive people put up a wall around 

themselves which prevents them from 

being able to take personal responsibility 

for conflict or problems with others.  

 Defensive people are not open to 

feedback from others and are not open to 

changing or improving themselves. They 

see no need to change themselves.  

 They take criticism very personally and 

are easily offended by even mild 

criticism or suggestions by others.  

 They are emotionally fragile and don‘t 

want to hear things that don‘t ―fit‖ their 

view of how things are.  



 Contempt is a communication style of regarding someone or 

something as inferior or less-than. In effect, we look down on them. 

Even worse, sometimes it means treating others with scorn as if we 

regard them as worthless. 

 

When we are treated with contempt by others we feel despised, 

dishonored, or disgraced. 

 

It is a very destructive way to relate to others; not surprisingly, it is a 

major predictor of divorce, according to recent marital research. 

 

Some common ―contemptuous‖ behaviors would include: 

  Name-calling, swearing, or disrespecting partner  

  Denying the importance of another’s feelings  

 Moralizing or preaching  

 Saying hurtful, mean-spirited things• Insulting a partner or family 

member in a way that causes emotional injury  

 Humiliating or ridiculing a partner in front of children or others  

 Putting pressure on others to do things against their core values  





 

Assertive people tell others what they want and need clearly; they have a knack 

of saying the correct thing at the correct time. 

 

Assertive communication skills are the antidote to harmful and destructive 

communication patterns. There are six steps to assertive communication. Each of 

these steps is a remedy to the harmful communication patterns that we just 

discussed.  

What is assertive communication? 

 

It is a way to communicate so that you 

convey your rights in a good way. 

Assertive communication helps people 

clearly explain their wants, needs, and 

feelings to other people. It is a way of 

getting things that you want without 

violating or offending others‘ rights or 

having to walk away without getting 

what you want. 

 



     Assertive communicators send clear messages, making sure that the message received is 

the message sent. Research shows that about 80% of the ―message‖ communicated is done 

without words through ―non-verbal‖ behavior. If your words say one thing, but your body 

language says something else, the listener may be quite confused. 

 

 

 
It’s not always what you say, but how you say it that people respond to. 

 

 

Pay close attention to: 

 Facial expressions  

 Eye contact  

 Posture (how you stand)  

 Hand and arm movement  

 Tone of voice  

 



   Assertive people have developed their listening skills. As you may 

have noticed, most people do not have very good listening skills. In 

fact, rather than really listening to you, many people unfortunately 

listen with their answer running—meaning that they are thinking of a 

response rather than listening deeply to what you are saying. 

 

Hearing is done with our ears while listening is done with our heart. 

Listening is an active process. The listener must take an active role in 

the communication process.  



   Words have tremendous power to determine 

how other people experience us and how they 

respond to us. People with good assertive 

communication skills focus on the problem 

behavior (and not the character of the 

person), stick to the point, don‘t use labels, 

and make ―I‖ statements rather than ―you‖ 

statements.  



 

I feel …describe the feeling you are having 

 

When you…describe the behavior that bothers you 

 

Because…describe how the behavior affects you 

 

I need…how you are requesting the person to change 



 



    Of course not. And there are times when it is clearly inappropriate to use. Also, you must be 

careful not to use it too much, or it may appear manipulative to the other person. 

 

But, it does work a high percentage of the time and it should always be tried first before 

communicating the same complaint in an angry way. The ―formula‖ when used correctly can 

convey a dissatisfaction or problem in a way that makes it a complaint and not a criticism 

that often allows the other person to ―hear‖ you without getting defensive or feeling 

attacked. 

 

In intimate relationships, the ―formula‖ serves as a ―softened startup‖ —a way to approach 

each other over an issue without feeling attacked and causing so much conflict. 

 

It is important to remember that not all people respond well to assertive communicators. 

People who tend to be more passive or passive-aggressive in their own communication styles 

may feel threatened by someone who is asserting their position. 



    Example: When your co-worker 

decides to smoke a cigarette in 

the break room while you are 

there taking your break, you 

assert your position by stating: 

 

―When you smoke in here, I feel 

dizzy because I am allergic to 

cigarette smoke. I know that this 

is also your break period and so I 

would just ask that you smoke in 

the designated area.” 

 

You asserted your message and 

the other person is defensive—

maybe outraged. What do you 

do next? The following are steps 

to take when dealing with this 

kind of situation. 



 



Anger is often an escalating process, involving two people who create a negative feeling 

in each other, sometimes instantly, and sometimes over a long period of time. 

 

When this happens, it is natural to blame the other person entirely for the problem, 

especially when we are angry and in a defensive mode. But, once we return to normal, the 

assertive communicator is able to accept some of the responsibility for the conflict.  

Taking some responsibility is an 

indication of emotional maturity 

and is an antidote or a remedy to 

defensiveness. You never win an 

emotional argument with facts, 

figures, or excessive logic.  



Handling Conflicts  
    Often, conflicts become unmanageable because of the thoughts and emotions that get 

involved. Automatic thoughts, that is, those thoughts that have no real evidence to support 

them, are often the cause of unresolved conflicts. These thoughts can lead to incorrect 

assumptions about the situation or the persons involved in the conflict. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Emotions can also get in the way of conflict resolution. Often when misunderstood, people 

can be left feeling angry, hurt, afraid, confused, or envious. These emotions can lead to 

further automatic thoughts, thus perpetuating the conflict.  



A conflict resolution approach is the method or manner in which a person 

attempts to eliminate or minimize a conflict between the persons involved. 

Negotiation and mediation are conflict resolution approaches. They are not, 

however, the only way people resolve conflicts.  

There are five main approaches to resolving conflict. Some are more 

passive than others. Some are aggressive. The last approach deals with 

collaborating with the others involved in the conflict. This is the approach 

we will be learning in this section of the Anger Management Program. 



Avoiding occurs when one or both people recognize that a conflict 

exists. They respond by withdrawing from the conflict. This is a 

relatively passive approach.  



Accommodating 

occurs when one 

person resolves the 

conflict by giving in 

to the other person at 

the expense of his or 

her own needs. When 

one side has 

overwhelming power 

and the will to use it, 

the person with less 

power will tend to 

accommodate. This 

approach is also 

passive.  

 



Compromising occurs when both 

people gain and lose in order to 

resolve the conflict. It is an 

approach in which gains and 

losses are shared. Each person is 

partially satisfied and partially 

dissatisfied. In a continuing 

relationship, both people need to 

preserve face and continue their 

relationship. Therefore, sharing 

partial victory and partial defeat 

can meet mutual needs. This is 

also a passive approach, although 

it leans more towards 

assertiveness since each are 

asserting their rights in the 

conflict. However, they must give 

up something in order for the 

conflict to be resolved. This is 

where it becomes passive. 

