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Introduction

Whether observing the annoyance of a two-year-old demanding to
have his way or responding to the hostile, rejecting rage of a
distraught adolescent seeking greater independence, dealing with a
child’s anger is one of the most frustrating and challenging tasks a par-
ent faces. Such anger usually arouses in parents a variety of intense
emotions, including hurt, guilt, rejection, frustration, confusion, and,
yes, even anger. Through words and by their behavior, consciously and
unconsciously, parents greatly influence how their child thinks about
and handles anger. At the same time, children and teens receive a wide
variety of messages about anger from peers, siblings, teachers, others in
the community, and the media.

As an outcome of such influence, some children learn constructive
ways to manage anger. In contrast, many children learn ineftective ways
of managing anger. While the negative impact of mismanaged anger
may be minimal, it may also lead to a variety of more severe emotional
and behavioral difficulties such as underachievement, social isolation,
substance abuse, excessive guilt, depression, and interpersonal conflict.
The child who has not developed appropriate strategies for the expres-
sion of anger experiences much pain and anguish in his adult life.
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In part, my own difficulties with anger as a child prompted my inter-
est in the subject as well as my desire to help children and teens more
successfully manage the many challenges of responding to this emotion.

My anger never really resulted in seriously harming anyone. I was
never in trouble with the law, and I never became violent like the teens
we sometimes hear about in the headlines. Nevertheless, I experienced
a host of difficulties related to my anger. Early on I found that I was of-
ten quick to anger. As a young child, I was involved in a number of al-
tercations. One of them was with my neighbor Jay.

I was about eight years old at the time. Jay was ten but bragged
about being almost eleven. He was four inches taller and ten pounds
heavier than me. I really do not recall what started it. We were angrily
wrestling, each trying with all his might to pin down the other. He was
getting the better of me, making my face meet the dry, powdery dirt
that was part of the construction site a block away from where we lived.
Jay was a friend of my older brother, another member of the elite
group of friends that I wanted so much to join.

As we fought, I scraped my right arm and the knuckles of my left
hand. We took turns pinning each other down, once on our backs,
again on our bellies. For a moment I was feeling quite proud that I
could hold my own against one of the older kids on the block. But very
shortly I was feeling quite winded, especially after being forced to in-
hale some of the dirt and grit that lodged in my nose and throat. I man-
aged to turn over, but he was once again able to pin me down on my
back with both arms held in check.

Then it happened. In hindsight, although I do not recall feeling es-
pecially threatened, I must have anticipated that I would be seriously
hurt it I did not take immediate action. All at once I became over-
whelmed by frustration and rage. I forcefully removed my right arm
from his grip and impulsively reached over to pick up one of the many
rocks that had been pulled up from the ground to make room for the
Cross Bronx Expressway. It wasn’t huge, but it was big enough that I
couldn’t fully close my fist around it. Holding it tightly, I arched my
arm to the side in order to maximize my swing. Initially aiming for his
head, I drew my weapon forward. But then, like a batter who changes
his mind in the middle of a swing, it suddenly occurred to me: “This is
crazy! I can’t really hit him with this rock.” I instantly slowed my arm
and, with renewed control, tapped him on the shoulder with the rock.
It was enough to get his attention without really hurting him, but it
was threatening enough to get him oft me.

This was just one of many examples in my childhood when I recognized
I had a short fuse and had difficulty with anger. It seemed that I rapidly
moved from annoyance to rage, with few gradations of anger in between.
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Now, you might read this and wonder how, at age cight, I was able
to talk myself into gaining control. In actuality, in spite of the physical
altercations I had as a child, I was very self-conscious and reflective.
Following that incident, I vowed not to let myself become that angry
again. However, I still did not know how to manage such anger, and
gradually I began to minimize, deny, or stifle it. As a consequence, I of-
ten experienced and focused my attention on a range of negative emo-
tions instead of anger. As I will emphasize throughout this book, when
we experience anger, we also experience emotional pain in some form,
whether disappointment, rejection, frustration, guilt, or shame. These
are the negative emotions that precede anger and are associated with it.
When I felt uncomfortable with anger, I increasingly became more
aware of and focused on these other emotions. But I no longer lost
control of my anger.

Messages from family and those around me communicated that I
should not be angry—and that when I was, I was making a big deal of
what was really a minor issue. My parents, like most parents then and
now, dealt with anger and emotions in general in the best way they
knew how. Their behaviors and messages, both direct and indirect,
communicated that anger was not a good thing. As I tried to avoid an-
ger, I similarly began to second-guess the appropriateness of other
emotions. In sum, I developed confused beliefs and self-doubts re-
garding assertiveness, anger, and conflict.

These early experiences and my work at better understanding and
managing them led to my interest in emotional awareness and devel-
opment in general and anger in particular. Even as a student in elemen-
tary school, I was puzzled by the absence of discussions regarding
emotions, including anger. Over time I developed my strong belief
that we need to prepare children and teens to effectively make sense of
and manage anger, from the mild intensity of annoyance through in-
tense rage.

Years later, as an elementary school teacher in the South Bronx dur-
ing the late 1960s and early 1970s, I purposely chose to work with dis-
ruptive children. Many of these children experienced anger for a
variety of reasons, including living in one of the most deprived areas in
our nation. I quickly found that my passion for teaching was related to
seeing these children develop openness to self-reflection and candidly
explore their feelings about important issues in their lives. While emo-
tional education was not a core subject of the curriculum, I helped
these children explore anger and other emotions in the context of
studying current events, history, literature, and composition. I firmly
believed then, as I do now, that such reflection frees us to be connected
with others and ourselves. Through this process children and teens can



4 Healthy Anger

be helped to truly value themselves. As a consequence, they can be
more empathic with others and with themselves. Such empathy is the
foundation for constructively managing anger.

Most significant is that as an outgrowth of my teaching experience, I
became further convinced of the need to prepare children and teens to
effectively make sense of and manage anger before they resort to more
destructive strategies for dealing with this highly charged emotion.

I have personally worked with hundreds of children, teens, and
adults whose depression or anxiety was very much related to their diffi-
culties in recognizing, understanding, accepting, and managing anger.
These are often individuals who have become fearful of their own an-
ger as well as that expressed by others. Many of them are paralyzed by
guilt and shame about their anger and are quick to minimize and sup-
press anger due to fears of rejection or abandonment. These are chil-
dren, teens, and adults who have not had the opportunity to learn
constructive ways of dealing with anger. For the most part, they were
children who learned to handle their anger by chance, without open
and clear discussion, guidelines, and support.

I have also worked with children, teens, and adults whose anger was
destructive to property, to others, and to themselves—individuals whose
anger turned into aggression and who lacked clear and constructive
guidelines for channeling anger. Some were victims of physical or emo-
tional abuse. Others, already predisposed to difficulties with anger, were
also observing members of an increasingly violent society. These were
individuals who experienced little control over managing anger.

Nevertheless, in spite of the significant developmental challenge for
children to understand and constructively handle anger, few schools
provide parents or children formal classwork and instruction in the
management of this complex and charged emotion. Similarly, few
books on parenting focus attention on this essential aspect of emo-
tional well-being. And while in recent years there has been an increase
in the number of books published about anger, most of these address
aggression rather than the full spectrum of anger. The majority of these
focus on helping children and teens who already display severe difficul-
ties surrounding anger.

In contrast, Healthy Anger focuses on preparing children and teens
to make sense of and manage anger long before it escalates to more se-
rious forms of anger, which may include aggression. It reflects the
movement of positive psychology, emphasizing and fostering the de-
velopment of knowledge and skills that are a part of healthy emotional
functioning and coping. I have titled this book Healthy Anger for this
reason. Healthy anger management is based on the following key guid-
ing principles.
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. Anger is a natural human emotion.

. Anger varies in intensity and duration.

. Anger is often a reaction to other emotions.

. Anger is a reaction to emotions and thoughts within us.

. Anger really tells us more about our own wants and needs than
about the person or situation that may lead to our anger.

6. The emotion of anger is distinct from the behavioral expression
of anger.

7. As we increase our awareness of thoughts and emotions leading
up to anger, we gain increased freedom to choose how we ex-
press anger.

8. Healthy anger management is based on specific skills that can
be taught.

9. Healthy anger management is based on being able to flexibly
choose from a variety of anger management strategies.

10. Real intimacy grows with an increased ability to share anger and
other emotions.

11. Healthy anger management involves being able to let go of anger.

12. Learning theory and skills concerning anger management is an

essential component for healthy emotional well-being.

(92 W NGV I S

In contrast, unhealthy anger management involves attempts to
mask, deny, or avoid anger. Children and teens who practice unhealthy
anger management experience little control and may be quick to react
to anger with hostility or aggression. They may use anger to manipu-
late others. In addition, they may develop chronic anger that further
impairs their judgment and predisposes them to become angry.

This book offers you specific knowledge and practical skills that you
can teach your children and teens in order to make sense of and man-
age anger in everyday life. It is based on the fact that effective anger
management involves both understanding the emotion and develop-
ing specific skills to manage it. It presents a model of anger that I have
developed and used for twenty years. Although originally focused on
helping those who have already experienced difficulties with anger, this
model has been increasingly applied with a preventive focus. While I
began using this approach with clients in inpatient and outpatient set-
tings, I have since presented it in workshops and classes for children,
teens, and adults, as well as for parents, teachers, and mental health
professionals and in various work settings.

The model of anger presented in this book emphasizes that anger is
not an experience that occurs in isolation. Rather, it occurs in the
context of an individual’s personality. As such, it is influenced by needs,
attitudes, perceptions, and emotions. Children confront an anger-
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provoking event with a personal history that influences how, when,
and to what degree they may experience anger. Some of the factors that
contribute to this experience include expectations of others and one-
self, the ability to be objective, past history with anger, and the ability
to “sit with” emotional pain.

Comprehensive education for anger management involves helping
children and teens understand that their anger tells them more about
themselves than it does about the target of their anger. It involves help-
ing children develop skills in self-reflection to better understand and
recognize other emotions related to their anger. Similarly, in-depth an-
ger management involves helping children and teens understand how
their thinking impacts their anger. While anger moves us to direct at-
tention outward, self-reflection involves directing our attention in-
ward. This is a fundamental first step in effective anger management.

The constructive expression of anger is also based on the capacity to
moderate and manage one’s anger. The child who can tolerate the emo-
tional and physical tension stirred up by feelings of anger is a child who
develops an internal sense of adequacy, competence, and self-direction
based on self-control and self-mastery. Through this experience a child
develops a strengthened capacity for self-soothing and dealing with con-
flict and tension in general. This child becomes an adult who under-
stands that anger can be a rich emotional resource that can motivate
someone to right what is wrong, to adaptively respond to adversity, and
to strive for success. In a meaningful relationship, healthy self-assertion
reflects the constructive expression of anger. Such assertion fosters im-
proved sharing, intimacy, and mutual understanding.

Most important, I focus on addressing anger in the context of a rela-
tionship that fosters and reflects connection. Unlike teaching reading,
writing, and arithmetic, helping children and teens make sense of and
manage anger requires us to focus on our relationship with them. It re-
quires extreme sensitivity, modeling, and a commitment not only to
teach but also to learn. It requires a relationship in which we practice
empathy, model the strategies presented, and are committed to being
open. As parents or caretakers, we have the best opportunity to share
this knowledge. Intimacy includes a physical embrace, engaging in ac-
tivities together, and sharing facts or feelings. However, when we teach
our children how to make sense of and manage anger, we form with
them a deepened emotional connection as well as give them the gifts of
increased awareness and resilience.

I have provided numerous vignettes in an effort to clarify the con-
cepts and skills presented throughout the book. While many of these
are based on actual clients, certain details have been changed in order
to maintain their confidentiality.
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The Key Component for Anqer
Management:
Your Relationship with Your
Child

n recent years it has become all too common to read newspaper

headlines describing the latest incidents of child and adolescent vio-
lence. These events are immediately followed by cries for gun control, a
reduction of violence in the media and in video games, and an in-
creased emphasis on teaching morality in schools and at home. Ad-
dressing these contributing factors may help to prevent some violence.
However, while the media highlight violence, only a small percentage
of children and teens express anger in this most extreme way. Far more
children and teens who have ongoing difficulty with anger exhibit bul-
lying, underachievement, substance abuse, social isolation, truancy,
prejudice, gang participation, sexual promiscuity, and suicidal behav-
iors. At the same time, some children and teens who appear fine on the
surface experience depression, excessive guilt or shame, or intense anx-
iety related to mismanaged anger.

Gun control, the use of metal detectors in schools, reducing violence
in the media, and teaching morality may help reduce certain forms of
violence and aggression. But in actuality, these remedies may only
address secondary contributions to such violence and aggression.!
Rather, ongoing research continues to support the finding that aggres-

11
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sive and violent children and teens lack a true sense of connection in
their relationships—with others and with themselves.

By connection, I mean a relationship that actively and openly encour-
ages sharing, discussing, and exploring our internal landscape, includ-
ing our emotions, thoughts, passions, and fears. It involves a level of
intimacy that allows for and is not threatened by expressions of conflict
or tension. Children, and especially teens, need these connections with
peers, but the strength of the parent-child connection plays a key role
in influencing how they manage tension, conflict, and anger.

A relationship with your child that fosters connection is one that can
tolerate disagreements, even when you set limits on behaviors that re-
flect such disagreements. It involves your ability to be empathic with
your child’s feelings without being overwhelmed by them.

Healthy connection involves a relationship that is nurturing. Spe-
cifically, it offers empathy and, in doing so, teaches your child to be
empathic. Empathy refers to understanding another person and his
thoughts and feelings as if you are that person. Empathic listening in-
volves listening without judgment and letting your child know that
you can understand her experience. Being noncritical allows and en-
courages your child to more freely and fully explore her emotions and
thoughts—a major task in making sense of and managing anger.
Whether you agree or disagree with your child’s perspective is a sepa-
rate issue from being empathic with her experience and sharing. Most
important, being empathic does not imply acceptance of or tolerance
for what you deem to be inappropriate behavior.

Such a relationship leads your child to feel loved, and it shows that
you are genuinely interested and emotionally invested in her as an indi-
vidual in her own right. When a child experiences such connection, she
does not experience herself as having to live life primarily to satisty the
standards of others. Genuine connection allows a child to learn that
her thoughts, emotions, values, and attitudes are respected and have
meaning. She does not see her parents as arbitrarily imposing standards
and expectations as a reaction to their own needs, hopes, and expecta-
tions. Rather, she perceives such standards and expectations as genu-
inely focused on her overall well-being.

William Pollack, the director of the National Violence Prevention
Center, emphasizes, “Itis the potency of family connection that guards
adolescents from emotional harm and gives them succor from a world
that’s rough, a niche where they may express their most vulnerable and
warm feelings in the open without fear of ridicule. By protecting them
from the harm of disconnection, we in turn are protected from being
harmed by violence as their desperate last attempt at connection.”?
Your child’s connection with himself very much depends on the degree
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to which he is supported and encouraged to explore his internal life.
Specifically, self-reflection allows your child to develop an interest in
and understanding of his emotions and thoughts. Healthy connection
offers him positive regard and support in getting to know himself.
Valuing his internal life gives him permission to self-reflect. Similarly, it
frees energy that might otherwise be wasted in minimizing, hiding
from, or denying parts of himself.

In contrast, when a child is encouraged to minimize, deny, or sup-
press her emotions, especially anger, she loses touch with her real feel-
ings, thoughts, and attitudes. As she loses touch she becomes more
prone to present a false front to those around her. Once she begins the
process of hiding parts of herself, she begins to feel disconnected from
herself. This heightens her need to feel connected with others but at
the same time makes her feel less secure, more confused, and more
tense. When extreme, this level of alienation is accompanied by hurt,
disappointment, and a sense of inadequacy that underlies and fosters
anger in the form of violence. And it is this same disconnection that
leads to difficulties in managing anger even when less intense.

These are children who need connection, not just when they are
feeling most alienated but long before they feel so disconnected. These
are children who need to be heard. They lack skills in understanding or
managing the negative emotions—hurt, rejection, guilt, or disappoint-
ment—that can accompany anger and make them feel disconnected. It
is through connection and the development of specitic skills that your
child or teen can be prepared to cope with anger in everyday life. As
William Pollack emphasizes in Real Boys, boys are raised to mask their
real feelings and present an image of strength, bravado, and self-confi-
dence while they hide any evidence of shame regarding vulnerabilities,
powerlessness, and loneliness.? This idealized image of masculinity, de-
scribed by Pollack as the “boy code,” has been inherited from the days
of the pioneers, when men were supposed to show courage. The code
is inherited from a time when fathers were minimally involved with
their sons and related to them only when they were old enough to help
out by doing their share of the work on the farm or ranch.

Boys raised to follow the “boy code” try desperately to conform to
our culture’s expectations that they not show fear, uncertainty, and
feelings of loneliness or neediness. More significant, however, is the
fact that they minimize, ignore, deny, or suppress these feelings. Subse-
quently, they lose touch with themselves—with their emotions, needs,
and desires.

While they struggle to avoid exhibiting or experiencing their vulner-
abilities, they mismanage their anger. Some may feel their hurt most
deeply and attempt to stifle their anger. Others deny their hurt, focus-
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ing on and maintaining connection only with their anger. Some chil-
dren and teens deny their anger in order to avoid admitting to
themselves the powerful influence others have had in leading them to
feel hurt, disappointment, fear, uncertainty, or neediness.

Mismanaged anger does not just disappear. Anytime we try to ig-
nore our deepest emotions, they develop an increased drive for expres-
sion. They act like compressed gases seeking a way out through the
slightest opening in a closed container. This is the anger that may lead
to bullying, social withdrawal, underachievement, substance abuse,
anxiety, depression, excessive guilt and shame, or, in the extreme, dev-
astating violence.

In their comprehensive study Anger: The Strugygle for Emotional
Control in America’s History, Carol Stearns and Peter Stearns indicate
that, as a nation, we have evolved through periods when anger was ac-
ceptable, when it was strongly repressed, and when we experienced
much ambivalence toward it.* As reflected in the work of Pollack, an-
ger expressed by men has received approval and encouragement—it
was seen as a part of healthy aggressiveness and competitiveness and es-
sential for getting ahead in the world.

Girls also seek connection and are often made to feel responsible for
maintaining that connection. Similarly, they become angry. However,
while boys are supported in accepting anger and even encouraged to ag-
gressively express it, girls are taught to ignore and suppress their anger. As
aresult, girls grow up to be more focused on their hurt, sadness, and guilt
than on anger.> When it is expressed, it is often indirect—reflected in criti-
cal gossip, teasing, or malicious behavior.® A thirteen-year-old may pur-
posely sabotage a peer’s party by seeking allies to avoid it. A third
grader may tease a neighbor about the style of her dress or the color of
her hair. At the other extreme, girls who are more directly aggressive
are called tomboys when they are young or “bitches” as they mature.
Influenced by recommendations that we turn the other cheek, do unto
others as we would have them do unto us, and respond to anger with
an eye for an eye, as well as by our shifting views regarding feelings,
thoughts, and action, we have developed conflicting views about how
to experience and express anger.

Lack of connection with others occurs for a variety of reasons. Even
the most caring and well-meaning parent may not be genuinely avail-
able to really connect with his or her child. The demands of a career,
trying to provide the basics, and trying to “have it all” may greatly in-
terfere with forming a connection. Similarly, the especially difficult
challenge of being a single parent can compete with our ability to form
a close relationship with our children. In addition, as noted above, we
live in a culture that often challenges emotional expression. You are a
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product of that culture and have been influenced by the many ambiva-
lent messages regarding the expression of emotions in general and the
handling of anger specifically. For this reason, you may experience per-
sonal vulnerabilities that interfere with and challenge your ability to
truly connect with your child. Your personal history with experiencing
empathic connection and with being empathic will greatly influence
the degree to which you foster an authentic connection with your
child. These vulnerabilities need to be addressed if you are to make the
best use of the material presented in this book.

Following are several guidelines that can help you identify key areas
of concern as you use the strategies presented in this book.

Work at Accepting and Feeling Comfortable with the Range of
Your Emotions

Many of the strategies identified in this book involve helping children
and teens identify and differentiate the full range of their emotions.
The more you accept and can be comfortable with your own emotions
in addition to anger, the more you will be open to exploring them with
your child. The more you are able to identify your emotions and difter-
entiate them, the more you will be able to help your child sort them out.

We often bring into our adult life the same fears and anxieties about
anger we experienced as children. Addressing these concerns is essen-
tial for being able to help your child explore his anger. The approaches
presented in this book are aimed at helping you and your child feel
more comfortable with anger. This includes being able to experience
it, appropriately express it, and even be the target of another’s anger.
On the other hand, you may be overly sensitive to anger and overreact
to your child’s anger when it does surface.

Your ability to openly discuss emotions will foster your child’s emo-
tional growth in several ways. You set an example and give your child
permission to share his emotions when you model these behaviors.
When you share reactions regarding your workplace, incidents that oc-
cur between you and others, events that occurred when you were
younger, or emotions regarding your immediate family members, you
communicate that it is permissible to experience such emotions and to
discuss them. Children learn about their own emotions when others
use specific words and describe the impact associated with such emo-
tions. Through your sharing, they learn to value their own emotions
and to take seriously the type of self-reflection that leads to such aware-
ness.

Certainly you should be clear about your motivations to share cer-
tain emotions. I am not suggesting you share emotions inappropri-
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ately. For example, relating to your child as a confidant or in order to
obtain inappropriate support would really be serving your needs rather
than helping her feel more comfortable about expressing emotions.
Candid sharing of emotions is beneficial, but it is damaging and a bur-
den when it compels children to be “parents” to their parents.

Emphasize That Self-Reflection Is Constructive for Healthy
Emotional Development

Self-reflection is a major component of all of the strategies presented in
this book. Self-reflection involves being open to exploring our inner
thoughts and feelings. It consists of skills that help us become more
aware of our thoughts, emotions, and physical states. Through self-
reflection, we can develop increased connection with our true emo-
tions and thoughts. It is basic for trust in yourself and acceptance of
and trust in others. It is also a building block for making genuine
changes in behavior. The more comfortable you are with looking in-
ward, the more your child will value self-reflection.

Just as some people feel uncomfortable with anger, some have nega-
tive views or ambivalent attitudes toward self-reflection. Perhaps they
believe that self-reflection involves obsessive rumination that may lead
to paralysis in taking an action. Similarly, they may believe that selt-
reflection involves a search to understand what underlies contributions
for every emotion, thought, or action. These are examples of unhealthy
self-reflection. In contrast, healthy self-reflection encourages us to know
ourselves more fully, especially in terms of understanding our motiva-
tions, emotions, and thoughts as they impact meaningful decisions and
actions we make in life. As such, self-reflection is a building block that
helps us to connect not only with our children but with ourselves.

Learn to Feel Comfortable Discussing Conflict with Your Child or Teen

Much of our ability to manage anger depends on how candid and com-
fortable we are in expressing our own emotions and thoughts, even if
they conflict with those of people we care about. Such open communi-
cation involves discussions of feelings, thoughts, and attitudes. When
conflict is not openly discussed, the frustration or anger surrounding it
is often suppressed and seeks expression in different ways. Allowing for
open discussion of conflict does not mean you need to agree with your
child. Nor does it mean that you should allow your child to freely share
his views in ways that you deem inappropriate. Fostering candid shar-
ing should be coupled with genuinely trying to see your child’s per-
spective.
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Your sensitivity to disagreement or conflict may interfere with your
ability to genuinely listen to him. Similarly, the prospect of disappoint-
ing your child or being the target of his anger may interfere with your
comfort in hearing his perspective. Being the target of your child’s an-
ger may lead you to feel guilt or hurt. You may feel compelled to do
anything and everything to help him feel better or to avoid his experi-
encing anger. In contrast, in reaction to your discomfort, you may feel
an intense need to quickly reduce or completely suppress his anger
altogether. This discomfort leads some parents to give in to a child’s
demands. Others become angered and strike out verbally or even phys-
ically as a way of managing a child’s anger and as a way of managing
their own anger.

Fear of a child’s anger is often the basis for many of the difficulties
surrounding discipline problems with children. Parents who have ditti-
culty setting limits with children often do not want their child to expe-
rience disappointment or are secking approval from the child. At the
same time, they try to avoid being the target of anger that is a natural
reaction to disappointment.

In recent years, due to shifting views about authority, many parents
have allowed their children to be increasingly active in the decision-
making processes of the family. They indicate that such involvement
helps foster increased independence and maturity. However, at times
this can be an attempt to avoid dealing with anger that is a reaction to
limit setting.

Work at Being Empathic

Healthy anger management involves empathy—the ability to see an-
other person’s perspective and understand that person’s thinking and
emotions. This is not always easy. It is a challenge to genuinely sit and
listen to a child who is expressing emotions or thoughts that may be to-
tally opposed to our own, challenge our values, appear totally unrea-
sonable, or simply make us uncomfortable. When this happens, you
may tend to ignore, overlook, or minimize your child’s anger.

Observing your child’s anger may arouse uncomfortable memories
and emotions connected with your own childhood. In addition, you
may feel guilty when, in spite of your best attempts to help your child
avoid pain, she experiences negative emotions such as disappointment,
hurt, shame, or anger. Uncomfortable memories and reactions may
cause you to unwittingly stifle your child’s expression of anger or any
other kind of negative emotion. On the other hand, if you still carry
anger about past hurts, you may overemphasize the importance of ex-
pressing anger with your child.
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You may tend to avoid noticing your child’s anger if, during your
own childhood, you were embarrassed or made to feel shame or guilt
about experiencing anger. For example, you may have difficulty notic-
ing anger aroused by sibling rivalry if, when you were young, you were
led to completely deny, minimize, or overlook your anger toward a sib-
ling with whom you felt competitive.

Empathy involves being able to recognize and permit the expression
of'anger by your child and communicating to her that it is a natural re-
action to a variety of situations. In addition, you demonstrate empathy
when you recognize and allow your child to discuss hurt and pain asso-
ciated with her anger. Finally, empathy is reflected in sharing your un-
derstanding that it is uncomfortable and challenging to deal with these
emotions.

Convey a Genuine Desire to Help Your Child Experience
Increased Control

Effectively making sense of and managing anger leads to genuine con-
trol. The more this is conveyed in your attitude, whether through
teaching or modeling the specific approaches you will learn in this
book, the more receptive your child will be to exploring and experi-
menting with them. In contrast, he may be resistant to them if he be-
lieves you are teaching them in order to exert control over him. This is
especially true for teens who struggle with wanting increased inde-
pendence while still being very much dependent. Most important is
that with practice, the strategies presented in this book will lead your
child to experience satisfaction related to more fully knowing himself,
making sense of his emotions and thoughts (especially regarding an-
ger), increasing his sense of assertion and self-control, and construc-
tively managing his anger.

Try to Be Consistent

Consistency will help strengthen your use of the approaches provided
in this book. Modeling what you teach will reinforce consistency. Simi-
larly, the more consistent your behaviors and attitudes are with your
spouse or other caretakers in the home, the more your child will expe-
rience a united message. A lack of consistency can be most problematic
when one parent undermines the attempts at constructive anger man-
agement by criticizing them or by practicing or teaching strategies that
are in conflict with the principles presented in this approach. As care-
takers, you will always have some difference of opinion. But these
should be discussed and negotiated prior to using this program.
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Learning any new habit requires time and practice, and learning
habits related to managing emotions is especially challenging. When
you or your child is especially stressed, you may fall back on older, less
effective anger management strategies. This is less likely to happen if
you make an effort to consistently practice the strategies described
throughout this book.

Be Open to Learning About Yourself

As already emphasized, the approaches presented in this book are
based on increasing our own self-awareness. The more you and your
child use the techniques presented in this book, the more both of you
will grow in terms of making sense of and managing anger, in your un-
derstanding of your emotions in general, and in your interpersonal
skills. In addition, you will become increasingly sensitive to the unique
needs of your child. Through sharing these exercises you will also de-
velop a deepened bond with your child.

While I focus on helping children and teens, the model of anger is
equally applicable to adults. As you use it with your child, you will de-
velop increased understanding and be able to manage anger in every
area of your life.

Making Sense of and Managing Anger Requires Commitment,
Patience, and Practice

Practicing the guidelines presented in this book take patience and
commitment. While the specific skills may be easily learned, your
child’s ability to make them a part of her life will take much time.
Making sense of and managing anger is a lifelong process. However,
the more time you spend helping your child work at it, the more it will
become a part of her repertoire, and the better prepared she will be to
meet the challenges of anger.

The techniques described in this book have been used for over
twenty years with parents and teachers, in classrooms, in workshops,
and in my practice with adults, adolescents, and children. The model
they are based on explains anger and its relationship to other emotions
and thoughts. At the same time, it recognizes the interaction of these
emotions and thoughts with the physical reactions that both result
from anger and further contribute to it.

I strongly urge you to study the model and use the approach I de-
scribe to make sense of anger in your own life before you begin using it
with your child or teen. Spend time critically reviewing several inci-
dents in which you became angry. Select several incidents that aroused
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alow level of irritation as well as several that provoked more intense an-
ger. The more familiar you are with the techniques, the better prepared
you will be to help your child or teen apply it in his own life. At the
same time, you will be developing and enhancing your own powers of
self-reflection. Reflection is essential for understanding your own
anger. Once you can do this, you will clearly observe how reflection in-
terferes with impulsive action based on anger. Not only does this re-
flection defuse anger, but it provides you with an opportunity to learn
something about yourself.

As you read this book, you will notice that the approach offered here
is proactive, offering parents the opportunity to help their children de-
velop the knowledge and skills needed to cope with anger before it be-
comes a significant problem. It also offers new insights and skills for
understanding many aspects of one’s emotional life and behavior apart
from one’s anger.

Once you have become comfortable with the strategies taught in
this book, use them to help you better recognize and understand your
child’s anger or irritation. Before you begin teaching your child spe-
cific techniques, spend several weeks observing her and developing
hunches about the factors that may be contributing to her anger. Use
the approach in your own life as well, to help you improve your con-
nection to your inner self and increase your awareness of your emo-
tions, thoughts, and attitudes toward anger. This will help you be more
empathic toward your children, and changes in your own behavior will
help to reinforce the lessons you teach your child.
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Guiding Principles of Healthy
Anqer

very adult was once a child who received various messages about an-
Eger. These messages, communicated both directly and indirectly,
came from parents, teachers, clergy, relatives, and peers. Television, radio,
books, magazines, movies, and newspapers also bombarded us with ex-
amples of anger and messages about how to manage it. In recent years,
video games have added to this barrage of communications regarding an-
ger. Some of these messages are in direct conflict with each other. Some
have told us that we should make every effort to control all anger. In con-
trast, others have emphasized that anger needs to be expressed, but they
ofter conflicting guidelines for how it should be managed. It’s no wonder
we have been confused about how anger should be handled, and even
more baffled when trying to help children and teens manage theirs. For-
tunately, in recent years we have developed a wealth of information to help
us better recognize, understand, and manage anger. This knowledge is de-
rived from theory and research in the areas of learning, emotions, cogni-
tive-behavioral therapy, personality, stress, and anger management. From
these proven theories, and based on my clinical experience, I have distilled
the following twelve principles that can serve as guidelines for the success-
ful management of anger by children, adolescents, and adults. This entire
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book is based on these principles. They reflect my emphasis on a proactive
approach that prepares children and teens to develop the knowledge,
skills, and self-awareness needed to cope with anger.

Anger Is a Natural Human Emotion

Anger is nota sign of emotional instability. It is a perfectly natural emo-
tion experienced by children, teens, and adults. It is just one of the
many emotions that are a part of our daily lives. Anger, like love, guilt,
fright, anxiety, sadness, happiness, and other emotions, involves a
unique subjective experience. Like many other emotions, it is also ac-
companied by physical reactions.

Some researchers suggest that anger, like all other emotions, is based
on an assessment of the potential of an experience to be harmful or ben-
eficial to us. In this way, our likelihood of becoming angry depends on
how we assess others, the environment, and even our own thoughts, be-
havior, or emotions.

It should also be emphasized that while anger is a natural emotion, it
is our discomfort with anger and its potential for aggression that lead
to a cultural view that anger is not natural and should be suppressed
and minimized. It is this specific view that has contributed to difficul-
ties in both making sense of and managing anger.

Anger Varies in Intensity and Duration

As with other emotions, we may experience anger at various intensities,
ranging from a mild level (annoyance) to an intense level (rage).

For example, as a parent, you may feel slightly frustrated when the flu
keeps you bedridden and unable to accompany your child to a movie. In
contrast, you may experience rage when the car that you have just had re-
paired breaks down on the way to her graduation ceremony. Children ex-
perience a similar range of feelings. A young child may become slightly
upset at not getting a certain toy. An adolescent may feel annoyed when
her boyfriend won’t take her to a certain movie but extremely resentful
to find out he is taking someone else to that same movie.

As with other emotions, anger may be a short-lived response to a
specific event or it may be chronic, coloring all new experiences and
predisposing a person to become angry on a daily basis.

Anger s Often a Reaction to Other Emotions

Anger can be a primary emotion, an immediate response to feeling
threatened. However, very often it is a reaction to other emotions, in
which case it is considered a secondary emotion. By secondary, I do
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not mean less important. Although we are most aware of our anger
during or following a given situation, we actually become angry in re-
action to and immediately after feeling another potent emotion, such
as hurt, shame, disappointment, rejection, embarrassment, feeling dis-
counted or devalued, and so on. Another view is that anger may occur
in combination with these other emotions, with either anger or an-
other emotion dominating our awareness. At first we may not even be
consciously aware of these other emotions. We may only be aware of
anger. Often it is only after self-reflection that we are able to recognize
and become aware of them. For many adults, the ability to practice
such reflection is rarely the focus of formal or informal education. And
unless children and teens are helped to recognize these other feelings
through modeling or open discussion of similar feelings with parents,
the expression of anger is often an easier and more spontaneous re-
sponse to expectations that are not satisfied.

Anger Is a Reaction to Emotions and Thoughts Within Us

Anger is a reaction to emotions and thoughts within ourselves. It is
based on how we perceive events and the conclusions we draw about
these events. Such perceptions and conclusions can be realistic and ac-
curate or unrealistic and distorted. In either case, such negative feel-
ings are painful, but they are our own emotions. Certainly we react to
people around us, but these reactions are our response to the meaning
we give to others and their actions.

Our perceptions of ourselves may be realistic, unrealistic, or a blend of
both. Either may lead to negative views about ourselves. Anger is a natu-
ral consequence when we develop these unfavorable attitudes about our
thoughts, emotions, behaviors, and even bodies. Such anger may then
be directed at others or turned inward at ourselves.

I have worked with hundreds of clients who have reported being an-
noyed, irritated, angered, or enraged in reaction to what other people
did or did not do. When explored more closely, it becomes very appar-
ent that the meaning they gave to such actions or lack of actions led to
feelings such as rejection, embarrassment, hurt, and shame. These are
the uncomfortable emotions within us that are the seeds of anger.

You may be angry with another driver on the road when you are feel-
ing threatened. You may be annoyed with a colleague when you feel in-
adequate around him. You may feel frustrated when not understood,
aggravated when you can’t reach an agreement.

The mother who refuses to buy her daughter a popular brand of
jeans may be a most devoted mother but also a parent who has a de-
fined budget to follow. Her daughter’s experience of her mother’s
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refusal may be “Now I will not be accepted by my friends” or “I will
stand out from everyone” or “You really don’t care how I feel.” These
perceptions are based on personal meaning given by her to the experi-
ence. The related feelings, such as fear of rejection or hurt, are based on
her own reactions to her appraisal of the event. In this way, her anger is a
reaction to her own feelings experienced in reaction to the event.

Anger Really Tells Us More About Our Own Wants and Needs than
About the Person or Situation That Made Us Angry

When we take the time to reflect on our anger, we can more clearly
identity our motivations, which may include our needs, wants, and ex-
pectations. When we recognize, listen to, and reflect on our anger, we
can clarify what we want, what we think we need, and what expecta-
tions we have surrounding both.

On many occasions in couples counseling, a major shift in communi-
cation occurs when one partner turns to the other and says, “I guess I
feel inadequate around you, and I need to feel adequate, in my eyes
and in yours.” This is often the first time a partner expresses feelings
and motivations underlying the anger, not just the anger. Such a shift
in awareness often occurs only after months and years of communica-
tion that emphasized anger and lacked a clear recognition and discus-
sion of needs, expectations, or the emotions that precede anger.

It is natural for adolescents to have increased needs to feel accepted,
adequate, and competent, while they also want to appear independent.
For this reason they are especially prone to mask, even to themselves,
the underlying hurt when these needs are not satisfied, instead show-
ing anger. The more troubled adolescent may take things one step fur-
ther and mask all anger. This is the teen who may be experiencing
extreme hurt but tries to convince himself and others that nothing
matters. He may become an adult who lacks awareness of many of his
needs and wants.

The Emotion of Anger Is Distinct from the Behavioral Expressions
of Anger

Anger is an emotion and a subjective experience. It is separate and dis-
tinct from the physical reactions that might result from it. Specifically,
the emotion of anger may be expressed by behavior that is aggressive,
but anger is not equivalent to aggression. Aggression is simply one way
to respond to, and express externally, this uncomfortable internal state.
The emotion of anger may be expressed through verbal aggression in
the form of yelling or cursing. In contrast, anger may be expressed by
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physical aggression—breaking things or becoming assaultive toward
others or ourselves.

In our families, in school, through our religion, and through the
mass media, we experience direct and indirect messages that equate a
teeling or thought with a deed. We are often told as children that we
should not get angry. The important distinction between expressing
anger and feeling anger is not emphasized. We may be taught that it is
as bad to have angry thoughts as it is to act in an angry way. This atti-
tude is often based on an idealistic view of humans that portrays all an-
ger as a shortcoming, a weakness, or a sign of poor self-control—in
spite of the fact that anger is a natural emotion and can be justified. The
important distinction between angry feelings and angry actions may
have been obscured by the false belief that others can see through us
and know our feelings even without our expressing them. Children are
sometimes told this directly. This also leads to confusion about differ-
entiating the feeling from the action when it comes to anger.

As We Increase Our Awareness of Thoughts and Emotions Leading up
to Anger, We Gain Increased Freedom to Choose How We
Express Anger

I emphasize the word choose because anger can be expressed or demon-
strated by a wide variety of behaviors that are in our control. Although
at times we may not feel as if we have or are making a choice, we very
much have the capacity to choose how we manage our anger.

Identifying thoughts and emotions that lead to anger helps us to re-
alize what we are really feeling. By taking time to do this we learn more
about ourselves and create the time to choose how to address or tend
to our feelings of anger.

Bill was an underachieving fourteen-year-old junior high school stu-
dent whose parents brought him to me for help because he constantly
bullied his younger brother, who was a much better student. Hardly a
day went by when Bill did not taunt Kevin, order him around, or “acci-
dentally” bump into him. Over time I helped Bill to see that he felt in-
ferior and inadequate when he compared himself to his brother. Bill
resented that he could not live up to his own expectations about how
he should achieve in school. At the same time, he resented the praise
and recognition that Kevin received from his parents. Only with this
awareness could he finally drop his anger and examine his disappoint-
ment in himself.

