The WVNG Coffey Break  

Break  (brāk) definition  verb:  To interrupt or stop  break a habit; 

noun:  A respite or brief pause  taking a break.

Welcome to the October 2009 edition of the WVNG Coffey Break, a monthly Wellness publication for all WV National Guard members and their families.  The objective is to promote wellness, readiness and resiliency by providing information and resources on topics relevant to daily living.

This month’s topic is Anger Management.   Let’s face it.  We all know what anger is and we’ve felt it….whether it be a passing annoyance or a full-fledged rage.  Anger is a completely normal, usually healthy, human emotion.  But when it gets out of control and turns destructive it can lead to problems – problems at work, at home, and in the overall quality of your life.  It can make you feel like you are at the mercy of an unpredictable and powerful emotion.  This month’s newsletter is meant to help you understand and control anger.  So, before you hit “Delete” on your computer, please take a few minutes to read the following information.  

*  *  *  * *

“For every minute you are angry, you lose 60 seconds of happiness.”  - 
Author Unknown
The Nature of Anger

Like other emotions, anger is accompanied by physiological and biological changes.  When you get angry, your heart rate increases, your blood pressure rises, as do the energy levels of your adrenalin.

Anger can be caused by external and internal events.  You could be angry at a specific person (your spouse or a co-worker) or event (traffic jam, delayed flight), or your anger could be caused by worrying over personal problems.  Memories of traumatic events can also trigger angry feelings.

Expressing Anger

As humans, it is our natural instinct to act aggressively when we become angry.  Anger is a natural, adaptive way to respond to threats; it stirs up powerful feelings and behaviors which allow us to fight and defend ourselves when we are attacked.  In these instances, anger is necessary for our survival.

On the other hand, we can’t lash out at every person or object that annoys us.  Laws, social norms, and common sense place limits on how far our anger can take us.  
Three Main Approaches to Deal with Anger:  Expressing, Suppressing and Calming   

Expressing angry feelings in an assertive – not aggressive – manner is the healthiest way.  Being assertive is determining your needs and how to get them met without hurting others.  It is not being pushy or demanding but respectful of yourself and others. 

Anger can be suppressed and then redirected.  This happens when you hold in anger, stop thinking about it, and focus on something positive.  The aim is to convert anger into constructive behavior.  The danger in this type of response is that if anger is not allowed outward expression, it can turn inward – on you.  This can cause hypertension, high blood pressure or depression.  It can also lead to passive-aggressive behavior (getting back at people indirectly, without telling them why, rather than confronting them head-on).  Suppressing anger can also lead to a personality that is cynical or hostile.  People who constantly put others down, criticize everything and make cynical comments haven’t learned to constructively express their anger.  

Finally, you can calm down inside. This means you are controlling your outward behavior but also your internal responses (heart rate, blood pressure) and let the feelings subside. 

When none of these techniques work, someone or something usually gets hurt. 
Why Are Some People Angrier Than Others?
Some people really are more “hotheaded” than others.  They get angry more easily and more intensely than others do.  There are also those that don’t show their anger in loud, confrontational ways but are chronically grumpy and irritable.  Easily angered people don’t always shout and throw things…sometimes they sulk, withdraw socially or become physically ill.  People who anger easily have a low tolerance for frustration.  They can’t seem to take things in stride and they’re particularly infuriated if the situation seems somehow unjust (being corrected for a minor mistake).  

What makes people this way?  A number of causes including genetics or physiological, socio-cultural, and family background may play a role.  Typically, angry people come from families that are disruptive, chaotic, and not skilled at emotional communications.

                                                        * * * * *
“Sometimes when I’m angry, I have the right to be angry, but that doesn’t give me the right to be cruel.” – Author Unknown

Techniques that Keep Anger at Bay

· Relaxation – Have you ever taken a brisk walk when you’re mad?  Or tried to imagine yourself spending time at the most peaceful place you’ve ever visited – the sounds, the smells – when you are frustrated?   Simple relaxation tools such as deep breathing or relaxing imagery can help calm angry feelings.  There are books and behavioral health professionals that can teach you relaxation techniques.  If practiced daily, you can learn to use them automatically in a tense situation.  
· Cognitive Restructuring – This simply means changing the way you think.  Try replacing over-exaggerated thoughts with rational ones. Avoid the use of “never” and “always” when you’re talking about yourself or someone else.   (i.e. “This fax machine NEVER works”).  Statements using “always” or “never” are not only inaccurate, they also serve to make you feel your anger is justified and there is no way to solve the problem.  They also alienate and humiliate people.  Remind yourself that getting angry is not going to fix anything and it may actually make you feel worse.  As part of their cognitive restructuring, angry people need to become aware of their demanding nature and be able to change expectations into wants.