 



Forcing occurs when one or 

both people attempt to 

satisfy their own needs 

regardless of the impact to 

the other person. It is an 

aggressive ―no holds 

barred‖ approach.  Forcing 

can produce victories at 

excessive cost to the 

winner. Winning by forcing 

damages ongoing 

relationships, thus 

destroying the possibility of 

future cooperation. The 

loser tends to seek revenge 

in passive-aggressive ways 

to balance the scales. War is 

a prime example of using 

the forcing approach to 

resolve conflict.  



Collaborating 

Collaborating is an attempt made by both people to fully satisfy the 

needs of each. With collaboration, each individual is a winner. This 

approach assumes that each person involved in the conflict has 

legitimate goals and that creative thinking can transform the 

conflict into an opportunity for both to achieve their goals. 

 

Collaborating, or problem solving as it is sometimes called, requires 

both people to look beyond the immediate problem. It takes some 

creativity, and usually creativity consumes time and energy. 

Nevertheless, a collaborating approach to conflict resolution can 

produce two winners and is the most assertive approach to conflict 

resolution.  



 My reactions were too extreme. I‘m sorry.  

 Even though I still feel I was right about the issue, my reaction wasn‘t right, and I 

apologize for that.  

 I really blew that one.  

 Let me try again.  

 I can see my part in all this.  

 I see your point. I know this isn‘t your fault.  

 We are both saying that…  

 This is not your problem. It is OUR problem.  

 I never thought of things that way.  

 I might be wrong here.  

 I think your point of view makes sense.  

 Let me start again in a softer way.  

Here are some things to say to the person you are in 

conflict with that will show you are taking some of the 

responsibility for the problem and you want to work 

things out in a collaborative way: 

 



 
In relationships, being able to see things in your mate that even your friends don‘t see is a 

very positive predictor of marital success, according to recent research at the State University 

of New York.  

 

Remarkably, what the research shows is that satisfied couples see virtues in their partners 

that are not seen by their closest friends. The happiest couples look on the bright side of the 

relationship and focus on strengths rather than weaknesses. 

 

On the other hand, dissatisfied couples have a ―tainted‖ image of each other; they see fewer 

virtues in their mates than their friends do.  

Praise is an important part of assertive communication, both in 

terms of being able to give praise and take praise. Praise is a 

positive remedy for both critical and contemptuous ways of 

communicating. 

 

Praise involves seeing the positives, what is right, and what you 

can honor and appreciate about the other person. This is opposed 

to angry people who tend to see only what is wrong or negative 

about each other, and then comment about the negatives. 

 



Expressing feelings openly is a remedy for 

the harmful and destructive passive-

aggressive communication style. 

 

Many angry people ―store‖ feelings or 

grievances they have toward others, but 

unfortunately, the negative feelings often 

do not go away, even if they are not 

expressed on the surface. 

 

It is like putting the feelings in a bottle. You 

try to put the lid on tightly, but some of 

those suppressed feelings find a way to 

leak out. It is much better to deal with 

anger or resentment directly, before things 

get out of hand. If people don‘t know you 

are upset with them, how can they change?  



Why are some people so hesitant to be open and emotionally honest with others, 

especially people close to them? Some of the reasons psychologists commonly 

hear are: 

• I don‘t want to hurt their feelings  

• I‘m afraid of what their reaction might be  

• They might start being too honest toward me  

• They might ―emotionally‖ punish me in some way by withholding something I 

need  

Despite these issues, it is important that you work at feeling 

expression because assertion is impossible until you learn to 

express your feelings to others. Learn to do this by practicing daily. 

Begin with small things. Express your feelings about something that 

happened. Once you become comfortable in expressing your 

feelings, you can take bigger risks. 

REMEMBER: 





One approach that Sara learned through our 

program was the ability to adjust expectations to 

an appropriate level. For many of us, we expect 

much more that is ―reasonable‖ in certain 

situations. By learning how to adjust our 

expectations to an appropriate level, we are often 

left feeling more satisfied and less frustrated in 

situations at work, school, with family members, 

and most importantly, with ourselves.  

We once got a referral from a company that had an employee with ―anger 

problems‖ at work. Her name was Sara and she was asked by her employer to 

attend our program to learn more skills to cope with her problem. Sara 

explained to us that, ―I have high standards of the people that work for me,‖ 

then went on, ―I expect my staff to stay late, bring their work home, work 

over time, or whatever it takes to get the job done.‖ Sara explained how 

frustrated she felt at work, as she was always let down by someone that 

didn‘t put the effort in that she felt was needed. 

 



Anger and stress can often be caused when our 

expectations are too far apart from what is realistic to 

achieve. For example, lets say you promise your mother 

you‘ll bring over your famous homemade apple pie for 

dinner on Friday night. You also know that Friday night 

you have a project due at work. Is it realistic that you 

will be able to get home in time to bake the pie from 

scratch and get to your mothers house in time? The 

answer…probably not. When we create expectations 

that are not realistic we often tend to feel more 

stressed out, angry, and let ourselves and those around 

us down. 

Anger results by mentally comparing the behavior of others to what you expected 

them to do or to be. Sometimes that is a reasonable thing to do, but often it is not 

because we have too high or wrong expectations of ourselves and those around us. 



It is important to figure out exactly what 

―reasonable‖ means in terms of expectations. 

If expectations are too low, you will feel 

cheated in life, by feeling that you are 

―settling.‖ On the other hand, if expectations 

are too high, then the reality of the 

experience will suffer from the comparison—

and you may experience disappointment and 

other negative emotions such as anger. 

 

The real cause of anger isn‘t all of those 

things that happen to us, rather the root 

problem is in how we assess or evaluate what 

happens to us and how other people behave. 

Another way of saying this is that anger is often triggered by the 

difference between what we expect and what we get. 

 



Of course not! That would be impossible and also not very wise, since other people will often 

rise to the occasion if you have high expectations of them, for instance, our children. And of 

course, having high expectations of yourself can often motivate you to high achievement, 

personal growth, and accomplishment. 

 

But, in terms of managing your anger, you should find a way to be realistic about both the 

level of expectations you have, and the type of expectations you have. It is possible to have 

the right level of expectation of someone—but the wrong type of expectation to begin with. 

For instance, you could have a realistically high expectation that your child will be a 

professional, but as an architect instead of as a doctor. 

 

If people do not meet your expectations, rather than becoming frustrated, irritated, or angry 

toward them, why not put them into a different ―category‖ of your mind? 

 

Learn to adjust both the level and the type of those expectations and you have a powerful tool 

for anger management. We have discovered that this is a five-step process:  



Step 1: Decide what is reasonable and what is not. 
  

 

Step 2: Take the word "should" out of your vocabulary. 

 
 

Step 3: Remember that sometimes people or 

situations have more limitations than you give 

them credit for. 

 
 

Step 4: Remind yourself that the way you see things 

may or may not be how others see the same things or 

events. 

  

Step 5: Find other ways to get your needs met.  



Another way to do it is to compare someone‘s behavior with other people in that situation or 

age group. For instance, we have different expectations for teens and adults, for single people 

and married people, for normal circumstances and difficult ones (such as grieving, or going 

through a divorce), and for managers and minimum-wage workers, etc. 

