
No one is immune to anger.Fights break out at children’s sporting
events between disgruntled parents and referees. Customers at
pizza shops assault employees because the lines aren’t moving fast
enough. People have actually been killed in apparent road rage
incidents. Others have died from injuries received during alterca-
tions over something inconsequential.Even a city official has been
accused of “popping his top” at a parking lot attendant. In
another parking lot incident, a man from
Springfield died over a small fee. Anger is not
only prominent, but it appears to be
unavoidable and more rampant than
ever before. The rules of decorum
appear to have changed and where
we would once let something go,
we now resort to vigilante-heat-of-
the-moment anger. When did we
become such a hostile society?
Why are we more angry now than
before - and if we aren’t, why are we
showing anger more now?  

THE PRESSURE COOKER OF SOCIETY
“Society certainly seems more angry,” states clini-
cian David Brown, a facilitator for an anger management
group at Portage Path Behavioral Health. “It’s probably an inter-
action between increased stress and problems in people’s lives
(higher cost of living, high divorce rate, high levels of violence and
other crimes of aggression) combined with an emphasis in the
media coverage of aggressive crimes.” In effect, not only are we
more angry, but we also hear about how angry society is - which
only adds fuel to the fire.
There’s definitely been a cultural shift, Brown believes. “A couple
of generations ago, people were more reserved and less likely to
voice their feelings. But now we are used to a higher level of
drama- lots of arguments and fights on tv and movies. We are

more accustomed to  noise and we’ve learned to ‘let it all hang out’
and show what we are really feeling.”
There is even a theory that some people become addicted to feel-
ing rage because acting out in anger (yelling/getting physically
aggressive) makes people feel more powerful and exerts and adren-
aline rush.

WHY WE USE ANGER
Psychologists Matthew McKay and Peter

Rogers, authors of The Anger Control
Workbook, explain that anger does have
temporary payoffs in addition to feeling
powerful and full of adrenaline. First,
anger reduces stress and discharges
arousal, but only temporarily. Anger
also hides emotional pain in that it is a
good defense against fear, loss, guilt and
shame. Unfortunately, this short term

payoff has long term consequences.
McKay and Rogers say that anger masks

emotions that you should be feeling
because they could be more important sig-

nals for something that needs to be
addressed. Furthermore, the feelings get worse

over time and the anger to hide them becomes habitual.
Next, anger demands attention.The initial reaction is either alarm
or the need to placate the angry person. But again, the payoff is
short lived. Those who don’t respond well to anger will tune out
and those that initially reacted will harden over time. In addition,
anger can be used for punishment and revenge, but beware of
making enemies of the people you love and need the most, psy-
chologists warn.

WHAT TRIGGERS OUR ANGER? 
According to Brown, “The two most frequent triggers
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When your fuse is too short
Coping with anger and developing Anger Management Skills



for anger are frustration and feeling threatened. Frustration refers
to anything that keeps one from achieving a goal. Having unreal-
istic expectations, failing to plan ahead, and having a lack of
patience also plays a role.”
Brown believes that self control is inhibited during an angry out-
burst. But what factors are preventing us from taking control of
our own ability to stay calm? First, Brown believes that not taking
responsibility for your own role in a problem and blaming others
helps us to lose control. It is easier to be angry at someone else
than yourself for a mistake. Secondly, and perhaps most impor-

tantly, feelings of entitlement lead to a short fuse.
People feel entitled to the royal treatment and
explode when they don’t receive it.

“We live in a culture of immediate
gratification,”Brown says of those
who feel ‘I shouldn’t have to wait, I
want what I want and I want it
NOW.’ Furthermore, high levels of
stress due to rising gasoline
prices, bills, noise, crowding and
traffic can set anyone off, espe-

cially those who lack tolerance for
distress. Finally, those who have difficulty reduc-

ing the intensity of their feelings are often unable to
exert self control.