A father of an eleventh grader could hardly contain his anger toward
his son for not playing well during the high school basketball playoffs.
Only after much discussion was he able to recognize that the intensity
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of his anger related to his own intense competitive drives in every area
of his life. While he was very successful, he was a man driven by an un-
derlying fear that if he let up, he would be recognized as a failure—a
thought that he harbored without awareness.

By recognizing and understanding the emotions that lead to anger,
we can begin to change how we manage our anger, even if our ways of
handling anger have been ingrained for many years. Similarly, as a child
begins to recognize the emotions that she experiences prior to experi-
encing anger, she can begin to choose how to manage her anger. When
we increase our awareness of our reactions to events, we begin to observe
patterns in our behavior. By becoming conscious of these patterns, we
gain the self-awareness that is essential for almost all behavioral change.

Healthy Anger Management Is Based on Specific Skills That
Can Be Taught

As an adult, you can learn specific skills to better understand and man-
age anger. Much of understanding and managing anger does not re-
quire psychotherapy. Instead, it involves learning and practicing skills
that can become a part of your routine. These are skills that you can
readily share with children, whether you relate to them as parent,
teacher, relative, leader, or friend. Some of these skills are easier to
learn than others, and some are more appropriate for certain ages.

And some are more appropriate in certain settings. Some may seem
more consistent for individuals in one culture or for individuals of a
particular ethnicity. Certain individuals may prefer some anger man-
agement strategies to others. The key point to remember is that they
can be learned.

Healthy Anger Management Is Based on the Ability to Flexibly Choose
from a Variety of Anger Management Strategies

The goal in anger management is to increase the options you have to
express anger in a healthy way. By learning a variety of anger manage-
ment strategies, you develop control, choices, and flexibility in how
you respond to angry feelings. A person who has learned a variety of
ways to handle anger is more competent and confident. And with
competence and confidence comes the resilience needed to cope with
situations that arouse frustration and anger. The development of a rep-
ertoire of such skills further enhances our sense of optimism that we
can effectively handle the challenges that come our way.

In contrast, the individual who responds to anger in the same way
every time has little capacity to constructively adapt his responses to
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different situations. Such individuals are more prone to feel frustrated
and to have conflicts with others and themselves.

During one of my workshops, a participant complained, “When it
comes to anger, I feel like I am on automatic pilot. I just lose it—TI’ll hit
the wall or throw something. It’s like at that moment I don’t feel I have a
choice. I have no control, and there’s nothing in between.” Reacting au-
tomatically and rigidly, using only one tool for managing anger, can lead
to interpersonal difficulties in relationships at work, in school, with peers,
and within the family. By helping your child develop a repertoire of anger
management strategies, you will enable him to more frequently choose a
strategy that best suits the time, place, and persons involved.

Real Intimacy Grows with an Increased Ability to Share Anger and the
Emotions Underlying It

Closeness, mutual understanding, acceptance, and freedom to express
oneself are all aspects of intimacy that are fostered by the constructive
expression of anger in a relationship. This is true for adults as well as for
children. A child, adolescent, or adult who feels comfortable enough
to constructively express anger with a loved one is an individual who
teels confirmed in the experience of his or her emotions. This is a core
component of self-acceptance and the development of positive self-
esteem. At the same time, I want to emphasize that the two parties do
not need to be in total agreement.

The expression of anger can foster real intimacy only when it is ac-
companied by the sharing of other related feelings. Sharing just anger,
or only the emotions that led to our anger, falls short of the difficult
challenge to be authentic in an intimate relationship.

Healthy Anger Management Involves Being Able to Let Go of Anger

A fundamental aspect of healthy anger management is being able to let
go of anger. This does not mean ignoring or denying our anger.
Rather, it entails a commitment to move on once the issues underlying
the anger have been addressed, whether or not our needs or concerns
are satisfied.

As I have already pointed out, anger tells us more about our own
needs and wants than about the person or situation that made us angry
in the first place. Identifying our concerns and deciding how to best
address them are key elements of healthy anger management. But
there will be times when I very appropriately express a desire or need
only to be faced with disappointment when it is not be satisfied. This is
when the real challenge to let go of anger occurs.
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Learning Specific Anger Management Skills Is Essential for Healthy
Emotional Well-being

As I emphasized in the introduction, the ability to accept and more
comfortably manage anger is a major ingredient in our capacity for
comforting ourselves when under stress. This ability to self-soothe
helps decrease tension and the adverse feelings related to anger. An in-
dividual who can constructively respond to the tension and anxiety of
anger is one who can be optimistic about meeting new challenges both
within herself and in her environment. This serves as the foundation
for a sense of mastery, feelings of competence, and improved self-es-
teem. People who can do this are both hardy and resilient under stress.

It is this ability to sit with, ride out, and work through the physical
and emotional discomfort associated with anger that allows us to
better meet our needs, wants, and expectations and better cope with
frustration. When we help children and teens develop this ability, we
empower them to experience themselves and others with increased un-
derstanding, compassion, and humanity.
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The Adverse Effects of Anger

What is it you experience when you feel anger? Maybe you think of
times when you were upset, annoyed, furious, enraged, or irri-
tated. But anger is more complex than these words imply. Anger is an
emotion, but it also affects your physical state, your thoughts, and your
behavior, though you may not always be consciously aware of'it. Under-
standing the experience of anger will provide you insight into the role
anger may play in your life and that of your child.

Certain of these reactions typically accompany acute (intense, short-
lived) anger. Other reactions, such as sleep difficulties, digestive prob-
lems, cynicism, and loss of faith may occur with the development of
chronic (long-lived) anger. Here are some of the adverse ways anger
can impact us.

 Physical: nervousness, muscle tension, increased rate of breathing,
increased heart rate, shallow breathing, sleep or eating distur-
bances, indigestion, skin rash, muscle spasms

« Emotional: anxiety, guilt, shame, depression, escalating anger, in-
security, fear, feelings of inadequacy, sadness, embarrassment, self-
devaluation
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o Social: withdrawal, developing friendships with others who are
similarly angry, scapegoating, racism and bigotry, hate, aggres-
sion, hostility, relational aggression, passive-aggressiveness, nega-
tivism, irritability, sarcasm, cynicism

o Intellectunl: decreased capacity for concentration, blocking, forget-
fulness, poor judgment, errors in reasoning or speech or action,
decreased quality in comprehension and expression

o« Spiritual: decrease in spiritual or religious convictions and prac-
tices, attitude of hate and vengefulness

» Global outlook: pessimism, minimization of the positive, increased
sense of helplessness and alienation

Let’s look at each of these in more detail.

Physical Reactions

The physical reactions to anger are the same as those aroused by stress
in general. Our bodies experience a fight-or-flight reaction." We be-
come aroused, energized, and ready to respond to what we perceive as
a challenge to our safety. Our breathing becomes more rapid. De-
pending on the intensity of our reaction, we may experience an overall
tingling sensation, as if we can actually feel our blood rushing more
rapidly throughout our body. At the same time, our muscles shift into a
tense mode, awaiting further orders.

These reactions are based on an activation of our autonomic system,
the group of physiological systems in our body that function automati-
cally without our needing to consciously monitor them. Studies using
biofeedback instruments (instruments that measure minor physiologi-
cal changes) indicate that even mild experiences of anger and irritation
impact this system. These physiological changes are observed when an
individual is connected to these instruments and directed to think
about an anger-provoking incident.

The respiratory, cardiovascular, and neuromuscular systems react
automatically when we are angry. As anger persists, other, more long-
term physical effects may occur. Research suggests that it is the ongo-
ing state of anger that can lead to serious physical problems. The range
of symptoms includes headache, stomach upset, muscular tension,
pains, and the escalation of certain illnesses such as asthma, arthritis,
and other stress-induced diseases. In fact, in recent years, chronic an-
ger has been shown to be strongly associated with certain forms of
heart disease. Anger may lead to chronic illness or symptoms when it is
not constructively managed and especially when it is repressed, mini-
mized, and ignored.
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The range of physical symptoms occurs for adults as well as for chil-
dren. Similarly, both may experience more immediate reactions or
long-lasting effects.

A young adolescent patient poignantly revealed the physical conse-
quences of mismanaged anger. Carol was a twelve-year-old who had
been experiencing severe headaches for almost a month; she was re-
ferred to me by her pediatrician after he could find no medical basis for
the headaches. Following a detailed interview, it became apparent that
she experienced her headaches mostly in the evening during the week.
As we talked, she revealed that a little over a month prior to our visit,
her mother had started working part time from five o’clock in the eve-
ning until midnight.

In a few follow-up sessions Carol became more able to express that
she was disappointed, anxious, and angered that her mother had to
work those hours. But when her mother asked her directly, Carol de-
nied there was a problem. Carol’s fear and guilt prevented her from
sharing her true feelings. She reasoned, “How could I be angry at
Mommy? She’s working so the family can have money.” Carol’s symp-
toms stopped very soon after she was able to more comfortably express
her feelings to her mother.

Emotional Reactions

At times we may experience anxiety, depression, guilt, or shame and
not think they are related to anger. However, they may be experienced
as an immediate reaction to having angry feelings or as the only accept-
able alternatives to feeling anger. Those who are most uncomfortable
with anger may not consciously experience it but be very much aware
of other negative emotions.

I have worked with men and women whose depression was related
to anger that was too scary or confusing to experience or express.
Gradually their needs, wants, and expectations were minimized, denied,
or ignored along with their anger. This way of responding to anger led
them to feel isolated, misunderstood, and helpless. This is often the out-
come when these needs, wants and expectations are very important to us
and when they involve our most meaningful relationships—those with
our partners, family members, friends, and coworkers.

An extreme reaction to anger is suicide. Recent research supports the
idea that it is not just depression that leads individuals to make suicide
attempts but a “final-straw” incident in which the individual experiences
anger—an incident that furthers the person’s sense of isolation, hope-
lessness, and helplessness.

When children and adolescents hide their anger behind depression,
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anxiety, guilt, and shame, it is difficult for even the most concerned and
caring parent to recognize that they are angry. This was clearly evi-
denced by Clara, an eleven-year-old who arrived in my office appearing
somewhat sullen and timid. Her mother reported that in the months
following her divorce, Clara seemed withdrawn, at times irritable, and
less cooperative around the house. Her teacher had also reported fall-
ing grades. Clara was the youngest in the family and had three older
sisters, thirteen, seventeen, and twenty-one. Her oldest sister, to
whom Clara was especially close, was planning on getting married
within two months. While growing up, Clara saw that sister express an-
ger in a variety of ways, which only seemed to make their mother upset.

It was clear to her parents and her teacher that Clara was sad about
the anticipated changes in her family. What they did not realize was
that she was very annoyed at her mother’s divorce and angry toward
her sister for abandoning her. Not wanting to further upset her
mother, Clara was quick to feel anger and then guilt about feeling an-
gry. She was afraid to express her negative feelings, as she had seen her
mother become upset many times with her older sister. Clara had
vowed to be a well-behaved daughter who would not upset her
mother. But because she did not voice her feelings, she gradually came
to feel isolated in the family. This led to the depressed feelings and the
behaviors that resulted in her referral for help. Several family sessions
helped everyone communicate more openly about the effect each
member of the family had on the others.

In contrast, some children and teens express only anger, and the task
for parents is to help them better understand and communicate the
other feelings that led to the anger. While this is the goal, anger often
leads parents to react first and think later. Or, worse yet, they may with-
draw in frustration and give up trying to figure out what really is hap-
pening in their children’s lives.

Social Reactions

Social reactions to anger may be short-lived or long-term in duration.
For example, your child may withdraw to his room for an hour after
becoming angry with his older sister about a play she made on a board
game. She may become hurt and angry and avoid contacting a friend
for months after not being invited to the friend’s party.

Pervasive anger and underlying hurt may lead to distrust that inhibits an
adolescent from making friends during a time of life when involvement
with peers is important for development. Similarly, pervasive anger may
serve as the fuel for the verbal adult, adolescent, or child who is cynical and
sarcastic in his interactions with others. A teen may express such cynicism
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and sarcasm toward those who make him angry as well as with others.

Chronic anger may underlie a quickness to feel irritated, annoyed, or
frustrated. Such anger can predispose a child to more quickly become
hostile or aggressive in facing new situations that may provoke anger,
and it can lead to resentment that shadows all of her relationships.

Some children and teens who have difficulties with anger seek the
companionship of those who are similarly angry. In doing so, they ex-
perience camaraderie and an alliance. This way of responding to anger
is often the motivation for those who participate in gangs.

Scapegoating, blaming others for our own shortcomings, is another
example of how social interactions may be influenced by anger. Racism
and bigotry, too, are examples of how anger can lead to attitudes and
behaviors in relationships. Anger may lead children or teens to nega-
tively prejudge others because of their religion, race, ethnicity, or other
difference.

Anger can lead to a desire for revenge. Those who are angry may fo-
cus on seeking revenge or emotionally or physically hurt others be-
cause of their anger and hurt.

Similarly, a more intense level of anger is reflected in hate. An individual
may be so angry that he develops a completely negative view of those indi-
viduals who he feels have wronged him. Hate involves a level of anger so
intense that he may see others as adversaries trying to stifle his every ac-
tion. Hatred at this level may lead to violence in an attempt to eliminate
those who are seen as threatening.

Relational aggression is another type of social reaction to anger.
Children and teens may try to destroy or undermine the relationships
of those with whom they are angry. They may say negative things or
spread rumors about them. They may be passive aggressive, expressing
anger by not taking a certain action—for example, a teen who is angry
with a friend may not tell her about a party she’s been invited to, or a
child who is angry with his friend about plays he made on a video game
may not inform him of certain strategies he could use in another game.
Similarly, a child or teen who experiences sibling rivalry with her
brother may demonstrate relational aggression through actions or
words that lead to her parents’ irritation with him.

Intellectual Reactions

As with the other reactions already discussed, intellectual reactions to
anger may be short-lived and limited only to the actual moment when
we are acutely angry, or they may be more pervasive and chronic. An-
ger distracts us from etfectively performing certain cognitive activities
such as thinking, planning, concentrating, organizing, and expressing
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ourselves. Effective communication and genuine understanding be-
come extremely difficult when two people are intensely angry with
each other. For this reason, the worst time to try to discuss a conflict is
when we are angry.

All too often we erroneously react to anger during an argument very
much how many of us react to a yellow light when driving toward an
intersection—accelerating rather than responding to the light as a sig-
nal to slow down and prepare to stop. Prompted by our urgency to be
somewhere, we ignore the risks we are taking and race forward. Simi-
larly, in @ moment of anger, we fail to recognize or attend to warning
signs. We may be aware of a wide range of emotional and physical reac-
tions for a moment, but we quickly try to move forward. We may speak
louder and faster, with greater emphasis and increased emotion, as we
try to force our view on another person. When arguing, we may feel
pressure to prove a point, to take control, to get agreement, or to feel
understood. At this point, our internal self-talk may sound something
like “I just need to say one more thing and then I’ll get her to see the
point.”

Another way in which chronic anger may inhibit us intellectually is
in our ability to plan and organize. Anger may contribute to procrasti-
nation and underachievement in both children and adults.? This can
occur when our feelings of anger compete with our motivation to do
well or to complete projects. Certainly other factors contribute to pro-
crastination and achievement, but anger is often a core issue for adults
and children who may be angry at others’ expectations of themselves as
well as their own. The adolescent whose grades suddenly drop, who
forgets to hand in homework, or who does not complete assignments
might be a youngster who is, in essence, going on strike in response to
such expectations. Often what we label as “laziness” or “not caring”
may really be expressions of resentment that interfere with achieve-
ment.

Children and adolescents who have a learning disability, attention
disorder, or physical disability may underachieve. They may also de-
velop anger over the frustration with their difficulties. This anger may
further contribute to a reduced interest in and commitment to learning.

Spiritual Reactions

In recent years, psychologists have gained more understanding of the
spiritual side of our lives and how it can affect our well-being. Chronic
anger can have a negative impact even in this area. The impact may be
expressed by the reduction of our faith in ourselves, in our family, in re-
ligion, in God, or in our general sense of meaning and purpose in life.
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When this occurs, we may lose a sense of balance and structure in life,
leading to feelings of emptiness and isolation.

Anger can have a profound impact on our spiritual development, es-
pecially during adolescence. This is a time when our ideals are develop-
ing and being challenged. It is during this stage of development that a
child becomes more aware of the inconsistencies of life and the short-
comings of the adults around him, especially his parents. If such aware-
ness leads to hurt and anger, it can profoundly influence his attitudes of
trust and his developing sense of values and morality.

In contrast, although not necessarily an adverse reaction, some indi-
viduals become more spiritual or religious as a way of dealing with
anger. Certainly spirituality and religion can provide us with guidelines
and structure for how we deal with life and especially those experiences
that cause us anger. In some cases, however, teens may be so hurt and
angry that they seek out spiritual connection with others who, while em-
phasizing spiritual growth, may also embrace anger and encourage it.

Some individuals who are chronically and severely angry may de-
velop a general attitude characterized by hatred and vengefulness.
While these feelings may be targeted toward specitic individuals as a so-
cial reaction to anger, such people may be predisposed to view others
and the world in general with these intensely negative and self-defeat-
ing attitudes.

Global Outlook

The sum effect of anger can greatly impact our general outlook, which
influences how we experience anger as well as our understanding of an-
ger and our ability to handle it. At the same time, how we experience
anger and manage it further contributes to our global outlook. The
cumulative effect of these experiences determines our overall sense of
competence and our perceived capacity to affect our own lives and the
world around us. These experiences shape our sense of the environ-
ment as being either supportive and manageable or inhibiting and
threatening.

A child or teen who lacks the capacity to understand and manage an-
ger will experience diminished trust in herself and others. In contrast, a
child who effectively makes sense of and manages anger experiences
greater trust in herself and in others. As such, she is able to maintain a
more positive general outlook.

A part of the adolescent’s task is to develop a worldview. When an
adolescent’s outlook is negative, his anger may provide the motivation
for turning away from constructive behavior and distracting himself by
engaging in such behaviors as social isolation, substance abuse, risk
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taking, and promiscuity. In contrast, when his general outlook is more
positive, such anger may serve as the force behind striving for ideals
during his teen years and as a young adult.

o o e

It is certainly easy to understand why we may want to avoid dealing
with anger—it is a complex and uncomfortable emotion. At the same
time, we can also understand the lifelong advantages of making sense
of and effectively managing anger. In the next chapter I provide a com-
prehensive view of anger to help you assist your child in achieving this
goal.



Ll.

A Comprehensive View
of Anqger

y is it that one five-year-old is quick to have a tantrum while an-

other child responds calmly to the same situation? What makes

one teenage boy spring into aggression while a neighbor’s son asser-

tively expresses both hurt and anger about the same event? What leads

your spouse to respond to anger in one way and your child to manage

anger the way she does? Why is it that some people never seem to expe-
rience anger?

In this chapter, I present a model of anger, a framework for under-
standing anger, that will help answer these types of questions. It will as-
sist you in recognizing when and how specific motivations, thoughts,
and other emotions contribute to the experience of anger. It will pro-
vide a clear understanding of anger so that you will be prepared to help
your child or teen better recognize, understand, and manage his anger.
By understanding this model, you will be prepared to more thought-
fully choose, and help your child select, from a wide variety of anger
management strategies that I present in later chapters.

Rather than simply present the model, I offer a number of experi-
ences that will help you really make sense of it. Several factors influence
when we become angry and how intensely we may experience such

37



38 Understanding and Recognizng Anger in Childven and Teens

anger. How these factors interact contributes to what conditions will
arouse our anger and the intensity of that anger. These factors include
driving forces in the form of wants and needs that are a part of our per-
sonality. In addition, they involve expectations we have of others, the
world around us, and ourselves. A final component involves emotions
that may precede and lead to anger.

The best way to better understand the interaction of these factors is
to engage in the exercises below. They are designed to help you de-
velop an increased capacity for self-reflection and awareness, which is
critical for making sense of and managing anger. Taking time to prac-
tice them is an essential first step in being genuinely prepared to help
your child or teen understand and manage her anger.

Exercise

Recall a recent event in your life that led you to become angry. On a
scale of 1 to 10, where 1 represents slight annoyance and 10 your
most extreme anger, try to recall an incident that falls between 2 and 7
in intensity. I am asking you to recall this event in order to more
closely examine the experience and the range of internal reactions that
accompanied it. Be aware that since we often have physical and emo-
tional reactions to what we visualize and think about, merely recalling
the event may lead you to feel discomfort. Do not continue doing this
exercise if it becomes too uncomfortable for you.

Now, try to make the experience as realistic as possible. Try to visu-
alize all the details of that event. Recall the setting, the people in-
volved, their actions, your behavior, your thinking, your self-talk or
dialogue with yourself, and any physical sensations you may have ex-
perienced. Picture the objects that made up the scene, including their
colors and textures. Imagine the air; was it still or moving, dry or hu-
mid? In an effort to make this as real as possible, try to recall any
sounds or odors that may also have accompanied the setting.

Now picture what led up to the event. What actually happened, and
what were your reactions as you became angry? How was this situa-
tion resolved? Think about it for a few minutes. Then write a few sen-
tences describing the incident that led to your experiencing anger.

This is an exercise I have participants do in every one of my anger
workshops. In general, the response most people report, regardless of
the specific details surrounding the event, is “The event happened
and then I became angry.” If this reaction was diagrammed, it would
look like Figure 4.1.

Now imagine the experience as if it were recorded on videotape. In-
clude what led up to it, what happened, and your reaction. Visualizing
the experience this way can help you more clearly reflect on it. Imag-
ine that, as with a real videotape, you are able to fast-forward your
tape, rewind it, pause, and, most important, review it frame by frame.
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The event happened Then | became angry

Figure 4.1: Anger follows the event

Go back over the event again, but this time focus more on what you
experienced internally—specifically, what emotions you were experi-
encing. Imagine forwarding the tape one frame at a time; review your
reactions at each instant. Pay attention to the moment immediately
after the provoking event and right before you became angry. Recall
any thoughts you might have had, other emotions you might have ex-
perienced, and bodily reactions you may recall following that event.

You may at first find it difficult to identify what other emotions you
experienced just before you became angry. However, take time to re-
flect on the experience. If you find yourself going immediately from
the event to your anger, reverse your imaginary video from the mo-
ment when you first experienced anger. Take a moment to write down
your reactions.

This review usually provides us more details about ourselves. When
we review the situation in this way, it becomes clear that the experi-
ence may best be described as following the sequence diagrammed by
Figure 4.2.

You may have identified conclusions or meaning you gave to the
event. You may have identified feeling hurt, discounted, shamed,
frightened, devalued, or embarrassed before becoming angry. It can
be challenging to identify the internal reactions that preceded your
anger; it is a skill that requires practice, but it can be learned. The
more we practice this type of self-reflection, the more we learn about
ourselves. This ability to reflect on and identify our internal reactions
is the basis for making sense of and managing anger.

What I hope you experienced by doing this exercise is the awareness
that anger does not just suddenly appear. Rather, in the time between a
specific event and when we become angry, there are many internal
reactions that have an impact on our anger. So I view anger as being
influenced by a sequence of factors both before and after an anger-

The event o | have internal o Then | become
happens »| reactions 1 angry

Figure 4.2: Internal rveactions follow the event and precede anger
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provoking event that determine our reaction to that event. The model
described below identifies the major factors that form this sequence.

Motivating Forces

I start with motivating forces because I view anger as a reaction to our
experience (or our anticipated experience) of having our needs and de-
sires frustrated or completely unmet. In general, psychologists have
most often described human behavior as being based on motivations
that are biological or psychological in origin. Motivations derived from
our biological makeup include the need for food, clothing, shelter, and
the necessary caretaking parents must provide infants and young chil-
dren for them to thrive.

In addition, we are motivated by needs and desires that are psycho-
logical and secondary to those needs that must be met for our survival.
These secondary motivations are influenced and determined both by
our genetic history and by our environment as we mature from child-
hood into adulthood. Certainly gender, race, ethnicity, and the values
and attitudes of our culture further influence these psychological moti-
vational forces. The pattern of these motivations is derived from and
helps form our unique personality. Such motivations become the driv-
ing forces that both influence and are further affected by our emotions,
thoughts, and behaviors (Figure 4.3). As such, the satisfaction or frus-
tration of these needs and desires
influences when we become angry,
how we react to anger, and how we

handle our anger. Motivations
Below is a partial list of psycho- _
logical motivating forces that are Drives

most commonly identified as un-
derlying much of our emotions,
thoughts, and behavior. These Wants
serve as the background to our ex-
perience of any event that may lead
to anger. While we have many of Figure 4.3: Motivations
these motivations as both children

and adults, the order of their im-

portance may vary across our life-

span as well as from moment to

moment. Similarly, how much we

value one over another varies with our personality. These include but
are not limited to the following motivations:

Needs
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To feel secure To feel protected

To be nutritionally satisfied To feel loved (and to love)
To feel admired To feel special

To experience interpersonal connection To be independent

To be creative To be dependent

To feel centered To feel accepted

To feel approved of To feel respected

To feel in control To feel powerful

To feel optimistic To experience faith

To feel confident To feel competent

To be the center of attention To feel important

To feel challenged To experience self-acceptance
To experience mastery To experience structure
To experience self-actualization To experience novelty

You may be highly motivated by several forces at the same time. At
another moment, only one of these forces may be dominant. Upon
further observation, you may notice that you feel consistently moti-
vated by a few of these driving forces.

I have found over the years that I tend to seek variety, challenge, and
the opportunity to be creative in my work life. I have worked with indi-
viduals whose strongest motivation was to be recognized and admired,
while others are dominated by their drive for power and the money
that may help them achieve it.

Motivating forces similarly drive children and teens. I counseled a
ten-year-old boy who appeared very strongly driven by his need to be
outstanding. While this can be a positive motivation, when it is
extreme it can lead to much frustration and interpersonal conflict. In
every area of interaction with peers, he became extremely competitive
and felt compelled to be the best. Whether involved in sports or play-
ing video games, his need to be the best often led him to become in-
tensely angry with teammates when they did not perform to his
standards, and he became intensely angry with himself when he did not
fulfill his self-expectations. His anger toward others was evidenced by
name calling, being boisterous, and physical aggression.

Two or more drives may influence us at the same time. Such moti-
vating drives can push us in the same direction to engage in a specific
behavior and to have certain expectations. For example, the competi-
tive child described above may also be driven by his need to feel
accepted.
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In contrast, some motivating forces compete with each other and
cause internal conflict. Such inner tension may lead to behaviors that
interfere with the satisfaction of either motivating force. One seven-
teen-year-old girl whom I counseled was strongly motivated by her
need for approval. At the same time, she had such a strong underlying
dependency that she could hardly make a decision without asking
someone for an opinion regarding her actions. She became anxious and
then angered if she didn’t get the support she felt she needed. This in-
cluded obsessively asking for feedback from peers and parents when she
purchased clothing, and immediately after writing the first sentence of
a composition for her English class.

The drives to be creative, to experience stability, to gain admiration,
to feel special, and to get approval are just a few examples of how moti-
vations impact our behavior. At certain times it is easy to identify these
forces; at other times it is more difficult. This may be true when trying
to identify our own motivations as well as when we try to clearly iden-
tify the motives of others. However, to the degree you can identify
your most significant motivations, you will become more sensitive to
your wants and needs. You will become more connected with who you
are and what is meaningful to you. To the degree you become sensitive
to your wants and needs, you will increasingly make sense of your hurt
or disappointments and the resulting anger. You will then be more able
to be sensitive to your child or teen as you help him reflect on what is
meaningful to him.

At times it may be especially challenging to identify your child’s mo-
tivating forces. At other times, and with certain children, you may find
it very easy. However, to the degree that you become aware of your
child’s motivating forces, you will have an increased capacity to under-
stand your child, connect with and support him, and help him make
better sense of his anger and related frustrations.

Expectations

Of course, our psychological needs and desires are not always satistied.
As a result of the interplay between our genetic history (our biology)
and our ongoing experiences (our environmental experiences), we
develop a set of expectations regarding the satisfaction of our motivat-
ing forces (Figure 4.4). As with motivating forces, our gender, race,
ethnicity, and culture strongly impact these expectations and the mean-
ing they have for each of'us. When, if, and how these forces are satisfied
influence our expectations about whether or not they will be satisfied
in the future. Some of these expectations are realistic and some are
unrealistic.
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Motivations Expectations
Drives Realistic
|-
Needs Unrealistic
Wants

Figure 4.4: Motivations and Expectations

Suppose that a child is born at a time when his mother is not emo-
tionally available to adequately meet his early needs for attention, to
feel admired, to experience stability, or to feel protected. Her emo-
tional unavailability may be a result of her needs not being satistied be-
cause of marital conflict, her own depression, family illness, the need to
work long hours, or her distraction by feelings surrounding her own
parent’s death, to name a few. Even a well-intentioned mother may be-
come distracted when faced with any of these challenges. This situation
leads to a weakened connection between parent and child. But the
parent-child relationship is very important and has the potential to
strongly influence a child’s beliefs about relationships in general. If in
fact the mother consistently cannot reasonably meet her child’s needs,
he may conclude that the world is not caring and that he is not lovable.
This is likely to influence his expectations and, as a result, both how
and when he gets angry. This is often the case for young children who
appear quick to become angry, demonstrate rebellious behavior, and /
or present signs of depression.

In contrast, suppose that a young child experiences a healthy combi-
nation of love, support, guidance, and limit setting to promote her
healthy autonomy. With this experience as part of her emotional back-
ground, she is likely to become an adolescent with a stable sense of
inner discipline, a sense of competence, and optimism. When con-
fronting disappointment regarding her needs and wants, she may have
a healthy tolerance for frustration, feel confident about her ability to be
self-soothing, and be generally optimistic about her ability to cope.
This may make her more resilient to frustration of her wants and needs
and less likely to respond impulsively or too intensely to situations that
might otherwise provoke anger. With this experience, she may be more
likely to become an adult who trusts that the world will be a nurturing
place. (For a wide variety of reasons, some still unknown, this type of
optimism can even develop for many individuals who have been
through extremely depriving conditions. Sometimes a relationship



44 Understanding and Recognizng Anger in Childven and Teens

with a grandparent, aunt or uncle, teacher, religious leader, or neigh-
bor may provide a very meaningful and positive connection on which
to base such optimism.)

The preschooler who has his tower of toy blocks knocked down and
immediately begins to rebuild his creation is an example of a child who
has developed an overall positive outlook in his expectations. Such op-
timism is similarly evidenced by the sixteen-year-old who tries out for
the school swim team in spite of a rejection the previous year. Similarly,
the adult who can experience and discuss the discomfort of anger in a
relationship may be an individual who trusts himself, the other, and the
relationship. These are all examples of individuals whose expectations
may not be immediately satistied but who have the optimism to move
on and not be paralyzed by disappointment or anger.

Clearly, our expectations depend greatly on the cumulative impact
of our past experiences as well as our confidence in mastering new chal-
lenges. For the most part, no single experience (unless it is highly emo-
tionally charged) can unilaterally influence our expectations and make
us optimistic or pessimistic. But certain events can greatly influence the
intensity of our expectations.

Children who have experienced frequent relocations may have re-
duced expectations for developing lasting friendships. A child who is
verbally or physically abused may have reduced expectations regarding
how others will satisty her needs.

Children develop many expectations that are unrealistic. They often
view the world with “child logic.” Such thinking is self-centered and
dominated by emotional reactions rather than based on more realistic
logical thinking. This type of thinking is active when a five-year-old has
trouble telling the difference between the evening news broadcast and
a movie. Similarly, child logic dominates the thinking of a six-year-old
who may erroneously think that his behavior or thoughts caused the
illness of a sibling or his parents’ divorce. It may be involved for the ad-
olescent who at eighteen years of age fantasizes about becoming a
great ice skater when, in fact, he has never put on a pair of ice skates. An
adult is driven by child logic when she maintains the view that she
needs to please everyone and must never behave in ways that cause
others to become angry with her. Maintaining unrealistic expectations
that cannot be satisfied leads to more frequent frustration and dissatis-
faction.

Many of us maintain the unrealistic expectations based on child logic
long into adulthood. Often we are unaware that these expectations in-
fluence our thinking. When, as in recent years, mental health profes-
sionals discuss “the child within,” our “script,” or our “baggage,” they
are often referring in part to those attitudes, beliefs, and meanings that
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we developed as a result of child logic. Such logic is a natural part of the
immaturity and self-centeredness of a child. Children rely less on child
logic and less frequently develop unrealistic expectations when they are
gently guided by parents to become more realistic. However, child logic
is supported, and even passed on, by a parent whose own expectations
are strongly influenced by child logic, communicated both directly
(through words) and indirectly (through attitudes and behavior).

Below are a number of unrealistic expectations that are often a deriv-
ative of child logic:

. All of my needs must be satisfied.

. If I am good, all of my needs will be satistied.

. If my needs are not satistied, then something is wrong with
me.

. I need to please everyone all of the time.

. Ishould be able to please everyone all of the time.

. I should always be able to have my needs immediately
satisfied.

- Only my wants and expectations are important.

- My wants and needs should always be satisfied before the
wants and needs of others.

. I should always know what my needs are at any given time.

. It should be easy to have my needs satisfied.

. Other people should know what I want or expect without my
having to tell them.

. If a person really loves me, he or she will always know what I
need or want.

. If a person really loves me, he or she will always help me get
what I need or want.

. Satistying one need or want will always make up for not
satisfying another of my needs or desires.

. I need to have all of my needs met or I will be totally
rejected, be abandoned, or even die.

Inasmuch as these expectations clearly cannot be satistied, they pre-
dispose not just children but adolescents and adults to quickly respond
with anger. In fact, many adults and adolescents experience chronic an-
ger because they have difficulty giving up these unrealistic expectations
and expend much time and energy trying to satisfy them.

Aaron Beck, a prominent psychologist, emphasizes that it is a sense
of entitlement regarding expectations that yields severe anger.! Those
who have beliefs of entitlement take for granted that others should be-
have in ways that will meet their expectations. They fail to realize that
such an idea is based on child logic and, as such, are more vulnerable to
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disappointment and anger. Holding on to these unrealistic expecta-
tions of others leads us to be predisposed to become angry toward
them, to be angry with ourselves, and to be vulnerable to depression,
excessive guilt, and shame.

Take a moment to reflect and try to identify three unrealistic expec-
tations that sometimes influence your thinking and behavior. As you
increase your ability to identify unrealistic expectations, you will be
practicing a major strategy in understanding and managing anger. As
you help your child identify unrealistic expectations, you will assist him
in making sense of and handling his anger.

Expectations that are more realistic are based on more mature
logic—a cause-effect relationship instead of magical thinking (such as
the thought process involved in dreams and fantasy). These more real-
istic expectations include:

. Everyone has wants and needs.

- Some of these wants and needs can usually be met.

- Some wants and needs will sometimes be met.

. Some wants and needs will never be met.

- Some of my wants and needs will never be satisfied even
though they could be.

. Not everyone knows what I want or need.

. Each of us maintains a different priority regarding our needs
and wants.

. Others can know my wants and needs when I share them.

- I may not be clear about my own needs and wants.

- I may not be aware of my own needs and wants.

. People who care for me may be aware of some of my wants
and needs, but they may not know all of them.

- Even people who love me may not wish to or be able to
satisfy my wants and needs.

- I have to wait to have certain wants and needs satisfied.

Being able to distinguish between realistic and unrealistic expectations
is a major strategy in making sense of and managing one’s anger, and
helping a child or teen do so is one of the major ways a parent or caretaker
can teach her how to handle angry feelings. The development of this abil-
ity is a major step that contributes to the capacity for self-soothing and
self-acceptance. By developing more realistic expectations, a child or teen
becomes less prone to experience frustration or anger. Guidelines to help
children with this essential task are discussed in Chapter 7.
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Figure 4.5: The event occurs against a background of motivations and
expectations

The Event

Figure 4.5 highlights the next step in the sequence of factors that sur-
round anger: the event.

We live each day with a history that has helped shape our motiva-
tions and expectations. We greet events in our lives with this history in
combination with the factors that influence our life at the moment the
event occurs—a personal pattern of needs, wants, and expectations
that affects how we react to that event.

When I discuss events, I am referring to those that have already hap-
pened, those that I anticipate will occur in the future, or those that I in-
correctly perceive or imagine have happened or will happen. The
important point is that the event, whether real or a product of dis-
torted thinking, is experienced as something to contend with.

We must first have an awareness of an event before it can have an im-
pact on us. This leads to a reaction to the event. Our awareness of these
reactions may be complete or incomplete, conscious or unconscious. A
young child may be very much aware of both an event (e.g., not being
able to go on a planned trip to the zoo) and his reaction to that event
(feeling disappointed). On the other hand, an adolescent who was re-
jected by a peer may subsequently react with aggression but have little
awareness of the connection between feelings of rejection and her ag-
gression. She may even become hostile in situations that have no rela-
tion to the peer who rejected her. If she has not allowed herself to
recognize and acknowledge her hurt, she may have little understand-
ing of why she becomes aggressive.

While the list of events that may precipitate anger is endless, each of
us can readily identify what will lead us to become angry. On the other
hand, we may not be able to identify what makes others angry. Most
people have had at least one experience when they said something
that unintentionally triggered someone’s anger. Unfortunately, many
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relationships involve a lot of guessing about motivations and feelings.
When this happens, we can be very much off the mark in trying to
identity what precipitated someone’s anger.

As a parent or caretaker, you may be especially puzzled when trying
to identify why your child or teen is angry. Certainly most parents can
name events likely to cause anger in most children and adolescents. For
example, a child will become angry when he is noticeably physically or
emotionally hurt, ridiculed, disappointed, devalued, or embarrassed.
Similarly, an adolescent may react with anger when his very natural
needs for autonomy, peer approval, and feelings of being special are
challenged.

In contrast, it may require your best sensitivity to understand what
particular event precipitated anger for your child or teen in a specific
situation—not least because children’s and adolescents’ needs are
quite variable, change often, and may be experienced more intensely
than those of adults.

Appraisal

The appraisal is the part of the experience of anger when we give mean-
ing to the event. In a sense, it is the conclusion we arrive at once we
have allowed the event to register in our awareness, and it is based on
how well the event satisfies or does not satisty our motivating needs,
wants, and expectations. As with expectations, this appraisal may in-
volve both conscious and unconscious conclusions. Just like expecta-
tions, appraisals are influenced by child logic as well as by more mature
logic. As such, they may be accurate or distorted (Figure 4.6).

John, a somewhat hyperactive five-year-old whom I engaged in play
therapy, would very often throw things at his younger brother, Ralph.
John would also humiliate his brother and break his possessions. When
directly questioned about his behavior, John was able to admit that he

Appraisal
Motivations
Expectations Accurate
Drives . al Event »
Realistic Distorted
Needs
Unrealistic
Wants

Figure 4.6: The appraisal of the event
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was jealous of the toys given to Ralph. He also resented both the qual-
ity and amount of attention his parents gave to his brother. Based on
his appraisal of these events, John believed that he was not cared for as
much as his brother. This is an example of a very self-aware five-year-
old who was consciously aware of his reactions, the events that led to
his feelings, and the meaning he gave to the events.