 

If you are still not sure if your expectation is reasonable, try asking peers or friends to get 

honest feedback. Good friends will tell you the truth and help you adjust those expectations in 

line with common standards in your social group or community.  

This may be tricky because different people have different ideas of 

this. One way to do it is to think about it when you are calm and 

cool. Many things that seemed ―reasonable‖ when you were worked 

up seem ridiculous and petty in the cold light of day. So, make 

yourself take a time out, and think things through before 

responding. It is much easier to decide what is ―reasonable‖ or not 

with a clear head. 

 





Fact is, we can‘t control other people, try as we might. People behave the way 

they behave for their own reasons. Avoid the trap of getting upset because 

others don‘t behave as they ―should.‖ This sets up an expectation on your part 

that may not be reasonable—and it may also be wrong. Instead of ―shoulding‖ 

on yourself, try changing your vocabulary to words like ―I would prefer if…‖ ―It 

would be nice if…,‖ instead of ―They should…‖ 

 

Here are some questions to ask yourself that will help you in changing how you 

think about things that trigger your anger: 

• WHY ―should‖ the other person do what I think they should?  

• WHY ―should‖ things go the way I demand them to go?  

• Am I being too demanding of them?  

• Am I imposing my own viewpoint on them?  

• Am I judging them because they don’t do as they “should” in my mind?  



People often behave badly toward us because they are limited or have a problem, but not 

because they are purposefully trying to make us miserable. Of course, we want them to live up 

to our expectations, but in truth they are fallible people who may not be able to or they have a 

different agenda in life than meeting your expectations. 

 

For example, the woman who cuts us off on the freeway may be doing it because she just learned 

that her husband is divorcing her—she probably doesn‘t even know that you exist! Our parents 

may not give us the love we deserve, not because there is something wrong with us, but because 

they have a limited capacity to love their children in the right way. Your envious sibling may not 

have the capacity to ―share‖ the limelight with other people—including you. 

Other personal limitations may include psychological 

disorders or emotional difficulties which limit a person‘s 

ability to function adequately in certain life areas. 

Examples might include depression (which is why the 

other may not have energy), ADHD (which may prevent a 

person from being able to focus or stick to tasks, or 

achieve in school) or anxiety disorders (which may lead 

to social isolation). 



New marital research by the Gottman Institute in Seattle, Washington gives the 

startling statistic that a high percentage of all relationship issues are basically 

unsolvable and perpetual.. This means that, even in successful marriages, what 

was an issue on the day you met may still be an issue thirty years later due to 

differences in personality, lifestyles, and personal viewpoints.  

 

Couples unfortunately become ―gridlocked‖ on these issues; trying to solve the 

unsolvable only creates frustration, anger, and marital discontent. 

 

Examples of perpetual issues may include differences in parenting styles, religious 

viewpoints, character traits, personality, sexual preferences, and in money 

management.  



Perpetual issues that lead to gridlock are experienced by couples in both great 

marriages and not so great ones! The key to dealing with them is to recognize they 

are unsolvable, partly because many of these issues are not only about what is on 

the surface, but about the deeper ―meaning‖ the issue has for you or your partner in 

terms of your life goals, needs, or life dreams. 

 

Rather than trying to “solve” the problem (which usually means that you expect the 

other person to change how they are, or your partner expects you to change how you 

are), accept that it will probably always be there because it is part of who you are, or 

part of who your partner is.  

 

Start by having a dialogue, a conversation, about it with your partner to learn how 

the issue is somehow tied to either their life dream or your life dream. Then, find 

ways to be with each other despite the issue and watch how your anger level 

immediately goes down.  



 



Rather than convincing yourself they are 

―wrong,‖ tell yourself that they simply see 

things differently than you do. No need to get 

angry over this; they may be as convinced of 

their ―truth‖ as you are of yours. Did you know 

that all the wars in the world have resulted 

from a clash of two ―rights?‖—not a ―right‖ and 

a ―wrong‖ because warring countries or groups 

always see themselves as being in the right? 

Remember: The Way You See Things May Not 

Be How Others See the Same Things or Events. 
 



If others don‘t agree with you, they may 

honestly remember things differently than 

you do. For a test of this principal, have a 

discussion with your parents (or your 

children) about a past event that you 

remember vividly. You may be surprised 

and astounded at how differently you both 

remember the very same event. 

 

In fact, recent memory research shows 

clearly that we can be dead wrong about an 

event we are absolutely convinced occurred 

exactly the way we remember it! This occurs 

partly because our mind modifies our 

memories to ―fit‖ our beliefs or world view. 

After we ―recall‖ these distorted memories a 

few times, they become ―fact‖ in our mind, 

even though what really happened may be 

quite different. 

So, to control your anger, adjust your expectations of others and give them a 

break. They may honestly be remembering things quite differently from you or 

they may have seen things from a different perspective than you to begin with.  



The underlying reason we often get angry at others or situations when our expectations are not 

met is because our needs are not being met as a result of the situation or the behavior of the 

other. 

 

Rather than getting angry, we need to consider two other ways to deal with the situation—ways 

that are far more effective. First, learn to communicate your needs to others. Second, find other 

ways to satisfy those needs. 

 

Communicating Needs 

Sometimes we don‘t effectively communicate our needs to people, so they don‘t have a clue 

what is underlying our anger. It is much more effective to recognize and express that 

underlying need rather than just getting angry. If you learn to do this, you will find that people 

will know how better to respond to you. We all have needs contrary to some popular thinking; it 

is not selfish to recognize and try to get our needs fulfilled. 

 

Before practicing how to do this, it may be helpful to first look at what our needs are, according 

to a famous psychologist named Abraham Maslow‘s Hierarchy of Needs.  



 



According to one psychologist, lower needs must be met before we are capable of satisfying 

the next level of need. For instance, people will only be motivated to seek ways to enhance 

self-esteem after they are well fed, feel safe, and feel loved. 

 

Physiological Needs 

Physiological needs are the very basic needs such as air, food, sleep and sex. Fulfillment of these needs motivate 

us to alleviate them as soon as possible to get back to normal. Once satisfied, we can think about how to satisfy 

other, higher-order needs. 

 

Safety Needs 

Safety needs are mostly psychological in nature and have to do with establishing stability and consistency in our 

world. This need motivates us to try and achieve predictability in our lives—in our physical environment, in our 

families and in our intimate relationships. Some people have a very high need for security in almost every aspect 

of their lives, while other people have a much lower need for safety; for them, excitement, adventure, or risk is 

much more important. 

 

Love Needs 

Most humans have a desire to belong to groups, to feel loved by others and to be accepted by others. Once we feel 

secure and safe, according to Maslow, we are motivated to satisfy our love and need to belong. 

 

Esteem Needs 

This category includes both self-esteem (how we value ourselves) and being esteemed or valued by others. Persons 

with good mental health need to feel good about themselves and their lives. Much of our behavior is directed 

toward having these feelings of high self-esteem. In addition, most of us have a need for recognition from others, 

the need for praise, and the need to feel that we are valued by others. 