.
· Problem Solving – Sometimes our anger is caused by very real problems.  Not all anger is misplaced, and often, it’s a healthy natural response to these difficulties.  Unfortunately, the cultural belief that every problem has a solution is erroneous.  The best attitude to bring to a situation is not to focus on finding the solution but rather on how you handle and face the problem.  Resolve to give it your best, but also not to punish yourself if an answer doesn't come right away. If you can approach it with your best intentions and efforts and make a serious attempt to face it head-on, you will be less likely to lose patience and fall into all-or-nothing thinking, even if the problem does not get solved right away.

· Better Communication - Angry people tend to jump to, and act on, conclusions…and some of these conclusions are inaccurate.  The first thing to do if you're in a heated discussion is to not say the first thing that comes into your head, but slow down and think carefully about what you want to say. At the same time, listen carefully to what the other person is saying and take your time before answering.  It's natural to get defensive when you're criticized, but don't fight back. Instead, listen to the underlying words: the message that this person is trying to get across. It may take a lot of patient questioning on your part, and it may require some breathing space, but don't let your anger—or a partner's—let a discussion spin out of control. Keeping your cool can keep the situation from becoming a disastrous one. 

· Using Humor – When was the last time you laughed at yourself when you made a mistake?  "Silly humor" can help defuse rage in a number of ways. For one thing, it can help you get a more balanced perspective. When you get angry and call yourself or someone else a name, stop and picture what that word would literally look like. If you're at work and you think of a coworker as a "dirt bag” for example, picture a large bag full of dirt sitting at your colleague's desk, talking on the phone, going to meetings. Do this whenever a name comes into your head about another person. If you can, draw a picture of what the actual thing might look like. This will take a lot of the edge off your fury; and humor can always be relied on to help ease a tense situation. The more detail you can get into your imaginary scenes, the more chances you have to realize that maybe you are being unreasonable; you'll also realize how unimportant the things you're angry about really are. There are two cautions in using humor as a form anger expression. First, don’t laugh off your problems.  Rather, use humor to help yourself face them more constructively.  Second, don’t give in to harsh, sarcastic humor that’s just another form of unhealthy anger expression. 
· Changing Your Environment – Sometimes an immediate change of scenery helps diffuse anger.  Problems and responsibilities are stressful and can make you feel “trapped.”  Give yourself a break.  Make sure you schedule “personal time” during periods of increased stress.  When you take time for yourself, you are better able to deal with frustrating situations.  
· Timing – If you and your spouse tend to fight at night, when you’re both tired from a long day, try to change the time when you discuss important issues so these talks don’t turn into major arguments.  
· Avoidance – If you get mad every time you walk by your child’s room because of the mess and clutter, shut the door.  It’s their space and unless it’s a health hazard, let it go.  This is just one example of avoiding anger.  
· Find Alternatives – If your commute to work sends you into a perpetual rage, map out an alternate route.  If you have routines that consistently infuriate you, develop a different routine.  

· Choose Your Battles Wisely –   Not every issue is worth your time and energy of going into battle.  Get in the habit of asking yourself, “Is this worth my health?” It’s a question that is easy to remember and may help you to let go of issues that you typically get upset and argue about.  
* * * * *

“Holding onto anger is like grasping a hot coal with the intent of throwing it at someone else; you are the one who gets burned” – Buddha

Do You Need Counseling?

If you feel that your anger is really out of control, if it is having an impact on your relationships and on important parts of your life, consider counseling to learn how to handle it better. A licensed mental health professional can work with you in developing a range of techniques for changing your thinking and your behavior. 
When you talk to a prospective therapist, tell her or him that you have problems with anger that you want to work on, and ask about his or her approach to anger management. Make sure this isn't only a course of action designed to "put you in touch with your feelings and express them"—that may be precisely what your problem is. With counseling, psychologists say, a highly angry person can move closer to a middle range of anger in about 8 to 10 weeks, depending on the circumstances and the techniques used. 

Last Words

Remember, you can't eliminate anger—and it wouldn't be a good idea if you could. In spite of all your efforts, things will happen that will cause you anger; and sometimes it will be justifiable anger. Life will be filled with frustration, pain, loss, and the unpredictable actions of others. You can't change that; but you can change the way you let such events affect you. Controlling your angry responses can keep them from making you even more unhappy in the long run.
* * * * *

“Do not teach your children never to be angry; teach them how to be angry” – 

Lymon Abbott
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* * * * *

Next Month’s Topic – Healthy Communication
Feedback on this article is welcomed.  If you have a concern about yourself or a family member, feel free to contact me.  Services are free and confidential.  I look forward to hearing from you.  So……Step Back, Take a Coffey Break, and Drink to Your Health!
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Elizabeth Coffey, Director of Psychological Health (DPH)

West Virginia National Guard

elizabeth.coffey@us.army.mil
304-561-6690 (office)

304-546-1026 (mobile)

The mission of the National Guard Psychological Health Program is to advocate, promote and guide National Guard members and their families by supporting psychological fitness for operational readiness.  