An example of'a more unconscious appraisal is reflected in my work
with Linda, a fourteen-year-old girl. Linda’s parents sought treatment
because she was increasingly angry and rebellious, isolated herself in
her room, and refused to do her share of the household chores. Her
behaviors were clear expressions of a variety of emotions, including an-
ger. Unwittingly, Linda had appraised the birth of a new sister and her
parents’ preoccupation with the infant as signs that they did not care as
much for her as much as they did prior to her sister’s arrival. Further
discussion and exploration with Linda and her parents helped her to
realize that her anger was also based on her belief that they now ex-
pected her to “completely grow up.” In addition, she concluded that
her parents no longer sought to be as available for her as they were pre-
viously. Likewise, her own struggles and ambivalent feelings about
wanting to be independent added to her frustration. She became angry
with herself when she felt dependent.

I have worked with many adult couples where one partner was angry
toward the other for not sufficiently helping with chores around the
house. Often one partner concluded that this lack of cooperation was
due to a lack of genuine caring. In some cases, not doing the chores
was really an expression of not feeling supported enough. For other
couples, not doing the chores was partly related to a partner’s underly-
ing depression and dependency. In addition, I have worked with many
couples where not tending to a certain chore related to one partner’s
discomfort or sense of inadequacy in performing a specific task.

Many conflicts between fathers and sons relate to erroneous apprais-
als of each other’s motivations. Rick, a fifteen-year-old I counseled,
never seemed to get around to washing the family car even though he
was promised ten dollars for doing so. He and his father engaged in
frequent arguments about what his father appraised as his son’s lazi-
ness, lack of cooperation, and lack of motivation. While this was the
meaning Rick’s dad gave to his son’s lack of follow-through, we later
identified Rick’s dependency and need for perfectionism as factors that
played a dominant role in his refusal to complete the chore. In part, he
believed that he should not have to work to earn money. In addition,
his perfectionism led him to feel inadequate when he could not meet
his own standards regarding how the car should appear after washing it.

We may appraise a particular event as being positive or negative in
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terms of whether it is satisfying or antagonistic to satistfying our wants,
needs, and expectations. How negative the appraisal is will certainly in-
fluence the degree of our anger. Similarly, the importance of a need
that is not satisfied will also greatly influence our quickness to become
angered. If you, as an adult, do not get to have your favorite dessert at a
restaurant, you may not get terribly upset. In contrast, if someone who
promises to meet you at the restaurant stands you up, you would be more
than slightly annoyed. Clearly, some needs are more important than oth-
ers, and the appraisals related to them lead to different reactions.

It is a similar situation for children, although they may be quicker to
respond with annoyance. If a six-year-old does not get to have choco-
late chip ice cream, her favorite flavor, but instead has to settle for va-
nilla, she may be somewhat upset or annoyed. If, however, it is her
birthday and she receives no ice cream at all, she may become very upset.

Tantrums are another example of how a distorted appraisal influ-
ences emotions and behavior. While irritability may be due to hunger,
lack of sleep, and other factors, a child who has a tantrum may also have
attached a great deal of personal meaning to an event, precipitating his
outburst. We may be especially puzzled when young children have tan-
trums. Parents have reported being astonished over events that have
caused their young child to become enraged. This has included being
asked to wear a certain kind of coat to school, having a playmate merely
touch a favorite toy, and spilling a drop of milk on a sandwich. Each angry
reaction was triggered by an unrealistic appraisal of what had occurred.

As stated previously, appraisals may be accurate, or they may be dis-
torted or unrealistic. Like expectations, appraisals are often based on
child logic and voiced in the conversations we have with ourselves. Ap-
praisals, like expectations, may be conscious or unconscious. They may
be loud and clear enough for us to be aware of them, or they may take
place so quickly or quietly that we do not detect them. If they are unre-
alistic, they will more often than not lead to a predisposition to become
angry. Distorted appraisals include but are not limited to conclusions
such as:

- The event happened because I was not liked.

« The event occurred because of something I did wrong (when
in fact I had no influence over the event).

. The world is not at all safe.

. The world is not caring.

. If this happened, there can be no God.

. If this happened, I should not be religious.

. If my parents did that, they do not love me.

- My whole self-esteem depends on this event.
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. My whole future rests on this event (when it does not).

. If this happened, it means nobody loves me.

. If this happened, it means I should not have done what I did
(when it does not).

. If this occurred, then none of my needs and wants will be
satistied.

. If this occurred, then all of my needs and wants will be
satisfied.

- Since this happened and my needs were not satistied, I will
not be able to satisfy my needs in any other way.

- I might as well give up.

. I have no control over my life.
. I have complete control over my life.

Individuals who are most prone to anger are those who are quick to
feel wronged. This is especially the case when they conclude that they
were purposely wronged.?

Being able to distinguish between appraisals that are accurate and re-
alistic and those that are distorted and unrealistic is a major strategy for
learning how to handle anger. Our increased capacity to clearly identify
the appraisals we make helps us to better understand the role that our
thoughts and feelings play in anger management. We further increase
control over our emotional life when we increase our awareness of the
appraisals we make about an event, distinguishing between those based
on mature logic and those influenced by child logic. Similarly, as we are
able to help children and adolescents distinguish between accurate and
realistic appraisals and between distorted and unrealistic ones, we help
them to be better prepared to recognize, understand, and cope with an-
ger. Chapter 7 focuses on skills to help your child make this distinction.

Expectations Are Satisfied

At this point in the sequence, as depicted in Figure 4.7, we experience
either a positive or a negative outcome based on the appraisal of the
event.

If we appraise an event as satisfying our expectations, we may feel
contentment, a sense of accomplishment, or perhaps a sense of power,
mastery, and satisfaction. We may feel satisfaction and control when we
experience our motivating needs and wants as being positively satis-
fied. We may subsequently experience people, and the world in gen-
eral, as being supportive. This positive response may further atfirm and
confirm these positive beliefs and feelings and foster for us a sense of
self-esteem, confidence, and empowerment.

There are times, though, when positive outcomes may lead to some
negative feelings. This can occur when two or more forces are compet-
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Figure 4.7: Expectations ave satisfied

ing for attention and we feel conflicted about our needs or wants. The
adolescent who is admitted to the college of his choice may feel ex-
tremely pleased but also overwhelmed by the new challenges and ex-
pectations he will face when he moves away from home. Though he
may be happy to receive the letter of admission, he may become irrita-
ble later because of fears and anxieties that accompany the many life
changes he will make because of this accomplishment.

For example, a thirteen-year-old girl granted permission to go on
her first date may have certain of her wants satisfied, but she may also
react with anxiety, confusion, and even anger. She may experience an-
ger if she feels she can no longer be childlike in some of her behavior.
She may even be somewhat annoyed at seeing her role in the family
changing. Ironically, she may interpret permission to date as an indi-
rect communication that her parents no longer are concerned about
her.

Even adults can suffer from this. For example, they may feel con-
flicted over career success if they see such success as competing with
their strong desire to spend more time with friends or family.

While there are some possible negative reactions to having expecta-
tions satisfied, I do not want to overplay them. Certainly if important and
meaningful expectations are satisfied, the overriding result is positive.

Expectations Are Not Satisfied

As I have previously stated, some of us may experience only anger as
our emotional reaction to a negative appraisal of an event. We may fail
to be aware of the emotions that actually occur immediately after we
appraise the event. These are our immediate or primary reactions based
on our appraisal that our wants and expectations are not being satis-
fied. See Figure 4.8, which diagrams this process.
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A three-year-old may become angry when told he must take a bath.
However, his anger is usually a reaction to other negative emotions.
He may feel fear, a loss of control, or frustration. When an academically
driven ten-year-old girl retreats to her room after getting a B+ on a re-
port card instead of an A, she may experience anger toward her teacher,
toward the test, or with herself. But her initial reaction, prior to anger,
may be disappointment, hurt, shame, guilt, or embarrassment. Any of
these emotions may lead to her anger. When a thirteen-year-old raises
his voice in angry protest over being grounded, he is really reacting to
teeling disappointed, powerless, embarrassed, or devalued. When an
irate father yells at the official presiding over his daughter’s soccer
game, he may be angry at the call. When he yells at his daughter, he
may also be reacting to the shame he feels for being the father of a
player whose athletic abilities do not meet his expectations.

Any event that causes anger causes emotions such as hurt, sadness,
disappointment, shame, embarrassment, frustration, depression, con-
fusion, feelings of rejection, and feelings of devaluation. These are of-
ten the initial emotional reactions that most individuals experience for
an instant after an event occurs that does not satisfy an expectation.
These feelings may be short in duration and not very strong in one’s
awareness. It is at this point in the model that I find the analogy with
videotape so helpful. If we had a videotape of our emotional experience
at this point, the immediate emotional reaction may be so fleeting as to
occupy only a few frames of the tape. For some of us, this internal
experience passes by unrecognized. Instead, we are quick to move on
to experience anger or take actions that reflect or express the anger.
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Clearly this is a moment to slow down, pause, and reflect in order to
more fully make sense of anger—a major goal of many of the strategies
that are presented in later chapters.

There is a wide variety of obstacles that create difficulties for chil-
dren, teens, and even adults in being able to clearly recognize the emo-
tional reactions that precede or accompany anger. Many of us have
learned not to tune in to our emotions. As children, we may have been
more aware of how we felt. However, over time, many of us have been
encouraged to ignore emotions in order to avoid appearing or feeling
vulnerable. Some children and adolescents learn to distract themselves
from, deny, minimize, or suppress uncomfortable emotions. Some go
further and gradually minimize or deny not only emotions but also
their wants, expectations, and even needs.

The pattern of tuning out emotions may start very early. For exam-
ple, as a very young child, I may have negative feelings toward my par-
ents because of some disappointment. At the same time, without full
awareness, I may be saying to myself, “Well, I really am hurt and angry,
but I am so little, so dependent on them, and so scared of their reaction
(or mine). I will make sure I don’t show them my feelings, especially
my anger.” A child may similarly stifle feelings if he is fearful of rejec-
tion, retaliation, or abandonment. Some children may conclude, “I am
so scared of being abandoned, so vulnerable, that I must not be angry
at them.” This is just one example of how some of us begin to stifle
emotions as well as wants and needs. By so doing, such children and
adolescents become adults who are out of touch with their internal life.
As they lose connection with themselves, they begin to feel alienated.
Not connected to their emotions, they often become less sensitive to
the feelings of others. This further fosters their feelings of alienation, a
sense of being disconnected from others and self.

These children often become adults who are chronically angry with-
out the awareness of the many hurts they have experienced. Such chil-
dren and adolescents increasingly feel isolated from others. As they lose
awareness of their feelings and needs, they become less able to have
them satisfied. This often results in frustration and conflict in relation-
ships and a diminished experience of genuine connection with others.

Children and adolescents may also have difficulty distinguishing
among their emotions. Part of this difficulty may be due to factors pre-
viously described as well as to a lack of language to clearly differentiate
their emotions. These are children and adolescents who may not nec-
essarily need therapy but can be greatly helped by education about
emotions.

Some of us may be aware only of a dominant emotion, such as sad-
ness or depression. This is often the situation when we tend to avoid
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any experience of anger. Such individuals are often described as “anger
stuffers,” people who lack awareness of anger because they learned that
anger is unacceptable, is dangerous, and will chase others away. Many
people are stuck at this point because of their inhibited ability to expe-
rience anger. Instead of becoming angry with others, they become ex-
cessively disappointed and angry with themselves. Subsequently they
experience unhealthy guilt, shame, and depression. They may be quick
to unrealistically or excessively blame themselves when things go badly
in their relationships.

For other people, recognizing and experiencing anger is more com-
fortable and therefore easier than recognizing and experiencing the
emotions that precede anger.

As I have previously described, we often do not want to admit that
we feel shame, hurt, disappointment, embarrassment, sadness, frustra-
tion, and other uncomfortable emotions. We may feel vulnerable when
we admit such feelings—vulnerable in our own eyes and when viewed
by others. We may feel more comfortable directing our attention out-
ward, toward the person who we experience as having caused our an-
ger. If I blame or focus my attention on others, I feel less responsible
for my feelings. Similarly, this way of handling feelings keeps me from
acknowledging that anger is a reaction to my own reactions and that it
is determined in part by my own motivations, expectations, and ap-
praisals. Clearly, when I focus my anger toward others, I keep myself
from acknowledging and experiencing rejection, shame, hurt, disap-
pointment, and other uncomfortable reactions that result from unsat-
isfied expectations.

So far, the model reflects a sequence of experiences that lead up to
anger. However, from here on, the model becomes a little compli-
cated, as the variety of negative emotions now interacts with bodily
experiences and self-talk to affect our experience of anger. Bodily reac-
tions impact thinking, emotions impact bodily reactions (which are
themselves impacted by thinking), and so on. The bodily reactions may
include any of the physical symptoms described in Chapter 3. They
may be subtle and go unnoticed, or they may be so intense that they
demand attention. If asked about the experience, some of us may vividly
acknowledge and recognize physical reactions. Others recognize the
physical reactions only after the expression of anger (see Figure 4.9).

Similarly, self-talk may be subtle or unconscious and go unnoticed,
or so intense that we begin talking out loud. The self-talk might also
include our reactions, in the form of accurate or distorted appraisals, to
the emotions we are currently experiencing. The self-talk might in-
volve self-dialogue that goads us to take some action or helps us to
calm down or react differently.?
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Figure 4.9: The interactions of emotions, bodily veactions, and self-talk

This is a moment when emotions, bodily reactions, and self-talk re-
act to and impact each other so as to lead to a fight-or-flight response.
This might be considered the deciding moment in anger management.
Based on the interplay of these three influences, we engage with anger
or pull back. I convey this interaction by arrows that go in both direc-
tions, connecting emotions (including anger), bodily reactions, and
self-talk (Figure 4.9).

Making sense of anger involves increasing one’s awareness of these
three factors: emotions, self-talk, and bodily reactions. All strategies in
anger management involve addressing one, if not all three, of these ac-
tivities. Shifting attention to our physical reactions and learning to
calm them, becoming aware of and addressing our self-talk, and recog-
nizing the emotions that precede anger are the three basic tasks ad-
dressed in all strategies presented in this book.

Anger

Following a negative appraisal, the perception that our needs, wants,
or expectations are not satisfied, we react with some form of anger (see
Figure 4.10).

The subjective experience of anger, whether experienced on a con-
scious or unconscious level, provides a driving force and presses us to
react. Even if the anger is minimized, denied, or blocked from aware-
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Figure 4.10: Anger, bodily veactions, and self-talk

ness, the experience elicits some kind of a reaction. Our typical pattern
of reacting with anger gets played out at this moment. Like the mo-
ment that precedes it, this instant is marked by a dramatic interaction
of physical reactions, self-talk, and emotions, including anger. How-
ever, our unique past pattern of reacting to anger will contribute signif-
icantly to our subjective experience at this moment.

At times, factors related to the current situation may very much in-
fluence how a child or teen manages anger. An example of this is Casey,
a twelve- year-old who very much wanted acceptance from his peers.
He really did not experience chronic anger. One evening he was ca-
joled by several friends into throwing eggs at cars from a highway over-
pass. The two boys who goaded him on did experience chronic anger
in their lives. Such vandalism was just an expression of their anger. In
contrast, Casey’s strong need for acceptance outweighed his better
judgment.

On one level, we may experience uncomfortable emotions, thoughts,
or physical reactions that push for and dominate our attention. Even at
a low level, this subjective experience competes with other motives,
thoughts, and concerns. Our other motivations may force us to quickly
Suppress or repress anger.

Some people may be very much aware of physical tension accompa-
nied by a volley of thoughts about how to react. Others may experience
mild physical tension and self-critical thoughts, blaming themselves for
what has occurred. Some might react with a subjective experience of
numbness that is replaced several hours or days later by feeling sad,
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slightly down, or even depressed. And some may experience little self-
dialogue or physical tension but aggressively strike out. To the casual
observer, this last group of individuals would appear the most impul-
sive and thoughtless in their anger management.

It is at this instant that our unique past dictates how we experience
and manage our anger. And it is only by pausing at this moment to re-
flect that we begin to experience an increased capacity to choose how
we wish to respond and manage our anger.

Handling Anger

Figure 4.11 completes the model of anger and highlights the final
component, six categories of strategies that encompass how anger can
be managed. While we may handle our anger in a wide variety of ways,
I have found that almost all of these strategies can be described by
these categories:

1. Physical expression that is direct or indirect

2. Verbal expression that is direct or indirect

3. Acceptance of oneself, others, or the situation
4. Forgiveness of oneself, others, or the situation
5. Reflection

6. Suppression or repression

Physical Expression

When we are angry, we may respond with physical aggression toward
the target of our anger. Seven-year-old Bradley handles his anger physi-
cally and directly when he hits his four-year-old sister or throws toys at
her as a result of his anger with her. However, he may instead manage
his anger physically and indirectly by throwing her toys against a wall
or hitting his hand against a door in an explosive tantrum. These strate-
gies are indirect in that they are directed away from the person per-
ceived as the source of the anger.

Anger may also be discharged in a physical but indirect way when the
physical action is focused on reducing one’s physical tension associated
with anger rather than expressing the anger. This method of handling
anger may be more initially self-soothing and requires greater fore-
thought. Thirteen-year-old Carol may go to her room and listen to
music. By doing so, she is able to reduce her physical reactions to anger
and become more emotionally calm as well. Rather than directing
physical energy toward the object of her anger, Carol has learned to use
a strategy that reduces the physical discomfort and tension associated
with the anger.
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Figure 4.11: The complete model of anger

Common tension-reducing activities include exercise, hobbies, medi-
tation, and even sleeping. Similarly, I include in this category all strate-
gies that demonstrate less constructive ways of handling anger, such as
use of drugs, use of alcohol, and eating disorders. Their long-term ef-
fect is destructive and does not contribute to positive self-esteem. Nev-
ertheless, they are ways in which people attempt to reduce and contain
the physical discomfort associated with anger by distracting from and
reducing the tension associated with anger. However, as will be dis-
cussed in later chapters, truly healthy anger management involves
strategies that are constructive and support self-esteem, not those that
simply dull or cover up our discomfort.

Verbal Expression

“You are so stupid! I can’t believe you did that! Can’t you think clearly?
How many times do I have to tell you to leave my things alone?”
Sixteen-year-old Jenny just told her younger brother Mark once
again that he should not take her CDs. While it appears that Jenny is
being direct in her verbal expression of anger, I categorize this strategy,
name-calling and criticism, as an indirect verbal expression of anger.
Certainly she is expressing anger toward the person whom she experi-
ences as provoking her anger. But she does not use specific words to
describe her feelings. She does not say she is angry, annoyed, upset, or
enraged. She does not communicate in words any emotions that may
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have led her to experience anger. There is no mention of frustration, dis-
appointment, hurt, or confusion. Instead, she shows signs of her an-
ger—she raises her voice, turns red, lifts her hands in the air, and verbally
criticizes her brother’s thinking and behavior. She is expressing anger in-
directly, through her body language and in words that reflect anger.

Even when Jenny calls her friend and discusses her anger toward her
brother, she is also managing it indirectly because she is not telling her
brother about her feelings. If she enters a note in her journal about the
event, she would be expressing her anger both verbally and physically,
but still indirectly.

In categorizing verbal expressions of anger, I consider only the ac-
tual discussion of anger and related emotions as being direct verbal ex-
pressions of anger. The direct verbal expression of anger is the strategy
that requires the most maturity and practice. It is especially challenging
to use this strategy to relate to people who are important to us. For
these reasons, the direct verbal expression of anger may be one of the
most difficult approaches for children and adolescents to learn. Strat-
egies to assist children and teens with these skills are presented in
Chapter 12.

Acceptance

Acceptance involves being able to sit with, recognize, and experience
anger without responding to the pressured urgency to escape the expe-
rience, whether by impulsively reacting physically or verbally, by deny-
ing or minimizing the anger, or by distracting ourselves. Similarly,
acceptance consists of being able to endure the emotional pain associ-
ated with anger.

The ability to sit with anger in this way is based, in part, on (1) posi-
tive self-esteem, (2) a capacity to be realistic when judging ourselves
and others, (3) a capacity to be selt-soothing, (4) tolerance for frustra-
tion and pain, and (5) practice. Acceptance is a process that many
adults engage in as they strive toward increased maturity. Many of us
achieve this goal, but to varying degrees.

Acceptance involves truly acknowledging our anger and the emo-
tions associated with it. Acceptance also encompasses being able to
accept responsibility for our own motivations, expectations, and ap-
praisals surrounding the event that led to anger. Acceptance involves
the ability to acknowledge that another person may have played a part
in our reactions. However, real acceptance involves the capacity to rec-
ognize that the other person’s behavior was based on his or her
uniquely personal motivations, expectations, and capacities. It also in-
volves an ability to fully recognize how unrealistic expectations and
self-appraisals give rise to anger.
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As I have been emphasizing throughout, it is difficult for many of us
to accept our anger and all of the emotions that precede it. Strategies to
help children and teens with this process will be explained in Chapter 6.

Forgiveness

Forgiveness is perhaps the most difficult yet life-atfirming strategy for
managing anger. As with acceptance, the ability to react to anger with
forgiveness is based on positive self-esteem that includes a tolerance for
frustration and a capacity to be realistic in terms of judging ourselves
and others. By forgiving, I do not mean that we completely forget,
deny, or overlook our anger at a situation or another person. Instead,
forgiving means that we are realistic in acknowledging that there are
many challenging situations in life that do not nurture or support our
needs, wants, or expectations. We can spend a great deal of time being
angry and resentful, or we can recognize our hurts and disappoint-
ments and gradually move on.

Forgiveness also means that we accept the humanness of people; in-
cluding ourselves. We accept the reality of life that people occasionally
behave in ways that leave us feeling disappointment, hostility, hurt,
frustration, shame, rejection, and embarrassment. Acceptance involves
recognizing that as much as we may want others to behave a certain
way, they may not be obligated to do so. We accept that we too behave
in ways that are disappointing, hostile, hurtful, and frustrating for oth-
ers (and for ourselves). When we are forgiving, we try to acknowledge
responsibility for our actions, learn from our mistakes, and improve
ourselves. In this way, acceptance of our imperfect nature must occur
before genuine forgiveness can be achieved.

Genuine acceptance and forgiveness are also based on an ever-grow-
ing ability to see others and oneself as complex, not just a reflection of
single or simple behaviors and attitudes. In this sense, being able to ac-
cept and forgive involves being able to consider and accept the idea
that we may all be doing our best with what we have. It implies that
people hurt us and we hurt others. It involves forgiving ourselves when
we form unrealistic expectations and appraisals of others and ourselves.
It involves forgiving others who form unrealistic expectations or ap-
praisals of us.

Even children and adolescents are able to learn that, as a part of their
humanness, others may not be completely available to meet their
needs, wants, or expectations. Similarly, a child who can really accept
and forgive accepts that he may not be able to meet certain of his own
needs, wants, and expectations.

Ultimately, acceptance and forgiveness allow us to direct energy to-
ward the future. Instead of holding on to the past with grievances in
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the form of chronic anger, resentment, or distrust, we can now move
on with our lives. More energy is available to work on the satisfaction
of our needs and life goals. We may choose new methods or even seek
out other people in an attempt to meet our wants and needs in more-
effective ways.

Anger in adolescence is very much related to this increased aware-
ness of the imperfect nature of self and others. Adolescence is an age
when we are forced to recognize the realities of our parents’ weak-
nesses as well as some of our own. Very often a teen’s anger is related to
disappointment surrounding expectations she has of her parents, her-
self, and what it is like to grow up. These realizations are just a few of
the potential sources of anger for adolescents, which will be the topic
of later chapters.

Reflection

I want to emphasize that taking time to think about anger does not
mean obsessing for months or years. Instead, I am referring to the ca-
pacity to interrupt the process of impulsively moving from an internal
emotional experience to a behavioral reaction. It is the ability to push
the pause button on the playing out of one’s anger, allowing for an in-
terruption and subsequent reflection. Just as one can pause the tape to
reflect on an image on the videotape, one can learn to pause to reflect on
one’s reactions during a given moment of anger. The ability to pause at
this point is a crucial skill in the management of anger. It is only through
developing this skill that we can really take time to more fully think
about ourselves and choose how we want to respond to our anger.

This skill takes practice and some maturity for children. Even a
young child who appears to have good control of his anger may be lim-
ited in the way he can think about his anger. He may understand his an-
ger only as it relates to externally imposed punishment or rewards. He
may not really experience a sense of choice based on his needs, wants,
and expectations. Nevertheless, encouraging a child to reflect lays the
foundation for more flexible self-control and increased tolerance for
frustration.

Reflecting on anger leads to new ways to handle anger regarding a
specific situation or person. Such reflection increases flexibility and is a
necessary ingredient in problem solving. The amount of time for re-
flection varies. You may decide you need a half hour to reflect on your
annoyance with a spouse or a week to decide how to cope with anger
on the job. Similarly, a child may be angry with his best friend and de-
cide not to talk to him for several days, while his adolescent sister may
choose to withdraw to her room for a few minutes. In both cases, they
have paused momentarily to think through their responses to anger.
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Suppression or Repression

While reflecting on anger may lead to a conscious choice in how to
manage such anger, suppression or repression is a way to avoid the con-
scious experience of anger. We suppress our anger when we experience
it but try to deny, ignore, forget, or minimize the experience. We re-
press it when, without full awareness, we distract ourselves from more
consciously experiencing such emotions.

Certainly there are many situations in our daily lives that lead to an-
noyance, upset, or more intense anger, and most of us learn to mini-
mize or ignore most of them. Traffic congestion or waiting in line at
the supermarket are just two examples of situations that might arouse
some level of anger. It can be helpful to be aware of our reactions to
these events, reflect on them, and choose to find an alternative way of
traveling or shopping. Or, as a result of reflection, we may choose to
listen to an audiotape of a book or music while driving or waiting. Both
are strategies to avoid annoyance and anger.

Similarly, there are times in a relationship when we may decide not
to express or communicate our emotions, including our anger. We may
believe that, in the big picture, certain issues are minor. Choosing not
to express anger may be an outcome of reflection and a decision that
we really do not need to communicate every time we are impacted neg-
atively in our relationships.

However, it is the ongoing suppression of meaningful anger in the
context of significant relationships that leads to serious, long-term
emotional consequences. A child or teen who experiences anger in re-
sponse to actions of his siblings, parents, or friends needs to be able to
feel comfortable sharing such feelings. If these are smothered or de-
nied, he begins to feel less emotionally connected with others, victim-
ized, and isolated. If he responds by continuing to ignore his anger, he
further loses awareness of his emotions, is less likely to make others
aware of his needs, decreases his chances for having his needs met, and
increasingly feels as though he has little impact on others. He may be-
gin to experience the world in general as being both insensitive and un-
available to satisty his needs and wants. As a result, he may experience
even more intensely and frequently those emotions that lead to anger.

Similarly, as adults, if we never express how we are affected in our
meaningful relationships, especially with regard to important con-
cerns, we increasingly feel less heard, less understood, and more
isolated; the relationship eventually becomes less meaningful. As em-
phasized by one of the principles in Chapter 2, the constructive man-
agement and expression of anger is just one of the many building
blocks for a good relationship.
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The model of anger presented in this chapter offers increased under-
standing of the experience of anger. Specifically, I have tried to empha-
size how the interaction of motivations, expectations, appraisals, and
other emotions impacts anger. It is a comprehensive view of anger that
encourages self-reflection. In addition, the model identifies six broad
categories of strategies for managing anger, offering a thorough foun-
dation of knowledge for helping your child or teen prepare for anger in
everyday life. All of the remaining chapters in this book focus on how
you can best help children and teens learn practical skills for the appli-
cation of this model.
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How Children and Teens
Express Anqger

hildren and teens express anger in many different ways. At times it is
Cvery easy to recognize their anger, such as when they are hostile or ag-
gressive toward others or are physically destructive of property. We can
readily understand why these children and teens attract attention from their
parents, their teachers, mental health professionals, and the justice system.

But there are many expressions of anger that are more subtle and may
easily escape even your focused attention. The anger underlying these
behaviors may not be as apparent as aggression or violence. In fact, while
aggression and violence are expressions of anger, most children and
teens express anger in other ways. However, these behaviors can lead to
lifelong difficulties in relationships, in self-esteem, in careers, and in
achieving goals. This chapter will help you to better recognize the wide
range of expressions of anger in everyday life.

Little Michael hurls his food oft the table to express his irritation at
his mother’s prompting him to eat. Five-year-old Sally breaks her
brother’s toy truck in reaction to jealousy about their parents’ attention
to him. Thirteen-year-old Linda, while typically very easygoing, slams
the door behind her as she retreats to her room following a defeat in a
tennis match. These are expressions of anger.

65
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In contrast, some adolescents, such as sixteen-year-old Kyle, resort
to frequent use of marijuana to calm underlying anger. Similarly, four-
teen-year-old Melinda may be getting lower grades as a reflection of
her resentment about her father’s high expectations for superior aca-
demic achievement. Six-year-old Matt withdraws to his room as a way
of dealing with the tension and anger aroused by observing parents in
conflict. Paul, a nine-year-old with a great sense of humor, may be-
come increasingly sarcastic in his comments. These subtle expressions
of anger may go unnoticed when not accompanied by observable hos-
tility or aggression.

Whether expressed overt or subtly, such behaviors are uncomfort-
able for both parent and child. They lead to tension and conflict in
family relationships. They may lead to parents getting angry, or to an-
ger experienced by siblings. And especially when a child demonstrates
anger in more subtle ways, parents may feel confused or frustrated by
not being able to make sense of such behaviors.

While some young children may be very direct or even aggressive in
expressing their anger, others may initially handle their anger in one of
several ways. For example, a child may mask feelings of anger. He may
experience anger but not admit it or express it, putting up a false front
in an effort to please a parent, either out of love or out of fear. His in-
ternal thinking or self-talk may run something like this: “I’m just a lit-
tle kid and I really don’t want to upset them. Who knows what will
happen if they realize I’'m upset or angry? A good kid doesn’t get an-
gry. I just won’t let them know how I feel!”

Another way of handling anger is for a child to deny it or convince
himself that he is not angry. The self-talk might be: “I am angry, but
I’'m afraid of my anger—I’ll chase everyone away with my anger. It’s
bad to feel angry, so I’'m not angry!” While such reactions may not
even be a part of one’s awareness, they express the variety of reactions
one may experience when angry. Some children and teens may even
display or express extremely positive emotions in an effort to camou-
flage their anger and maintain harmony.

A child may also express anger by redirecting it from the original
source of his anger. Your child may be angry toward himself but in-
stead express aggression and hostility toward siblings. He may be an-
gry toward others but instead express it toward himself. A child also
redirects anger when he slams an object or his hand against a wall. And
some children may not show anger at home but instead express it in the
classroom or toward peers or other adults.
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Developmental Factors That Influence How Children and Teens
Express Anger

There are certainly many reasons why each child manages anger the
way he or she does. As described previously, the messages we get from
parents, teachers, siblings, religious leaders, peers, and others influence
our attitudes and behaviors. The particular culture or ethnic group we
belong to will further influence how we express anger. The factors that
contribute to how a given child expresses anger are as complex as those
that help form her personality. However, there are several major devel-
opmental factors that contribute to how children express their anger.

The Degree of Dependency or Autonomy the Child Has Achieved

Children or teens who are extremely dependent on their parents may
be very fearful of experiencing or expressing anger toward them. Any
experience of anger may quickly arouse for them fears of abandon-
ment, rejection, or punishment. These fears may result in managing
anger through repression and suppression. They may unconsciously
not allow the anger to surface or, when it does, may be quick to deny or
minimize it. They may unwittingly distract themselves from experienc-
ing anger. Their discomfort with anger may be based on unrealistic be-
liefs that lead them to conclude they should never express anger. This
way of managing anger may quickly become an ingrained habit, since
children, especially younger ones, often lack the capacity to think
through and understand the real consequences of expressing their an-
ger. They may automatically take flight from any experience of anger if
they associate it with these fears. Similarly, such children may become
extremely sensitive about expressing their anger or being the target of
others’ anger.

A Child Has Fewer Resources than an Adult

Although this statement may appear self-evident, it must be empha-
sized. Children are immature in their problem-solving skills, in their
capacity to understand and to manage their emotions, and in their gen-
eral intellectual and social abilities. Even the most intellectually bright
child lacks emotional maturity. While some may be more emotionally
mature than others, compared to most adults they lack the self-aware-
ness and experience needed to identify, differentiate, and understand
emotions and the role they play in behavior.

Your child relies on child logic, immature thinking that does not
include a sophisticated understanding of cause and effect. In this type
of thinking, conclusions are made about events because they occur
close in time or they are in close physical proximity to each other. For
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example, if your child has been wishing for rain and there is a sudden
downpour, she may conclude that she caused it to rain. Similarly, a
young child who is angry with a sibling may feel quite guilty if the sib-
ling subsequently has an accident. The fact that both young and older
children blame themselves following a divorce is often based on this
type of logic.

Child logic accounts for many distorted conclusions, unrealistic self-
expectations, and self-focused self-perceptions that lead to experiences
of anger. At the same time, child logic greatly influences how your
child feels, thinks, and behaves in response to his anger. Child logic
greatly influences the development of your child’s initial habits in man-
aging his anger and may strongly impact his anger as an adult.

Children Differ in Their Threshold for Stimulation

Children react to anger in a variety of ways partly because they vary in
how sensitive they are to hurt, pain, disappointment, and other emo-
tions that lead to anger. Certain children are more easily affected than
others. Quickness to anger may be influenced by environmental expe-
riences, but genetics also influence one’s predisposition to anger. For
example, studies suggest that boys are more prone to be aggressive
than girls due to genetic or hormonal factors. Even infants differ in the
rapidity with which they become angry or distressed. Your daughter
may be described as “thin-skinned” if, from day one, she was easily
startled by noises or movements around her. On the other hand, your
boy may have been very quiet and less responsive since infancy and
subsequently; he may not react with anger as quickly. He might then
be described as “thick-skinned.”

Children Have a Low Tolerance for Frustration

Based in part on their self-centered orientation, children often lack the
capacity to postpone the satisfaction of their needs. As such, they may
be unable to project themselves into the future and envision their
needs being satistied. They may be quick to feel dominated by the
needs of the moment, and any effort to distract them from meeting
these needs may seem futile. Recall when you promised your child the
thrill of going to an amusement park or getting a favorite toy. You will
most likely remember his or her persistent anticipation and inability to
focus on anything else. Better yet, recall an event in your own child-
hood when you anticipated something that was exciting. You may
quickly be reminded of the mixture of pleasant anticipation coupled
with uneasy frustration that time was not passing fast enough. For
most children, anticipating an exciting event makes waiting difficult or
unbearable.
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It is even more frustrating for children when their expectations are
not at all satisfied. Children and teens with a low tolerance for frustra-
tion are more likely to become angry when needs or wants are not
satisfied.

Children require skills to develop a tolerance for frustration. This
tolerance is based on a child’s sense that her environment will be con-
sistent and dependable in meeting her needs. When a child has this sort
of nurturing environment, she begins to experience herself as lovable
and valued. In addition, she develops a sense of optimism that her
needs and wants can be satisfied. She can further increase her capacity
for frustration by learning skills to reduce the physical tension that ac-
companies frustration.

Impulse Control Takes Time to Learn

As your child improves his capacity to tolerate frustration, he develops
a greater capacity for impulse control, which makes him more able to
constructively manage both his experience of anger and the expression
of it when his needs and wants are not satisfied. The child who impul-
sively acts out his anger is a child who has a low tolerance for frustra-
tion.

Impulse control takes time to develop and is affected by the intensity
of needs and wants. A child can learn frustration tolerance and impulse
control by observing you and others who are models for how to manage
frustration. He also learns frustration tolerance by hearing messages
about how to behave. Through both direct and indirect messages about
how to get needs met, a child develops standards for conduct that influ-
ence his expectations of others and himself. These standards then impact
how he experiences and handles anger.

Children Are Immature in Their Capacity to Be Self-soothing

Children are immature in their problem-solving skills, in their cogni-
tive skills, and in managing their emotions. For this reason, they lack
effective self-soothing skills. Self-soothing is the ability to manage un-
comfortable emotions in a positive, calming way. In addition, self-
soothing involves the capacity to decrease physical tension.

Your child needs to have experiences that help improve her ability to
be self-soothing. She develops these skills whenever she successtully
manages her uncomfortable emotions and physical tension. It is essen-
tial that she have successes in self-soothing, whether by observing how
you manage your frustration, through your soothing her, or by learn-
ing skills to do so. As your child matures she can continue to master
these skills, which are fundamental for constructive anger manage-
ment.
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Children Are Immature in Their Capacity for Introspection

Introspection involves the ability to reflect on our behavior, emotions,
and thoughts. In addition, another component of constructive reflec-
tion is the ability to observe patterns in our own behavior, emotions,
and thoughts. Young children lack this ability and vary in how early
they begin to develop it. However, it is this capacity that allows your
child to experience both flexibility and choice in deciding how to man-
age anger.

In general, children become increasingly capable of introspection as
they approach adolescence. (I highlight this in various chapters when
discussing specific anger management strategies for children and ado-
lescents.) At the same time, all of the strategies presented in this book
very much depend on learning skills in introspection.

How Children and Teens Express Anger

I have discussed seven ways children are developmentally different
from adults. It is no surprise, then, that children develop a wide variety
of anger management strategies that are ineffective, not constructive,
and even destructive. The strategies children use are based predomi-
nantly on emotionality rather than on more mature logic and reasoning.

Any attempt to help your child better manage and express his anger
requires your understanding of how he currently does so. I am sure
you are already very much aware of some of the ways your child ex-
presses his anger. However, only by increasing your awareness of both
the obvious and subtle expressions of his anger will you be able to help
him change his behavior.

One way to increase your understanding of your child’s ways of ex-
pressing anger is to be attentive to his interpersonal interactions—how
your child relates to you, to family members, and to those outside the
family. Pay attention to the way your child expresses uncomfortable
emotions, and search for subtle evidence of anger that you may have
overlooked in the past.

As I’ve noted, our own discomfort with anger may lead the brightest
and most well-intentioned parent to overlook a child’s expressions of
anger. Such discomfort may lead a parent to communicate directly and
indirectly that anger is not acceptable. So when I ask you to become
more attentive, be aware that this task may at times be an uncomfort-
able undertaking. As you can see, helping children to manage anger is
not easy. It is a challenge that will take much effort, practice, and
patience. Completing the following two exercises is a meaningful first
step in this process.
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Exercise

Take a moment to think about how your child expresses anger. De-
scribe in a sentence or phrase several ways your child typically ex-
presses anger and several strategies that he uses less frequently.

Review Table 5.1 to help you further assess the ways in which your
child expresses anger. This inventory consists of thirty behaviors that
reflect different ways children and teens may express anger. Indicate by
arating from 0 to 3 the frequency of such behaviors. Keep in mind two
major concepts as you identify your child’s responses to anger.

Table 5:1: Child and Adolescent Anger Inventory

Circle the rating that best reflects your observations of how
your child expresses anger.
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19. Underachievement
20. Neediness

21. Regressive behaviors
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23. Negativism

24. Pessimism

25. Runaway behaviors
26. Lateness
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First, as I stated in the introduction, anger is experienced at various
intensities. At one time your child may be mildly annoyed, and at an-
other time she may be enraged. The different ways she expresses her
anger reflect how angry she is during a specific period of time.