 

Self-Actualization 

The need for self-actualization is the desire to become more and more what one is, to become everything that one 

is capable of becoming. People at this level of need-fulfillment seek knowledge, peace, aesthetic experiences, self-

fulfillment, meaning, and spirituality.  



“In the long run, it’s not a question of whether they deserve to be 

forgiven. You’re not forgiving them for their sake. You’re doing it for 

yourself. For your own health and well-being, forgiveness is simply the 

most energy-efficient option. It frees you from the incredibly toxic, 

debilitating drain of holding a grudge. Don’t let these people live rent 

free in your head. If they hurt you before, why let them keep doing it 

year after year in your mind? It’s not worth it, but it takes heart effort 

to stop it. You can muster that heart power to forgive them as a way of 

looking out for yourself. It’s one thing you can be totally selfish about.” 

— Doc Childre and Howard Martin, The HeartMath Solution 

 

 



We sometimes ask our clients if they have or currently hold a grudge towards 

someone else. Inevitably, there is always someone that says, ―I do!‖ Then we ask 

how often they think about that person and the feelings they have when they 

think about them. Although the frequency of the thoughts varies, the feelings are 

universal. Clients say things like, ―I get really angry, upset, and irritated when I 

think about ____.‖  

 

It takes a lot of mental energy to hold a grudge and these negative feelings occupy 

precious and useful space in our minds. We always ask clients what it would be 

like to replace this negative space with positive feelings. Unanimously, they cheer, 

―That would be terrific!‖ Holding a grudge is a choice, and it‘s up to you to decide 

if you want to fill valuable space in your heart and mind with negative or positive 

thoughts. 

 

Each of us has experienced hurt brought on by remarks made or deeds done by 

friends, family members, coworkers, neighbors or other people in our lives. If we 

respond skillfully, we can shake it off or otherwise deal with the hurt in a way that 

does not affect our lives for long. However, sometimes we don‘t deal with it well 

resulting in developing a ―grievance‖ toward that person or situation. 



Put another way, grievances are 

formed when we are unable to 

successfully deal when we don’t 

get what we want or deserve. 

Then we dwell on the injustice in 

our mind. By contrast, forgiveness 

is the process of healing that 

grievance so we can live with the 

injustice in a peaceful way. 

 

The following are some common 

examples of situations and people 

struggling with grievances ranging 

from the trivial to catastrophic. Put 

yourself in their situation and see 

if you can notice how quickly the 

people progress from feelings of 

―hurt‖ and anger to forming a 

bona-fide ―grievance.‖ 



 
Jim was in a relationship for a year. One day his partner announces she wants to end it. Jim is 

devastated and starts telling himself how she has taken advantage of him, ruined his life and 

made a fool of him. He could not concentrate at work and spent his time repeating his story to 

whoever would listen.  

 

Mary’s business partner leaves the partnership without notice or forwarding address. Mary was 

left holding the business and debts alone. She was bitter and angry. One year later, Mary filed 

bankruptcy due to her crushing debt and inability to let go of the emotional resentment she feels 

toward her prior partner and what he did to her. 

  

Nancy is a single parent to an adult child living with her in an apartment. Her daughter was 

careless and left the keys in her only automobile, which they both shared. It was stolen, leaving 

both of them without transportation. Nancy can hardly stand to look at her daughter. She becomes 

extremely angry, even though her daughter has apologized and tried to make up for her error.  

 

Betsy’s mother was an alcoholic, which deprived her of a normal childhood including not being 

able to get an adequate education. Betsy has suffered and had to take low-paying jobs as a result. 

Her mother, now sober, wants a new relationship with her, but she avoids her mother and the 

issue by putting up an emotional wall between the two of them.  

 

Stacy’s partner of twelve years does not come home one evening, and she knew he was with a 

former lover. He begged for another chance with Stacy, but her pride and anger held her back. 

Stacy said she would feel like a fool if she forgave him, even though she still loved him. Stacy 

didn’t end the relationship but reminds him daily of what he did to her.  



In each of the examples given on the previous 

page, , the ―hurt‖ wasn‘t dealt with in a healthy 

way and this led to the formation of ―grievance.‖ 

How this occurred has been studied by Dr. Fred 

Luskin, Director and Founder of the Stanford 

University Forgiveness Project. According to his 

studies, three steps are involved when you 

develop a grievance: 

 

•You take the offense too personally 

 

•You blame the offender for how you feel 

 

•You create a grievance story  



When an offense occurs, when you feel 

emotional pain, or when something bad 

happens to you, it is natural to say to 

yourself, ―Why Me?‖ ―Why am I the only 

one?‖ ―Why was I singled out?‖ If we have 

certain personality traits or a certain type of 

background, we might even convince 

ourselves that bad things happen to us more 

frequently than to other people. 

 

 Locking ourselves into this kind of thinking 

puts us on the road to forming a grievance 

because it means we are focusing on the 

event in a way to make it personal, when in 

reality, most events have both personal and 

impersonal elements to them.  



As an alternative, we should try to see both the personal and the impersonal 

nature of our hurt. To see that many lovers leave their partners, that 

thousands of children grow up in alcoholic homes, and that untold numbers of 

business partnerships fail because of the actions of one of the partners which 

wasn‘t anticipated when the partnership was formed. Remembering how 

common your suffering is in no way meant to make it seem trivial or 

unimportant, but seeing the broader picture is an important healing tool to 

reduce your pain and resentment toward what happened to you. 

 

A second way to take the offense less personally is to realize that most 

offenses are committed without the intention of hurting anyone personally. 

Nancy‘s daughter did not intend on complicating her mother‘s life by 

accidentally leaving the keys in the car. Jim‘s partner did not leave him with 

the intent of hurting him—only to move onto another relationship that she 

thought would work better for her. Betsy‘s mother did not become an alcoholic 

with the intent of destroying her daughter‘s life. 

 

Taking things less personally does not mean that we have to like what was 

done to us nor that we deny the impact on us. But, finding a way to seeing both 

the personal and impersonal aspects of your grievance is the first step in your 

healing process.  



    Thirty-two year old Elizabeth cried during her anger 

    management class as she related how a  year ago her 

    19-month-old daughter was permanently brain-damaged 

    as a result of medical error at the hospital where she 

    was delivered. She has a legitimate grievance toward the 

    hospital and the medical staff and felt that she could 

    never forgive them for what she saw as their  

    incompetence. She clearly was not yet ready to forgive, 

    and she needed her simmering anger to motivate her to 

    do what she felt she needed to do legally and, otherwise, 

    to deal with this horrific situation.  

 

Yet even in this tragic situation, at some point in the future when she is ready, Elizabeth might 

elect to find a way to forgive. For her to be able to do this, after a certain amount of time, she 

will have to take the step of separating in her mind two things: (1) blaming the hospital for what 

they did and (2) blaming them for her resulting feelings about the situation. 