“When there is an inability to effectively and quickly
communicate, and people make assumptions about the way they
perceive things to be correct, this is a recipe for trouble,” declares
Brown.
THE PRICE OF HOSTILITY
Anger has great impact on society, running the spectrum from
strained relationships to the cost for prosecution and incarceration
of violent offenders. Anger can destroy families  through separa-
tion, as well as through death.
“People just don’t feel safe,”Brown emphatically states.“Anger and
fear affect how people drive. They want to avoid triggering road
rage...you never know when the other driver may pull out a gun.”
Many people live in fear of drive-by shootings and other random
violent crimes. The impact of the angry terrorist attacks on 9/11
and then the attacks in London and Egypt have led people to
adapt to a whole new level of uncertainty, Brown believes.
A NORMAL REACTION TO FEAR OR A BIGGER PROBLEM? 
While society certainly seems to have more reasons to be fearful
and express anger as a result,experts are quick to say that anger can
escalate into a serious issue if it increases in duration and frequen-
cy. “As clinicians, we look at anger in terms of damage to people
or property, ” remarks Brown. “We also look at the consequences,
including relationship, legal, and work problems.We look for risky
behavior when angry, sand we evaluate the level of medical symp-
toms.

“Unchecked aggression and
hostility can indeed lead to
severe physical issues.
Changes in the body that
occur when angered include
muscle tension, increased
heart rate, breathing changes,
digestion and stomach acid
production changes, as well as
hypervigilance. Fortunately,
Brown tells, these symptoms
decrease as anger passes.
However, in the long term,
they can lead to indigestion,
diarrhea, ulcers, anxiety, and
high blood pressure- which is
linked to deadly strokes and
heart attacks.
AVOIDING AN
EMOTIONAL EXPLOSION
Brown recommends self-help.
“People can learn basic anger
skills on their own, such as
relaxation, how to identify
triggers and how to consider
the consequences of your tem-
per,” he says. “However, it is
much harder to learn things
like assertive communication
and coping skills on your own.
Most people with anger prob-
lems have never been told or
learned skills that are effective
for their personal anger. For
example, COUNTING TO TEN

When your fuse is too short (continued) Fast Facts
• According to Psychology Today,
63 percent of drivers guilty of
road rage don’t believe it was
their fault.

• High anger drivers are twice
as likely to engage in risky
behavior, such as drinking and
driving, and not using a seat-
belt. They are also 1.4 times
more likely to have accidents
or speeding violations, accord-
ing to Dr. Jerry Deffenbacher,
professor at Colorado State
University.

• A study published on the APA
website, done by British
researchers, states that
although anger continues
throughout a life cycle, it tends
to wane with age.

• Half of all of our anger is
directed at our families,
according to Topcondition.com

• About 20 percent of people
have angry personalities,
another 20 percent are easy
going and the rest fall between
the two extremes- Readers
Digest

Themes that Trigger Anger
Anger is generally triggered by a negative way of

thinking. Experts have found a variety of trigger themes
that instigate anger. By identifying the theme of your
angry outbursts, you can help to pinpoint exactly what is
bothering you and focus on constructive coping
thoughts and behaviors to change them. 

Breaking the cycle of these thoughts requires that you
take responsibility for changing what is painful and
upsetting for you and not wait for other people to do it.
Prepare in advance for situations that you know will trig-
ger your anger. Use self-instruction to coach yourself
through dealing with the situation. Children do this
when learning new processes, but adults seem to stop
doing it; however, walking yourself through each step
helps you focus on something other than the anger and
center your emotions. 
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Most people have lost their temper at some time or another. For
people with chronic anger issues, their friends and loved ones may
have difficulty coping with their outbursts. Angry people can be
intimidating and scary - unpredictable and dangerous. Generally, it
is usually a bad idea to intervene directly. David Brown, a clinician
at Portage Path Behavioral Health offers the following tips to
friends and families of someone with anger problems. 

GIVE FEEDBACK to the angry person after an incident has occurred (when
he/she is not so agitated.)

SET CLEAR LIMITSabout what will and will not be tolerated. Be willing to
back them up.

INVOLVED THE POLICEif necessary. DonÕt hesitate to get the court system
involved by obtaining a Civil Protection Order if necessary. Consult the
Battered WomenÕs Shelter or VictimÕs Assistance for information about
your rights. 