Second, your child may not be completely aware of her anger or that
she is in fact expressing anger. Rather, the behaviors may be based on
thoughts and feelings that are unconscious.

It is not my purpose to have you become overly preoccupied with
looking for evidence of anger in all of your child’s activities. You may
look at this list and think, “My goodness! What is this psychologist say-
ing? He sees anger everywhere!” Although I list many behaviors as ex-
pressions of anger, these same behaviors may also be based on and
motivated by other emotions, such as anxiety or sadness. Only by in-
creasing your awareness of your child can you be clear and accurate in
understanding the motivations involved in his specific actions. In an at-
tempt to provide further clarification, I have provided a description of
each of these categories, including examples of when these behaviors
most often reflect anger.

These expressions of anger are not in a specific order. Certain strate-
gies are more constructive than others and may be considered more
mature ways of expressing anger. Read the entire list and the descrip-
tions that follow before you rate your child.

Verbal Aggression

Your child displays verbal aggression when he yells at, teases, or belit-
tles others. His verbal aggression may be expressed through name-
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calling, bullying, or the use of inappropriate language. We are all famil-
iar with children, adolescents, and adults who express anger in this way.
Other than physical aggression, verbal aggression may be the most no-
ticeable form of aggression.

Verbal aggression represents an indirect way of expressing anger. I
use the word indirect to highlight the fact that when a child expresses
anger this way, she is showing her anger without directly saying “I am
angry.” Her raised voice, name-calling, and foul language all reflect
underlying anger. It is easier for many people to verbally express anger
in this indirect manner. It is more difficult to stand in close proximity,
look another person in the eye, and honestly and directly share both
the feelings leading to our anger as well as the anger itself. Direct and
honest communication leads us to feel more vulnerable. When we are
truly direct, we share how we have been affected and not just our an-
ger. Similarly, we talk about it rather than show it.

Your child is not simply trying to communicate anger when he is us-
ing the indirect approach; he is striking out in an attempt to hurt some-
one who he feels has caused him pain, or he is trying to protect himself.
This approach also distracts him from experiencing the uncomfortable
emotions that so often precede anger: hurt, embarrassment, rejection,
disappointment, shame, and fear, among others. It is the use of lan-
guage to cause pain that makes it verbal aggression rather than verbal
assertiveness.

Verbal Assertiveness

We are verbally assertive when we directly and honestly express our an-
ger and discuss what caused it. Words such as angry, annoyed, irritated,
or enraged are commonly used. Verbally assertive statements may even
include words that some consider vulgar, but the purpose in this type
of expression is to communicate the intensity of our anger rather than
to hurt another person.

During an initial family session, Charles, a bright, verbal, and open
sixteen-year-old, used assertive language to express how he felt when
his mother would not let him attend a specific rock concert. “I was just
so angry! I felt treated like a little kid—like what I want or feel doesn’t
matter. I felt totally discounted, devalued, and belittled. Do you know
how frustrating that is?”

While this is not the usual manner of expression for teens, he was
verbally assertive in clearly stating his feelings and how he felt im-
pacted. While many adults do not express themselves in this way, it is
often even more difficult for children and adolescents to assertively ex-
press their anger. This is due to the developmental limitations we previ-
ously looked at and the fact that children often lack awareness of their
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emotions as well as the language to describe them. Also, greater self-
control is necessary to state anger in a verbally assertive manner.

Physical Aggression

Some children and adolescents are quick to lose their temper and phys-
ically express their anger. Such anger may be directly expressed toward
the person who is seen as causing our anger. Physical expressions of an-
ger may include assault or even murder.

In contrast, a child may direct anger toward objects, as when a
seven-year-old throws a toy truck across the room after being told he
can’t watch his favorite television program. In this case, he would be
discharging his anger physically, but in an indirect way. He would be
using an indirect approach in managing his anger when he hits some-
thing with his hand, destroys a possession that belongs to the person
whom he sees as making him angry, or hits himself.

Physical aggression very quickly demands our attention. And even
more than with verbal aggression, you may feel compelled to rapidly and
firmly set limits with a child or teen who is physically aggressive. Physical
expressions of anger often have the greatest potential to arouse emo-
tions in others and lead them to be physically aggressive in return.

Displacing Anger

A child displaces anger when she focuses her anger toward someone or
something other than the real target of her anger. She may redirect her
anger because she feels uncomfortable experiencing or expressing an-
ger toward a person whom she loves or fears. Kathy, Paul, Susan, and
Brian provide examples of how anger is displaced.

Kathy, a usually quiet five-year-old, was described by her parents as
scolding and hitting the family dog after being admonished by her
mother for not sitting still during dinner.

Paul, a tall and rapidly maturing twelve-year-old, initiated a fight
during lunch after his teacher told him that he most likely would not be
promoted to the next grade.

Susan, age sixteen, was not home in time to get a call from her boy-
friend, Jim. She was disappointed and frustrated, and she became an-
gry. In part, she was annoyed with herself for not getting home in time.
Instead of experiencing this annoyance and self-criticism, she became
annoyed with Jim for not calling her later. Similarly, she became an-
noyed with her sister, Beth, who was taking a shower and missed get-
ting to the telephone in time to speak to Jim.

Brian, a classic underachiever, often expressed anger toward others
for his own inability to follow through with his homework. He would
blame and at times express anger at his teacher for giving the assign-
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ment, for not reminding him to take the book home, and for his own
failure to study. His parents indicated that he often blamed the school
in general for his own difficulties in completing his assignments.

When your child displaces anger, he is trying to avoid being respon-
sible for his own feelings and actions. Too, he may avoid acknowledg-
ing anger and discomfort toward himself.

A youngster may also displace anger when shame is the basis of her
anger. Since shame is extremely uncomfortable, she may instead focus
her anger on those who have led her to experience this intensely unset-
tling emotion.

Physical Exertion

James, a high school junior and a member of the school wrestling
team, lifted weights daily as part of his exercise regimen. From time to
time he became angry, sometimes regarding school, sometimes about
his relationship with his girlfriend, and sometimes over his relationship
with his family. He came to realize that one of the ways he could soothe
himself and reduce his tension was to engage in a strenuous exercise
program. In doing so, he redirected his energy related to his anger and
channeled it toward more constructive goals.

Pamela was a rather intense and competitive young runner who par-
ticipated in both short- and long-distance races. When questioned di-
rectly, she indicated that she enjoyed the running for its own sake as
well as for the competition when she raced. However, she later added
that some of the motivation was driven by a belief that she had to prove
something to others. She even reported that, to some degree, she was
motivated by anger related to never feeling competent in athletics when
compared to her brothers. Her self-talk included “I’ll show them!” To
some degree, her anger contributed to her competitive drive.

Some teenagers engage in physical exertion to the point of exhaus-
tion as an indirect way of coping with anger. In this situation, the ado-
lescent frequently pushes himself to the point of exhaustion because of
self-directed anger for not meeting a self-imposed standard. This can
be a form of self-destructive behavior.

Self-Destructive Behaviors

Self-destructive behaviors are behaviors that a child or teen engages in
that have a potential to cause self-injury. They are complex in their
meaning and origin. They are often seen as expressions of anger that
are directed toward ourselves instead of toward others. In this way,
self-destructive behaviors are a special form of displaced anger. Your
child or teen may direct anger toward herselfif she experiences extreme
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discomfort in directing her anger outward. This may occur when she is
fearful of expressing her anger or alienating others. Similarly, she may
exhibit self-destructive behaviors when she is angry or disappointed
with herself for not living up to expectations that she has established
for herself.

Self-destructive actions may be conscious and planned or based on
unconscious motivations. A child or teen may hurt himself without be-
ing aware that he is attempting to distract himself from uncomfortable
emotions such as anger and hurt. This may occur by direct self-injury,
through substance abuse, or when teens and children engage in risk-
taking behaviors such as riding recklessly, doing dangerous stunts on
skateboards, or responding to dares by peers.

Cynicism and Sarcasm

Statements of disbelief, doubt, or suspicion demonstrate cynicism. Sar-
casm is reflected in comments that reflect bitterness and mockery. Sar-
casm may also have a humorous component, often evident in double
meanings. Those who are bright and verbal and yet do not express
their anger in a more direct and obvious manner often use these ex-
pressions of anger.

Even young children can be sarcastic and cynical. They may come
across as skeptical in their general outlook, frequently make wisecracks,
and consistently expect that things will go wrong or that they will be
disappointed or hurt.

Young children who are cynical may be verbal and appear mature in
some ways. However, they are often very much in need of nurturance
and reassurance. In fact, their anger is often a derivative of the hurt and
disappointment they experience in their lives. They often perceive their
environment as somewhat lacking in nurturance and support. They
may tend to associate more with adults while they look down on their
peers, in part because they may feel inadequate around peers but spe-
cial when they are with adults. Similarly, such children may feel too in-
hibited to express their true feelings. As a result, they often feel
ineffectual and lack genuine interpersonal connectedness with others.
They often feel misunderstood while hoping that adults will magically
know what they feel and need.

The adolescent who is constantly cynical may have much difficulty
relating with adults because of conflicts with authority. In fact, some of
his anger may be related to the disappointment he experiences in see-
ing adults more realistically than when he was younger. This type of ad-
olescent may also doubt the sincerity of others partly because he
himself is not open about his true feelings. As he masks his emotions,
he develops doubts about the sincerity of those around him.
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Parents may find a sarcastic youngster as somewhat appealing. This
appeal may stem from the fact that his comments are humorous, reflect
his brightness, and imply a more mature capacity for abstract thinking.
In addition, adults often admire sarcasm in children and adults if this is
a trait they like in themselves. Finally, some parents may derive vicari-
ous pleasure if their child is expressing some form of anger that they
themselves never do.

As you can see, this form of expressing anger reflects a higher level of
maturity and is somewhat more socially approved of than certain more
destructive approaches.

Withdrawal

Children and adolescents who feel that they have little impact on oth-
ers may withdraw as a way of responding to their anger. They may not
express their anger due to intense fear of anticipated rejection. In some
cases they experience others as being angry with them for being angry.
Shame and guilt about anger may also motivate a child to withdraw.

One child I counseled became more isolated when his older sister re-
turned home from college during the holiday break. Another young
girl, described earlier, had angry feelings related to her mother having
to work part time, and she became increasingly silent, withdrew, and
experienced headaches.

Withdrawal may be a child’s best strategy for coping with anger or
with the uncomfortable emotions aroused by anger. The withdrawal
may be a constructive way to limit the impact of whatever is provoking
the anger. Similarly, it may be an attempt to maintain self-control.
Thus, withdrawal can be a constructive coping strategy, intended to
control anger by avoiding the situation.

Your child may choose to selectively withdraw. She may tend to
withdraw from specific people, at certain times, or under special cir-
cumstances. Her withdrawal may in fact be an effective and healthy
form of self-protection. In this case her withdrawal may represent good
judgment.

Children with poor self-esteem are often quick to give up when fac-
ing a new challenge. At times they are unrealistic in their expectations
about their performance and are quick to conclude they have failed.
Withdrawal may be an attempt to avoid the overwhelming discomfort
of the hurt, disappointment, and anger directed at oneself. This type of
withdrawal is a factor in underachievement for children who have
highly unrealistic expectations of themselves.

Some children who have more severe emotional ditficulty may with-
draw into fantasy as a way of responding to anger. Very young children
fantasize as a natural part of play. They engage in fantasy situations in
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which they experience power, impact, and control over their surround-
ings. However, a distressed child may withdraw into fantasy for ex-
tended periods of time.

Withdrawal may be due to other factors such as shyness or depres-
sion, and so it is important, just as it is in reviewing any of the behaviors
described in this list, to focus on the pattern of such behavior. Does
your child withdraw after conflicts with a sibling, following a visit to a
divorced parent, or immediately after playing with a neighbor? Notice
it the withdrawal occurs on specific days of the week or at specific times
of day. The key issue is recognizing it withdrawal closely follows inci-
dents that may have aroused anger.

Scapegoating

Scapegoating is a special type of displacing anger. Scapegoating in-
volves blaming another person for a mistake we have made, for our ill
fortune, or for our own actual or perceived weaknesses. Scapegoating
targets one person or a whole group of people as the object for our an-
ger. Racial prejudice is certainly one form of scapegoating.

Your child may resent a younger child’s dependency and vulnerability
because he is uncomfortable with these traits in himself. Your teenager
may direct her anger toward bright children because she feels intellectu-
ally inadequate.

This type of misdirected anger is often an element in teenage gangs.
Members of one gang react to members of others not as individuals
but as part of a pack that is perceived as either weak or threatening.

Scapegoating reflects stereotyping of individuals based on a com-
mon factor. Individuals may be targets for scapegoating because of
their skin color, where they reside, their place of origin, the type of
clothing they wear, religion, gender, or sexual orientation. In each case
the scapegoated group becomes the target for misdirected anger.

Passivity

A child or teen who is passive may exhibit much difficulty in assertively
stating his needs or opinions. He may be uncomfortable stating his
views even about minor issues such as his identifying his favorite televi-
sion show, what kind of food he likes most, or the kind of game he pre-
fers to play with his friends. He may at times feel victimized by his peers
and family members as a result of not playing an active role in the deci-
sion-making process. Passive children often feel they do not deserve to
express their feelings or thoughts. Poor self-esteem often contributes
to this difficulty. In fact, the passive child may seem more down or de-
pressed than angry. And yet depression may at times be related to un-
expressed anger and hurt.
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Passivity may also be a response to a fear of rejection. A child may
choose to be passive if he feels others will reject or become angry with
him for stating his views out loud. In addition, he may be passive be-
cause he has confused being assertive with being aggressive. In this sit-
uation, your child may experience any assertion as an act of aggression.

A passive child is often trying to protect her family by not getting
them upset. She defers her wishes so that others are more likely to have
their wishes satisfied. The passive child may be very well behaved and
never express her anger. However, as she continues to be passive, she
may increasingly feel less understood, less known for who she is, and as
though she has little impact on the world around her. This alienation
and helplessness further fuel her anger.

Anxiety

Physical and emotional anxieties are often associated with angry feel-
ings. Your child or adolescent may experience physical tension and ap-
prehension associated with anger. His discomfort with anger may lead
him to quickly suppress it when he experiences it, or he may unwit-
tingly repress it. At those times he may experience anxiety in place of
his anger. He may view anger as a violation of his own standards, or he
may fear losing control of his anger. He may experience anxiety associ-
ated with both of these situations. In contrast, he may experience only
anxiety if the unconscious anger, anger that is blocked from his aware-
ness, begins to surface to awareness.

In order to determine if your child’s anxiety is a reaction to anger,
observe if she becomes anxious prior to or following an anger-provok-
ing event. Be alert to the physical signs of anxiety as well as to activities
that may be attempts to mask her anxiety. For example, many teens try
to reduce their physical tension and anxiety through substance abuse,
sexual promiscuity, or alcohol abuse. These inappropriate self-soothing
activities are intended to reduce anxiety, some of which may be based
on anger.

Since anxiety has many causes, determining when, and if, anger plays
arole is a challenge that requires careful observation.

Formation of Alliances

One way for a child or teen to channel angry feelings is to ally herself
with another person who is similarly angry. An angry child experiences
camaraderie with other angry children. Such children sense a common
ground as a factor in their friendship. In contrast, some passive chil-
dren seek an association with an aggressive child in order to experience
vicarious pleasure in being around someone who openly demonstrates
anger.
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Shared anger may also be the underlying motivation for bonding
and attachment in the formation of gangs. In addition to experiencing
anger, teens may also be attracted to gangs because of a need for affilia-
tion with others who share similar attitudes, experience, or identities.
They may identify with each other because of their similar social class,
feelings of alienation, or ethnic background. But underlying anger is
often a contributing reason for their shared involvement. Group ag-
gression allows gang members to share in their expression of anger
with the support, encouragement, and participation of peers. Unfortu-
nately, this is a destructive expression of anger.

Sometimes group participation is motivated by a desire to appropri-
ately channel anger. Some adolescents form groups to achieve shared
goals such as raising money for an illness, doing volunteer work in a
hospital, or cleaning up a neighborhood.

Physical Ailments

Emotional stress can cause or worsen physical illnesses. Headaches and
gastrointestinal upset are just two symptoms that children may experi-
ence in reaction to such stress.

In my practice and workshops, parents have provided examples of
how their children’s physical ailments reflected the influence of emo-
tional factors. A five-year-old boy ran fevers each time his father had to
leave home for a business trip. An asthmatic fourteen-year-old girl had
a severe flare-up in her symptoms each time her parents had a loud and
frightening quarrel. Steven, an eleven-year-old boy, experienced sleep
difficulties after each weekend visit to the home of his divorced father
and newly blended family.

These are not imaginary ailments. They are ailments that are the re-
sult of, or exacerbated by, emotional stress. They may be caused by
anxiety, depression, or anger. The way to determine if such symptoms
are influenced by emotional factors is to observe the pattern of their
occurrence. Certainly these ailments occur in all children and teens for
a variety of medical reasons. However, they are more likely to be re-
lated to emotional issues if they appear to follow or closely precede es-
pecially difficult emotional periods that include conflict, separations,
or other changes in the home or family. Physical ailments can often be
traced to emotions that are not expressed or acknowledged.

Focusing attention on physical ailments may also be used to get at-
tention. A child may try to obtain attention by eliciting concern re-
garding his physical well-being. He may be fearful that directly asking
for such affection will arouse anger or rejection, or he may have ob-
served this pattern in other family members. I should emphasize that
he may not be fully aware of the motivations for such behavior.
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Suicidal Behaviors

Increasingly, studies indicate that difficulties in managing anger, in ad-
dition to depression, very often underlie suicidal thinking and behavior
that leads to suicidal gestures and attempts. Many adolescents and
adults who engage in suicidal behaviors report that it is the anger of a
“final-straw” incident, coupled with ongoing depression, that pushed
them to commit suicidal behavior. Such children do experience depres-
sion. However, their suicidal behavior is fostered by anger related to a
moment of heightened emotional pain over loss, rejection, abandon-
ment, or feelings of hopelessness and helplessness.

The distinction between a gesture and attempt is important. By ges-
ture, I am referring to behaviors that indicate a child or teen is toying
with the idea of suicide but does not really want to commit suicide. A
teen may take a dosage of medication that makes him sick rather than
takes his life. Another child may cut himself seriously enough to war-
rant medical attention but not so badly as to end his life. A suicide at-
tempt is an action that is more clearly intended to end a child’s life. In
either case, these actions should be taken seriously because they often
lead to accidental deaths.

Discussions of plans for suicide, threats, giving away belongings, or
comments such as “You won’t have to worry about me for long” are
just a few of the signals that your child may be considering suicide as a
way to cope with his emotional discomfort. See Chapter 17 for a de-
scription of warning signs of suicide.

Self-denigration

Selt-denigration refers to the self-critical thoughts that a child recites
to herself. This monologue may be voiced out loud, as when we over-
hear little children chastising themselves for doing something bad.
Most often their self-denigration involves a barrage of self-critical
statements following some sensed failure to live up to their own expec-
tations or the expectations of others.

A mother who attended one of my workshops shared an example of
self-denigration by Jamie, her six-year-old. She described having en-
trusted Jamie to watch over Carl, his four-year-old brother, while she
attended to a chore in the basement. Though she was out of the room
for only several minutes, Carl tripped during her absence and hit his
head against the edge of a table, cutting his forehead and requiring sev-
eral stitches. Needless to say, Jamie was quite distraught. He was later
overheard saying to himself, “You’re no good! You should have been
more careful! It’s your fault that Carl got hurt!”

The incident left Jamie feeling overwhelmed and quite guilty about
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what had happened. But accompanying that guilt was a variety of an-
gry feelings. He was angry with himself for failing to have greater con-
trol in the situation. He may have experienced anger toward himself as
well as toward his mother for putting him in that position of responsi-
bility. He may also have become angry toward his mother if he believed
that she was angry with him for not being more careful. He may have
experienced anger, consciously or unconsciously, toward his brother
for not being more careful and for doing something that led him to be
in a very uncomfortable position in the eyes of his mother and himself.
Finally, if he had been experiencing ongoing anger toward his brother,
this would further complicate his feelings.

Your teen may silently denigrate or become verbally critical toward
others because he is in fact self-critical about qualities within himself.
The frequent bantering and the put-downs expressed by children and
teens often reflect this type of self-criticism directed outward in the
form of verbal aggression. Their verbal barbs may reflect anger related
to disappointment with themselves. Such displeasure may be based on
the discrepancy between a child’s or teen’s ideal image of how he
should feel, think, or behave and how he actually feels, thinks, or be-
haves.

This self-denigration may be focused on a variety of attributes, in-
cluding physical features, intelligence, or personality traits. Children
and teens with low self-esteem may especially be highly sensitive to
criticism, rebuff, and exclusion. They experience these incidents as
confirmation of their lack of self-worth. These children and teens are
very often self-denigrating as they approach any new challenge in their
lives. Understandably, their self-denigration further reduces their self-
esteem. At times this negative self-dialogue leads to self-sabotaging be-
havior.

Self-sabotaging Behavior

Self-sabotaging behaviors are self-induced actions that negatively af-
fect how a person functions. Thoughts and feelings that are both un-
conscious and conscious underlie these behaviors. A child is self-
sabotaging when she impulsively gives up on new and challenging ac-
tivities. She may have developed a negative mind-set based on her past
performances that leads her to be pessimistic in her expectations. Sub-
sequently, she may quit or fail to engage in tasks, since she is predis-
posed to anticipate failure. The emotional hurt, disappointment, and
frustration lead to further anger and an increased sense of failure. In
this way her thoughts and behaviors become self-fulfilling.

I have counseled many youngsters who have been described as hav-
ing learning disabilities. Many were children whose reading difficulties
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were additionally influenced by a negative mind-set fostered by their
disability. Only after some exploration with these youngsters did they
become aware that they were engaging in negative self-talk, an ongo-
ing dialogue that interferes with their concentration on the task. This
dialogue consists of phrases such as “You really can’t do it, so why
bother?” This self-talk is a contributing component for many students
who are underachievers as well as learning-disabled. Their disappoint-
ment, frustration, and even anger with themselves distract them from
paying attention.

I recall ten-year-old Rodney describing his first fishing adventure
with his father. While fishing, Rodney became somewhat intimidated
by his father’s critical comments about his skills in handling the rod
and reel. Subsequently, his line became a bundle of knots as he engaged
in negative self-talk and labeled himself as incompetent at fishing.

Children who are self-sabotaging quickly give up and often avoid all
new challenges. These are the children whose disappointment and re-
lated anger lead them to avoid trying out new hobbies. They also resist
engaging in unfamiliar social situations, fail to complete academic as-
signments, and often avoid competitive activities.

One example of self-sabotage is an adolescent who was not accepted
for the high school basketball team during the first round of tryouts. In
part, because of his anger, he reduced his practice for the next few
weeks, only to find that he did not make the team at the next tryout
cither.

The element of anger that is often present in such avoidant behavior
may be directed either toward the self or toward others. Feeling unable
to live up to imagined and wished-for accomplishments, the self-
sabotaging youngster lacks resilience and is quick to feel defeated and
ineffective. When he directs his anger at himself, he remains self-
denigrating and self-sabotaging. However, he may also begin to direct
his anger outward. Rather than admit that his anger and anxiety are
about his own lack of accomplishment or skill, he may project his anger
onto others and blame them for setting up obstacles to his success. He
may then express his anger by sabotaging their efforts.

Sabotaging the Efforts of Others

Any communication or action by which a child belittles, devalues, or
disrupts another person’s efforts falls into this category. It is the pat-
tern of such behaviors rather than one single event that suggests these
actions are expressions of anger. A child who knocks over his brother’s
block tower, verbally criticizes or ridicules his sister’s efforts to make
the volleyball team, or forecasts his brother’s failure when competing
in a race are some typical examples of this type of behavior.
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Such communications, whether expressed at home or in the class-
room, are often based on anger that may have its roots in feelings
related to competition, jealousy, and hurt. The target of such mis-
directed anger may be very specific. A child may pick on a younger sib-
ling, a particular schoolmate, or the new kid on the block. Some
children are less focused in how they direct their anger and instead en-
gage in bullying or general disruptive behavior.

Sabotaging the efforts of others may also be accomplished through
relational anger. Children or teens may spread rumors, form alliances,
or criticize peers in an attempt to sabotage their relationships.

Disruptive Behaviors

Behaviors that interfere with the activities of others can be described as
disruptive. When your child disrupts the activity of siblings, playmates,
or parents, this may be a reaction to resentment, slight annoyance, or
intense rage related to needs or expectations that are not being satis-
fied. These behaviors may be based on very natural needs to be ad-
mired or to be the center of attention. At other times they may reflect
your child’s attempt to get you involved with him to calm anxieties that
he may be experiencing. Disruptive behavior may also be a derivative of
sibling rivalry and related to feelings of competition for attention, jeal-
ousy, insecurity, anxiety, or anger.

The disruptive adolescent may be more overt, brazen, and upsetting
in his behavior than when he was a young child. When involved in a
group, such teens may try to outdo each other in being troublesome.
Behaviors ranging from excessive talking in class to vandalism can be
influenced by these needs and related anger.

Some adolescents may be disruptive in a more passive way. For ex-
ample, your fourteen-year-old may challenge and upset you by his ap-
pearance. Many teens who dress in an unusual or eye-catching manner
resent the fact that others stare at them. However, they are very often
adolescents who need to demonstrate their uniqueness and individual-
ity by their appearance. These adolescents might argue that they do
not seek, nor do they need, any special attention.

Underachievement

While some children and teens show their anger through overt or pas-
sive behaviors, others show their anger in a very narrowly defined
way—through the lack of academic achievement.

Underachievement may best be described as a lack of academic
achievement at a level commensurate with one’s abilities. The under-
achiever is a youngster who has sufficient intellectual ability but does
not perform the tasks that are essential for achievement. For example,
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such a youngster reads at or above grade level but refuses to complete
assignments. Although a youngster in the elementary grades can be an
underachiever, the majority of underachievers are adolescents.

As parents, we are quick to give labels to teens who gradually exhibit
falling grades or lose interest in school. We call them lazy, lacking in
motivation, rebellious, or “typical adolescents.”

However, a refusal to do schoolwork may in reality be a reaction to
internal stress, the type of stress that leads to anxiety, depression, or an-
ger. Whether motivated by genuine academic difficulty, the lack of
challenge, the crippling effect of unrealistic self-expectations, or dis-
traction from intense emotions about concerns unrelated to academ-
ics, underachievement is often the result of anger and resentment. In
part, underachievement occurs when children and adolescents are pre-
occupied with their anger or resentment, which diverts their energies
from academic performance. Anger at teachers, parents, siblings, peers,
or self'is often at the core of this passive-aggressive response to the aca-
demic challenge.

Underachievement can also represent a quiet way of rebelling against
what is perceived as pressure to please others. This represents an at-
tempt to individuate and to feel less controlled by others’ expectations.
Although such individuation may appear to be misdirected and self-
sabotaging, for some adolescents it is often the first time they ask
themselves, “What am I doing for myself'and what am I doing for the ap-
proval of others?” A child who shuts down in academic performance may
be going on strike. She may be communicating resentment about per-
forming for others rather than herself. Such youngsters may express their
anger this way without being aware of their underlying motivation.

Neediness

At times, neediness evidenced by children may reflect real or perceived
needs based on fears, anxiety, and/or anger. Some children come
across as being overly demanding or manipulative. However, it is help-
ful to remember that when a child is especially manipulative, he is usu-
ally trying to change his situation so as to reduce his emotional
discomfort, often his underlying anxiety or anger. He is trying to have
his needs or expectations met by others when he feels unable to satisfy
them on his own.

It is interesting to note that we respond positively to an infant who is
crying and frantically waving her arms. With an almost instinctual re-
flex we want to meet her needs, and we don’t hesitate to give her lots of
attention in the form of holding her and talking to her. In contrast,
usually about the time the child begins to walk and say no we are less
inclined to respond with our undivided attention and affection. We
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may experience her demands for attention as totally unreasonable for a
child her age. We may resent her neediness and label her as infantile,
too dependent, too demanding, manipulative, or attention-seeking.
Our different reactions at these two ages has much to do with our atti-
tudes about dependency and when and how often neediness should be
indulged.

Excessive bids for help, statements such as “I can’t do it” or “It just
won’t work,” and behaviors that communicate extreme or inappropri-
ate dependency may reflect a child’s resentment over having to grow
up and assume responsibility. Such behaviors may reflect anger, depres-
sion, and an underlying protest: “You are not being a good enough
parent! If you were, I would be able to do it” and “Hey! Look at me
and give me more attention. Don’t take me for granted, even though I
don’t really need your help for everything anymore!” Such neediness
may be expressed in relation to self-management at school and at
home.

A young child tearfully complains to her mother that she is not able
to button her shirt, when in fact she has been doing so for the last two
months when Mom is not around. A fifteen-year-old may ask to be
driven to his baseball league games even though he could easily ride his
bicycle or take a bus. These are just two more examples of neediness
that may be related to a bid for reassurance, a certain level of anxiety, or
some feelings of annoyance. When neediness is extreme, it may lead to
regressive behavior.

Regressive Behavior

Your child regresses when he displays behavior that he engaged in and
which was more appropriate when he was younger. Regression usually
occurs in response to the stress of change. Children and teens, as well
as adults, often show regressive behavior as a way of coping with de-
pression, anxiety, or anger related to the stress of change. In doing so,
they use a strategy that may have been self-soothing and which they
found to be partially effective in helping them cope in the past. Each of
us may at times resort to past coping strategies when faced with life’s
especially difficult challenges. For example, your older child may evi-
dence regressive behavior when, following your divorce, he begins to
wet the bed again.

A nine-year-old girl whom I counseled exhibited tantrums following
a move to another state. Her mother reported that she used to have
tantrums when she was five years old.

Julie, a fourteen-year-old, spent a great deal of time in her room
playing with her childhood dolls following her breakup with her first
boyfriend. Regression is often an attempt to regain a sense of control.
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It can be a distraction from the frustration and anger that result from
feelings of loss of control.

Contrariness

Children and teens sometimes become contrary in their thoughts and
behaviors. In part, this reflects an effort to demonstrate independence
and self-assertion. Especially in adolescence, contrariness may demon-
strate a teen’s initial attempts to develop a unique identity, distinct
from that of his parents or siblings. It is a period when teens first de-
velop the capacity to be self-observing and more consciously choose
the qualities and behaviors they want as part of their evolving identity.

For many teens, developing a sense of self is a relatively smooth pro-
cess. But for some, this period is extremely stresstul because they lack
confidence or a solid foundation on which to build their identity. In-
stead, they assume a position that is in opposition to those around
them. In this way, they try to show themselves and others that they in
fact have an identity. The teen who develops an identity focused on be-
ing contrary exhibits what is called a “negative identity.”

The teen who develops a negative identity demonstrates a high fre-
quency and intensity of contrariness that often reflects anger and nega-
tivism in general. It is an attempt by the teen to convince himself and
others that he is separate and independent when in fact he is neither.

Your adolescent may be contrary in an attempt to convince you and
others that he is not like you. To be similar to you, or even to agree
with you, may be experienced by him as a step toward losing his sense
of individuality. Therefore, being contrary is his attempt to feel in con-
trol. His contrariness may also be an expression of anger related to the
inner frustration of lacking an identity. This may be very evident in the
youngster who communicates in his behavior the unconscious message
“Tell me what to do or how to behave—I dare you to!”

School Phobia

While any form of school phobia may be based on a variety of factors,
including fear, anxiety, or depression, anger often underlies it.

Truant behavior is a statement of opposition to the community and
parental expectations. Truancy may be related to feeling misunder-
stood, either on an emotional level or in the area of learning skills. It
may represent a need for affiliation with peers who have similar nega-
tive attitudes. Similarly, school phobia may reflect anger about feeling
that there is no group within the school with which the teen feels she
can identify. She may be a loner who experiences a lack of emotional
connection with others. She may be the child or teen who is bullied or
scapegoated by others.
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Sixteen-year-old Karen became truant when she was rejected by a
group of peers, most of whom were cheerleaders. She increasingly
sought out other peers who experienced a sense of being ostracized,
and she dropped out of competition in both academic and extracurric-
ular arenas.

Stuart, a bright twelve-year-old, became school-phobic following
his fifteen-year-old brother’s placement in a residential home. He ex-
hibited increased anxiety and depression about going to school. In part
this was related to peers teasing him about his brother. The loss of and
perceived abandonment by his brother aroused many intense emo-
tions, including resentment toward those who facilitated his brother’s
transfer from the regular school to the program. Underlying his behav-
ior was resentment toward his mother, school officials, and stepfather,
who had married his mother only one year prior to the placement.

Negativism

Negativism may vary in expression from a mood that is experienced for
a few hours or a few days to a more enduring and pervasive trait. A
child or teenager may exhibit a negative attitude toward a specific
teacher or a parent. However, negativism may be more pervasive and
reflect an overwhelming negative attitude toward adults and authority
in general.

Negativism is often derived from anger due to underlying hurt, an
experienced sense of defeat, and even a sense of hopelessness. A child
communicates through her negativism her perceptions that people are
not reliable, that her environment is not supportive, and that in general
the world is not a very good place.

Such negativism is very different from a healthy critical nature,
which teens evidence by their increased need to have things proven to
them. A critical attitude can remain flexible and open, while negativism
implies a rigid mind-set that is closed to being influenced.

In part, becoming more critical in adolescence is a natural reaction to
teens’ increased awareness of the weaknesses and contradictions of adults
and of society as a whole. These disappointments can form a part of their
motivation to aspire to certain ideals or develop healthy negativism.

Sally was a thirteen-year-old who lived with her alcoholic father. He
was extremely critical and not emotionally available for her. Two years
previously, Sally’s mother lost her own mother and suffered a pro-
longed depression. She was not available to nurture or support Sally
during this time. Although Sally’s mother tried her best to manage the
family, Sally experienced her mother as being passive and ineftective.
Over time, she developed much negativism about her being lovable
and about the capacity of others to help meet any of her needs. This
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was in part based on identifying with her mother’s passivity as well as
believing her father’s criticisms of her. Her already low self-esteem was
further threatened by the anger and resultant guilt she felt toward her
parents. Sally felt defeated and hopeless. Friends experienced her as
having an angry edge and as being contrary, doubting, and critical.

Children and adolescents like Sally perpetuate decreased self-esteem
when they discredit, minimize, or even ignore positive feedback by
others. They focus on even the slightest negative interaction as proof
that they are unlovable and continue to be negative because the situa-
tion is perceived as hopeless.

Pessimism is a partner to negativism. Your child may be pessimistic
when he not only feels negative about the present but also believes that
the situation will not improve in the future.

Pessimism

A pessimistic child is one who expects the worst to happen. He may
doubt that any good can happen, either through his own action or
through the actions of others. He may expect that others will not be
available to help meet his needs. While hurt and disappointment are
the foundation for pessimism, it is often suppressed anger that main-
tains it.

For example, one high school student I counseled had become in-
creasingly pessimistic about the future following a series of several
losses during his second year in high school. These losses included the
deaths of a friend and a sibling. Although he previously had partici-
pated in extracurricular activities, he greatly decreased his participation
during his junior year. His grades dropped and he could not get into
the college of his choice, so he decided he would not attend college at
all. Clearly he was depressed. Concerned family members, teachers,
and friends tried to get him to talk about his depressed feelings. What
was not discussed was his anger. Typically a person with multiple losses
feels generalized anger at the world, toward God (if he is religious),
and even toward those who are still living, including himself.

Pessimism can be paralyzing and may underlie many of the behaviors
described in this inventory. In the extreme, pessimism can lead to a
sense of helplessness and hopelessness, two basic factors associated
with suicidal thoughts and actions of severely distressed teens.

The anger associated with pessimism may be focused on one’s fam-
ily. When this occurs, pessimism may lead to runaway behavior.

Runaway Behavior

Running away from home is clear evidence of anger. It is a strong ex-
pression of dissatisfaction in a relationship. And yet certain children
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and teens believe that they will be happier and healthier if they run away
from home. Their anger may be related to real or perceived abuse or ne-
glect, or to a sense of not feeling understood. On the other hand, some
children run away from home simply because they have tremendous dif-
ficulty following the limitations and expectations set by their parents.

By running away or threatening to run away, a child or teen may be
signaling her attempt to avoid interpersonal conflict. Running away
may seem to be the only option by which she can manage anger.

Many runaways lack good judgment and end up emotionally or
physically victimized. Some are resourceful, have a definite plan, and
seek contact with and support from a parent, grandmother, relative, or
agency while continuing to attend school. It is a sad fact that some
teens are making a wise decision if they carefully plan a way out of an
abusive or dangerous situation. In either case, running away is clearly
an expression of anger and frustration.

Lateness

Lateness—Dbeing late for school or planned family activities as well as
coming home after an agreed-upon curfew—may be due to poor judg-
ment, being absorbed in a task at hand, difficulty with assertiveness, or
difficulty with independent action (such as leaving a group of friends).
Similarly, it may be due to problems with concentration due to atten-
tion deficit disorder. Lateness may also reflect a need to test limits, as-
sert independence, and feel a sense of autonomy and separateness.

However, lateness may also reflect strain in a relationship. Being
slow to get ready, being late to meet someone, or returning late may be
the behavioral equivalent of a verbal communication that says, “So
there—I’m not going to let you tell me what to do,” “If you treat me
that way, I’ll show you,” “I really do not want to go with you,” or
“I am in control.”

A very vivid recollection comes to mind as an example of how late-
ness can communicate anger. As a fourth-grade teacher, I had the op-
portunity to work with children who had behavioral problems. During
a hectic morning the class was exceptionally disruptive as they lined up
to go to lunch, so as a consequence, I detained the entire class for ten
minutes after they became quiet. At first they grumbled. Then they
grimaced and, with much resistance, lined up and waited quietly.

At the end of the lunch period (and much to my surprise) the entire
class quietly returned to the classroom—ten minutes late. This mass
action required cohesive, well-organized planning. They had expressed
their anger! I confess that I had to applaud their unity in how they ex-
pressed their frustration and anger, but I offered them more construc-
tive ways to express their anger in the future.
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Vandalism

Vandalism is clearly an aggressive act. Vandalism may range from
slightly defacing property to complete destruction of property in or
outside the home.

Children who vandalize are angry. Their aggression is often dis-
placed from the real source of their anger and destructively redirected
toward another target. Children and teens often destroy property
when, in fact, they are angry with siblings, peers, teachers, or their par-
ents. Their anger may be more pervasive when they feel they are being
ripped oft by society, and they may resort to vandalism in an attempt to
get even for feeling victimized.

Shoplifting and Stealing

A child or teen who shoplifts or steals may be motivated by a variety of
factors. Some teens shoplift even though they are not really in need of
the items they steal. Shoplifting in this case is often a call for attention
based on a sense of neediness that the child may or may not realize or
understand.