 

 Elizabeth cannot change what was done to her daughter, but she can change her current feelings 

about it, and she can change how she lives the rest of her life. If she continues to hold an intense 

grievance, she is giving all the power to what happened in the past to determine her present 

emotional well being—almost like being victimized again while remaining in her emotional 

prison.  



No one lights the path to this kind of thinking more than psychiatrist Dr. Victor 

Frankl who was a victim of the Nazis and experienced the horrors of the 

Holocaust firsthand. Dr. Frankl does not believe that people should accept 

injustice. He believes that they should fight evil doing and victimization in all 

ways possible. But, he also recognized that while no one can change the past, 

people can change their attitudes and feelings toward their injustice and 

suffering by finding meaning in what happened and somehow integrating that 

meaning into the larger context of their life. 

 

He encourages victims to ask themselves, ―Did you learn anything from your 

unjust experience?‖ ―Did it make you a stronger person, a more sensitive person, 

a person who is more mature, courageous or more peaceful?‖ ―Did others 

somehow gain because of what you endured and how you matured?‖ 

 

Viewed this way, Elizabeth began to feel a little better toward her situation. Her 

daughter had been making progress, that now Elizabeth learned to notice the 

little things about her daughter‘s development which brought her great joy, and 

taking care of her daughter now defined her life‘s purpose.  

 

While Elizabeth‘s journey of forgiveness is still a long one, she has taken the first 

step in finding some meaning in the tragedy that occurred. Perhaps, as someone 

once said, the best revenge is doing well after being victimized.  



As children grow past their second birthdays, storytelling becomes a vital form of 

communicating with other children and adults. Storytelling is also vital for children 

to understand themselves and their lives. It helps us all make sense of our lives and 

of other people. Stories enable us to understand the complex social worlds in which 

we all live. 

 

People ask us, ―How did you become a lawyer, or a doctor, or an air conditioning 

repair man?‖ or ―How did you catch that big fish?‖ We have a story about how that 

happened. Likewise, new friends ask of you, ―How did you meet your partner?‖ or 

―What caused your divorce?‖ Again, there is a story behind it which may change 

slightly as the years go by. 

In a similar manner, when someone hurts us, it is 

natural to develop a story about it that we repeat 

to others and ourselves. Soon the story becomes 

part of our grievance and becomes embedded in 

our minds as absolute ―fact.‖ But, there are two 

problems with this—both of which might cause 

you to think differently about your story. 



The first problem is the research that shows that the story you tell about your hurt changes 

according to whether you were the offender or the offended. It is also influenced by your past 

personal experiences and memories. 

 

The second problem is that although your story may certainly be true, you may be telling it in a 

way that hurts you more than it helps you. There are numerous ways to interpret life events: why 

not pick the interpretation that is most beneficial to your well being and emotional healing? 

 

To illustrate how our grievance story can either prolong hurt or start the healing process, let‘s 

revisit several of our case examples. Nancy‘s story to her friends about her irresponsible adult 

daughter left out the part that she herself frequently leaves the keys in the car (which is where her 

daughter learned to do the same thing). Changing this to something like ―this experience taught us 

that we both have to learn to better protect ourselves—which we will do in the future‖ would be 

helpful. 

 

As another example, Stacy‘s story left out the part that she herself had numerous affairs. Not that 

two wrongs make a right, but a better story to tell herself might have been something like ―there is 

something fundamentally wrong in our relationship if we both feel the need to be unfaithful. Let‘s 

stop blaming each other and instead discover what it is.‖ 

 

As these examples illustrate, most grievance stories are based on our tale of helplessness and 

frustration because of what another person or situation did to us. The grievance story seems true 

every time we tell it because our mind wants to accept our version of things. But, if we are not 

careful, our grievance story can lock us into continuing hurt, pain, and helplessness and prevent 

us from moving forward in our lives. 

 

 



Our grievance stories not only affect us, but also our children. Recent research in 

neuroscience shows that the story parents have about their own lives can greatly 

affect how securely their children will grow up. Even if parents have experienced 

trauma in their own lives, how they see themselves as having dealt with it has 

more to do with the emotional connection and bonding they have with their 

children than does the fact of having had the trauma. The positive effects of this 

more secure bonding and attachment lasts a lifetime for their children. 

 

For all these reasons, it is crucial to change your grievance story as part of your 

process of forgiveness and achieving inner peace. The trick is to amend it so that 

you are a hero or survivor of your trauma rather than a victim of it. Develop a 

story that shows how you overcame difficulty or became a better person or 

benefited in the long run from what happened to you. 

Remember Mary whose business partner left 

unannounced leaving her with staggering debt 

and obligation, resulting in a forced bankruptcy 

filing? She developed the following story, which 

empowered her to reconstruct her life:  



Five years ago, I thought I was on top of the world. I had a good business, I 

had good money coming in, and the future looked bright. When my partner 

bailed without telling me, I was temporarily devastated. I became extremely 

depressed and shamed because I had to file for bankruptcy. Even worse, this 

happened at the same age that my mother’s business failed, so I convinced 

myself that this was just a coincidence—that I was recreating history or 

somehow playing out our family fate. After feeling sorry for myself for 

several months, I finally decided ―enough‖—I wasn’t going to let my partner’s 

defection destroy my business career. 

 

To beef-up my business skills, so I could rely on my own judgment rather than 

someone else’s, I enrolled in a business school in which I took a class that 

gave me a great concept for a new business. This new business concept 

changed my life. I later learned that many successful people have 

bankruptcies in their past. This helped me get past my shame. In a way, my 

old partner did me a favor by forcing me to take a good look at myself, get 

more skills, and grow as a person. I now like myself again and am now able 

to see that what happened to me was a painful, expensive, and traumatic 

experience, but in the long run a valuable life lesson.  



Should You Forgive? 

 

Should you always forgive? The answer to this question always comes down to 

personal choices and decisions. Some people in our anger management classes 

feel that certain things cannot and should not be forgiven while other participants 

feel that ultimately anything can be forgiven.  

 

As an example of what is possible in terms of forgiveness, the staff of the 

Stanford Forgiveness Project successfully worked with Protestant and Catholic 

families of Northern Ireland whose children had been killed by one another. 

 

On the other hand, Dr. Abrams-Spring who wrote a classic book called ―After the 

Affair,‖ cautions that forgiving a cheating partner too quickly or too easily can be 

an indication of your low self-esteem. She maintains that forgiveness must be 

earned by the offending partner and not given automatically. 

 

Deciding if you should forgive or not may be easier after reviewing exactly what 

forgiveness is and what it is not. 



 
 Forgiving does not mean that you forget the offense. You may never forget (and 

probably shouldn‘t) what happened to you, but after forgiveness you can remember 

it without the emotional pain connected to it.  

 

Forgiving does not mean that you are saying what they did was okay. Quite the 

opposite. We can forgive but still view what happened to you as horrific or unjust. 