INSIST THAT THE PERSON GET HELP. DonÕt relax limits until he/she
demonstrates improved management of temper. (Many times the offend-
er is allowed to move back home before he or she makes any real changes.)

TAKE STEPS TO ASSURE SAFETYof yourself and family. DonÕt allow your-
self to be manipulated or controlled.

TRYTO DE- ESCALATE THE PERSONby speaking more softly and slow-
ly during an angry situation. DonÕt escalate with them. Offer to
leave a problem un-resolved to avoid continuing the fight. 

How to lengthen a short fuse
- adapted from Psychology Today

• TTaakkee tthhrreeee ddeeeepp bbrreeaatthhss:: when you are angry, your body becomes tense.
Breathing deeply will ease the tension and lower your anger meter. 

•• CChhaannggee yyoouurr eennvviirroonnmmeenntt::
the quickest way to remove
yourself from the source of anger is to
take a five minute walk and get some
fresh air. Stuck in traffic? Take a mental escape by turn-
ing up the radio and singing loudly.

•• KKnnooww wwhhyy yyoouu ffeeeell aannggrryy:: track down the clues about
the kinds of things, situations, people and events that trigger your
anger. The emotion often masks our fears, so in an angered sit-
uation, ask yourself what you might really be afraid of.

•• LLeett ggoo ooff wwhhaatt iiss bbeeyyoonndd yyoouurr ccoonnttrrooll:: you can only
change yourself and your responses to others, not other peo-
ple. Getting angry doesn’t solve anything and often makes
you feel worse. Focus on the troublesome situation and
brainstorm solutions when someone constantly angers you.

•• EExxpprreessss yyoouurrsseellff:: be sure to think first and use measured tones
and words that aren’t emotionally loaded. Be non- confrontational
when identifying the situation that makes you angry and why.

•• BBee ccaauuttiioouuss:: there are situations in which expressing your anger can be dan-
gerous. Vent to a friend instead of the person that wronged you in this situation.

•• BBee aasssseerrttiivvee,, nnoott aaggggrreessssiivvee:: Assertiveness requires speaking in an effective,
nonviolent way towards a constructive goal. It may help to rehearse your
response before delivering it.

•• MMaakkee ppoossiittiivvee ssttaatteemmeennttss:: memorize a few positive statements to say to your-
self when your anger is triggers. They will remind you that you can choose your
behavior instead of reacting in a knee-jerk way. 

WON’T WORK IF YOU HAVE A 3-SECOND FUSE!” For this reason,
Brown believes those with anger management issues can highly ben-
efit from group therapy.
“I had a client, Mary,”Brown begins. “She grew up in a hostile home,
and she frequently lost her temper as an adult.” After being arrested
for  violence, she was warned that her next offense would lead to jail
time. In group, Mary explained to Brown that nothing could slow her
down when she lost her temper. As a result of group, she learned that
she needed  a thought powerful enough to stop her in her tracks.“The
next week, she came to group smiling,” Brown remembers.
To prevent herself from acting out, Mary reminded herself that as a
redhead, she’d look terrible in orange.“Mary used this short phrase to
remind herself that if arrested again, she’d go to jail where all the
inmates wear orange jumpsuits,”Brown explains. “By reminding her-
self of the consequences, she could keep from losing her temper.”
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Anger and Self Care
Angry outbursts are much more likely if you let yourself get t oo tir ed, run down, hungry, or lonely. 
By taking good care of yourself, you will feel bett er physically, mentally, and  emotionally. 

Here are some ideas:

! Eat meals regularly. Try t o eat healthier foods and avoid t oo much sugar and caffeine.

! If you smoke, quit. Your brain needs all the oxygen you can get. 

! Plan ahead. Give yourself extra time so interruptions wonÕt set you off. 

! Get some exercise and burn up the angry energy. 

! Rest when youÕre tir ed and work on improving sleep at night.

! Watch your levels of str ess and pressure. 

! Deal with problems as soon as possible. DonÕt let things build up. 

! Ask for help with the big projects and problems in your life. 
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