Some children and teens steal from their parents or from their step-
parents. Such behavior usually reflects anger that is not verbally ex-
pressed. They may be communicating in a nonverbal way a statement
such as “You don’t care about me! I’ll show you—TI’ll get something
from you anyway!” Often taking things from one’s parents is really an
attempt to get closer. For example, I worked with one youngster who
stole stamps from his stepfather’s collection. Similarly, a young adoles-
cent I counseled began taking jewelry from her older sister several
months before her sister was scheduled to leave home for college. In
both of these cases, the youngsters were really attempting to make
contact and preserve their involvement with people who were impor-
tant to them.

It is also quite common for young children to steal items from a
store just to see what it feels like. This may be a way to test limits, an ac-
tion based on poor impulse control, a rebellion against one’s own con-
science, or a result of perceived deprivation. It should be mentioned
that in most of these cases, the child feels sufficiently guilty and stops
the behavior. Certainly this type of stealing is unlike that of the child
who repeatedly steals and who victimizes different people—behavior
more likely based on underlying anger and a sense of deserving more.

Substance Abuse.

The media devote a good deal of attention to substance abuse by teens,
frequently emphasizing the legal aspects of such activities. This focus
often leads us to ignore the fact that adolescents use these substances
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for a variety of reasons. Their use of drugs and alcohol may represent
an initial experiment for the adolescent who is exploring himself, want-
ing to fit in, or simply rebelling. However, ongoing use is a sign of
abuse or dependency.

Substance abuse may also be an attempt to reduce or eliminate un-
comfortable emotions. The emotional and physical side effects of an-
ger, anxiety, or depression are in fact temporarily reduced with the use
of substances. Under the influence of alcohol or drugs, a child or ado-
lescent may easily distract himself from the experience of anger. The
muscle tension, irritability, guilt, negativism, and other effects of anger
may all be minimized or eliminated by the distracting effects of getting
high. Sometimes drug or alcohol use allows some individuals to be-
come less inhibited and to more easily express anger. However, this is
not a preferred or recommended way to manage feelings.

Sexual Promiscuity

Sexual promiscuity is another activity that may serve to reduce the
overall discomfort of anger, though teenagers may be motivated to en-
gage in sexual activity for a variety of reasons. Their involvement may
be based on their natural sexual development, their need to fit in with
their peer group, their wish for approval and closeness, or their desire
to control, shock, or rebel. Obviously, when sexual activity is a form of
rebellion or predominantly driven by a need to control, it can be a de-
rivative of anger.

Frequent and indiscriminant involvement in sexual activity can help
distract a teenager from the discomforts of anger. Physical intimacy
feels good, and such closeness may be temporarily reassuring to some-
one who feels insecure, lacks self-esteem, and is very depressed or an-
gry. Physical intimacy may help teens feel more appreciated, especially
if parents or other adult significant others are not experienced as caring
or available to provide support or nurturance. However, there are risks
associated with frequent and indiscriminant sexual activity. These in-
clude pregnancy as well as sexually transmitted diseases such as HIV,
HPYV, herpes, and others.

Teens need and seek alliances. When they experience a sense of emp-
tiness, they often resort to sexual activity to soothe themselves. I have
counseled many girls who, by their own report, engaged in sexual ac-
tivity to feel wanted and appreciated. In many ways, as these girls were
later able to understand, they were seeking a male partner who could
be a “parent” and provide them with both direction and nurturance.
In doing so, they were acting out of an intense need for closeness and
much anger regarding their lack of emotional connection with their
parents or others.
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Take time to review the inventory and determine in what ways your
child expresses anger. Try to assess if there is a pattern to how your
child or teen manages anger. For example, determine if he uses certain
strategies in certain situations or with specific individuals. Has he used
some of these strategies in the past but is no longer demonstrating
them? Are you clearly able to identify major concerns in his life that
may provoke anger? Are you able to identify what contributed to your
child’s having learned one strategy instead of another?

By taking time to answer these questions, you will become more
sensitive to your child’s specific needs and what areas to focus on when
helping him to make sense of and manage anger in his daily life.



This page intentionally left blank



How to Apply the Model of Anqger
with Your Child or Teen




This page intentionally left blank



6

General Guidelines for Using
the Model of Anqger

While this model of anger was initially developed with children, ad-
olescents, and adults who demonstrated a wide range of difficul-
ties in understanding and managing anger, this book focuses on
preparing your child or teen to develop the knowledge and skills to un-
derstand and manage anger long before he or she experiences more se-
rious difficulties related to anger.

The more you apply the techniques in these different ways, the more
you will help your child internalize the kind of understanding that leads
to increased self-awareness, self-control, tolerance for frustration, and
problem-solving skills. Help your child to view these anger management
strategies as rehearsals for constructive anger management rather than
as strategies to practice only when immersed in the experience of anger.

Teaching Through Modeling

An effective approach to teaching anger management is to model it in
your own life. Children learn through observation as well as through
discussion. By now you know that this approach toward understanding
and managing anger involves your full participation. The more consis-
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tent you are in practicing the same strategies that you teach your chil-
dren, the more likely they are to make them a part of their daily life.
While sharing examples of how you apply these understandings to
better manage your own anger will be useful, I am not suggesting that
you share personal issues that are inappropriate for your child. For ex-
ample, it may be inappropriate to discuss with your child anger you ex-
perience toward your spouse. However, you may want to share with
your child your increased understanding of your anger concerning an
incident at work, one that occurred while shopping, or a reaction to
your child. (Specific communication skills to assertively express anger
are discussed in Chapter 12.)

An Informal Approach to Teaching the Model of Anger

Teaching the model of anger is accomplished by discussing its parts
and how they fit together, either in the context of an ongoing and
spontaneous discussion or as a formal discussion of anger. For exam-
ple, when your child shares an event that has aroused her anger, you
can help her identify the emotions that preceded her anger. Or you
may, as part of that conversation or another, help her recognize how
unrealistic conclusions and expectations influenced the course of her
anger. This approach also allows for a more natural exchange and flow
in the conversation. You may share a specific strategy to help her man-
age her anger related to this event. Focusing on just one part of the
model at a time may initially be the most effective approach when
working with a child or teen who has only minimally engaged in dis-
cussions of her emotions. It may also feel more comfortable to share
your ideas as part of the natural flow of conversation with your child.

A Formal Approach to Teaching the Model of Anger

In contrast, depending on your child’s ability to understand and your
comfort with such discussion, you may want to use a more formal ap-
proach in teaching him the model. You may want to discuss and share
with him your understanding of the model and how you have used it in
your life. The model of anger can be formally taught to one child or to
a group. When using this approach, you can clearly state that you will
share with them a way of making sense of and managing anger. While
this structured format can be used even with young children, it is most
suitable for older children and adolescents. First, summarize all of the
chapters that have so far been presented. These provide the basis for an
understanding of anger that fosters both learning about and applying
the model of anger. Ideally, when teaching the model to a group, it
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should be presented over several sessions so that children have the op-
portunity to apply what they have learned to their personal experiences.

The Right Dosage

Be alert to how well your child can handle discussions regarding anger.
Specifically, remember that your child or teen may only be receptive to
a certain dosage of discussion regarding this unsettling emotion. Your
teenage son may be very comfortable having a discussion about the an-
ger of a peer or sibling but is not quite ready to address his own anger.
Your teenage daughter may be able to directly discuss her anger but
not when it concerns you. Finally, your seven-year-old may express his
irritation toward you about your not buying him a toy but will not
share his deeper anger regarding your impending divorce.

Dosage may also be reflected in the directness of your conversations.
For example, as stated previously, boys may engage more easily in dis-
cussing feelings when they are involved in shared activities such as driv-
ing in a car or taking a walk. Younger children may be more open to
discussing anger while engaged with you in parallel play. They may feel
much more comfortable in conversations regarding anger when they
are playing side by side with toys, clay, crayons, or a simple board game
that does not require much concentration.

The Need for Consistency

The need for consistency is an important issue to consider when teach-
ing the material presented in this book. By consistency, I am referring
to the need for you to be consistent in your behavior and also for both
parents to be equally invested in helping a child learn the model and
practice strategies based on it. If you talk about the need to better man-
age anger and spend time discussing and practicing the model while
your spouse ignores, minimizes, or criticizes such activities, your child
will be getting mixed messages about anger.

The model of anger and the strategies based on it are strongly
founded on encouraging self-reflection regarding emotions and
thoughts. Any behavior on your part or that of your spouse that belit-
tles, criticizes, or minimizes these activities will greatly diminish the
impact of your teaching. Similarly, be aware that any competing mes-
sages from siblings, peers, or other important figures outside the im-
mediate family may also interfere with your attempts to help your child
develop constructive ways of managing anger.

A most poignant example of how inconsistency undermines the pro-
gram was reflected in my work with Adam, a fifteen-year-old whom I
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counseled regarding academic underachievement. Adam had been an-
gry over his mother’s remarriage a year after her divorce. While he ex-
perienced deep love for her, he did not feel very attached to his
stepfather. It seemed that each time he made progress in being able to
more constructively share his feelings with his mother and stepfather,
he soon engaged in demonstrations of anger such as ignoring his cur-
few, not calling home when he was expected to, and periodic outbursts
of'anger. It took several weeks to find out that his older brother, Aaron,
was fueling his anger by frequently expressing his anger toward his
mother and stepfather. Adam was torn between wanting to remain
close to his brother and reestablishing a more positive connection with
his mother.

Applying the Model to Your Child’s Anger

As stated previously, the more frequently your child can be encouraged
to apply the model to his own anger, the more it will become a natural
part of his repertoire. If you find that he is hesitant to address his own
anger, suggest he address a situation that left him feeling only some-
what annoyed or irritated. Similarly, in an effort to help him feel com-
fortable discussing his anger, you may suggest he address an experience
that does not directly involve your relationship with him. Instead, have
him discuss anger or irritation related to situations or people outside of
the immediate family.

Apply the Model to the Anger of Others

As I stated previously, some children and adolescents find it easier to
discuss the anger of others than to address or even recognize their
own. These situations may involve friends, relatives, or even strangers
on the street that you have observed dealing with anger. Again, the
goal in such discussions is that with repeated practice, children gradu-
ally begin to experience comfort with addressing their own anger.
Similarly, it may even be easier for your child or teen to discuss the an-
ger of others with whom she has no personal relationship. For example,
the media, movies, literature, and news reports offer excellent examples
of anger you can discuss with your child. Some of you may feel more
comfortable initially using these examples because they may be easier to
discuss than the anger experienced by you or your child. Chapter 9 is de-
voted to helping you make use of these resources since it is often more
comfortable, and therefore easier, to discuss other people’s anger.
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Group Anger

The model offers a way of making sense of group anger as well as indi-
vidual anger. Like individuals, groups are faced with deciding how to
manage anger—whether to express it constructively or destructively.
When the model is applied to groups, we can better recognize how
shared motivations influence expectations of the group. Similarly, we
can understand how these expectations influence conclusions that may
ultimately lead to anger.

When applying the model to groups, you may wish to consider the
wide variety of groups that promote political, religious, or environ-
mental causes. You can also discuss how gangs may unite around a
theme of anger. Help your child identify the strategies used by these
groups and whether they appear constructive, destructive, or both. Fo-
cus also on helping her grasp the concept that individuals often join or
form groups as a way of managing individual anger. They seek alliances
with those who may share similar anger. They may join forces so that
they can combine their resources and energies, gain support, and in-
crease the chances of having their message heard by others.

Another issue to discuss, when applying the model to groups, is the
fact that individual members may be more assertive or even aggressive
when they are part of a group. One aspect of group dynamics is that
some members feel freer to engage in activities that they might not do
it alone. They in effect give up some responsibility and, in the grip of
strong emotion such as anger, may unfortunately act impulsively rather
than proceed more slowly through thoughtful problem resolution.
Gang violence is often an outgrowth of this unique aspect of group in-
teraction.

Remain Committed, Persistent, and Patient

Learning to make sense of and manage anger is an ongoing life process.
At times you may be anxious to have your child learn all the “right”
ways to manage anger, as if there were one final level of achieving anger
management that will forever prepare her to manage all situations in an
ideal way. You may at times wish that all you had to do is discuss one
strategy or have your child read a book. However, it is through re-
peated practice, application, and shared discussion that your child will
become more effective in this lifelong process. This requires commit-
ment, persistence, and patience on the part of both you and your child.
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|dentifying £Emotions Associated
with Anqer

his chapter provides guidelines and strategies to help you assist

your child in identifying and better understanding emotions that
precede and are associated with anger. In addition, special attention is
given to exploring how anxiety, depression, and shame may be associ-
ated with anger. Identifying and understanding emotions that precede
and are associated with anger are essential steps in making sense of an-
ger. A child who recognizes these emotions can more fully understand
the complexity of his anger. Through this process he increases his con-
nection with himself and becomes more aware of his wants and needs.

Emotional Awareness

Helping children and teens make sense of anger involves teaching them
the skills of self-reflection necessary for increased emotional awareness.
Emotions do not occur spontaneously. Rather, they are triggered by
our interaction with others and the world around us and by our
thoughts, other emotions, and neurobiological activities in our body.
Emotional awareness regarding anger includes many different forms of
awareness, described in what follows.
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Awareness of the Subjective Experience of Anger

Our subjective awareness of anger involves our overall experience of
this emotion. The awareness may best be described by images or meta-
phors.' Especially when intensely angry, a child or teen may report feel-
ing “ready to explode” or that she “could go wild.” In contrast, she
may use words such as 77itated or annoyed when her anger is less se-
vere. Some children may focus on actions they feel like taking in re-
sponse to experiencing anger, but do not readily describe their anger.
“I could just punch him,” “It makes me want to just run away,” and “I
feel like destroying things” are just a few examples of statements made
by children who, while in touch with their anger, focus on actions as a
way of discharging the tension associated with it.

Awareness of Bodily Responses That Accompany and Precede Anger

As emphasized in a previous chapter, anger includes a variety of physi-
cal and physiological reactions. A child or teen who has increased
awareness of the physical side of his anger may be aware that his breath-
ing is rapid and shallow, that his muscles are tense, and that when he
gets angry his nostrils flare, he grits his teeth, and his face turns red. In-
creased awareness of bodily reactions to anger is an important step in
managing anger.

Mixed Emotional Reactions That Include Anger

As we mature, we begin to recognize that we can have mixed or multi-
ple emotions. These may occur simultaneously or in various sequences,
depending on whether we are paying attention to various aspects of the
situation, to another person, or to ourselves. A ten-year-old may expe-
rience both pleasant anticipation and anxiety about going to summer
camp for the first time. Similarly, a thirteen-year-old may enjoy a family
camping trip but experience irritation that she is not with her friends.

Hidden Anger

We may lack awareness of certain emotions. As described previously,
our lack of awareness of our emotions or thoughts has to do with how
we focus our attention. For example, anger may be our most notice-
able response to an anger-provoking event and dominate our atten-
tion, while hurt and sadness remain submerged.

This type of partial awareness may be compared to the partial view
we have of an iceberg (see Figure 7.1). If we attend only to the part of
an iceberg that is above the water, we see just a portion of it. Similarly,
when we attend only to anger, we remain unaware of other related
emotions on which that anger is based and which strongly influence
our motivations and behavior.
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Anger

Hurt, sadness, other
emotions

Figure 7.1: Suppressed or vepressed hurt, sadness, or other emotions

At other times, sadness and hurt may dominate our attention
while anger remains hidden from our awareness. This is reflected in
Figure 7.2.

I use the analogy of the iceberg to suggest that we may tend to mini-
mize, deny, or ignore emotions that are uncomfortable to experience.
But by avoiding or suppressing our emotions, we become less able to
cope with and resolve problems. Our unconscious emotions (and
thoughts) influence the emotions and thoughts that we are aware of. It
is only when we have access to both conscious and unconscious experi-

Hurt, sadness, other
emotions

Anger

Figure 7.2: Suppressed o repressed anger
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ences that we can make the best sense of life situations we encounter
and our emotional reactions to them. Similarly, we are most connected
with ourselves when we have such awareness. To the degree that we ex-
perience only anger and lack awareness of the other related emotions,
we lack a more complete self-understanding.

Another way of understanding hidden emotions may be demon-
strated by the cube in Figure 7.3. This cube offers an analogy of our
ability to shift attention regarding our emotions. At any moment, in
regard to an upsetting event, we may focus on anger. Anger can
become the foreground to everything else. It can preoccupy our
thoughts, emotions, and bodily reactions. In contrast, when we shift
attention to the other emotions, anger is no longer the focus of our
awareness and we can be more fully aware of the richness of our emo-
tional life. First, view anger as being at the bottom of the front face of
the cube, with hurt on the top of the inside rear face of the cube. In
contrast, view the cube in such a way that anger appears on the bottom
of the inside rear face of the cube, with hurt at the top of the front face.

The notion of suppressed, repressed, or hidden emotions is espe-
cially important in regard to anger. At times you may observe your
child’s anger and conclude that the intensity of his anger is not war-
ranted by the situation. A reaction that seems too intense often sug-
gests that anger about important personal needs has been suppressed;
such anger may remain dormant until it is triggered by another anger-
provoking event. In response, anger about the recent event combines

Hurt

Anger

Figure 7.3: The anger cube
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with past anger. A child may suddenly have a tantrum about not being
allowed to watch a certain television program when in fact much of her
anger has to do with jealousy over her older brother being allowed to
stay up late.

Another example of hidden anger is a teenager who, while disap-
pointed that his father could not take him to a ball game, later reacts in
an irritated manner when his dad asks him to do a minor chore. In fact,
some researchers on anger suggest that excessive violence in America is
very much influenced by the fact that, as a society, we tend to overly
suppress genuine acknowledgment of anger. Our culture frowns on
those who display anger and teaches children that they should not ex-
perience it. According to this view, violence is then seen as the cumula-
tive impact of such suppressed and repressed anger. (See Chapter 17.)

Strategies to Promote Emotional Self-Awareness Regarding Anger

The strategies discussed in this chapter represent a wide range of ap-
proaches for helping your child develop his emotional awareness re-
garding anger. How effective they are with your child or teen will also
depend on her current level of self-awareness regarding anger. I begin
with a structured approach that I first described when presenting the
model of anger. This time, however, the focus is on helping your child
or teen apply the model in order to better recognize and understand
the emotions that precede and are associated with her anger.

A Structured Approach

This approach begins by addressing the “moment of anger.” We will
focus on this point in the anger experience and work backward, just as
we did when you were first asked to recall a moment of anger in order
to help you learn about the model. The focus starts at the moment of
anger because we are usually more aware of anger, or the emotions re-
lated to our anger, than we are of our more deeply rooted motivations.
The task of recognizing our motivations is often more challenging and
requires increased skills in self-reflection. (See Chapter 8.)

While the entire model can be presented to most older children or
adolescents in one sitting, the approach described in this chapter will
focus only on recognizing other emotions that precede and are associ-
ated with anger.
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Exercise

Ask your child to recall a recent event that led him to experience an-
ger. If the word anger seems too threatening, suggest he recall a time
when he became annoyed, irritated, bothered, or upset. It he appears
too inhibited to discuss a particular event, you may want to remind
him of an incident when you observed him being annoyed. Identify
an incident that you genuinely believe will be comfortable for both of
you to discuss. Be aware that just thinking about a moment when he
was angry may lead him to reexperience anger and the emotions re-
lated to it. As a result, the intensity of aroused emotions can poten-
tially interfere with learning. For this reason, select an incident that
aroused only mild anger. Similarly, at this time you may not want to
discuss anger he experienced toward you. Unless he is already com-
fortable in expressing such anger toward you, the tension associated
with this type of situation may distract him from learning the process.

Ask your child to rate the intensity of his anger on a scale of 1 to 10,
in which 1 reflects only minimal anger and 10 reflects severe anger. A
rating scale is especially helpful with children and teens because it is of-
ten difficult to identify an exact word that best characterizes their sub-
jective experience of anger. Ask him to select an event that led him to
experience anger at a 3 to 5 level of intensity. He should be more com-
fortable with addressing anger at this level.

Younger children may have some difficulty with ratings. Instead of
using numbers, you may direct them to spread their arms apart to ex-
press the level of intensity of their anger—close together for a little an-
ger and wide apart for a greater degree of anger.

Ask your child to recall and then describe to you as many details as
possible about the event and the circumstances surrounding his experi-
ence of anger. Coach him to think about and then describe for you the
details of the scene, including the people and situation that led to his
anger, the specific setting, and the time of day. The goal at this moment
is to help him make the recollection as vivid as possible. To do so, sug-
gest he recall the colors, textures, and shapes of objects in the scene. In
an attempt to make the scene even more real for him, direct him to re-
member what the air was like—whether it was still or moving, dry or
humid. Similarly, ask him if there were any odors associated with this
situation. His recollection will become more vivid as more of his senses
are involved. Suggest he take time to recall the event, which will in-
crease his ability to focus and reflect as well as attend to details that are
external to himself.

The goal at this moment is to help your child recall the details of his
environment, including any actions by other people. He should be en-
couraged to focus his attention on these external details rather than on
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his internal experience—his thoughts, emotions, self-dialogue, or body
reactions during his experience. Once he has been helped to revisit the
external circumstances associated with the anger-provoking event, he
can be encouraged to explore his internal reactions.

At this point, you can introduce your child to the use of the imag-
ined videotape to further help him refine his skills in reflection. Ask
him to imagine that this entire incident was recorded on a videotape
that he can review in his mind. Suggest he now review the tape again,
including all the details he just recalled: the people involved, the set-
ting, the colors, shapes, and texture of the objects in his scene, the air,
and any odors associated with the scene. Now, suggest to him that he
can move the image backward or forward. He can rewind it, forward it,
or push the pause button to freeze it at any moment.

I have found that even young children are familiar enough with vid-
eos to be able to create this type of imagery. However, some children
and teens need more practice than others, since all of us vary in the de-
gree to which we can create visual imagery.

Now direct your child to forward the tape until the moment when
he can recall being impacted by the event, the moment when he was
just beginning to experience anger. Suggest he push the pause button
and freeze the scene at that moment. Have him scan the scene of that
moment, then suggest that, since he is watching this video in his mind,
he can even step back and imagine watching himself from the outside,
observing his actions and appearance. Next, direct him to shift his
attention from looking at himself in the scene to recalling what was
occurring inside him while he was in that situation. Specifically, ask him
to think about and then describe for you his thoughts (including self-
dialogue), his emotions, and any physical reactions that he can recall.
Take time to help him focus on each of these reactions in turn. In
this way you will help him slow down and shift his attention to self-
reflection.

Just as children vary in their ability to visualize, they also vary in their
ability to self-reflect. The more you can help your child make this shift
in attention, the more self-reflective he will become. Again, suggest
that he try to identify his thoughts, self-talk, bodily reactions, and
emotions at that moment. Some children find it easier to reflect on
their thoughts, while others more easily reflect on their emotions. Sim-
ilarly, some can readily identify bodily reactions, while others lack such
self-awareness. The goal of repeatedly practicing this type of exercise is
to help your child become as acutely observant of internal reactions as
he is of external circumstances.

When your child has discussed a few details of his internal experi-
ences, you can cooperatively begin to put together a graphic outline of
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the sequence of elements related to his anger (or other reactions). This
can be done with an older child or adolescent by writing down his
words; using pictures you draw or cut from magazines along with the
words usually works better with a younger child. Creating a graphic
representation of his experience will help your child more readily un-
derstand the sequence of circumstances involved in anger. Such an out-
line also helps to emphasize the element of time involved in the entire
sequence of factors contributing to the experience of anger, and pro-
motes an understanding of the cause-effect relationship among the fac-
tors contributing to anger and anger management.

Suppose your child recalls his best friend refusing to play with him
on a particular day. Have him use the imaginary videotape, and ask him
to share some of the details of the scene. When he is able to recall those
details, have him push the pause button at the very moment when he
became upset. Ask him to recall and share his feelings. He may initially
report only that he was annoyed. In this case, help him to rewind the
tape to the event. You can highlight this sequence by using an outline
like that depicted in Figure 7.4.

Event Reaction
My friend said he would | became annoyed
not play with me >

Figure 7.4: Event and reaction

Alternatively, he may say he became sad. In this case, the outline might
look like that presented in Figure 7.5.

As you discuss the event and the details of his experience, you will be
adding more details to the outline. Let’s assume he is aware of being angry.
You can now suggest that he rewind the tape just a little to see if there were
other emotions that occurred between the time the event took place and
when he experienced feeling annoyed. If he does not readily come up with

Event Reaction
My friend said he would | became sad, hurt
. — . . ’ ?
not play with me disappointed

Figure 7.5: Event and reaction
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other emotions, list some emotions for him to consider. For example:
“Well, you were annoyed. I wonder—were you hurt and then annoyed? Or
disappointed and then annoyed? Or sad and then annoyed?”” As he is helped
to attend to those other feelings that occur before the anger, he develops a
new “mental set,” a new sensitivity or alertness to recognizing these other
emotions. Again, remember that each child is different in his capacity to
learn these skills, and all children require much practice to effectively self-
reflect.

Suppose, that as a part of the discussion, you help your child to clar-
ity that he became sad, hurt, or disappointed. He can now identify the
emotions that preceded his annoyance or anger. Your evolving outline
may now look like the sequence presented in Figure 7.6

Event Feelings before Anger The Moment of Anger
My friend said he | became sad, hurt, | became annoyed
would not play with p{ disappointed »
me

Figure 7.6: Event followed by emotions that lead to anger

By reviewing with your child several incidents of anger using this same
approach, he will be developing the most important understanding of his
anger: that it is a secondary emotion, a reaction to other emotions. At the
same time, by taking time to slowly review the details of his experience, he
will improve his skills in self-reflection. His increased capacity to reflect
will help him short-circuit his impulse to immediately deny, minimize, ig-
nore, or act out his anger.

While the goal of this chapter is to show you how to help your child rec-
ognize his emotions, completing the next stage of this exercise will move
him further toward acknowledging his internal dialogue and his physical
reactions.

At this point, you can ask your child to forward his tape to the moment
when he experienced feeling annoyed, then push the pause button. Initially,
you inquired about his emotions at that moment; now inquire further about
his self-talk. Encourage him to take time to try to recall what he was think-
ing, or a dialogue he was having with himself. Share examples from your
own self-talk in similar situations as a way to prompt and structure his fo-
cused attention. He may discover some self-talk that reflects conclusions
and other thoughts that are just observations of what was going on.

Suggest he continue to pause on this one frame of the video and pay at-
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tention to any physical reactions he may have had shortly after the event
occurred. He may again need prompts or a multiple-choice type of inquiry
to help him clarify what he should focus his attention on. For example, in-
quire whether he felt antsy, nervous, tense, or jittery, depending on which
descriptions you believe he can best identify. His observations of self-talk
and physical reactions may then be added, so that the outline looks like the
one depicted in Figure 7.7. The double arrows reflect the ongoing inter-
play of emotions, self-talk, and physical reactions that accompany the
emotions before anger is experienced as well as the anger.

Now that you have identified and listed the event, your child’s expe-
rience of anger, and the emotions preceding his anger, try to elicit his

Event Feelings before Anger The Moment of Anger

My friend said he | became sad, hurt, | became annoyed
would not play with disappointed >
me

y

Physical reactions

Self-talk

Figure 7.7: Physical veactions interact with self-talk and emotions

appraisal of the event—the meaning or conclusion he arrives at to ex-
plain the event. Again, help him by providing some examples of con-
clusions or appraisals, especially when he is first learning about the
model. Specifically, ask him open-ended questions that will provide
structure to help him identify his conclusions—for example, “So, what
conclusion did you make when your friend said he would not play with
you?” or “What did you think about being told ...?” or “How did you
explain to yourself that ...?” He may identify one or several conclu-
sions. These can then be added to the outline so that it looks some-
thing like Figure 7.8

This exercise emphasizes the general approach in applying the
model of anger toward recognizing emotions as well as the physical re-
actions and self-talk associated with anger. The next chapter focuses on
strategies to help children and teens identify their internal dialogue, in
the form of specific expectations and conclusions that influence the ex-
perience of anger.
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_ ) The Moment
Event Conclusion Feelings before Anger of Anger
My friend said He d_oes _ | Ibecame sad, hurt, | became
he would not || not like me disappointed annoyed
play with me anymore
Physical reactions
y y
A A
Self-talk

Figure 7.8: The moment of anger

Helping Children and Teens with the Vocabulary of Emotion

Children can more accurately label and discuss their internal emotional
experiences when they have the appropriate vocabulary to describe
such experiences. In part, they develop this vocabulary through their
observations of other people and how they describe and label feelings.
Through their exposure to others, children develop the ability to dif-
ferentiate and name their emotions as well as assess their intensity. The
more you provide children with appropriate vocabulary and concepts
to discuss anger and help them make distinctions among emotions, the
more sensitive they can be to the complexity of their emotional life.

Many young children respond with words such as good, bad, mad,
sad, or happy when asked about their feelings. Young children often
lack both the ability to differentiate their emotions and sufficient vo-
cabulary to describe the wide range of their feelings. Even older chil-
dren may be weak in these skills. When asked how he felt at any given
time, thirteen-year-old Warren responded that he felt “good” or
“bad” and then added some comments to suggest the intensity of
these feelings. At one point in our work together, I suggested he draw
pictures to show how he felt during the week. He drew one picture of a
house, a tree, and a sun, a second picture of a house with some clouds
in the sky with the sun, and a third picture of the house with many
clouds. When asked to describe his pictures, Warren responded that
the first suggested he was “happy,” the second that he felt “good” and
“sad,” and the third that he was “sad.” This was a young man who per-
formed well academically but lacked the ability to identify and differen-
tiate his emotions.
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So while a young child may at first only use the word mad to de-
scribe his anger, as he matures he develops a variety of words that more
accurately reflect the range or intensity of his anger. This growth is re-
flected when he is able to use words such as annoyed, irritated, both-
ered, or furious.

Below is a list of feeling words that can be used in discussions with
your child regarding personal events or the experiences of others. They
can be used when focusing on anger management or in any conversa-
tion involving emotional awareness. The list offers a broad range of
words to describe emotion. Select some words from this list when you
are trying to help a child find the right word(s) to accurately describe
her emotional experience. In addition, the more you use such words,
the more likely they will become a part of your child’s vocabulary. They
reflect both a variety of single emotions as well as combinations of
emotions. Each has a specific meaning. Examples of such words (in no
particular order) are:

depressed cheerful hopeful hate-filled
alarmed powerful enthusiastic frustrated
content impatient shamed guilty
warm good angry furious
glad shocked pleased bitter
resentful regretful desirous excitable
grieving sad cold unhappy
agitated thrilled awed loving
concerned anguished fulfilled aloof
amazed enraged exhilarated despairing
fondness delighted bored surprised
sorrowful calm happy sad
terrorized irritated annoyed fearful
anxious worried queasy tense

When children are helped to use words that describe how they feel,
they become more sensitive to their internal lives and are better able
express these feelings to others. In addition, such awareness helps them
become more sensitive to other people.

A part of making sense of and managing anger is finding the word
that best matches our subjective emotional experience. This ability is
essential for helping children increase the emotional self-awareness
that is a basic building block for connecting with oneself.
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Working with a Child Who Experiences Only Anger

Your child may report only anger when asked about her emotional re-
actions to an upsetting situation. Even after you inquire further, she
may deny feeling hurt, disappointed, or other negative emotions. Pro-
viding empathic responses is especially helpful at this time. For exam-
ple, you might say to your child, “I know that if T was in that situation,
besides feeling angry, I might also feel quite hurt, disappointed, and
even discounted, like my feelings don’t matter,” or “I think many peo-
ple would feel hurt, disappointed, or even discounted in that situa-
tion.” The goal is to help her feel less alone, strange, unusual, or weak
about feeling hurt, disappointed, or devalued.

As a next step, try to determine if your child experiences other emo-
tions but feels vulnerable or ashamed to admit them to you. He may
have difficulty acknowledging that he feels hurt, disappointed, or sad.
Keep in mind that his experience of vulnerability, anger, or shame may
keep him from sharing other emotions, as may his lack of self-aware-
ness regarding his emotions. You may also choose a very direct inquiry
and ask, “Are you aware of other emotions related to your anger?” An-
other possibility is that he may need permission to acknowledge that he
has other emotions. Tell him he does not have to share them, but ask,
“Are you aware of what gets in the way of your sharing them with me?”
By asking him this question, you are still encouraging his self-reflec-
tion. In fact, self-reflection, rather than sharing actual content with
you, is the primary goal at this time. Ultimately, his level of comfort
should be respected. He may not yet be ready to be open. However,
try to figure out which of these factors may be contributing to his not
recognizing or sharing other emotions. If you have used one strategy,
such as discussion, without much success, try the videotape analogy or
diagramming.

Try to determine if your child genuinely does not experience other
emotions or if she simply does not want to admit them. She may still be so
intensely angry about an event that she is not really available to discuss it.
Ask her directly if this is the case. Discontinue the discussion if she still
does not come up with other feelings; returning to the subject at a differ-
ent time or talking about a less intense situation may be more effective.

You may find that children who are extremely uncomfortable with
anger may not yet be ready for such sharing. Exploring the anger of
others is one way to make such discussions more comfortable. You may
also want to think about with whom your child might experience more
comfort in discussing the model. For example, he may genuinely be
more comfortable sharing his feelings with a grandparent, an uncle or
aunt, or even an older sibling.
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Young children may just have more difficulty than older children in
recognizing their emotions. However, any child who seems to focus on
anger and is not available to engage in discussions to increase his emo-
tional awareness may need special help in this process. You may want to
seek out the services of a counselor or psychotherapist to assist you in
this situation. (See Chapter 17.)

Working with the Child Who Reports Only Emotions Other than Anger

A child may articulate a wide range of uncomfortable emotions but
seem unable or unwilling to recognize and acknowledge her anger re-
garding an upsetting situation. As emphasized throughout this book,
there are numerous factors that inhibit the recognition and acknowl-
edgement of anger. The more your child receives messages that it is ap-
propriate to experience and constructively discuss anger, the more
open she will be to sharing her anger when it occurs.

Again, being especially empathic can often help such a child become
more candid. Really try to put yourself in her situation and identify a
variety of emotions she may experience. Rather than indicating just
one emotion, suggest several that you might experience or that you be-
lieve would be a natural reaction to such an experience. For example,
you might state, “You know, besides feeling hurt, I would feel annoyed
if that happened to me,” “I think anyone would feel annoyed or irri-
tated in that situation,” or “You know, I think a lot of people would be
somewhat angry or annoyed if that happened.”

If he does respond to your empathic comments, try to engage him in
discussion of concerns he has about being angry; what he thinks about
angry people, what it means to him when he sees others get angry, and
what he thinks might happen if he becomes angry. If he directly states
that discomfort keeps him from sharing his feelings, you may want to
inquire, “Let me know if there is anything I can say or do that would
make it easier for you to discuss your feelings with me.” This comment
communicates your openness and encourages further self-reflection.

These children, like those who express only anger, may best benefit
from your modeling how to understand and manager anger, or from
applying these techniques to the anger of others before they are com-
fortable enough to share their own feelings.

Working with the Child Who Responds with Thoughts Instead of Emotions

Some children focus on their thoughts rather than their emotions
when asked to share reactions to a situation. For example, when asked
how he feels about not being invited to a friend’s party, your child
might respond, “Well, he should have invited me. I thought I was his
best friend! I don’t understand!” Here he is responding with his
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thoughts about the situation and alluding to his expectations. Or he
may say, ”I would like to call him up and tell him what I really think of
him. But no—I think I just won’t speak to him again!” These thoughts
describe actions he could take to address how he feels, but they do not
describe feelings. Even responses such as “Well, he’s a real idiot!” are
thoughts based on feelings but do not really describe those feelings.

In response to any of these, let her know that she has shared with you
what she thinks, and inquire if she could use feeling words to describe
how she feels. If she cannot, suggest some in the form of an inquiry, such
as “I wonder—were you maybe feeling annoyed, irritated, hurt, or dis-
appointed?” Ask about her experience without providing an answer.

The distinction between thoughts and emotions needs to be made
repeatedly when working with a child who is more prone to think
rather than to feel. It is a distinction that is frequently overlooked, es-
pecially by parents who are more comfortable reflecting on thoughts
rather than on emotions. This is an important distinction in anger
management. It is reflected in the model of anger, which emphasizes
labeling emotions as a part of direct communication about feelings.
(See Chapter 12.)

Addressing the Child Who Does Not Recognize or Acknowledge Emotions

Some children and teens seem to be unable to describe feelings at all.
They may consistently offer little response to any inquiries regarding
their emotions. They may appear puzzled, angry, or bland in their fa-
cial expression when you try to initiate a discussion surrounding upset-
ting or anger-provoking events. They may seem completely unable or
unwilling to practice the self-reflection strategies discussed so far.

These children and teens, like those who identify only anger or only
the emotions leading to anger, may be more open to discussions of an-
ger when it concerns others. They may be more open with one parent
than another. Clearly, in this situation, the parent with whom your
child experiences the most comfort should initiate such discussions. As
stated previously, if your child feels uncomfortable sharing with either
parent, perhaps someone else could be actively involved in discussing
anger. An aunt, uncle, grandparent, or teacher, or even an older sib-
ling, may have a relationship that is more likely to include candid shar-
ing and discussion.

When questioned about a specific situation, your child may respond
that he is unaware of what his feelings were at the time. Try to deter-
mine if he really cannot recall what his feelings were or if he is hesitant
to share them with you. Directly inquire which conditions accurately
describe the situation. Without asking him directly what his feelings
were, guess, and tell him so: “If I were in that situation, I might feel
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that way, but I don’t know—I’m only taking a guess.” Suggest what
might be getting in the way of his being candid with you. Is it fear, em-
barrassment, guilt, or shame?

Try other approaches in this chapter and those that follow. Special
help may be needed if, after repeated practice, your child consistently
has difficulty identifying his emotions.

Another Strategy to Enhance Self-Reflection Regarding Emotions:
The “Little Child”

Throughout the day, we form thoughts, make decisions, and take ac-
tions based not just on the motivations, emotions, and thoughts we are
aware of but also on others that are not available to our awareness. As
stated earlier, many of our motivations, thoughts, decisions, and ac-
tions are influenced by child logic, that less mature way of viewing the
world around us and ourselves.

To the degree that we are aware of these unconscious motivations,
thoughts, and emotions, we are fully informed about ourselves. This
awareness helps us to better understand our needs, to be more aware of
thoughts and emotions that interfere with their being met, and to have
more control over the choices we make in our lives. To the degree that
we lack full awareness of these emotions, thoughts, and motivations,
we move through the day as if we are functioning on automatic pilot,
which takes charge and influences our decisions, actions, and thoughts.
Unfortunately, our automatic pilot is greatly influenced by child logic.

In my work, I refer to the automatic pilot as our “little child.” It is
that part of one’s thinking and feeling that is overly influenced by child
logic. Our little child represents that part of ourselves that has not fully
developed mature reasoning. The little child represents a part of our-
selves that is emotionally immature and often dominated by emotions
instead of reasoning. However, the little child reflects both positive
and negative aspects of a child’s nature. For example, the part of us that
is curious, excited, and passionate about life is part of our little child.

At the same time, the child logic of our little child leads to unrealistic
expectations and conclusions in relationship to ourselves and others.
This can lead to overly intense emotional reactions of fear, anxiety, and
anger. One way I have come to view the little child is that it represents
the thinking and emotional development of a four-year-old.