 

You don’t need to even tell people that you forgive them; the forgiveness occurs 

in your heart not in conversation with them. Although in some circumstances, you 

may want to have a dialogue about it. It often backfires if you go up to someone 

(especially a relative) and say ―I forgive you.‖ This occurs because the offending 

person often doesn‘t see himself or herself as the problem. Better to do the 

forgiveness in your own mind and heart. One exception to this is if you are the 

victim of a violent crime. Some studies show that it helps your healing if you forgive 

your assailant face to face.  

 



Forgiving doesn’t mean you will automatically trust them again. Forgiveness 

and trust are two separate issues. Even after forgiveness, it may take a long time 

to re-build trust, if ever. To instantly trust someone again after they have violated 

you in some way is not a sign of good mental health or strong self-esteem.  

 

Forgiving doesn’t necessary mean you like or love the offender, or even want 

to be in a future relationship with them. Absence of angry feelings doesn‘t 

necessarily create warm, positive, or loving feelings in you for the offender. At 

best, forgiving may bring you up to neutral in your feelings toward them. It is 

possible to say to yourself, ―Okay, I forgive her but I don‘t want to have anything 

further to do with her—ever.‖  

 

You don’t need to forgive all at once. This is a concept that especially applies to 

forgiving an unfaithful partner. Dr. Abrams-Spring suggests that to start maybe 

you can only forgive 10%—just open the door—and then see how your unfaithful 

partner behaves. After a period of time, you might want to open the door a little 

wider and forgive maybe another 20%, and so on.  



Considerable medical and psychological research 

shows that there are benefits to both your physical 

health and your mental well being to forgive. 

 

Let‘s start with your physical health. According to Dr. 

Luskin at the Stanford University Forgiveness Project, 

studies reveal: 

 

• People who are forgiving report fewer health 

problems.  

 

•People who blame others for their troubles have a 

higher incidence of illness such as cardiovascular 

disease and cancers.  

 

•People who just imagine (in their minds) forgiving 

their offender have immediate improvement in their 

cardiovascular, muscular, and nervous systems.  
 



Scientific research shows that forgiveness often 

improves your peace of mind: 

 

•One such study done in 1996 showed that the more 

people forgave those who deeply hurt them, the less 

angry they were.  

 

•Two studies of divorced people showed that those 

who forgave the former spouse were more 

emotionally healthy than those who chose not to 

forgive. The forgivers had a higher sense of well 

being and lower anxiety and depression. 

 

•Even if your spouse cheated on you, if you are able 

to forgive and find meaning in your suffering, you are 

more likely to have higher well-being and lower 

anxiety than those who do not forgive.  



There are 6 steps to forgiveness... 
 

 Step 1 - Write Down Grievance  

Think about the grievance or issue that you would like to 

forgive. This can be a personal issue, a relationship issue, or a 

global issue like forgiving persons who harm our planet or 

populations of people in some way. 

 

Your issue may have occurred a long time ago, or 

recently.  Your grievance may be toward a particular person, 

groups of people, or institutions. 

 

After you think about your grievances, please answer the quiz 

questions associated with this page.  



If you are not yet ready to forgive, or you feel that this does not apply 

to you now, use this time to reflect on your life and how it might 

improve if you were a less angry person. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

Please now go to the quiz questions connected with this lesson.  



Recognize that forgiveness can be 

defined as the peace and 

understanding that comes from: 

 

•blaming less that which has hurt 

you 

 

•taking the experience less 

personally 

 

•changing your grievance story.  



Commit to relaxing and soothing yourself 

whenever you start getting upset about 

thinking of your grievance. 

We have given you a variety of exercises 

to do this in other parts of this program. 

Pick the ones from the following that 

work for you:  

 

•Counting Breaths  

•Letting Go of Tension 

•Listening to soothing music 

•Meditating 

Use a personal relaxation technique to self-sooth. Other students have found the 

following activities helpful: doing a hobby such as cross word puzzles, cleaning 

house, taking pet for a walk, shopping, riding a motorcycle, calling a friend and 

socializing, working out, watching television, etc.  



Positive intention involves focusing on other ways to get your positive goals met through the 

experience that hurt you. Grievances may derail us—throw us off course—causing us to lose 

direction or motivation to keep pursuing what we want and what is important to us. 

 

To illustrate how this works, let‘s re-visit the case of Betsy who resented her alcoholic mother 

for depriving her of opportunities in her life. Eventually, Betsy was able to see that she did not 

have to give up her aspirations or goals because of what happened to her as a child. Why 

couldn‘t she still pursue her lifetime ambition of helping other people by becoming a nurse or a 

therapist? There are many ways to do this without early family support if education is viewed as 

a lifelong process.  

Once Betsy remembered what she really wanted out of 

life, she was able to figure out a way to get it; she 

enrolled in community college and was accepted into a 

4-year RN program. Once her life was on track, she was 

able start the process of forgiveness and discovered 

many admirable and likable traits in her now sober 

and functioning mother. 

 

While you may have to think about it awhile, 

ask yourself what it is that you really want to 

achieve that your grievance is interfering 

with or preventing you from having?  



Remember that a life well lived is your best 

revenge. Instead of focusing on your hurt 

and pain (which gives the person who hurt 

you power over you), learn to look for the 

positives in your life.  

 

If you look hard enough, you will find 

many things to be grateful for. 

We recall an elderly woman we knew in a nursing home who always managed to 

have a positive attitude toward things. Curious, we asked her how she would 

define ―a good day.‖ Her reply: “It is a good day if I wake up with the grass under 

my feet.” Now, that is perspective! 

 

People who find a way to see love, beauty, and kindness around them are better 

able to forgive and get past their life grievances. Remember, your world is filled 

with positives and negatives, love and hatred, beauty and ugliness, pain and joy, 

kindness and cruelty. It is up to you to decide what to focus on.  



Jim and Mary Jones loved each other  

deeply, but often went into horrific verbal  

battles over any number of issues. They  

would argue and yell for hours, often into  

the night, leaving both of them exhausted, 

emotionally disconnected, hurt, and 

resentful toward each other. This is  

because of all the unfair, untrue, distorted  

and mean-spirited things said during the  

never-ending arguments. Both became so 

upset that they were flooded with negative feelings which prevented their being able to repair 

the damage, to think rationally, or to problem-solve the issues at hand. The longer they argued, 

the worse things became and the more their issues escalated until there was basically no hope 

of resolving things. The end result was days of “silent treatment” toward each other, hurt 

feelings, and miles of emotional distance between them.  



Much of this emotional suffering could have been prevented or at least minimized 

had they learned to ―Retreat and Think Things Over.‖ Basically, this means to 

temporarily distance yourself from each other for a period of time so that both of 

you can calm down. This allows your bodily systems to return to normal, and 

allows your normally good reasoning and thinking ability to return. 

 

You may be thinking, ―Easier said than done!‖ Yes, that is true. This is one of 

those tools that sounds deceptively simple, yet it is by no means easy to do for at 

least two reasons. 