At this point, let me share some examples of Little Bernie, my own
little child, as a way of helping you understand how this concept can be
useful in making sense of and managing anger. I visualize Little Bernie
as being with me wherever I go. He encompasses the part of me that
includes unrealistic fears, thoughts, and anxieties. He also embodies
much of my excitement and passion as well as my curiosity and joy for
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life. For this reason, I do not want to eliminate him. Instead, I see my-
self helping him become more mature in his reasoning and more able
to manage uncomfortable emotions, including anger, without stifling
his excitement, curiosity, and joy.

I treat him in a nurturing and supportive way by reaching into the
parental part of myself, the part that is most realistic and nurturing. My
challenge is to help him to rely less on child logic, to alleviate his fears,
reassure him in a protective way, provide him structure, and give him
love—all the essential ingredients of quality parenting. This is accom-
plished through much dialogue with my little child. I engage Little
Bernie in dialogue especially at those times when I am puzzled about
my feelings, motivations, or thoughts. And, similarly, I engage in this
dialogue when I am the most anxious or angry.

For example, several months ago, while driving to my office to pres-
ent a class on anger management, I came to an intersection with a four-
way stop. | braked and waited for a moment as the car to my left
stopped. When I started to cross the intersection, the car to my left un-
expectedly accelerated. He barely missed me as he sped in front of my
car and continued through the intersection. I had intense reactions to
the thought that I could have been hit. My heart beat faster, and my
breathing became shallower and more rapid. I was no longer thinking
about the anger management class. Instead, I was angry—very angry.
My internal monologue consisted of statements like “I can’t believe
that jerk! That miserable @#&%$! Who does he think he is? How could
someone be that inconsiderate?”

Almost a block away, I found myself still stuck on these thoughts. I
knew that this was a natural reaction to a very irritating and frightening
experience. In relating this example, I am not at all implying that my
anger was immature or completely attributable to Little Bernie. How-
ever, the difficulty in letting it go was, in part, influenced by Little
Bernie. When I noticed I was stuck, I began to engage in a dialogue
with Little Bernie.

Me: “Okay, calm down. You’re okay.”

Little Bernie: “But I was scared. He could have killed us! I hate
that feeling.”

Me: “We’re both sate. He was a jerk, his little child is out of con-
trol, but we’re all right.”

Little Bernie: “Maybe this time we should go after him. Can’t we
do something? Come on, let’s get his license plate number.”
Me: “No, we don’t need to go after him. You may want to get
even, but we don’t need to do that. What else were you feeling

besides scared and angry?”
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Little Bernie: “Vulnerable! I hate feeling out of control, like any-
thing can happen to me!”

Me: “That is a scary feeling . . . but we’re sate now. I’ll take care of
us. You know;, in spite of how you hope or expect people to be-
have, there are some people who are inconsiderate and do fool-
ish things. And while it doesn’t feel good to feel vulnerable,
we’re safe now. For all we know, he may really have had an
emergency. Maybe he was going to a hospital or going to help
somebody.”

This exchange took seconds, but it was a way of addressing my anger
and calming Little Bernie. In addition, by questioning the part of me
that was frightened and angry, I was able to more quickly identify the
teeling of vulnerability that underscored my fear and anger.

Dialoguing with one’s little child is a way of more clearly identitying
the range of thoughts and emotions that influence our conscious
thoughts, emotions, and behaviors, especially during emotionally in-
tense times. Viewing our feelings as being a part of the little child is a
way of stepping back and observing our reactions without being com-
pletely caught up in them. This strategy is a way to gain clarity and ob-
jectivity in thinking about our thoughts and emotions. It is a strategy
for fine-tuning self-reflection.

I have found this concept of a little child to be extremely useful in
helping children, teens, and adults to make sense of and manage anger.
It is a concept that offers a way of thinking about our thoughts and
emotions and how their interaction influences the course of anger. I
worked with a twelve-year-old named Russell who reported being irri-
table with his father. We practiced dialoguing with Little Russell to
help him better understand his feelings toward his father. Russell was
one of five children and told me that he felt very much loved by both
parents, who took good care of him and often engaged in enjoyable ac-
tivities with him. He described going camping, going to amusement
parks, and traveling to different countries together. Russell was hesi-
tant to discuss his negative feelings in part because he did not under-
stand them. After all, he felt so positive about his parents.

I helped Russell become increasingly aware of those times when he
telt discomfort. He was encouraged to dialogue with Little Russell in
an effort to get to know himself better. Russell was quite reflective and
began to write some of his dialogues in a journal, including one about
the time he felt discomfort while attending a basketball game with his
father, his four siblings, and his mother. While he did not think about it
much during the game, he did reflect later that evening and came to
the realization that he sometimes wanted to go to a game with just his
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father, as it would make him feel special. But such a thought made him
feel selfish. He soon realized that feeling selfish was an automatic reac-
tion based on Little Russell’s fears and anxieties, which were getting in
the way of even asking for what he wanted. He also better understood
his increased irritability. He was eventually able to develop more realis-
tic responses to Little Russell and to assure him that he did deserve to
at least ask to have his wish satisfied. He also assured Little Russell that
he would be all right even if his dad refused his request. He ultimately
decided to speak directly to his parents about his concern.

In another situation, I helped a fifteen-year-old high school junior,
Lois, to dialogue with Little Lois. She was an athlete who excelled in
several sports, including tennis, swimming, and track, and she was also
an excellent musician. She was experiencing increased pressure, both
from others and from her own self-expectations, to participate in all of
these extracurricular activities. However, she increasingly felt overex-
tended in her commitments. She wanted to discontinue her involve-
ment with some of these activities but felt unable to make a decision.
She experienced tension and became more irritable in her relationships
but could not really identify any other emotions related to what she
was experiencing.

Lois practiced engaging with Little Lois. She found herself thinking,
“I really enjoy these activities, and I’ve made good friends doing them.
I certainly get a lot of support and admiration from my friends and
family. But I am just doing too much. I know that I would feel much
less pressure if I dropped one or two of these activities. I am beginning
to resent that I have no time to do other things. I know I joined the
team because I wanted to, but at times I feel like I’m working so hard
for how others will feel about me. I need to balance my time so I can
have more leisure time.” As she continued these thoughts, she found
Little Lois very quickly responding, “You have to do those activities.
You should be able to balance all of those activities. A lot of people, in-
cluding your parents, will be disappointed if you quit any of those
teams. You need to continue or people will become angry with you.
You have to do it all.”

Through increased self-reflection and dialoguing, she became more
aware of anger, anxiety, guilt, and fear. She became more aware of
perfectionist messages from Little Lois as well as guilt about wanting
to give up one of the activities. She felt that she would be disappointing
her family, friends, and teammates if she quit any of the activities,
but she could not figure out how to take better care of herself. She felt
guilty about disappointing others and anxious that they might reject
her.

Diagramming the dialogue can help clarify the key elements and
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emotions involved in a particular situation. The following might best
represent the outline for Lois’s situation:

Emotions I am aware of  Little child

Annoyance Anxiety, guilt

Lois initially was most aware that she experienced guilt when she
even thought about dropping one of her activities. It took her some
time to recognize that besides feeling guilty, she was anxious and an-
noyed as well.

This exercise feels awkward at first and requires very focused atten-
tion and self-reflection. The process of dialoguing with his little child
helps increase your child’s or teen’s understanding and helps him gain
distance from his thoughts and feelings. It allows him to shift gears and
evaluate his reactions from a more reasonable and objective perspec-
tive. Subsequently, the process helps him fine-tune his skills in self-
reflection. This is the essential task in recognizing emotions that pre-
cede or are associated with anger.

The task of stepping outside ourselves and picturing a little child as
part of ourselves is somewhat complex and abstract for young children.
In general, older children and teens are more capable of learning this
process.

Take time to recognize your own little child before using this strat-
egy with your child. Practice dialoguing with your little child until you
are reasonably comfortable with the process. The more you have ap-
plied it to help you understand your own emotions, the better you will
be able to help your child. Think about a recent incident that upset
you. Select an incident that led to an anger intensity level of 3 to 5 on a
continuum in which 1 represents hardly any anger and 10 reflects in-
tense anger. Use the techniques associated with the videotape analogy
in an effort to make the situation as vivid as possible. Review the situa-
tion in your mind and recall the details of the scene and the people in-
volved. When you first see yourself experiencing some reaction to the
event, push the pause button and focus your attention on recognizing
your emotions. (In the next chapter we will apply this same strategy to
help you better recognize your thoughts.) Now, take some time and
dialogue with your little child. Inquire about what other emotions you
may be experiencing. You may find yourself sorting through many
thoughts as you identity other emotions. Again, the more practice you
have in identifying the emotions that lead to anger, the more you will
be available and sensitive to help your own child or teen sort through
her own feelings.

When working with older children and adolescents, the videotape
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analogy can be used in combination with the idea of the little child.
However, before applying it in conjunction with the videotape anal-
ogy, teach her the concept of the little child and have her practice it un-
til she is able to effectively use it to increase her self-awareness. Begin
by asking your child to pause the tape at the moment when she is feel-
ing impacted by the anger-arousing or disturbing event. Direct her to
recall what emotions she was experiencing. Suggest that she dialogue
with her little child to further identify what emotions she may have
been experiencing.

If answers do not come to your child’s mind, offer a number of
choices, just as you might to a little child who can’t quite identify his
experience. “Well, you’re pretty angry. Maybe you’re also hurt or dis-
appointed. Maybe you felt discounted or ignored. Maybe you felt fear-
tul.”

Your child may need guidance at this point to help her fine-tune her
self-reflection. You can foster such reflection by naming several differ-
ent emotions and having her indicate which ones seem to best match
her subjective experience. The list of emotions presented earlier can
also serve as a resource for sorting out and recognizing these emotions.

“Part of You”: Another Approach to Recognize Emotions

One approach that is helpful for children of all ages, but especially for
younger children, is to discuss different feelings as different “parts” of
the child. For example, if you sense your child is angry about some-
thing, say something like this: “A part of you is angry and another part
of you may feel hurt or sad.” When we feel uncomfortable acknowl-
edging that we feel a certain way, it is easier to admit that a part of us
feels that way or that we feel that way only at specific times. I empha-
size the word and because all too often we tend to believe we should
have one feeling when in fact we have several. Helping children ac-
knowledge that they can have a variety of emotions regarding the same
event makes it easier and more comfortable for them to experience and
recognize mixed emotions. The videotape analogy and diagramming
can also be useful when working with this approach.

Using the phrase “a part of you” is a way to help children address
mixed emotions as well as emotions that may not initially be a part of
their awareness. Again, rather than providing answers, it is beneficial to
help them question themselves to more fully recognize the complexity
of their emotions. For example, you might say something like “Well, I
know that when I graduated from high school, a part of me was really
glad and excited, but at the same time a part of me was somewhat anx-
ious or scared. I wonder if you might have the same feelings” or “I
could tell how disappointed you were about not going to the zoo. I
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wonder ifa part of you is also feeling annoyed” or “You’ve let me know
how angry you are. Is another part of you hurt, sad, or disappointed?”

Using “parts” language is a simple but very effective strategy to help
children explore beyond their first answer when trying to identify their
emotions.

Another Way to View the “Little Child”: Riding a Motorcycle with a Sidecar

Another analogy that I have found to be effective in helping children
and adolescents recognize their feelings involves the image of a motor-
cycle with an attached sidecar. First, show your child a picture of a mo-
torcycle with a sidecar, especially if he is not familiar with this kind of
image. I use this kind of language: “When you are aware of your emo-
tions, thoughts, and needs or wants, it is like the mature, grown-up,
adult, realistic part of you is driving the motorcycle with the little child
in the sidecar, always there and along for the ride. You are in control,
taking the lead and making decisions. But at times your little child
takes over the motorcycle, and then it is as if you are in the sidecar.
Sometimes you want to let your little child ride the motorcycle, like
when you are playing and having fun. At other times your little child
may lead you to have intense emotions that distract you from using
good reasoning. When you are unaware of the emotions or thoughts of
your little child, you are just going along for the ride. At those times,
you need to put your little child back in the sidecar, and you steer the
motorcycle.”

Anger and Anxiety

Learning to understand the relationship between anger and anxiety is
extremely helpful in assisting children and adolescents to make sense of
and manage their anger. These two emotions can be related in a variety
of ways as reactions to an upsetting event.

As described previously, the flight-or-fight response is a reaction to
unusual demands on the body’s emotional or physical resources. Our
heart rate, breathing rate, and rate of metabolism increase. We become
more alert and narrowly focused, while blood flows to our muscles in
order to fight or flee from the source of our stress. We experience es-
sentially the same fight-or-flight response when we become angry or
when we are anxious. (It is for this reason that the physical relaxation
techniques discussed in Chapter 11 can be practiced both as a way of
managing anger as well as for managing anxiety. )

Any child who has been the victim of teasing by a school bully is
familiar with the fight-or-flight response. In this situation a child may
be angry and anxious at the same time. He experiences the fear of
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being threatened, as well as anger related to being criticized or deval-
ued. These emotions may be experienced simultaneously, and he may
feel unable to decide how to respond to them. At some point one emo-
tion may dominate, and he will respond either by moving toward the
source of his anger or by moving away from it.

Another example of the interaction of anxiety and anger may be re-
flected by a child’s reactions when she achieves below her self-expecta-
tions on a test. She may experience anger toward herself for not
measuring up to her expectations and standards. She may redirect her
anger at the test or toward the teacher. In part, her anger may be re-
lated to underlying anxiety about passing the course, graduating, or
meeting her own standards. In this situation, the feelings of anxiety
and anger may be simultaneous or alternating. The target of her feel-
ings may also shift as she focuses her anger on herself and then on the
teacher.

Anxiety and anger can also be associated in a variety of other ways in
addition to causing similar physical reactions. We can experience anger
or anxiety and not be aware of the other underlying or unconscious
feelings. For example, the boy being taunted by a peer may have grown
up hearing messages suggesting that he should not show fear and that
he should always stand up to bullies. He may be too uncomfortable to
acknowledge fear or to stand up to the bullies. Hence he becomes anx-
ious, but he may minimize, deny, or suppress his anxiety and remain
consciously aware only of his anger. Those observing him may also see
only his anger and remain unaware of his anxiety.

In an earlier example I gave, a high school student was extremely
critical toward his basketball teammates. His intense anxiety about not
doing well was unacceptable to him. It was safer to feel anger, which he
expressed by severely criticizing his peers.

In these examples, anger may dominate the expression or experience
of anxiety. In other situations, a child may appear anxious while not
recognizing that his anxiety is generated by the discomfort of anger.
This may be especially true for the youngster who has grown up sup-
pressing the recognition and acknowledgment of anger.

A child who repeatedly hears messages that he should not be angry
may incorporate these messages as a part of his internal standards. His
child logic may dictate that he is bad, sinful, or weak to experience or
express anger. His anxiety regarding anger may be so strong that he
suppresses or denies anger. When this happens, even the slightest stir-
ring of unconscious anger may lead him to experience anxiety. This is
consistent with the experience of anxiety we have when we fail, or an-
ticipate that we will fail, to measure up to our internal standards. When
trying to help our child recognize her emotions, she may be quick to
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focus on facts or feelings that come before anger, rather than recognize
her anger. She needs much encouragement, structure, and support to
help her reflect on her experiences related to anger.

The experience of a certain level of anxiety can be helpful when we
are very angry. Both anger and anxiety serve as signals that something
needs attention. Similarly, they offer information about others and
ourselves. They motivate us to attend to our emotions and take action.
However, the presence of anxiety may lead us to pause and reflect be-
fore acting on our anger. Just as when responding to anger, when we
take time to pause and reflect on the anxiety, we can form a more care-
fully thought-out decision about what action to take.

It is particularly problematic when a child does not experience anxi-
ety about his anger; especially when it leads to aggression. This is often
the case with children or adolescents who have failed to establish some
minimal internal standards to help guide their behavior. Some of these
children and teens very impulsively act out aggressively and experience
little or no anxiety about their actions. While such children definitely
need to make sense of and manage their anger more appropriately, they
may also need psychotherapy. Since the lack of such anxiety could lead
to serious future difficulties, help for these children should be sought
at an early age. (See Chapter 17.)

Anger and Depression

Depression is another emotion that is often linked to anger. In fact,
psychoanalytic theory suggests that depression is often an outcome of
anger turned inward. Based on this view, we may direct our anger in-
ward in a self-critical way when really we are angry with someone else.
We may manage anger in this manner because we believe that anger is
dangerous or inappropriate. In this way depression serves to distract us
from experiencing the discomfort of recognizing and acknowledging
anger. This anger management strategy does not allow for proactive
problem solving. When severe, such self-criticism many foster the un-
realistic guilt, hopelessness, and helplessness that are associated with
depression.

Similarly, depressed children frequently become angry in reaction to
feeling down, with the accompanying feelings of hopelessness and
helplessness.

While depression may not always be related to anger in this way, un-
derstanding the potential interaction between these two emotions is
essential to effectively make sense of and manage anger.

For many years, mental health practitioners did not believe that chil-
dren and adolescents experienced depression. In part, this is because
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clinically depressed children and teens may not evidence the same
symptoms as depressed adults. Not all children are lethargic or express
feelings of helplessness and hopelessness. Instead, many children and
adolescents show anger and aggression, acting out the discomfort of
their depression in a way that camouflages it and distracts them from
experiencing helplessness, hopelessness, or despair. Children and teens
who exhibit discipline problems and behaviors that lead to problems
with the law often may have an underlying depression.

In The Optimistic Child, Martin Seligman reports that depression in
children and adolescents has risen in the last several decades.? He also
states that a key identifying factor in a depressed individual relates to
that person’s explanatory style—how he or she explains why good or
bad events happen. According to Seligman, there are three dimensions
that need to be considered when understanding how children are ei-
ther optimistic or pessimistic. These include permanence, pervasive-
ness, and personalization.

Seligman indicates that children are most vulnerable to depression
when they believe that “the causes of the bad events that happen to
them are permanent.” An example of a pessimistic comment based on
permanence is when a child complains, after not being invited to a spe-
cific party, “I know Wendy doesn’t like me. I’ll never get invited to her
parties.” In contrast, an optimistic response is: “Wendy doesn’t know
me that well yet. When she gets to know me, I’ll be invited.” In the
first response, he views the cause of the negative event as being perma-
nent. But the second comment reflects a cause that is temporary. The
ability to view the causes of negative events as temporary is one mea-
sure of optimism.

The second dimension is pervasiveness. This is reflected when we
imagine the cause of the negative event as impacting many different sit-
uations in our life. The pessimist responds to a defeat with a comment
such as “I came in last in the swimming race. That just convinces me
I’m not a good athlete. I’m not going to bother trying out for the ten-
nis team.” A more optimistic response would be “Well, I’m not really
strong at swimming, but I can try tennis.”

The final aspect of pessimistic thinking addressed by Seligman is
how a person decides who is at fault. Pessimistic children and teens un-
realistically blame themselves, while optimistic children blame others.
However, Seligman emphasizes that children should not blame others
when in fact they caused a bad event to happen. Rather, they should
take responsibility for their actions.

Seligman also reported that optimistic children differ from pessimis-
tic children in how they explain the causes of good events. In reaction
to a good event, the pessimist is specific and might respond, “I did well
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on that test because I’'m good in reading” versus “I did well on that
test because I am smart.” The pessimistic child sees the cause of the
good event as being only temporary, while the optimistic child attrib-
utes the cause to an enduring trait or quality. A pessimistic child might
respond, “I won the swimming competition because I was in real good
shape today.” In contrast, an optimistic child would respond, “I won the
race today because I practice hard and I’m committed to doing well.”

How do these findings about optimism and pessimism relate to de-
pression and anger? As will be emphasized in the next chapter, pessi-
mistic thoughts are more likely to lead to expectations and conclusions
that leave us vulnerable to anger. If we see causes of negative events as
permanent, all-pervasive, and completely our fault, we are less likely to
make decisions and take actions to work toward satisfying our needs
and wants. As reflected by the sequence of events depicted in the
model of anger, we would subsequently be more vulnerable to anger
when our needs remain unsatisfied.

If we are pervasive in our pessimistic thinking, we similarly rule out
options to meet our needs and wants. This further increases the likeli-
hood that such needs and wants will not be met and we will subse-
quently be vulnerable to anger or depression.

Finally, if we overemphasize our role in bad events that happen to us,
we limit our objectivity in determining ways to meet our needs and
wants. This is especially true when we look at one particular anger
management strategy—suppression and repression. As I have empha-
sized throughout this book, constructively communicating anger is a
way to help other people know us. It is only by sharing our emotions
that we can let people know what is important to us. If we repress or
suppress our anger and the other emotions related to it, we feel less
connected to others. In turn, we feel more isolated and less likely to
have our needs and wants satisfied. Invariably, we feel less special in the
eyes of others, and we become more angry or depressed.

So while depression may not always be viewed as anger turned in-
ward, it can be seen as a distraction to acknowledging and managing
anger—a result of distortions in thinking and beliefs about anger.

Anger and Shame

While shame is listed with other uncomfortable emotions that may
precede anger, shame, like anxiety and depression, may have a very
unique interaction with anger. Shame involves our awareness of not
living up to our own standards, rules, or norms and those standards
perceived as valued by others.’

A second component of shame is the negative self-judgment or eval-
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uation of not measuring up to these standards, rules, and norms, which
are often felt to be important and internalized as such.

Let us again return to Louis, the high school student who criticizes
his teammates during practice. As previously described, his anger may,
in part, be due to his anxiety about losing a game. However, Louis did
not express interest in any other subject offered in school. He had few
close friends, and his self-esteem was very much based on how well he
performed as a basketball player. He had few other resources to gain
the respect of peers and to bolster his self-esteem. In fact, other than
feeling good about his basketball skills, he experienced very low self-
esteem. His grades were low as well, and he was in danger of being
kicked off of the team because of his academic standing. Underneath
his anger and anxiety, Louis’s intense feelings about doing well were
motivated by not wanting to experience shame. Shame and attempts to
avoid shame often underlie the anger of children and teens. It is a very
powerful emotion that may be even more uncomfortable to recognize
and experience than anger.

Michael Lewis reports in Shame that while guilt involves self-reflection
that focuses on our specific actions as not measuring up to our own
standards or those of others, shame involves an evaluation of our entire
sense of self. While guilt is painful, it is not all-encompassing. Guilt of-
ten leads to defining an action that can be taken to change the situa-
tion, but shame does not. According to Lewis, three key features form
the experience of shame: (1) the desire to hide, (2) intense pain, dis-
comfort, and anger, and (3) the feeling that one is no good, inade-
quate, and unworthy.

Shame is profound and is experienced with the sense of wanting to
disappear, hide, or die—to totally escape what we are experiencing at
the moment. The desire to hide may take the form of social isolation or
withdrawal in an attempt to decrease the vulnerability to potential
shame-provoking experiences. Increased inhibition in all forms of self-
expression may be another way of hiding.

The pain experienced in shame is extremely intense because while
shame may be triggered by hurt, disappointment, rejection, or other
negative emotions, it is a global reaction based on an assessment of
one’s whole self as being flawed. During the moment of shame, we ex-
perience this assessment as permanent. This overly critical, global, and
permanent self-evaluation leads us to view any action as futile. At such
moments, all emotion is stifled and our thoughts are filled with self-
doubt. The overriding experience is one of feeling inadequate and un-
worthy.

Anyone who has experienced shame is familiar with the severe dis-
comfort associated with it. It is for this reason that some children and
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adolescents (and adults) respond to it by becoming angry. Whether
they direct it inward or outward, anger helps distract them from the in-
tense discomfort of shame.

Children and teens (as well as adults) who are easily angered are of-
ten individuals who distract themselves from the powerful negative im-
pact of shame by targeting others with their anger. Examples of this are
the five-year-old who destroys his friend’s sandcastle because he feels
inept in building his own, or the ten-year-old girl who constantly criti-
cizes her older sister about a variety of issues because, in reality, she
feels academically inferior to her. The adolescent boy who, on the sur-
face, may appear bored and easily annoyed is a subtler example of the
influence of shame. His major motivation in not trying new activities
may be to avoid the experience of inadequacy that is often a natural
part of trying new skills. In this situation, he is motivated to avoid feel-
ing shame that may be aroused when he feels inadequate.

Shame can similarly turn to anger directed toward oneself. Ethan
was a five-year-old who had frequent anger outbursts. In one session,
he reported being scolded by his mother for making a mess at the
kitchen table when he was invited to help her prepare food. He also de-
scribed being scolded by his father when the family went camping one
weekend. In fact, while walking down the corridor to my office, Ethan
noticed several children in a room who were playing with clay. He im-
mediately yelled at them, “I’m going to get the police after you. You
shouldn’t be making a mess—you’re dirty.” He himself refused to play
with clay. Ethan had become angry with himself for not being neat and
was redirecting his anger. Ethan’s anger was an attempt to distract
himself from the shame he experienced when told he could not help his
mother because he was too messy. It also appeared that his anger was
directed outward in an effort to distract himself from experiencing an-
ger toward himself as well as anger toward his parents.

Shame has been discussed in recent years as a contributing factor for
children and adolescents who have committed intensely aggressive
acts. Several of these adolescents described feelings of shame that were
intense, pervasive, and chronic. Many of those who study such inci-
dents suggest that shame is the driving force for aggression by males.*
Boys and men are seen as being angry and aggressive in order to dis-
tract themselves from experiencing the more internally focused and
painful emotion of shame. According to writers such as Michael Lewis,
incidents of shame lead some individuals to focus on sadness and an-
ger, while the prolonged experience of shame can lead to depression
and rage.

Another aspect of the relationship between anger and shame is that,
as with anger, our society communicates strong negative messages
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about experiencing or expressing shame. These messages, combined
with the intense distress shame brings, lead many individuals to deny,
minimize, or ignore shame. As with anger, admitting shame is often
seen as a weakness and an expression of vulnerability. And, as with an-
ger, the avoidance of this emotion leads to difficulties in relationships
with others and oneself.

Clearly, any comprehensive approach toward making sense of and
managing anger needs to address the experience of shame. But how
can you, as a parent, best help your child deal with shame? Just as with
anger, the more you are aware of how shame plays a part in your life
and how that emotion may influence your anger, the more you will be
available to help your child be sensitive to the powerful influence of
shame in causing his anger. The more you create opportunities to dis-
cuss shame, the more comfortable and candid he will become in recog-
nizing these feelings.

Shame can be a very powerful motivator, and parents may use it
without full awareness of its negative impact. Communications pro-
mote shame when they lead to a global sense of inadequacy. In con-
trast, critical comments that focus on specific behaviors help children
and teens to be selective in their self-criticism and self-reflection.

Model your self-awareness of shame. When asking your child to ex-
plore his feelings, offer shame as one of the emotions that is a natural
reaction to certain circumstances. Help him realize that shame is an
emotion that has the potential to be incapacitating when it is not ac-
knowledged. Help him recognize that shame, like anger, offers him in-
formation that he can use to make decisions about his life.

o o e

Making sense of and managing anger is, in part, based on recognizing
the influence of other emotions related to our anger. However, as we
continue to apply the model of anger, we begin to further identify how
our thoughts influence these emotions that lead us to anger. This is the
focus of the next chapter.
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|dentifying and Confronting
Self-talk Based on “Child Loqic”

ﬁ_ major strategy for helping children and teens make sense of and

anage anger is to help them better recognize how self-talk influ-
ences their experience of anger and how they manage it. Specifically,
when addressing self-talk related to anger, children and adolescents
need to:

1. Identify self-talk.

2. Recognize self-talk that reflects automatic internal dialogue.
3. Clarify self-talk that reflects unrealistic thinking.

4. Challenge and replace unrealistic self-talk by realistic self-talk.
5. Repeatedly practice this process.

Everyone engages in self-talk. Self-talk is the dialogue we have with
ourselves at home, at work, in a car, in a store, when interacting with
loved ones, or while observing people on a bus. We dialogue with our-
selves both when we are with others and when we are alone. Some of us
are more aware than others of these ongoing thoughts. And each of us
varies in the amount of self-talk we engage in. However, we may be so
busy, focused on an activity, or engaged with people that we are not
aware of our self-talk. In fact, we live in a time when we are increasingly

131



132 How to Apply the Model of Anger with Your Child or Teen

bombarded by external stimulation that competes with our ability to
listen to our self-talk.

Our society so strongly encourages us to be active and productive
that we often lack awareness or even consciousness of such dialogue. In
many ways, our culture reinforces the idea that we should be more
concerned with the thoughts and attitudes of other people rather than
with our own. So while some of the decisions we make every day are
based on thoughtful consideration, others are based on an internal au-
tomatic pilot. By this I mean that certain decisions and actions are
made automatically, seemingly without giving them much thought—
but in fact they often are based on the self-talk that goes on without
our full awareness. Similarly, they may result from knee-jerk
thoughts—rapid and immediate self-talk that is based on child logic
and not on more careful evaluation.

The idea that we have thoughts without being aware of them may
sound confusing. So let me give some examples of how this works. To
begin with, though, it is helptful to understand how we focus our atten-
tion, how we can shift our attention, and how when we attend to one
area we neglect another.

Imagine you are in a restaurant actively talking with your best friend.
At some point in your conversation, you hear two individuals at a
nearby table mention the name of your company’s CEO. Your interest
is piqued. And while you were most likely not tuned into that conver-
sation before, you now continue to talk to your friend while trying to
pay attention to that intriguing discussion going on behind your back.
You may even find yourself listening only to the dialogue behind you
instead of to your friend. This is an example of selective attention.

This same process occurs with our own internal conversations.
While we may be very much aware of certain thoughts we are having,
other thoughts may be going on at a deeper and quieter level. It is only
by attending to such self-talk that we can really become more aware of
the wider range of our thoughts and emotions. One example of how
you can help children and adolescents better identify self-talk is re-
flected in my counseling sessions with Matt.

Matt, a seventeen-year-old high school senior, shared with me how
excited he was about graduating in two months and how much he was
looking forward to going to college. And yet he had been referred for
counseling because his grades had dropped in the last few months, he
was spending more time with peers, and he was increasingly irritable
with family members and friends. For the most part, he was only aware
of being tense, and he blamed his irritation on his tension.

I recommended that he try to be aware of when he experienced ten-
sion, and, most important, his thoughts that occurred at those mo-
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ments. Over the course of several sessions he identified becoming most
tense when he was thinking about how college meant that he would be
away from family, friends, and all that was familiar to him. I asked him
what other thoughts he had when he became tense, but he was unable
to identify them. I then discussed the videotape analogy and suggested
to Matt that he recall his experience of thinking about college and be-
ing away from his friends and family as though it had been recorded on
videotape. When Matt focused on his feelings of tension as he pictured
himself at college during the fall semester, at first he was aware only of
his bodily reactions—muscle tension and a tight feeling in his stomach.
When I suggested he shift his attention to his thoughts, he indicated
that nothing readily came to mind. I then suggested he just slightly re-
wind his tape and pay attention to any self-talk that may have occurred
prior to his experiencing the tension.

Gradually he began to identify his thoughts. “I can picture myself at
the college. I’'m looking forward to all of the new experiences I will
have, including classes, friends, new and challenging activities. This is
something I have worked hard to achieve, and I can’t wait until I’'m
there.” I then suggested he keep his button on pause and try to listen
to any other conversations that might be going on. His face showed a
mix of tension and surprise as he shared with me his recognition that a
part of his internal dialogue also included comments such as “I’m not
sure I can make it. I’ll be all alone. I don’t think I’m ready to leave my
family and friends yet, especially since I was really feeling like I was fit-
ting in. I’m not sure I can handle all of these changes. I’'m scared!
Actually, a part of me feels like I don’t want to go, like maybe I really
would rather go to a local college.”

By “turning up the volume” on self-talk that he had not really at-
tended to previously, Matt became increasingly aware of how these un-
acknowledged thoughts influenced his experience of fear, tension, and
irritability. He recognized that he had some anger about feeling pres-
sured to make a change in his life while not feeling completely ready
and anticipating the loss of close relationships.

Children and teens need to be helped to “turn up the volume” on
self-talk so they become more aware of what they are saying to them-
selves. In order to better make sense of anger, they need to be helped
to be more completely aware of the internal dialogue they are engag-
ing in that influences anger. They especially need help in clarifying un-
realistic expectations and conclusions that foster negative reactions and
related anger. While addressing the physical side of anger helps them to
calm bodily reactions to anger, clarifying self-talk is a major strategy to
help them make sense of anger and develop more adaptive ways of cop-
ing with this emotion.
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I have found the use of the videotape analogy to be extremely useful
in helping children and teens identify unrealistic expectations and con-
clusions surrounding anger-arousing events. I suggest you practice it
again yourselt when you find yourself feeling annoyed, this time focus-
ing on identitying thoughts you had about your expectations going
into the situation and conclusions following the event. These are the
thoughts and self-talk of your automatic pilot, a part of you that influ-
ences your reactions without your awareness.

Automatic thoughts are often unrealistic and based on child logic,
which has more to do with wishes and fears than realistic thinking and
which leaves you vulnerable to negative emotions and angry feelings.
Itis when we are unaware of such self-talk that our emotions, thinking,
and behavior are most vulnerable to their influence. Without this
awareness, our self-understanding and control are diminished. Subse-
quently, we react more strongly to frustrating events and are more in-
fluenced by self-defeating thoughts.

Maintaining unrealistic expectations and conclusions is like driving a
car with one foot on the accelerator and the other on the brake. Energy
is expended moving forward, but competing energy interferes with
that forward movement. Children and teens who maintain such unre-
alistic thinking unwittingly sabotage their own efforts and those of
others. These are children who feel blocked in many endeavors, includ-
ing developing real connections with others. Their internal brakes keep
them from optimally channeling their energy in learning, in play, or in
relationships. At the same time, they are vulnerable to hurt, depres-
sion, and anger, as they are not aware of the source of their pain.

The more you present these strategies as a type of game, the more
children and teens will readily engage in them. The following activity,
in addition to using the videotape analogy, is especially useful to help
younger children recognize self-talk.

Exercise

First, explain to your child that we all have a variety of thoughts
throughout the day and that this is very normal. You may want to
share with her some examples of when you have thoughts that you do
not regularly share, a part of your internal self-talk. For example, you
may want to share some thoughts you have while at work, driving, in
the supermarket, or doing chores around the house. In an effort to
help her realize this is normal, you can give her permission to sponta-
neously touch your forchead within a time frame that you decide.
This will be the cue for you to shift your attention to your thoughts
and share them. At that moment, share your self-dialogue in order to
model for her your active attention to such internal talk. While it is ap-
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propriate to censor certain thoughts, sharing some of your self-talk will
help her better understand how to identify her automatic thinking.

Then touch your finger to her forehead and ask her what thoughts
she is having, what she is telling herself at that moment. Reassure her
that she may be having thoughts that she does not want to share. Em-
phasize that the most important goal of this game is for her to be
aware of what she is telling herself at that moment. It is also good to
emphasize that thoughts are private and others will know her exact
thoughts only when she directly shares them.

A major task of this exercise is to help her recognize that many of our
thoughts are automatic. These thoughts are the first ones that come to
mind. Although they may not be as loud as other thoughts, they influ-
ence our behavior throughout the day. It will take practice, but even
young children can understand this concept. It is especially helpful if
you share some of your thinking that reflects expectations and conclu-
sions. Be sure to share both realistic and unrealistic ones and identify
them as examples of such thoughts.

Clarifying Expectations and Conclusions

The most important self-talk to clarify in order to make sense of anger
involves unrealistic thoughts. Specifically, it is essential to recognize
unrealistic expectations we have for ourselves and others and unrealis-
tic conclusions we make concerning ourselves and others. A child who
develops this ability is more capable of making sense of his anger and
has achieved a major step in reducing potential anger.

In order to help your child make sense of anger, have her focus on
identifying these thoughts when you assist her in “turning up the vol-
ume” of her internal dialogue. Without such recognition, these expec-
tations and conclusions become a part of the child logic that influences
her relationships with herself and others. At this time, it is helpful to re-
view the lists of realistic and unrealistic expectations and conclusions
presented in Chapter 4. The more familiar you are with these exam-
ples, the more you can use teaching, modeling, and discussion to help
your child recognize them when they occur. It is only after a child rec-
ognizes such thoughts that she can then evaluate them as being realis-
tic or unrealistic.

Jean, a seven-year-old, is both hurt and angry because lately her best
friend, Hilary, spends a great amount of time playing with a new neigh-
bor, Diane. It is natural for Jean to be disappointed, but her level of
frustration or anger depends on how unrealistic Jean is in her expecta-
tions and the conclusions she makes regarding Hilary’s behavior. If she
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has the following unrealistic expectations, she will more likely experi-
ence hurt and related anger:

Jean’s Unrealistic Expectations

1. My best friend should always be available to play with me.

2. My best friend should always choose to play with me rather
than with someone else.

3. My best friend should play only with me.

4. If she’s really my best friend, she should never disappoint me.

Similarly, the level of her disappointment and resulting anger will
very much depend on how realistic her appraisals or conclusions are
about the event. If Jean’s self-talk involves the following conclusions,

she will more likely be angry, perhaps toward herself, perhaps toward
her friend:

Jean’s Unrealistic Conclusions

1. Since Hilary didn’t pick me to play with, she doesn’t like me
anymore.

2. Hilary probably doesn’t want to be my friend anymore.

3. I probably will not have a best friend again.

4. There must be something wrong with me if she chose to play
with Diane.

5. Hilary probably doesn’t like the games we play anymore.

Jean’s expectations and conclusions are unrealistic. Helping children
and teens to manage anger involves helping them to put into words
their expectations and conclusions and then helping them to recognize
which ones are unrealistic.

Children can be helped to identify various components of self-talk
by using a diagram like the one below. The first diagram can help Jean
see the connection between her thoughts and the event. It can also
help her identify those expectations she may experience prior to the
event. Greater clarity in her understanding can be gained by helping
her to identify and list the unrealistic expectations.

Expectations Event
1.
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Using the next diagram, children can identify the internal dialogue
that reflects their conclusions following a specific event that may have
led to anger.

Event Conclusions

1.

Challenging Expectations and Conclusions

While the first step of identifying self-talk is to help children recognize
unrealistic expectations and conclusions, the next step in construc-
tively managing anger is to help them evaluate and challenge these ex-
pectations and conclusions.’ This is not always an easy task. It involves
helping children to challenge and change thinking that is based on
distorted or child logic, substituting more realistic thoughts for the
unrealistic ones.” The challenging response is best when:

1. It provides alternative ways of thinking.
2. It is a reminder of reality.

3. It is simple.

4. It is empathic.

5. It results in an improved attitude.

A challenging thought is one that offers an alternative by which we
can gauge our expectations and conclusions. Through repetition, the
challenging self-talk replaces the unrealistic thought and becomes a
part of one’s automatic pilot.

A challenging thought draws attention to how the world really is
and how people really behave. It uses more mature logic and calls at-
tention to the realistic probability that things will happen in a certain
way. Whereas more unrealistic expectations may really be wishes, the
challenging thought is bound by reality.