 

First, there is a common myth among many of us that all relationship conflicts 

should be ―settled‖ in the moment while the intense feelings are present. If you do 

not do this, you may be accused of ―avoiding‖ the issue or ―invalidating‖ the 

feelings of your partner. Hence, many couples refuse to give their partner ―space‖ 

during an argument and insist on immediate discussion and resolution of the 

issue.  

 

Even worse, in misguided attempts to try and gain control of the situation, 

spouses will sometimes physically block the escape of their angry partner or 

follow them from room to room demanding discussion. This is a dangerous 

practice as it can escalate levels of anger even further and cause partners to do 

and say things they don‘t really mean and may later regret!  



A second reason this tool is challenging to use effectively is because once stress and anger 

levels reach a certain point, one or both partners reaches a point of no-return. In effect, the 

―emotional brain‖ takes over and one or both partners feel flooded with negative feelings, 

making it difficult to disengage from each other and stop the fight. It is like your brain is 

―hijacked‖ from reason by all of the intense emotions you are feeling. 

 

 

This ―hijacking‖ or ―flooding‖ has been 

studied by the marital researchers at the 

Gottman Institute who call it ―Diffuse 

Physiological Arousal‖ (DPA). DPA can 

occur whenever your pulse rate exceeds 

100 beats per minute (a common 

occurrence during marital conflict). Once 

in DPA, other changes occur as well as 

muscle tension, increase in blood 

pressure, decreased ability to reason, 

impaired memory, and decreased ability 

to have perspective on a situation (your 

focus becomes like a laser beam seeing 

only what is immediately in front of you 

instead of the bigger picture).  





Learning to retreat and think things over will reap great benefits 

to you and those around you. It will help keep you in the 

problem-solving stage of conflict resolution and keep things from 

getting out of hand. Dr. Bill Adams, Director of a domestic 

violence counseling program in Long Beach, California, calls this 

process ―Staying in the box.‖ 

 

To understand how the process in this diagram works, let us 

return to our conflicting couple, Jim and Mary. As is the case with 

most couples, once a problem starts, it turns into tension 

experienced by one or both of the partners. If the tension leads to 

problem solving or dialog about the issue, Jim and Mary stay in 

the box and all is well.  

However, Jim and Mary‘s marital tension lead them down another path to severe arguing. Even 

at this point, they could have stayed in the box by finding a way to solve the issues. 

Unfortunately, their arguing and conflict escalated until they were clearly ―out of the box.‖ 

 

It is at this point that it is crucial for one or both partners to retreat and think things over—

often called ―taking a time-out.‖ Use this tool to get back into the box where it is much more 

likely that you will resolve the issues. The alternative, as the diagram shows, is increased 

conflict, emotional flooding, and destructive and angry behavior, or painful emotional 

disengagement, otherwise known as ―the cold war,‖ often experienced by troubled couples.  



What warning signs should Jim and Mary have looked for that alerted 

them to the fact that they were getting out of the box?  



Temporarily removing yourself from the situation allows your body to return to 

normal, provides a cooling-down time, and allows your brain to return to its 

normal state where you can reason and think better. This tool also prevents you or 

your partner from saying unfair or hurtful things in the heat of battle. And which 

can easily escalate into further conflicts and resentments, causing you and your 

partner to become even more emotionally cut-off and distant from each other. 

Inside your head, your ―emotional brain‖ is 

overtaking your ―thinking brain‖ once you allow 

yourself to either get out of the box or stay out of the 

box. When this happens, your brain is taking the 

―low-road‖ to functioning—you are simply not 

yourself and certainly not at your best. By using the 

Retreat and Think Things Over tool effectively, you 

allow your brain to switch to the ―high-road‖—the 

path that allows your emotions and thoughts to be 

integrated and work together, so that you can better 

deal with the conflict or issue at hand.  



Some Basic Rules 

Remember that we said the Retreat and Think Things Over tool is 

simple but not easy?  

 

What we meant was that for this tool to work effectively, you must 

stick to some basic rules when using it. 

Rule #1 

You can only use the tool 

for yourself, not your 

partner or other person.  

 

It does not usually work 

for you to tell someone 

else it is time for them to 

retreat, as this will often 

make them more angry. 



Announce that you need to take a ―Time Out 

and Retreat‖ before you do it. 

 

This should be done using assertive 

communication in a way that clearly conveys 

your need to leave before things get out of 

hand, as opposed to your leaving to merely 

avoid dealing with the situation.  



Examples 1: “Honey...I need to take a time-out now because I am really 

worked up and afraid I will say things I don’t mean.” 

 

Example 2: “I know that this issue is extremely important to you, but I 

just can’t deal with it right now in a constructive way. I need time to 

collect myself before we discuss it further.” 

 

Example 3: “I need some time to think over what you just said. I promise 

to try and understand your point and we’ll discuss it in a little while, 

OK?” 

 

Example 4: (if your partner won’t let you leave): “I know that you want to 

solve this right now, so do I. However, I need some space to sort things 

out because I just can’t think straight right now. I feel confused and 

overwhelmed. If you let me leave, I promise we’ll deal with this when I 

get back.”  



 Research shows that the average person takes from 20 minutes to an 

hour for their bodies to return to normal after an upsetting relationship 

battle. If you don‘t commit to a specific and reasonable amount of time 

in returning, your partner may feel abandoned and ignored which, will 

only make things worse. 

 

Don‘t be like one husband we knew who didn‘t quite comply with the 

spirit of this tool; he came back three days later to deal with an 

understandably outraged wife. 

 

Of course, you absolutely must return at the time you promised or it 

will be very difficult for your partner to trust you in the future.  



   Don‘t drink or use drugs during this time. 

 

 

    It will only make things worse and interfere 

with your ability to do the constructive and 

healing things you need to be doing during 

your retreat time. And of course, it will be 

much harder, if not impossible, to convince 

your partner of your sincerity in wanting to 

work things out if you return intoxicated or 

high. 

Furthermore, substance use impairs your judgment,  interferes 

with your reasoning ability, negatively effects your memory, and 

plays havoc with your mood and emotions. 



    Be very careful and selective in who you talk to during 

your retreat time. 

 

 

    There is a natural tendency, to contact a friend or sympathetic relative 

who you know will take your side in the dispute or conflict. We all need 

support in times of crisis. Sometimes good friends or rational relatives 

can give us perspective and clarity—as well as that much needed 

understanding and sympathy. 

 

 

But, you should be careful in discussing relationship problems with 

others, especially family, because they may permanently have a negative 

view of your partner, even after you have made-up and things are now 

fixed. You can‘t necessarily expect your family to turn the positive 

emotions back on like you have.  



    After a twenty-six year marriage, Kathy discovered that her 

husband, Fred, had been visiting a brothel in Nevada. 

Outraged, she downloaded pictures of actual encounters 

from her husband’s computer and showed them to her 

aging and conservative Catholic parents. Needless to say, 

this destroyed the previously close relationship and trust the 

husband had with his in-laws. One year later, Kathy and 

her husband worked things out and decided to reconcile. 

However, her parents couldn’t accept Kathy’s husband back 

into the family, which now causes much pain to both Kathy 

and Fred.  



    Finally, you are out of the house, but still fuming, 

agitated, and upset. 

 

Or, you are the one left in the house and you are 

fuming, agitated, and upset.  

 

What should you do during this time to calm down, 

and prepare for the upcoming return to your partner? 

Ideally, you should remain alone and do two things: 

 

(1) Soothe yourself to feel better, 

calm yourself, and gain perspective. 

 

(2) Change your internal 

conversation—your self talk—to 

control those angry feelings. 



    The Institute of Heart Math has 

developed an excellent exercise called 

―freeze-frame‖ which is ideal for self-

soothing during your retreat time. 

While it only takes a couple of minutes 

to do it, the results can be quite 

astounding. The technique is based on 

the idea that, like movies, our 

conscious life is made up of a series of 

incidents—or frames— strung together 

over time. When flooded and 

overwhelmed, it helps to stop the 

movie or freeze just one frame. This 

frame can be the conflict you had with 

your partner before leaving to regroup 

and marshal your emotional 

resources. 



     Once you freeze this frame in your 

mind (you can close your eyes, or not, 

depending on what makes you feel 

comfortable), put your hand on your 

heart and pretend your heart is 

―breathing‖ as you inhale and exhale. 

Make a sincere effort to shift your 

focus away from your racing mind or 

disturbed emotions to the area around 

your heart. 

 

 

     As you relax and calm down, try 

recalling the feeling of a positive time 

or experience you‘ve had in your life. 

 

 

     Now, using your intuition, common 

sense, and sincerity ask your heart 

what would be a better response to 

the situation, one that would repair 

the damage to your relationship. 

Then, listen to what your heart 

answers to your question.  



   Don’t worry if you have trouble recalling that positive time or 

experience; the technique will help you even if you just feel 

neutral —instead of positive—during this step. 

 

 

Believe it or not, recent 

scientific research is showing 

that the heart (and also your 

gut) actually may be able to 

do some of what your brain 

does in terms of giving you 

answers; it may be that your 

heart actually can function 

like a little satellite of the 

brain, and hence, may be able 

to give you some answers just 

like your brain does.  

 



    It is crucial to change your 

self-talk before returning to 

your partner or else you may 

find yourself more angry than 

when you left. This is the time 

to use Tool 4—changing that 

conversation with yourself.  

 

 

    Following are additional self-

talk phrases that may be 

helpful to you during your 

―Retreat and Think Things 

Over‖ time. 



   Find those that might apply to your situation and 

those that would be helpful for you to remember. 

 

 

 I am responsible for my own anger and feelings. 

 Maybe we are trying to solve an unsolvable (perpetual) problem. 

 I need to look at my part in the conflict. 

 Nobody is perfect. I can forgive myself for behaving badly. 

 Nobody is perfect. I can forgive him/her for behaving badly. 

 I must remember the reasons I love him/her. 

 Maybe I expect too much from others. 

 Maybe I expect too much from myself. 

 I need to work on seeing things from his/her point of view.  

 My partner is doing the best she/he can. 

 It doesn‘t matter who is ―right;‖ solving the problem is the important thing. 

 I will try to solve the problem, according to what my heart told me in ―freeze-

frame.‖ 

 Having a good relationship is more important than ―winning‖ this issue. 

 It is damaging to our children to witness this conflict.  



Please complete the following final exam. 

 

You can re-enter the slide presentation at any 

time to review the materials.   

 

Thank you and good luck on the exam!  





1. Anger is often a response to another emotion or feeling. 

  True  

  False 

          

2. The primary goal of anger management program is to teach acceptable ways of managing 

anger. 

  True 

  False 

 

3. Studies show that up to 82% of employee‘s time is spent engaging in or trying to resolve 

conflict. 

  True 

  False 

 

4. Learning to retreat and think things over will keep you in the problem-solving stage of 

conflict. 

 True 

 False 

 

5. Using words like ―You‖ and ―Should‖ are effective techniques in developing assertive 

communication. 

 True  

 False 



6. Stress is often a factor in fatigue. 

True 

False 

 

7. If you retreat during a conflict, you should commit to a specific and reasonable amount of 

time to return and deal with it. 

True 

False 

 

8. In certain cases, angry people are actually depressed. 

True 

False 

 

9. Forgiveness is an important tool in anger management. 

True 

False 

 

10. Having our expectations too high for others can cause anger. 

True 

False 



11. According to marital research, most problems or issues in a marriage or 

relationships are solvable. 

True 

False 

 

12. The 8 tools of anger management are applicable to many life situations including 

work, school, relationships and family. 

True 

False 

 

13. Anger comes from the brain structure the amygdale. 

True  

False 

 

14. A person‘s response to stress is determined in a large part by the perception of the 

stressor. 

True  

False 

 

15. Anger management often involves more effective ways to express true feelings.  

True 

False 



16. Listen and speaking are not both essential for being a good communicator. 

True 

False 

 

17. The major areas covered in this course include Empathy, Stress Management, Self-talk, 

Communication Skills, Expectation Management, and Learning to Forgive. 

True 

False 

 

18. Anger becomes a problem when it adversely affects your health, self-esteem, personal 

relationships, work or school relationships.   

True 

False 

 

19. Empathy involves only listening to what a person is saying without having to look at 

nonverbal communication. 

True  

False 

 

20. It is not necessary to increase empathy in order to make better personal connections with 

people. 

True 

False 



21. Human beings we have the ability to choose and decide how we will deal with the 

situation, rather than automatically reacting to it. 

True 

False 

 

22. Empathy requires knowing the perspective of the others and being able to see things 

from the value and belief system of the other person. 

True 

False 

 

23. Anger is sometimes a response to fear. 

True 

False 

 

24. Stress is defined in this course as a bodily response to negative life demands. 

True 

False 

 

25. Two important features of communication are ―Listening with your answer running‖ and 

using ―I‖ statements to communicate the wishes and needs of the speaker. 

True 

False 



26. Empathy is important for enhancing interpersonal relationships. 

Yes, absolutely. 

No, empathy is only important in interpersonal relationships. 

Yes, but only with friends and family. 

No, empathy is not important at all. 

 

27. The expression of anger is learned, primarily through one‘s family of origin. 

True 

False 

 

28. Optimism creates better resistance to depression when bad events strike, better 

performance at work, and better physical health. 

True 

False 

 

29. Anger is a primitive emotion, occurring when a goal is blocked in some way. 

True 

False 

 

30. Stress management skills do not have to be used regularly to benefit from them. 

True 

False 



31. Anger is not a normal human emotion. 

True 

False 

 

32. Self-talk is a useful technique in calming oneself when angry. 

True 

False 

 

33. According to marital research, couples should always deal with conflicts immediately.  

True 

False 

Thank you for taking our Anger Management course.  

We hope that you found the information helpful.  

Please check your answers and submit them at this 

time. 

 