The challenging statement should be simple in wording and in its
message. Since it is a message for the child or adolescent to use in chal-
lenging himself, it should be a simple phrase. The more concise and
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simple it is, the more easily it will become a part of her automatic inter-
nal dialogue as it influences her expectations and conclusions.

Finally, a challenge is most constructive when it is communicated in
a tone that is empathic. It is not meant to be critical. It is empathic in
that it recognizes the sense of disappointment you might have in giving
up an unrealistic expectation. In addition, it should be empathic when
you state it as well as when a child states it to herself. It should be sup-
portive even though its goal is to help a child refocus on the realities of
a given situation and alternative ways of thinking more realistically
about that situation.

The most important element of this strategy is to help children think
about their self-talk, put it in words, write it down, and develop a list of
alternative thoughts to challenge the unrealistic ones. We can return to
the example of Jean to understand how this works. Below is a list of
Jean’s unrealistic expectations regarding friendship. On the right side
are realistic expectations that she can use in order to help her challenge
such unrealistic thoughts.

Unrealistic Expectation Realistic Expectation

My best friend should always be That would be nice, but even a
available to play with me. best friend has other friends.
My best friend should always A Dbest friend can still be a best
choose to play with me rather friend even if she plays with
than with someone else. others. Even a best friend has

other friends.

If she is really my friend, she Even my best friend may

should never disappoint me. disappoint me. Sometimes I feel
disappointment when things do
not go my way. Disappointment
is a part of life.

Similarly, below is a list of Jean’s unrealistic conclusions and state-
ments of realistic conclusions that can challenge them:

Unrealistic Conclusion Realistic Conclusion

Since Hilary did not pick me to Maybe she wants to get to know
play with her, she doesn’t like me  the new neighbor and still likes
anymore. me.

Just because I feel she does not
like me, it doesn’t mean it’s true.

The fact that I feel hurt does not
mean she doesn’t like me.
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Hilary probably doesn’t want to
be my friend anymore.

I probably will not have a best
friend anymore.

There must be something wrong
with me if Hilary chooses to play
with Diane.

Hilary probably doesn’t like the
games we play anymore.
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She could play with Diane today,
but maybe play with me
tomorrow.

Even though I feel that way, it
doesn’t mean it’s true.

I may feel that way now, but I
can’t really predict the future.

I have nothing to do with what
Hilary says or does.

She may like the games we play
but want to play different games
sometimes.

Below are examples of unrealistic expectations your child may have
and statements of realistic expectations that can challenge such thinking.

Unrealistic Expectation

All of my needs or wants must be
satisfied.

Unrealistic Expectation

If T am good, all of my needs and
wants will be met.

Other people should know what I
need or want without my having
to tell them.

Realistic Expectation

That would be nice, but it may
not be possible.

Some needs and wants can be
satisfied, but some may never be
satisfied.

I may feel that way, but it doesn’t
mean it has to happen.

If some of my wants are not
satisfied, I will still be okay.

I am still lovable even when some
of my needs are not satisfied.

Challenging Comments
My being good may help satisty
some of my needs.

Bad things sometimes happen to
good people.

People cannot read my mind.
Sometimes they can make good
guesses.

If they really know me well, they
may be right more often.
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If someone really likes or loves
me, they should always do what I
want.
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I may feel that way, but that does
not mean it is true.

Others can like or love me but
not behave as I wish they would

Others can still love me even if
they do not do what I want them
to do.

Below are examples of unrealistic appraisals and conclusions and
challenging thoughts that can help a child become more realistic.
Again, the realistic appraisal serves as a challenge to the unrealistic
one—it provides alternative guidelines and conclusions based on real-
ity but at the same time is simple and empathic.

Unrealistic Appraisal

The event happened because
1 was not liked.

Unrealistic Appraisal

If they did that, they don’t like or
love me.

I might as well give up.

Realistic Appraisal
Maybe, maybe not.

I could be liked and likeable, but
bad things could still happen to
me.

Just because I feel that way, it
doesn’t mean it’s true.

I can’t please everybody.

Sometimes events like that
happen to people who are liked.

Realistic Comment

Maybe they did that and they still
like or love me.

Just because I feel that way, it
doesn’t mean it’s true.

They could have done that
because they love me.

Maybe they did not intend to do
that.

Maybe they had other reasons
to do what they did.

I could see how I could feel that
way even if it may not be true.
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That’s just one choice among
many.

That would be less frustrating or
painful.

Disappointment makes me think
that way.

As reflected in these examples, the goal of offering a challenging and
more realistic conclusion is to help children and teens become more re-
ceptive to considering other possible ways of thinking about them-
selves and their world.

In recent years, repeating positive affirmations has been widely en-
couraged as a strategy to help people develop positive self-esteem. Ex-
amples of such statements are “I am worthy,” “I will focus on my
positive energy today,” “The world has much to offer me,” “I will suc-
ceed in my goals today,” and “I am full of love and I deserve love.” Part
of the premise of this approach is that if we make these statements to
ourselves often enough, they will replace negative self-talk as a part of
our core identity. While using affirmations may work to some degree,
this strategy is somewhat oft target. The process can be compared to
covering a cracked wall with wallpaper. The result is a new appearance,
but the underlying structure remains flawed.

In contrast, challenging thoughts address the core unrealistic thoughts
that are a part of “child logic.” Continuing with the analogy described
above, this process can be compared to actually mending the wall.
These challenges strengthen our core identity by focusing on the struc-
ture of sow we think and not just on whatwe think. This is the strength
of the challenging thoughts.

In addition, studies suggest that true positive self-esteem is based on
competencies and accomplishment. The ability to respond to unrealis-
tic thinking with more than just positive affirmations reflects skills that
help us manage not only anger but also other uncomfortable emo-
tions.

Helping Children Develop Challenging Thoughts

The most important elements of this strategy are to help your child:

1. Think about his self-talk.

2. Recognize his unrealistic thoughts.

3. Put it in words and write it down.

4. Develop a list of alternative challenging thoughts.
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Initially, your modeling and discussing challenging statements can
help your child arrive at more realistic thinking. In addition, help her
brainstorm and identify challenging statements of her own. Another
way to help your child identify challenging statements is to ask her to
develop challenges she might use in response to a younger child who
voices unrealistic expectations and conclusions. Children can often be
more realistic in developing challenges for others.

Posting Challenges

Just as we might use motivational posters to encourage movement in a
positive direction, posting challenging statements for your child may
help serve as reminders of how she can respond to unrealistic thinking.
The constant availability of such reminders provides a clear message.
Since much of our learning is based on taking in visual information,
posting such statements will further foster their commitment to mem-
ory. The realistic statements that challenge Jean’s unrealistic thinking
serve as good examples.

If you know that your child often resorts to a particular unrealistic
expectation or conclusion, you may want to post that one along with a
challenge. You may suggest your child draw a picture or tell a story to
depict the situation in which a character first has an unrealistic thought
and then challenges the thought with a more realistic alternative.

I am not suggesting that each time your child is angry you sit down
and make a formal lesson of the experience. But the more you intro-
duce these types of realistic challenges into his self-dialogue and the
more he is helped to practice this approach, the more he will be pre-
pared to consider alternative responses to his more immediate negative
and unrealistic expectations or appraisals.

This approach can be presented formally by parents and teachers by ac-
tually having children write down their self-dialogue and responses. At the
same time, more realistic responses can be suggested informally, when a
child is observed to be angry or irritated. A very gentle but supportive
comment might be “I’m wondering if you believe that [state the unrealis-
tic expectation or appraisal |.” Then follow up with “But, you know, [state
a realistic expectation or appraisal to challenge the unrealistic one].”

The goal is to help children develop a more complete self-dialogue
that does not lead them to assume that their first reaction is the only
way to explain a specific event.

Modeling the Use of Challenges

Another way to help children and teens challenge unrealistic thoughts
is to model this approach. This is helpful for children and teens but is
especially powerful with teens. Since teens struggle with issues sur-
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rounding feeling controlled, they will be more open to learning this
strategy when they hear you discuss it out loud as you apply it to your
own situation. You should occasionally share an incident in which you
became irritated, annoyed, or angry and realized as you thought about
the event that you had certain unrealistic expectations. These should
be specifically discussed. Then explain that by reflecting on the event,
you recognized a more realistic alternative way of viewing the situation.

Here are two examples of this type of sharing. “You know how I get
angry in traffic on the way home. Well, I was thinking more about that.
I guess I really assume that people will be considerate, that they won’t
suddenly come into my lane without signaling and that they’ll let me
into their lane when I signal. You would think I would know by now,
after driving for almost fifteen years, that most people will be okay but
there will be others who won’t. I think if T remember that more often, |
may not get so annoyed.”

A real estate agent may share with her son: “Well, I didn’t make that
sale today, and then, of all things, I got angry at myself. I started think-
ing it was entirely my fault. Then I stopped and realized that maybe I
could have done something differently, but to be honest, that still
wouldn’t guarantee that I would have made a sale. I was reminded that
I can try to influence people, but they will make their own decisions
and may not act the way I want them to.”

Itis the ongoing repetition of these types of communications and re-
flections on one’s thoughts and feelings that can have tremendous im-
pact on children and adolescents. This form of sharing provides
examples for our children of how to view their anger and related feel-
ings and thoughts without directly telling them how to think. Such
modeling offers children and teens very concrete examples of how they
can focus internally on factors relating to anger instead of directing the
anger outward or minimizing, denying, suppressing, or repressing it.
Such reflection fosters openness to consider alternative ways of self-talk
that help children make sense of and express the anger.

Children learn best by example. Consistency in the discussion and
modeling of these strategies will have the greatest impact in helping
your child make sense of and manage anger.

All strategies in stress management in general, and anger manage-
ment specifically, involve the ability to think through possible ways of
responding to a situation. They emphasize that while we may not be
able to control certain situations that cause us stress, we can effectively
alter the way we think about such stress. By helping children develop
more realistic expectations and alternative explanations of negative
events, they develop an increased tolerance for frustration, increased
optimism, and an overall resilience to life’s challenges.
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What Does Your Child Really Want
or Need?

our anger tells you more about yourself than it does about the tar-
Yget of your anger. It informs you about what is uniquely important
to you. When examined closely, your anger gives you information
about your core motivations, including your wishes and needs. It also
helps you recognize your values and attitudes. The comprehensive
management of anger involves both understanding your core motiva-
tions and managing the energy aroused by anger. As a parent, the more
you are able to recognize anger as providing information about moti-
vations, the more you can help your child clearly make sense of and
manage anger. This chapter provides guidelines and specific skills for
achieving this task.

The Importance of Studying Motivations

Why is it so important for anger management that we understand our
motivations? For some, anger management focuses only on helping in-
dividuals control, monitor, and appropriately channel the energy that is
aroused by anger. These strategies are essential as part of a comprehen-
sive approach toward anger management and are presented in later
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chapters of this book. But when we focus only on addressing the en-
ergy aroused by anger, we miss out on the opportunity to explore the
richness of information that this emotion provides. As indicated earlier,
viewing anger as a sign of a problem is part of managing it in a healthy
way. Being able to identify motivations underlying our anger helps us
to more fully recognize the problem or concern that we need to
address.

Our core motivations have a major influence on what makes us an-
gry. Identifying these core motivations is probably the most complex
task associated with making sense of anger. We may be most aware of
the anger or other emotions that precede anger but least aware of the
motivations that impact anger. The model of anger highlights a
sequence of influences beginning with motivations, but it does not
communicate the fact that we are aware of some motivations and un-
conscious of others. Information regarding our emotions, conclusions,
and expectations is more available to our awareness than is information
about our motivations. It is for this reason that we begin first by identi-
fying anger, then the emotions that precede anger, and next the con-
clusions and expectations. Finally we need to address the motivations
that influence our thoughts, attitudes, values, and associated emotions,
all of which play a role in the experience of anger.

The ability to recognize our driving forces facilitates greater self-
understanding and results in more flexibility in thinking. More specifi-
cally, self-reflection regarding our motivation helps us to:

1. Redirect attention away from the target of our anger.

2. Increase self-awareness regarding our anger and how it relates to
what is uniquely important in our life.

3. Decide on the manner by which to express or channel anger.

4. Gain insights into our personality.

When trying to help a child manage anger, I often inquire about the
personal meaning of the situation that led to her anger. My goal in ask-
ing this question is to encourage self-reflection, in contrast to directing
attention outward toward the person or situation that might at first
glance appear to be the cause. I support the child in a detailed explora-
tion regarding how the situation or person impacted her. Directing her
attention inward also serves to distract her from immediately respond-
ing with anger. This ability to short-circuit the impulsive leap from ex-
periencing anger to acting on it is a basic element of many anger
management strategies, whether practiced during the moment when
we are most intensely angry or after the situation has passed. Counting
to ten, focusing on our breathing, and physically relaxing during a mo-
ment of anger are just a few ways of disengaging our attention from the
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source of anger. Self-reflection promotes increased self-awareness re-
garding anger. Directing attention away from the source of our anger
and focusing on ourselves allows for increased self-awareness regarding
the meaning of one’s anger. Through self-reflection, we can then more
clearly identity the needs and wants that are being thwarted.

I am not suggesting that this level of self-reflection should necessar-
ily take place during a moment of anger. As emphasized previously, an-
ger leads to impaired judgment and reasoning. While we may be able
to recognize other emotions or thoughts while angry, sorting out mo-
tivations is a greater challenge and requires self-reflection when we are
more relaxed.

The benefit of directing our attention inward rather than outward is
also based on theories of stress management. We can respond to stress
by trying to make changes in our environment, by trying to eliminate
the external sources of our stress, or by changing how we think about
the stress. Similarly, when we try to manage anger, we can focus on
changing people and aspects of our external environment, or we can
focus on changing how we think about the people and situations that
impact us. Much of anger management involves the recognition that
we may not be able to change people or situations, but we can have
control over how we think about and respond to them. Only after real-
izing this can we fully identify our needs and wants and more construc-
tively decide how to address them.

Through reflection we gain insights concerning our relationships
with others, the world around us, and ourselves. Without self-aware-
ness, we live life on automatic pilot. We think and act throughout the
day while driven by needs and wants that we are not fully aware of. We
become vulnerable to the influence of others as well as our own im-
pulses. This impacts how we manage not just anger but many other as-
pects of our relationships. Only by more fully understanding our
motivations are we able to make more informed decisions and take ac-
tions that lead to more satisfactory relationships with others and our-
selves. Following is an example of how you can use the model of anger
to help a child increase self-awareness about motivations that may drive
his automatic pilot.

A child may become quite upset when his parents refuse to purchase
a particular toy for him. Wanting to play, wanting to be like his peers or
siblings, or other motivations associated with the particular toy may all
contribute to his wanting it. At the same time, when he is disap-
pointed, he may erroneously conclude that his parents do not love
him. Clearly, the need for love may not be the primary motivation for
wanting a toy, but it may play a part in his reactions when this desire is
not satistied. Applying the insights provided by the model of anger, we
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may view the sequence of his reactions as depicted by Figure 9.1.

First help your child understand that his anger is related to his feel-
ings of disappointment and hurt. Then help him recognize that he
concludes that his parents do not care for him. This beliet is based on
an unrealistic expectation that if they really loved him, they would buy
every toy he wants. A child needs help to evaluate the validity of his be-
lief. Working backward, as we identify factors that contribute to his an-
ger, we may then help him understand that while it is natural for him to
be disappointed and annoyed at not getting the toy, a part of his moti-
vation underlying his anger is really his desire to feel cared for by his
parents. He may still be somewhat disappointed and angry about not
getting the toy. But if his need to be loved and cared for is addressed,
he will be better able to understand and manage the intensity of his an-
ger and hurt. He will feel supported and understood.

Recognizing your child’s motivations will also help you to more
meaningfully address his anger. For example, in the above situation,
you may respond with “We want you to know that we love you even if
we did not buy the toy for you. You may think or feel that we do not
care, but that’s not true.”

When we first met, Lawrence, age sixteen, described intense rage to-
ward his stepfather for telling him he probably would not be accepted
at the college of his choice. While Lawrence had experienced tension
with his stepfather ever since his mother married him, three years be-
fore, Lawrence had never experienced this intensity of anger. When he
finished discussing his anger, I turned to him and inquired, “Help me
understand. What does it mean to you that he said that? You say he re-
ally did not seem malicious or sarcastic when he shared his opinion.
You’ve told me that he even stated ahead of time that he was being
honest and did not intend to hurt your feelings.”

In talking about the incident, Lawrence recognized that he felt criti-
cized even if that had not been his stepfather’s intention. He soon real-

Motivations Expectations Event Conclusion Emotions A
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Figure 9.1: Sequence of reactions to not receiving a toy



148 How to Apply the Model of Anger with Your Child or Teen

ized that behind his hurt was his own sense of shame and fear that he
himself did not think that his preferred college would accept him. He
recognized his self-doubts and how important it was for him to attend
that college, as two of his friends and his older brother were attending
that same school. The comment made by his stepfather aroused so
much anger for Lawrence because he was full of self-doubts. Under-
lying his anger was his need for support and reassurance regarding his
anxiety and self-doubts.

Only after self-reflection could he decide what to do with his anger.
Lawrence could have focused only on monitoring his anger and how
he expressed it. He could have focused only on managing the energy
aroused by his anger. In contrast, after increased self-understanding,
he was able to decide not only where to direct his anger but also how to
direct it. Since he genuinely experienced his stepfather as being sup-
portive, he decided to be candid with him. He shared how the com-
ment had affected him. He described how his own self-doubts were
aroused, and requested that his stepfather continue to be honest with
him while being sensitive to his need for support during this time of
uncertainty. As a result of this process, he developed a new sense of
connection with himself and with his stepfather. His self-confidence
increased.

Clearly Lawrence’s lack of self-understanding left him vulnerable to
feeling criticized and angry. His automatic pilot put him into a defen-
sive mode. Lacking awareness of his underlying sense of shame, lack of
confidence, and need for reassurance, he was left vulnerable to any
kind of negative feedback and was driven to strike back.

Challenges to Recognizing and ldentifying Motivations

While general challenges to recognizing anger have already been dis-
cussed, there are very specific challenges that interfere with a child’s abil-
ity to recognize and identify his motivations. There are three major
hurdles to this process:

1. Children vary in their ability to reflect on behavior, emotions,
and thoughts.

2. Children are not equally motivated to become more self-aware.

3. Exploring motivations is more complex than exploring emotions
or thoughts related to anger.

Another ability that is essential in order to recognize motivations is the
capacity to observe patterns in our thoughts, emotions, and behaviors.
This requires that we be able to step back and become aware of themes
or repetition in our thoughts, emotions, and behaviors. In general,
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teens, more than younger children, are developmentally capable of rec-
ognizing such patterns.

Children and teens vary in their motivation for self-reflection. This
motivation depends on a variety of factors that may include modeling
by their parents, their own impulsiveness or quickness to act rather
than slow down and reflect, their comfort with self-reflection, their
sense that self-reflection is somehow associated with being self-indul-
gent, or an attitude that is not favorable to self-reflection. Children and
adolescents, like individuals of all ages, vary in the degree to which they
can readily identify their needs and wants. They vary both in their intel-
lectual intelligence and in what has been called their “emotional intelli-
gence,” which includes their ability to understand and be sensitive to
the emotional life of others and themselves.!

Finally, because motivations are often complex, it requires greater
self-reflection to identify them than to recognize the expectations,
conclusions, or other emotions that are associated with specific anger.
For example, children may have several motivations at the same time. A
child who has a strong desire for attention and approval may seek to
meet these needs by doing well in school. Another child who may have
these same needs but experiences anger toward his parents or authority
in general may seek to get attention and approval from certain peers by
engaging in provocative or disruptive behaviors. He may become the
class clown, be truant, or competitively take part in risky behavior.

Children and adolescents may also have ambivalent motivations. For
example, a child may want to be treated like an adult and also have the
privileges of being a child. A ten-year-old may want to stay up later, like
his older brother, but become angry about having additional chores as-
signed to him because he is more mature. A teenager may want the
freedom to drive a car but, at the same time, be fearful of such free-
dom. He may engage in behaviors that unwittingly lead him to be
grounded. As one teen admitted to me, “I’m really not in a rush to
have my own car. I know I’ll have to earn money to pay for the gas and
maintenance, and to be honest, it will be hard to say no when my
friends ask me to take them someplace. I am the first one in our group
to get a license.”

Sometimes we minimize or deny certain fundamental motivations.
This creates difficulties for the individual doing this as well as for others.
Children and teens who seem to unwittingly engage in a wide variety of
activities to make people withdraw from them are one example of this.
Past hurt and pain may lead them to minimize or deny their basic need
for love and a sense of connection. So they appear to be primarily moti-
vated by a desire to create conflict, tension, and avoidance when in fact
they crave emotional connection.
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In spite of the challenges involved in helping children and adoles-
cents recognize their motivations, there are a wide variety of strategies
that can be practiced to help them achieve this goal.

General Guidelines for Helping Children Identify Motivations

In general, the best way to help children and adolescents identify moti-
vations related to anger is to:

1. Model self-reflection.

2. Allow for discussion of anger.

3. Acknowledge and validate their anger.

4. Help them recognize mixed or competing motivations.

Modeling Self-Reflection

As when teaching your child about any component of the model of an-
ger, the more you self-reflect and become familiar with your motiva-
tions and how they influence your life, the more you will be able to
assist your child in recognizing her own motivations. Take time to re-
view the list of motivations. Practice recognizing your own motiva-
tions throughout the day. Most important, practice applying the
techniques I’ve outlined so that you can more clearly recognize your
motivations. Look for patterns in your thinking or behavior in order to
identify motivations that are especially important for you. Maintaining
a journal or log will further your capacity to recognize them. It takes
practice, time, and commitment to become more aware of your moti-
vations, but achieving this is extremely important before working with
your child.

Sharing your process of self-reflection is the best way to model selt-
reflection. Discussing your experiences going through the process is as
important as actually sharing some of the motivations that you have
identified. It is extremely difficult to ask a child to turn inward and
look at his own motivations unless you can model the process for him.
This can be done even with young children. Acknowledging motiva-
tions such as your desire for admiration, stability, or respect from peo-
ple important to you can be very effective. By your sharing, you give
him permission to address similar issues and encourage him to ques-
tion himself about his needs and wants.

It is especially important to share your motivations when your needs
and wants have not been satisfied. Start with a simple example: “I am
really annoyed that television program was canceled. I was looking for-
ward to it, and I’m disappointed. I guess I just wanted to relax and be
entertained. Well, let’s see—what else can we do for fun?” This high-
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lights a variety of essential factors in making sense of and managing an-
ger. This one conversation identifies anger as a secondary emotion:
anger in reaction to disappointment. It also communicates the idea
that having an expectation that is not satistied leads to disappointment.
Going further, it identifies the major motivation at this moment: to re-
lax. Finally, the comment concludes with brainstorming about how to
achieve your goal even though you were disappointed. Whether your
aim is simply to watch a television program or to get more respect from
your child, modeling how you process the experience will provide a
very specific strategy for helping your child look at his own motiva-
tions.

Encourage Discussion About Anger

Encouraging children and adolescents to discuss their anger is a major
contribution toward helping them self-reflect about their motivations.
I specifically emphasize getting them to discuss rather than express it.
By this I mean children should be encouraged and supported to openly
voice their anger and other emotions related to it. I am not suggesting
they need to be encouraged to express it by acting on it or by being ag-
gressive. Children who are not allowed to discuss anger are not en-
couraged to move past it. Anger that is not discussed festers, distracts
us from the goal of gaining further self-awareness, and very often will
be expressed in some other form.

Acknowledge and Validate Anger

Acknowledging and validating a child’s anger is also an essential com-
ponent in helping children and adolescents understand motivations re-
lated to their anger. Raymond, thirteen, was referred to me because of
his difficulties in school, which included arguments with teachers. He
was well behaved at home but acted up in school. As with many adoles-
cents with whom I have worked, Raymond was quite angry about be-
ing told he had to see me. As usual, I inquired as to why he came to see
me, and he told me his parents had made him come. I then asked him
what he thought about seeing me. To this he responded, “I don’t want
to be here. I was forced to come in!”

“So you don’t want to be here, but your parents made you come
here,” I said. “I can understand your being annoyed about that, but
help me understand something else. You say they forced you to come
here. How did they do that?” Raymond answered that his parents had
threatened to ground him if he did not come for counseling. I re-
sponded to Raymond’s comment by saying, “Oh—so you chose to
come here instead of losing your freedom to be out with your friends.
That must be very important to you.” I did this because when working
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with adolescents, I believe it is important to help them realize that al-
though they may be angry about having to go into counseling, they ac-
tually choose to come.

Through these interactions I emphasize that it is understandable
that they are angry when told by a parent they are going to see me. I
then invite them to discuss their anger and related feelings they may
have about their choice and feeling coerced to see me.

Help Children and Teens Recognize Mixed or Competing Motivations

Finally, another general strategy for helping children and adolescents
better identify motivations is to help them realize that they have mixed
or competing motivations. While we may feel strongly about doing
one thing, we may have another motivation that moves us in another
direction. When meeting with Raymond, I suggested that he was mo-
tivated by his desires for freedom and to be connected with his friends.

In general, we feel more comfortable having only a single motiva-
tion. But in many situations, as reflected in the above example, several
motivations contribute to our behavior. Helping your child identify
several possible motivations rather than the one that is “real” or “cor-
rect” will assist him in developing more accurate self-awareness.

It can also be confusing when we are pulled in different directions
by different motivations. In fact, an important general strategy for
working with children and teens in anger management is to help them
recognize that it is very common to experience competing motiva-
tions. When children are given permission to discuss these mixed
motivations, they become more sensitive to, and accepting of, their
motivations as well as the realities of life. As a result, they spend less en-
ergy trying to convince themselves and others that they have only one
motivation.

This was an issue in my discussions with Raymond. I asked him, “So
while you chose to come here rather than be grounded, what would
you like to be doing instead?” At first he was hesitant and responded
that anything would be better than being here. I pushed him to name a
particular activity. He surprisingly responded with “I’d like to be home
making brownies.” I assured him that that sounded like a good idea to
me. I asked him whether he liked his brownies with or without nuts
and with or without frosting. He smiled and with increased liveliness in
his tone described his preference. I then indicated my own preference
and suggested, “Well, that makes perfect sense. That is much more en-
joyable than coming here to talk about difficulties in school.” At that
point he became more engaged and able to discuss what was going on.

I'was simply recognizing and validating his emotions and attitudes. I
was being empathic with him. Such empathy fosters a positive sense of
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being heard as well as helps a child learn more about himself. He was
validated in his experience of anger, frustration, and general discom-
fort about seeing me. In addition, his mixed motivations were ac-
knowledged and validated.

Though I acknowledged and validated his anger and motivations, I
did not say to him, “Well, since you really prefer to make brownies,
we’re going to let you go home and you can come back when you want
to or when you recognize that this is a serious issue.” Instead, I listened
and acknowledged how his anger and discomfort made sense. I encour-
aged him to discuss his motivations and emotions without focusing on
whether his wants and needs would be satisfied.

Empathy involves acknowledging and validating another’s feelings.
It also implies listening, recognizing how a child could have the reac-
tions he does, and even being empathic with his negative feelings. This
ability to listen to children and adolescents is especially difficult for a
parent who strongly wishes to reduce her child’s pain or anger. How-
ever, being empathic toward a child helps foster his capacity to discuss
any component of the experience of anger, including motivations. It
helps a child learn that negative or uncomfortable feelings do not have
to be “fixed” or removed. But they do need to be acknowledged.

Specific Strategies to Help Children and Teens Recognize Motivations

Direct Questions

So how do you help a child better recognize and understand his moti-
vations and how they may influence his anger? To start with, you may
directly ask your child, “Why did you do that?” or “Why do you feel
that way?” If you are really fortunate, your child may provide an answer
that fully identifies all the elements of anger presented in the model.
For example, when questioned about a quarrel with his sister, your son
may clearly state, “Mom, the reason I was so angry is that I felt hurt
and disappointed. When Sherry took my CDs without asking, I con-
cluded she has no respect for me! And Mom, I expect respect from
friends and my sister. I feel I deserve respect, and I want respect. They
were my CDs, and she should have asked me before she borrowed
them.”

If your child answers your question in this manner, skip this chapter
and go to the next one, as this type of response indicates a solid self-
awareness and comfort regarding anger and the conclusions, expecta-
tions, and motivations underlying it. This is certainly a desirable re-
sponse—but it is one that is rarely given.

Another child may respond by focusing only on his anger or on the
action: “What do you mean, why did I yell at her? She took my CDs.
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They’re mine. She just walked in my room and took them.” A third
child may share a response that describes other feelings in addition to the
anger but does not identify the wish for respect. Some children, when
questioned about their expressions of anger, may be vague and offer an
answer that they believe will give you just enough information to make
you go away. Then there are children who respond, “I don’t know.”

The “I don’t know” response occurs quite often. Think back to how
you felt when, as a child, you were asked why you behaved the way you
did. Asking why seems to force us to identify a reason and implies that
we should provide a mature answer based on cause-effect logic. It also
may imply that a child already knows her motivation. Many children
shut down for these reasons when asked a why question. I have found
that asking a what question is often experienced as being more open-
ended. For example, “What led up to your angry reaction?” or “What
happened between you and James?” or “What were you thinking that
led you to do that?” appear to offer children more direction in reflect-
ing and, subsequently, lead to a more detailed description of what in-
fluences lie behind certain actions.

But let’s assume you ask why or what questions and you still get a re-
sponse of “I don’t know.” Children who are being questioned often
say this. It is especially helpful to remember that this response has sev-
eral possible meanings. For some, the statement “I don’t know” is re-
ally itself an expression of anger. The child may really be saying, “Of
course I know! But I am so angry, I am surely not going to let you
know!”

“I don’t know” can also be a statement of fear, embarrassment, or
shame. Your child may actually be saying, “I really do know, but I’'m
afraid of what will happen if I tell you,” “I’m afraid of what will happen
to me or what I might do or say,” “I’m ashamed to admit what I
thought when I did that,” or “I’m afraid of what might happen to you;
you’ll feel hurt, disappointed, or even angry.”

Another child or teen may be saying “I don’t know” when she really
does not have any understanding or awareness of factors leading to her
behavior or emotions. This is the more problematic youngster because
she is more out of touch with her emotions and motivations. Such
children may experience much alienation because they lack awareness
of'what is meaningful to them, and they require more assistance to help
them develop increased self-awareness.

The best way to understand your child when he says “I don’t know” is
to review your history together, observe his nonverbal expression, and
evaluate the tone in his voice. Has he used many feeling words or can-
didly discussed in some detail his motivations, values, or attitudes? Is he
typically timid or fearful? Is he generally unaware? Attending to these
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areas will help you to more clearly determine whether he is angry, fear-
ful, or genuinely lacking in self-awareness.

Many parents have described behavioral problems that neither they
nor the child could explain. These parents were especially puzzled
when they were told “I don’t know,” were met with silence, or re-
ceived only a vague response. As a result, they often described feeling
very estranged from their own child. Whenever I work with a family in
treatment, I first meet the parents with the child, then see them sepa-
rately, and then meet with them together again. I have been thor-
oughly surprised over the years to find that so many children are quick
to describe in detail their concerns and emotions when given the op-
portunity to privately share their feelings with a stranger. So many of
them very candidly articulate their thoughts and feelings about their
relationships with their family, peers, and themselves, revealing events
that may have led to pain, hurt, shame, or other feelings that in turn
lead to anger. It is certainly a positive and healthy sign when children
can identify their emotions and motivations. These are children who
are aware of themselves but are inhibited about directly expressing
feelings of anger. It is more problematic and reflects more serious difti-
culties when the youngster is not at all able to identify his motivations
or the emotions that lead him to anger.

The use of direct questions is often the least effective strategy when
trying to help some children and adolescents explore their motiva-
tions. Some may feel they have to produce a specific answer. Some,
most often adolescents, are very resistant to questions because they ex-
perience a sense of intrusion at a time when they desire increased pri-
vacy and independence. A simple inquiry may be experienced as an
attempt to control them because of the adolescent’s concern for pri-
vacy and independence. For this reason other types of comments may
be more effective in helping these children identify motivations.

Observations and Guesses

Sharing your observations can be especially helpful in encouraging
self-reflection regarding motivations. Such observations are best of-
tered as hunches or guesses, not as facts. They should be offered tenta-
tively in such a way that the child does not feel obligated to respond.
The goal is to encourage soul-searching. Making observations and
guesses can be especially useful when helping a child recognize motiva-
tions related to her anger.

Hunches may be based on your observations or on your child’s di-
rect communications. Specifically, you may want to offer observations
such as “I could tell his friendship is important to you,” “It sounds like
winning is really meaningful for you,” “Wow, you do like being cre-
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ative,” “Well, in spite of what you think right now, we do love you,”
or “It certainly does feel good to feel special.” These comments
should be offered without a request for feedback unless your child
wants to engage you in discussion. They may be most helpful if of-
fered at a time when your child is able to really hear it—that is, when
she is not too distracted by her own thoughts or feelings or the events
around her.

Avoid making comments in a tone that is sarcastic or suggests that
you can “see through” your child. In essence, your comments should
reflect a curious guess, a suggested way for your child to view herself,
and a gentle prompt to provide a focus for self-reflection. These com-
ments must be genuine, or they can easily be experienced as devaluing.
A parent may respond to a child or adolescent by saying, “It seems like
you enjoy being taken care of.” This statement may be communicated
in a tone that is casual and nonthreatening or in one that reflects anger
and is an attempt to ridicule her. Similarly, it may be communicated in
a tone that emphasizes your power of perception. Clearly the focus in
content and tone should be an empathic response that communicates
understanding, validation, and acceptance of a child’s motivations.

Present these observations as a concerned parent sharing them for
consideration by your child. Present them in a tentative manner, such
as “I wonder if ...,” “Perhaps ...,” or “Maybe ...” Beginning your
statement this way will further communicate that it is an observation as
opposed to a harshly confrontational statement intended to make your
child recognize the “truth.”

These same types of statements can also be used when applying the
model of anger to other people or characters presented in the movies,
on television, in literature, or in news reports. For example, “I wonder
it Dumbo was ...” or “ Maybe he did that because ...”

“Parts” Language

As described earlier, we feel more comfortable experiencing a single
motivation rather than mixed or competing motivations. And yet
much of our behavior is influenced by an interaction of several motiva-
tions. We may also experience some anxiety and self-doubts when we
discover competing motivations within ourselves. Helping children to
recognize and understand mixed and competing motivations is an-
other way to help them better make sense of their anger.

One way of doing this is to listen to them describe a particular con-
flict and then suggest, “Maybe a part of you wants to ... and another
part of you wants to ...” By helping a child recognize mixed and com-
peting motivations, you help him make sense of confusion and tension
associated with being pulled in two different directions. This response
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further recognizes that, in fact, we often make decisions or take actions
that address the satisfaction of one need while neglecting another need
or want.

An example that comes to mind is reflected in a conversation I had
with a thirteen-year-old who was given his own room in the attic. Fol-
lowing this change, he became more irritable with his family as he
struggled whether to spend time in his room or in the family room. I
suggested, “A part of you wants to be with them and a part of you
wants to feel more independent. That makes sense.”

As I noted before, I purposely use the word and to communicate the
fact that motivations can compete with each other. All too often, teens
make statements such as “I’m confused. At times I want to spend time
with my family, and other times I want to spend more time with my
friends. Which is it? I feel like I don’t know what I want. Is it that I
want to spend more time with my family or with my friends?”

Making sense of mixed motivations is best achieved by helping chil-
dren to drop the o7 when they make such statements and replace it with
and to best describe the true nature of such motivations. Understand-
ing this idea about motivations helps children and adolescents make
sense of anger as well as other emotions related to anger.

Understanding mixed or competing motivations is especially impor-
tant when a child is aware only of one motivation but feels compelled
to act to the contrary. In this situation, she may be motivated to take a
certain action, but her automatic pilot may lead her to unwittingly take
another action that interferes with the satisfaction of the first motiva-
tion. A simple example of this is reflected in the example of Jake, a
young man who was extremely motivated to have his peers recognize
him as bright. However, he also had much conflict with authority and
resented competing for grades to satisty his need for recognition and to
feel special. His inconsistent behavior was an indication that he was re-
sponding to competing motivations. For example, Jake did not do
many of the assignments in class but evidenced a sharp wit in his an-
swers. He demonstrated extremely solid critical thinking in debates
with peers and teachers alike, yet often was the class clown. His jokes
reflected a superior level of intellect but were sarcastic and cynical. This
was truly an example of motivations related to anger that competed
with his strong desire for recognition.

Helping children make sense of and manage anger involves helping
them better recognize this inhibiting conflict, when one part competes
against another part.
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Remain Alert to Minimized or Denied Motivations

Much of anger is related to motivations that are not satisfied. They may
not be satisfied for a variety of reasons, but children and adolescents (as
well as adults) are often angry when they have minimized or denied im-
portant motivations. One example of this is reflected in Rachel’s behav-
ior. Thirteen-year-old Rachel had a strong interest in playing basketball
and wanted to play on the school team in seventh grade, but she was ter-
ribly fearful of what her parents would think of her. They had always
maintained strong traditional gender stereotypes and never encouraged
any of her athletic interests. She was torn between her desire to compete
in a physically active endeavor and her desire to please her parents.

Rachel chose to ignore her strong interest in sports and instead tried
to channel some of her competitive drives through her participation in
the debate club. By the middle of eighth grade, she had become in-
creasingly testy with her parents. This was most evidenced by her fre-
quent debates with them over their attempts to discipline her. What
gradually surfaced in our discussions was her anger related to ignoring
her interest in sports.

A fifteen-year-old and the son of a former army officer, Jason was in-
creasingly angry in his early adolescence. During those years, he was in-
volved in conflicts with his father and with other authority figures. He
was a bright young man who had excelled academically until the first
year of high school, when he began to express resentment toward
teachers and became less focused on academic achievement. At the
same time Jason became more distant with both of his parents, even
though he had previously been close to them. Also, there was a slight
shift in the balance of his friendships. Formerly he had been close to
peers who excelled academically and talked about going to college. But
he had since withdrawn from these friends and developed friendships
with peers who were often truant and rarely discussed their future.

Part of Jason’s reaction had to do with his feeling that his father
wished him to pursue law school or the armed services. In these last
few years, Jason had realized that he had a strong passion for art. Jason
had become increasingly angry at authority in reaction to his increased
irritation with his father. He was extremely intimidated and fearful of
expressing his true feelings and interests to his father. His desire not to
disappoint his father and his fear of being ridiculed by him combined
to create pressure for Jason to deny his real interests. This is an example
of how anger may arise when we don’t pursue our true motivations. I
should emphasize that while Jason was aware of his anger toward his
dad, he had little awareness of how this had led him to become angry
toward others.
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The Little Child in the Sidecar

The analogy of the motorcycle with a sidecar, discussed earlier, helps
children and adolescents better understand their motivations. I often
use this analogy combined with the image of the “little child” to help
them better identity motivations that may not be very apparent to
them. I suggest to them that to the degree they are aware of the moti-
vations of the little child and that little child’s potential to climb out of
the sidecar, they are freer to decide whether or not to act on these mo-
tivations. Without such awareness, they may be dominated by them.

A major part of using this analogy is to help children and adolescents
“talk” to their little child in an effort to better recognize what it is that
motivates him. Children and adolescents can be helped to identify mo-
tivations by being encouraged to pretend they are talking to that little
child. T once worked with a nine-year-old girl who came to me, in part,
due to test anxiety. While the focus was on her anxiety, it also became
apparent that a part of her anxiety was related to anger at herself re-
garding making mistakes. I helped her explore her internal dialogue
and motivations by first helping her learn about her little child. I asked
her to be aware of self-talk initiated by her little child regarding the
test. With several weeks of practice she was able to recognize her little
child as saying, “You need to be perfect. You can’t make mistakes.
You’re stupid.” Our work together focused on helping her talk back to
the little child. She was encouraged to talk back from her most realistic,
nurturing, supportive, and reassuring part so that she could calm the
little child’s expectations but also better understand her motivations.
She became more aware of her motivations when she said to her little
child, “Mom, Dad, and I will still love you it you make mistakes. Ev-
eryone makes some mistakes. You may feel you’re stupid, but that
doesn’t mean that you are!”

My work with the fifteen-year-old high school basketball player who
was extremely critical of his teammates, described earlier, also involved
using this approach. As he was encouraged to dialogue with this part of
himself, he became more aware that his little child was intensely anx-
ious about failure. Thomas was such a perfectionist that he often felt
shame when he was given even constructive criticism. With further ex-
ploration, he realized that underneath it all, his little child was fearful
that “if I make mistakes and don’t play well, I will be abandoned.”
Through this type of dialoguing, he more fully recognized that his
needs for security and trust in himself were very intense motivations for
him.

With and without our awareness of them, our motivations influence
our every action throughout the day. Similarly, with or without our
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awareness, they play a major role in influencing our anger. To the de-
gree that we can be more aware of them, we become more aware of our
true selves. When this happens, we gain connection to and develop
greater trust in ourselves. Similarly, we become more authentic.
Finally, being more aware of our motivations, we experience more
freedom and less emotional confusion about what it is that we want or
need.
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Making Sens€ of Anger in the
World Around Us

o far I have focused on ways you can teach your children about an-
S ger by applying the model of anger to their emotions and to those of
others in their life. I also encouraged you to model anger management
for your children. In contrast, this chapter focuses on looking at anger
in literature, movies, television, news reports, music, games, and the
school curriculum. These are rich resources that offer you numerous
opportunities for discussion of anger, whether at home or in school.
Specifically, the goals of this chapter are to help your child do the
following:

1. Realize that the emotion of anger is a natural emotion that
varies in intensity and duration.

2. Increase his comfort and ease in discussing a very complex and
highly charged emotion that is experienced in everyday life.

3. Foster problem-solving skills by recognizing the wide variety of
strategies that are used in managing anger.

4. Recognize and differentiate constructive and destructive anger
management strategies.

161
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The candid discussion of anger as it is expressed in a wide range of
media communicates the message that it is all right to both experience
anger and talk about it. In general, we find it easier to discuss and focus
on the anger of others than to directly address our own anger. And we
can be more open and objective in our learning when we are not dis-
tracted by emotional discomfort.

By discussing the examples presented in these media, you will help
your child recognize the pros and cons of various anger management
strategies and provide greater clarity about how to think when respond-
ing to anger. In addition, discussions with your child will strongly com-
municate your personal values about anger and human interaction in
general.

Finally, through discussion of the many ways by which others man-
age anger, a child gains an increased capacity for coming up with his
own ways to manage his anger. It is only by repeatedly drawing atten-
tion to the variety of anger management strategies that your child will
think of them when responding to his own anger. I am not suggesting
that every angry event needs to be discussed. However, the more prac-
tice children have with handling this strong emotion, the more likely
they are to develop a broad repertoire of anger management strategies.
Discussing these examples will also provide you opportunities to better
know your child. You will be able to more accurately identify his atti-
tudes, values, problem-solving skills, and understanding of anger, and
you will gain a better perspective on how he resolves conflict in rela-
tionships.

The examples I provide ofter the full range of ways that you can ap-
ply the model of anger at home or in the classroom. They offer chil-
dren the chance to better recognize and understand the sequence of
experiences that are a part of anger: motivations, expectations, relevant
events, conclusions, moments of anger, emotional reactions, bodily re-
actions, self-talk, and management and expression of anger. You can
work with your child to identify one or more of these components in
the material you address.

Choosing Examples of Anger to Discuss

The ideal choices to discuss are those examples of anger that arouse
your child’s interest but are not so anxiety-producing that she refuses
to discuss them. This is an important point because people learn best
when interested. The following guidelines should be considered
when selecting examples of anger management to discuss with your
child:
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1. Are the examples appropriate for your child’s level of emotional

and intellectual development?

. Are they examples that you are comfortable discussing?

. Are they examples that your child can comfortably discuss?

4. Do the examples focus on issues that you have never addressed,
or do you have some history of discussing such issues with your
child?

5. How receptive is your child at the moment you want to discuss
the example?

6. How thoroughly do you want to explore the example?

w N

Consider the content of the example and how the anger is expressed
when deciding if an example is appropriate for your child’s emotional
and intellectual development. All too often parents assume that a
bright or verbal child can maturely handle a challenging emotional is-
sue, but this is frequently incorrect. Children may exhibit superior in-
tellectual ability as reflected in learning capacity and problem-solving
skills when dealing with facts, but they may lack understanding of
themselves or others when it comes to recognizing, making sense of,
and managing their emotions.

I recommend applying the model of anger to an example that is not
too emotionally difficult for you to address. While it is not necessary to
have complete understanding and make sense of all of your emotions
regarding a particular example, selecting an example that is highly
emotionally charged may be too challenging and so may distract you
from the specific task of etfectively teaching the model of anger. For in-
stance, the intensity of your emotional reactions following a conversa-
tion with your spouse about your pending divorce may leave you
unprepared to objectively discuss an example related to divorce. Simi-
larly, if you are angry with your teen about his returning home two
hours beyond his curfew, you may not want to immediately discuss an
example of'a parent who is angry with her child regarding the same vio-
lation of family rules.

Since anger is a highly charged emotion, it is important to consider
the level of emotional intensity that your child can comfortably ad-
dress. As stated previously, while some children are able to comfortably
discuss their own anger, others may be too apprehensive to discuss it
even in a movie. With a child who easily becomes anxious about anger,
initially you may wish to use an example of very low-level anger, and
then, as she becomes more comfortable in such discussions, address an
example that reflects more intense emotion.

The best way to determine the appropriateness of a particular
example is to think about how your child has discussed anger in the
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past. Specifically, consider how candid he has been, the topics he has
been able to address, with whom he has shared such emotions, and
what his track record is when sharing with you.

Timing can be extremely important in determining when to discuss
examples of anger. Choose a time when your child is not overwhelmed
by anger or tension. In an effort to have her better understand your
view, for example, you may be tempted to identify an example of anger
management that closely parallels the conflict you had with your
daughter an hour ago. However, trying to get a particular point across,
especially when her emotions are intense, will detract from comfort-
able sharing now and may lead to apprehension regarding such discus-
sions in the future. Just as it is advisable to ask your boss for a salary
raise when he is in a good mood, a child is most receptive to addressing
examples of anger when she is relaxed.

Start by sharing your observation of what was most clearly evidenced
in the example, be it a person’s behavior, emotions, thoughts, or
bodily reactions. Initially, avoid asking questions; instead, share some
of your own observations in order to foster an experience of comfort-
able exchange rather than a sense of being interrogated. Avoid leading
into the discussion by saying “Now we’re going to have a discussion
about anger management.” The goal is to engage in a way that encour-
ages a natural flow of conversation.

This is not an easy task. It requires that you commit yourself to
spending time with your child or adolescent. It requires that you begin
to look at your own anger, how you express it, and the expectations,
conclusions, and other feelings that lead up to it. The goal is to be able
to discuss anger with confidence and sensitivity. This takes practice. As
I have made clear from the beginning of this book, much of what I sug-
gest involves learning new skills.

There are many reasons to feel awkward during your first attempts to
discuss anger. Most likely you have had very few, it any, adult models
on which to rely for these discussions. You may also feel awkward if; in
giving an example, you recall similar emotional reactions that you ex-
perienced in your own life. You may want to share some of these reac-
tions. Additionally, your child may feel awkward if this way of sharing
has not been a natural part of your relationship.

You may be so focused on teaching your child the “right” way of
managing anger that you create tension for both of you. Similarly,
maintaining a strong focus on achievement can make the exchange feel
like a lesson rather than a discussion. Learning these skills is a process
that takes time. There is no end point or final stage at which your child
will have learned how to respond perfectly in all situations. Instead, by
focusing on the process of learning, you help him learn the process of
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managing anger rather than just specific strategies. Through these ex-
changes you will do a great deal of sharing, get to know your child
better, and foster in him strengths for making sense of and managing
the complexity of anger.

Candid expression of thoughts, emotions, and attitudes, especially
as they relate to anger—and especially with the older child or adoles-
cent—may lead to disagreement and tension. This is a time to promote
open discussion rather than warning how you might punish your child
it and when she behaves a certain way. Save that for another conversa-
tion when you are focusing on discipline. One approach is to allow for
disagreement about your views so that you further preserve mutual
sharing in the current conversation.

Be clear in your thinking about how comprehensive you want to be
in applying the model of anger to specific examples. You do not need
to develop a lesson plan or know in advance exactly where the conver-
sation will go, but you may want to target specific components of the
experience of anger when reviewing the example. You may want to fo-
cus on helping your child identify the character’s motivations, expecta-
tions, conclusions, emotions leading to anger, or self-talk, or you may
prefer to focus only on how the anger was managed—whether it was
minimized or denied, or expressed in a constructive or destructive
manner. You may want to identify alternative strategies for managing
anger by encouraging brainstorming and then collaboratively develop-
ing a list of strategies. Try not to list only the most constructive strate-
gies. Productive problem solving involves openness and the freedom
to be creative. It is better to help children identify a variety of strategies
without feeling stifled. By sharing a wide array of such strategies you
can get to know your child’s unique way of thinking and work together
to clearly differentiate the constructive and destructive elements of the
strategies she tends to use most often.

For example, you could take any one of a number of approaches
when you choose to explore a book or a movie in which a classmate is
bullying a child. You may want to help your child identity the emotions
(anger and others) of the boy being victimized. Or you may want to
help your child develop empathy by guessing the motivations, expecta-
tions, or self-talk of the bully. Similarly, you may want to focus on iden-
tifying strategies the victim can use to cope with his anger. It is best to
address only one or a few components when you are beginning these
types of conversations. This is especially so with young children and
with adolescents who have a history of not being very communicative.

In any of the media described in this chapter you can also find exam-
ples to help children understand how anger works in group settings.
Literature, movies, and news reports, in particular, offer numerous
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examples of how individuals join together to address anger. Groups,
very much like individuals, experience anger, and the model of anger
can similarly describe their reactions. Each group has a dominant moti-
vation and develops expectations about how others should respond to
it. Every group, whether motivated by a desire for greater freedom, by
a wish to protect the environment, or by another cause, makes conclu-
sions about events. And many groups are united by their experience of
being unsatisfied and angry. By applying the model of anger to groups,
you can help children and adolescents further identify and understand
the difference between constructive and destructive strategies for man-
aging collective anger.

I should emphasize that your child will be most receptive to a discus-
sion of anger in a film, book, or other source when it is just a part of a
larger discussion about character and story. Such discussion can flow
from a more casual, open, and sharing conversation, rather than a
structured lesson in which anger management is the top priority. Read-
ing should be enjoyable and relaxing. While these resources certainly
can be used to generate discussions of anger and anger management,
this focus should be secondary to their enjoyment.

In the next sections of this chapter I discuss specific media and pro-
vide guidelines that identify specific concerns for each.

Television

Children and adolescents spend a great amount of time viewing televi-
sion. They are presented with characters in cartoons, sitcoms, dramas,
and the evening news. They see people who manage anger with a vari-
ety of strategies in various situations. All of these provide opportunities
for a discussion of anger.

Following a cartoon, you can explore with your child how the char-
acters responded to being annoyed, irritated, or more intensely an-
gered. Share some of your observations and elicit from your child the
feelings behind the anger, the expectations that you assume the charac-
ter had, and any conclusions made. Evaluate the expression of anger by
the character in terms of how it matched the oftense (did the punish-
ment match the crime?). How could the character have responded dif-
ferently, or in what ways was the response constructive or destructive?
This is an opportunity to help the younger child distinguish between
how cartoon characters manage anger in contrast to how real people
respond to it.

While your focus is anger management, by helping your children
make this differentiation, you will help them develop increased knowl-
edge about what is real and what is fantasy. Rather than discuss every
cartoon, choose just a few. In this way you will not overly infringe on
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your child’s enjoyment of cartoons. Similarly, I am not suggesting you
spend a great amount of time in such discussion. Just discuss a few of
the elements of the cartoon as they may help your child understand
what is behind anger and how it might be managed. Sitcoms on televi-
sion also offer many examples of the ways people manage anger. The
wide variety of personalities presented on television offer a range of
possibilities. The examples generated on sitcoms and drama may be
suitable for some young children but will be most relevant for older
children and adolescents.

News events presented on television certainly provide material to
discuss, as they address anger related to all aspects of life. (See “News
Reports” in this chapter for further discussion of this resource.)

Movies

Movies, more than television programming, offer you freedom to
choose specific content for discussion. You can select movies on video-
tape that are age-appropriate and that address anger related to peer re-
lationships, divorce, loss, illness, or any other of life’s challenges.

Determine whether you will watch the movie individually or to-
gether. If you have young children, however, view it with them. You
may want to first assess how comfortable your older child or adolescent
might be watching it together before you make that suggestion; some
may feel more comfortable viewing the movie alone.

There may be occasions when you believe it would be helpful to dis-
cuss the movie immediately after viewing it. Other videos may be so
thought-provoking or deal with such severe anger that you may choose
to discuss them several days later.

Even Disney classics provide plots and scenes in which characters ex-
perience and express anger. These are especially helpful resources for
discussions with young children. While entertaining, good-spirited,
and just fun, movie classics targeted for the younger viewer include
scenes in which characters are angered and scenes in which characters
experience anger as a reaction to other feelings and struggle with how
to manage their irritation. For example, The Little Mermaid has a scene
in which Ariel and her father express anger toward each other when she
desires to go against his wishes. These movies similarly offer the oppor-
tunity to help children differentiate between anger and aggression and
recognize that aggression is an outcome of an animal’s drive for food, a
reaction to feeling threatened, or a response to anger. These movies are
especially recommended with younger children so that very early on
you can assess their attitudes toward such subjects as well as begin to
help them understand the differences between anger and aggression.

Numerous movies feature teenagers and the anger they experience
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as they face the unique struggles of adolescence. Whether the motiva-
tion is to seek peer acceptance, to seek independence, or to develop an
individual identity, characters are often met with challenge and frustra-
tion. (See the Appendix for specific suggestions.)

While not every adolescent is an angry young man, many face similar
struggles negotiating the changes and demands of his age. The variety
of movies reflecting the experiences of adolescence include some that
are emotionally light and others that examine core issues in adolescent
development in a very emotionally intense way. They also vary in the
level of anger experienced by the characters. While these movies
present teens dealing with very different circumstances, they often
touch upon universal themes that challenge youth and contribute to
their anger.

These movies can serve as an excellent resource for generating school-
based discussions of anger management as well. The ideas presented in
movies can be used as part of a formal lesson on anger management or
as a complement to teaching core subjects such as social studies, com-
position, thinking skills, or drama. This application will be further dis-
cussed later in this chapter.

Literature

Whether you are dealing with a young child or an older adolescent, fic-
tion and nonfiction alike offer a wide variety of situations in which
characters are faced with emotions leading to anger ranging from slight
annoyance to full-blown rage or anything in between. The books you
use do not have to portray outright violence in order to be a good re-
source for discussion. Characters who experience disappointment be-
cause they don’t get their way, children whose toys are taken, sibling
rivalry, peer rejection—these are just a few of the very common scenar-
ios with which children can identify.

Literature, like movies, allows you greater choice in addressing spe-
cific and personal issues that may involve anger management. Scenarios
presented in books can provide a bridge for discussion of divorce,
forming a blended family, responding to loss, coping with peer pres-
sure, or managing a disability.

Teens may be especially interested in books that describe groups of
individuals who have united in response to perceived grievances. In ad-
dition to discussing the many groups that unite for a constructive
cause, it is also helpful to address groups that form gangs focused on vi-
olence. Applying the model of anger can provide teens with insights re-
garding how expectations, conclusions, and child logic contribute to
aggression as a way of responding to anger.

If you are helping a young child learn to understand and manage an-



Making Sense of Anger in the World Around Us 169

ger, I recommend you read the entire book to him. Share in the read-
ing with a somewhat older child, and let older children and adolescents
read the book on their own. When you read with a young child, you
may want to share predictions about how characters will behave. How-
ever, for the most part, interruptions are distracting and should be kept
to a minimum. Even when reading such books with young children,
waiting until the story has come to its conclusion can allow for in-
creased engagement and reflection.

When discussing a book with an older child, you may want to share
discussion after specified chapters. You may even share predictions
about various characters, based on the components in the model of an-
ger. Such predictions may be based on a discussion of identified moti-
vations, expectations, or conclusions or on an assessment of the
character’s anger management skills.

Literature, like movies, is an especially good medium for use in the
classroom. Addressing issues of anger management through books and
short stories can be integrated into the core curriculum, whether the
main focus is literature, oral expression, written expression, compre-
hension skills, problem-solving skills, current events (see below), or
history. No matter whether you are studying the works of Shakespeare,
stories of contemporary youth, or the literature of political move-
ments, you will find a broad array of examples of individuals coping
with anger at every level of intensity.

News Reports

Whether presented on television, in magazines, or daily newspapers,
news reports offer the most readily available examples to which you can
apply the model of anger. Conflicts between individuals, within families,
and among politicians, companies, or countries, as well as movements
motivated by the anger of people who experience being victimized or
devalued, are frequently in the news. These all provide examples of indi-
viduals and groups dealing with and responding to anger. Each night the
evening news presents different scenarios in which people resolve con-
flicts and respond to the underlying experiences of feeling threatened,
discounted, abused, rejected, embarrassed, shamed, devalued, disap-
pointed, or hurt. Each night we see individuals who respond construc-
tively and others who are destructive in the ways they respond to anger.

Select examples based on the criteria discussed earlier. They should
be appropriate for your child’s age and intellectual level, but most im-
portant is that they take into account your child’s emotional readiness
to handle such a discussion.

Whether you reflect on news reports that present a mild level of ex-
pressed anger or those that describe extreme aggression, such reports
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offer very relevant topics for discussions of anger management. These
reports are especially important when we want to help children and
teens understand that violence is just one reaction to anger. News re-
ports of violence, such as the recent school shootings, lead us to ask the
following questions:

1.
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10.

11.

12.

13.

What do you believe kept the people involved from seeking out
other coping strategies?

. What other emotions were involved besides anger?

. Are weapons too readily available?

. Was their response to anger influenced by parental attitudes?

. What part does the media play in influencing what children and

adolescents do in response to their anger?

. How do bullying, ridicule, and peer rejection promote anger?
. What could they have done to manage their hurt and feelings of

rejection?

. Were the perpetrators of these acts just disturbed?
. What expectations of others and themselves may have influ-

enced their actions?

What conclusions might they have come to that influenced
their thinking and behavior?

What do you think kept them from talking with others about
their feelings?

Do you believe that they would have been less likely to act the
way they did if they had talked more with others about their
teelings, whether peers or adults?

Do you believe the anger was mostly related to very recent
events, was mostly related to events that occurred in the last few
months or years, or had to do with a long-term buildup of anger?

Rather than asking these questions, you may want to share some of
your own answers to them in form of an open-ended comment. Com-
ments such as the following may more readily generate open discussion
with certain children than asking a more directed question.

- “I’'m totally confused about what led up to that, but maybe ...”

- “You know, he must have felt a lot of pain to have had that
much anger.”

. “I don’t know. I think everybody has some experience of not
belonging to the in-group. I remember when I was in junior
high school—there was a really popular group, and no matter
what I did, I couldn’t seem to be accepted by them.”

- “I wonder what would have happened if they ...”

. “Maybe they felt that no one would really listen to them
about how they felt.”
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Less extreme expressions of both verbal and physical anger are
reflected daily in current events. These include politicians expressing
anger, incidents of domestic violence, and environmentally-minded
groups that take illegal action to demonstrate their outrage over con-
tested laws. All these highly charged situations are presented daily on
radio, television, and in the newspapers, and they can be addressed
with children and adolescents to help them make sense of and manage
anger.

It is important to be selective in choosing news events to discuss
with young children. As highlighted in the list of criteria for choosing
examples, they need to be appropriate to a child’s level of emotional
and intellectual development. Young children may not be ready to ob-
serve or discuss intense displays of aggression or anger related to more
mature topics. Similarly, their lack of mature abilities to self-soothe and
to distinguish between real and makebelieve renders them vulnerable to
experiencing fear and will contribute to their difficulties in handling
and making sense of more serious events. At the same time, if children
witness such news events, they can be helped by reminding them that:

1. Such events are rare and not all people are aggressive.

2. They will not be victimized just because it happened to someone
else who is like them in terms of age, race, religion, or other status.

3. While the world can be dangerous, it is not always that way.

Children need to be reassured that acts of rage and aggression are in-
frequent even though they are often described in news reports. It can
be reassuring to young children to be told that most individuals man-
age the anger of everyday life in a wide variety of ways other than ag-
gression. Most individuals are not as impulsive as one might believe by
observing the many examples of aggression presented in newscasts.
Keep in mind that the fears or anxieties you express will also influence
your child’s feeling of safety and security.

Children can be helped to avoid developing alarmist thinking by
reassuring them of their safety. This also requires helping them articu-
late specific fears so that you can address these individually in addition
to providing general reassurance. Through discussion you can better
recognize if their fears are related to being a victim, seeing a parent
victimized, or even losing self-control. Such discussions offer insights
regarding a child’s sense of security as well as concern about aggres-
sion.

Emphasizing that the world is not always dangerous communicates
a positive general outlook in spite of some of life’s harsh realities. This
can also be achieved by discussing the pressure news stations are under
to provide news.
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Games

Many ordinary play activities provide invaluable examples of anger.
Even young children sometimes respond with variations of anger in
the context of play with parents or in play with peers. Children react
with annoyance when they feel they are being teased, when they are
confused, and when they feel thwarted in achieving some goal. The
challenge of building a tower of blocks, being asked to take turns or
share toys, and the experience of competition are all occasions that may
lead to some reaction of anger.

The model of anger can be helpful both in gaining insights about a
child’s reactions and for helping her understand and manage her frus-
tration and related anger. The model can be used to help a child articu-
late other emotions related to her anger. For example, she may be
helped to recognize her experience of disappointment or shame about
her own performance. She can also be helped to identity both realistic
and unrealistic expectations and conclusions about performance, shar-
ing, and play in general.

Charlie was a very bright eight-year-old who exhibited low self-
esteem, was often irritable, had recently been completing only half of
his school assignments, and increasingly looked and acted sad and de-
pressed. While Charlie was not very open or talkative during our initial
meeting, he expressed an interest in playing checkers. After the start of
the game, Charlie made some moves that did not follow the rules of
ordinary checkers. At first I wondered whether he just did not know
the rules, but then I guessed that he was always allowed to win. After
his next unusual move, I said, “Wow! I can tell it’s important for you to
win!” Over several sessions, he was able to discuss the disappointment
and shame he experienced over his performance, not just in playing
checkers with me but in many activities involving competition with
peers, his older brother, and even his parents. He reported having con-
flicts with peers over a video game, quarrels over card games with his
brother, and tantrums with his parents when playing Monopoly.

Video games offer another source for discussing the expression of
anger. Whether one focuses on issues of competition and achievement
or the content itself, parents can better know their child and help him
manage anger by monitoring these activities. Much has been said
about violence in video games, and the debate continues about how
these games influence a child’s behavior. Overall, research indicates
that children and teens are influenced to become more aggressive
when observing violence. This is most true for those who are already
prone to being aggressive or violent. However, such findings tell you
little about how your child or teen reacts to such viewing. The only
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way for you to know how your child manages his anger is through your
observations and by making a commitment to foster open communica-
tion in general, especially surrounding issues of anger management.
Other guidelines to help you assess a child’s potential for aggression
are presented in Chapter 17.

In addition to the types of games described here, new types of games
have been available in recent decades that focus on helping children
better understand and manage emotions. Beginning in the early 1970s,
educational publishers began developing these games mostly for use
with children who exhibited emotional difficulties. They were most
frequently integrated into special-education programs or used in indi-
vidual and group psychotherapy with children and adolescents. They
were gradually incorporated into pilot studies and some mainstream
classes. However, most of these activities were intended for small
group interaction and were not really suitable for entire classes.

The goal of these programs, often called affective development pro-
grams, included the improvement of self-esteem, helping children dit-
ferentiate and label emotions, and assisting them with social
interaction skills. They offered teachers and psychotherapists materials
that helped generate discussion about very relevant issues of emotional
life.

In recent years there have been significant changes in the focus and
availability of such materials. There is now a wide variety of games and
structured activities to help children and teens learn about and explore
specific areas of emotional development, such as identifying emotions,
developing empathy, building social skills, resolving conflict, and han-
dling anger. Such programs are now also designed for all children and
not just for those with problems. The format of these activities encom-
passes board games; stories; decks of cards that offer vignettes, sug-
gested role-playing activities, and questions regarding emotions; the
use of puppets; workbooks; and audio- and videotapes with various
exercises.

Although originally targeted for use by teachers and therapists, these
resources are increasingly available for parents. While you may still find
a wider variety of such activities offered in teacher-supply stores, book-
stores that cater to therapists, and catalogs aimed at teachers and thera-
pists, many of them are available in general bookstores and those
specializing in books for children. (See Appendix.)

While the model of anger discussed earlier provides a comprehensive
view of anger, a good number of these activities focus on only one or
several of its components. Some may be very helpful in addressing self-
talk. Others focus specifically on brainstorming to select and identify
appropriate anger management strategies. Still others are more basic
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and help children and adolescents clarify and differentiate emotions
that are involved with anger.

As with those resources previously described, children can most
readily and comfortably engage in these games when the quality of the
interaction remains playful. And, as I’ve noted, tension may arise if you
focus primarily on being “right” while playing the game. Involvement
in such activities may be trivialized or sabotaged or may lead to with-
drawal when a child is predisposed to be highly competitive or values
intellect and achievement more than exploring his emotional life.

Another concern to keep in mind when selecting a game is the issue
you want your child to address. You may want to help him cope with
sibling rivalry, and so you select a game that addresses this concern.
However, this will not guarantee that a child will automatically open
up and share his inner thoughts and feelings. As emphasized through-
out this book, children and teens have a certain comfort level when
dealing with certain topics. While one child may very candidly discuss
her anger about her parents’ pending divorce, another may initially feel
comfortable only talking about divorce in his friends’ families or that of
characters presented in a story. A third child may leave the room when
the topic of divorce is even hinted at while playing a game.

The games that offer the most creativity and flexibility are often the
most effective. These can easily be adapted to the emotional needs and
interests of your child. One game that allows for unlimited creativity is
a variation of a storytelling game in which children and teens engage in
creating the ending or filling in the gaps ot a story. This offers an excel-
lent format for children and adolescents that can be used individually
or with several children at a time. Children are told a story and asked to
create different outcomes that may reflect different ways of dealing
with anger. Similarly, they can be offered a story of two children react-
ing differently to the same event and then asked to describe what they
assume are the expectations or conclusions of each child. Vignettes can
involve not being invited to a party, feeling picked on by a peer or a
teacher, coping with a physical illness or accident, being grounded, or
competing with a sibling for computer time.

Emotional Education and Anger Management in the Schools

Though parents’ efforts at home are invaluable, only when schools
become similarly committed to anger management education will
children and adolescents more fully attend to making sense of and
managing anger. This can be achieved by directly teaching the model
of'anger or by applying it to core subjects that are already a part of the
curriculum.
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For over thirty years I have supported the implementation of pro-
grams in schools that help children better understand and manage
emotions. My personal interest in this subject extends back to my own
childhood. I remember being perplexed in elementary school by the
absence of any discussion of emotions. In part it was this interest that
led me to pursue graduate work in school psychology before focusing
on clinical psychology. Even in that graduate program, the focus was
on helping children who were experiencing severe problems rather
than on addressing the emotional needs of all children.

While schools are increasingly recognizing the need for emotional
education for all children and teens, not very many focus on this ex-
tremely important subject area. For far too long, many schools likened
the discussion of emotion to the teaching of values. Parents and school
boards not only questioned the relevance of such education but were
confused about what should be part of such a curriculum. As a result, it
was thought that this subject should be taught at home rather than in
the classroom. Another obstacle that has contributed to a lack of focus
on emotional education has been teacher concern that some material
may be both too personal and too difficult to manage.

Emotional education was also neglected because little research
could strongly support teaching specific theory and skills related to un-
derstanding and managing emotions. In fact, most of the early pro-
grams emphasized strategies for improving overall self-esteem rather
than identifying specific skills that children and adolescents could learn
to better understand and manage their emotions.

In recent years, however, based in part on well-researched programs,
schools are increasingly recognizing the importance of encouraging
healthy emotional skills and development. The Optimistic Child, by
Martin Seligman, ofters very specific skills that can be used in schools
to foster optimism.! How to Raise o Child with a High Emotional Quo-
tient, by Lawrence Shapiro, identifies a wide variety of skills related to
emotional growth.? Each of these books is based on years of research
regarding the development of various emotional skills. From helping
children reduce catastrophizing attitudes to increasing empathy and
helping children raise their tolerance for frustration, these books ofter
very specific guidelines, examples, and exercises to allow children to
better recognize, understand, and handle their emotions.

In The Optimistic Child, Seligman identifies specific thought pro-
cesses and how they promote optimism or pessimism. He also empha-
sizes that children develop genuine self-esteem not from being told
how good, smart, nice-looking, or creative they are but by developing
specific competencies and the optimism to move beyond initial frustra-
tion. It is for this same reason that making sense of and managing an-
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ger deserves full recognition in the classroom. Children need to
develop a sense of competency with regard to anger.

Anger management education can be integrated into the daily rou-
tine of teaching through two major approaches. The first involves for-
mal education in which time and resources are formally allocated to
support such teaching. The school can approve such education as a
specific core subject. Making it a formal part of the curriculum com-
municates to students that this area of study deserves attention and re-
sources and is as important as the study of other core subjects.

William White emphasizes another approach to highlight the impor-
tance of emotions in the schools. He advocates that teacher certifica-
tion in Texas require teachers to learn strategies that help them
understand what roles anger and empathy play in the lives of their
students.?

Similarly, by designating emotional education as part of the curricu-
lum, children and teens have a greater opportunity to more directly
discuss emotions. Making it a formal subject for study gives children
and adolescents permission to examine their emotions in a supportive
environment instead of being left on their own to try to figure them
out.

One direct approach is to teach the model of anger. While it is best
to focus on only one component at a time when working with young
children, teens have a capacity to grasp several components of the
model in one sitting. Through discussion, they can be led to provide
examples of situations in which anger was experienced and assisted in
better recognizing expectations and conclusions, emotions leading to
anger, bodily reactions, self-talk, and anger management strategies.
This is not intended to be therapy. It is education about managing a
very complex emotion. All of the chapters in this book may be pre-
sented to children in language that they can understand. The actual
model can also be presented in the same way it is presented in the
book, through discussion of each major contributing factor, one at a
time. And, just as it is strongly suggested that you practice the exercises
before you use them with your children, teachers will need to practice
them to fully understand their application and usefulness.

The second way in which education about emotions can be inte-
grated into teaching is by weaving it into the subject matter of the spe-
cific content areas that are already a part of the curriculum. The
resources already discussed, including literature, movies, and news re-
ports, can provide numerous examples for the school setting. Also, his-
tory is a chronology of people who have taken political action or even
made war because of feelings of abuse, discrimination, fear, anxiety,
and a range of other reactions that contribute to anger.
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Advocating the formal teaching of anger management in schools
will complement your efforts at home. In addition, your children will
value the necessity for anger management to the degree that you, and
the schools, emphasize the importance of this subject.

Whether the subject is geography, history, or literature, teaching by
inference has been found to be one method that helps children identify
with the circumstances described in the core content. A teacher em-
ploys this method when she asks, “If you lived in a dry area that did not
have bricks or large trees, how would you live? What kind of food
might you eat? What would you wear?” These questions lead to greater
involvement in learning as the child places himself in the situation and
tries to arrive at the answers rather than having them presented to him
in a lecture format. This approach makes learning relevant and can be
used at home as well as in school.

You can teach anger management through this approach by asking
the following questions regarding the characters in a book or movie:

. “In the situation we just described, would you have been as
angry as Corey?”

.- “What feelings would have made you angry?”

- “Would you have handled your anger the same way Corey did
in the story?”

. “What were the advantages and disadvantages of the way he
managed his anger?”

- “What expectations do you sense he had? Were they
realistic?”

. “If you were his best friend, what other possible ways of
managing anger might you have suggested to him?”

Finally, fully recognizing the importance of anger management edu-
cation in the school setting requires that teachers be alert to situations
that necessitate immediate discussion. While the primary mandate of
schools is to help children learn, events that arouse anger in the class-
room need to be directly addressed. Whether in school or at home,
children and teens are less available to take in information when they
are distracted by intense emotions. All too often teachers attempt to ig-
nore such anger in an effort to maintain a focus on education. How-
ever, the reality is that when children are angry, the emotion may
dominate their attention and subsequently interfere with their ability
to learn. When anger is not directly addressed, children expend a sig-
nificant amount of energy trying to ignore, minimize, or deny it.

I recall an incident that occurred while I was a fourth-grade teacher
in the South Bronx during the late 1960s. Ten minutes after the class
had settled down to start the day, one child’s mother came storming
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into the room with a leather belt, looking for her son in order to punish
him for an incident that had occurred at home prior to his coming to
school. I escorted her out of the room after helping her become calm.
The class soon settled down, and I led them in a discussion of their re-
actions to the event. Children shared their emotions about the event as
well as their views about discipline, anger, and conflict with parents.
This discussion was not mandated by the curriculum and in fact took
some time away from a science lesson. However, it would have been
extremely unfair it T had pretended that they had not had emotional re-
actions to what had just occurred, and suggested they immediately
take out their science books. Whether in the classroom or at home, ig-
noring anger often leads to increased anger. By contrast, the more chil-
dren and teens are allowed to candidly but appropriately express anger
(and the range of emotions associated with it), the more they will feel
connected and become open to learning and communication.

Another example of integrating a discussion of anger management
into the core curriculum involved a fifth-grade class I taught. Along
with the rest of the school, we attended a presentation about the
neighborhood police. Afterward we returned to our homeroom and I
instructed the class to write a composition about what they had just
observed. One young man, who had a history of chronic anger, was
very adamant as he stated, “I hate policemen. I’m not going to write
about them.” I responded that he could write his composition about
the feelings, thoughts, and experiences that influenced his attitudes. At
first he looked surprised and somewhat puzzled, but he began smiling
as he sat down to write. I was focusing on the goal of writing, on pur-
posely giving him permission to share his perspective without immedi-
ately challenging or stifling it, and on furthering his candid expression
of emotion.

As a result, he handed in the longest composition he had written up
to that point. His sentences were more expressive and complete than in
any previous composition. His writing described incidents that led him
to believe that certain officers took advantage of their authority. His
classmates and I shared that we could understand how his experiences
influenced his feelings. However, we also shared observations about
how much more secure we felt because of the services that police pro-
vide. I did not try to challenge his perception. Rather, I encouraged
him to express his views and tried to help him broaden his perceptions.
Once he had expressed himself and had heard feedback that acknowl-
edged an understanding of his feelings and thoughts, he was freer to be
open to hear other views. His experience and the feelings aroused by it
had been validated. This supported him in trusting his perspective
while encouraging him to be open to other perspectives. This was
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another occasion that reminded me of the need to help children, in
school and at home, to express in words whatever they are feeling.
Only when children are encouraged to candidly express themselves do
they become more receptive to new information.

Anger management education needs to be a part of the regular cur-
riculum and not just a reaction to unusual events such as the one that
occurred in Littleton, Colorado. It needs to be presented as an orga-
nized program that receives as much support as traditional core sub-
jects. Only through the implementation of such proactive programs in
class and at home will we provide children and teens an education that
addresses the whole person. And, whether at school or at home, teach-
ing anger management is a process that is greatly fostered when we
draw on the rich examples of anger in everyday life.



11

Relaxation: A Primary Task in
Manaqging Anqger

he strategies presented in this chapter are aimed at helping children

and teens reduce the level of physical tension that is a natural part
of anger. While these strategies are useful with children and teens fac-
ing the anger of everyday life, they are especially useful for those who
are quick to become angry. Such children may be considered “thin-
skinned” and overly sensitive to stimulation. They may be more vulner-
able to frustration and thus quick to experience the fight-or-flight re-
sponse that accompanies anger. Compared to others, these children
may actually experience a greater arousal of physical tension that
pushes them more rapidly to seek physical release.

Research suggests that both genetic factors and learned experiences
may contribute to influence how quickly a child reacts with anger in
various situations. Some of these children may at times be especially ex-
asperating to parents and difficult to discipline because they are impul-
sive and often aggressive. Some may become angry and physically
agitated but not really behave in a hostile manner. Both types of child
present a special challenge to parents and others with whom they inter-
act. And yet there may be a wide variety of reasons why they are quick
to become angry.

180
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Some children and teens are quick to feel slighted or threatened be-
cause they feel insecure, inadequate, or just very unsure of themselves.
John was one of the members of a therapy group in an inpatient setting
for adolescents. One day in a session, the group leader emphasized that
unless John changed his behavior, he would most likely end up in jail
by the time he was sixteen. Hearing this prognosis resulted in a dra-
matic and immediate increase in John’s feelings of inadequacy. This led
him to experience intense rage, and he became loud and physically
threatening while in the group. It took several staff members to re-
move him from the room so that he could regain his composure.

If John was sure of himself, he would have been able to listen to the
group leader and even think about the implications of that prognosis.
If he felt more secure with himself, he would have been able to more
comfortably consider what was stated and then agree or disagree with
it. However, he was so unsure of himself that just hearing a negative
prediction about his future led him to feel rage. When discussing his
reactions later, John told me he thought the group leader should not
have said what he did, because it might influence what might actually
happened to John. This is an extreme example of the power of words
for a youngster who is unsure of himself.

Some children may be quick to experience and express anger be-
cause they have seen important adults in their lives handle anger this
way or they may have actually been victims of abuse or trauma. Their
unresolved anger surrounding such experiences makes them feel easily
threatened, and they want to “get even” or in some way exert control.

Finally, other children or adolescents may have a short fuse because
they lack problem-solving skills, do not have the skills needed to man-
age intense emotions, or experience severe psychological problems.
These children can benefit from the relaxation strategies outlined in
this chapter but need additional help from mental health professionals.

While the techniques I discuss here are useful for all children, they
can also be helpful for the child who tends to repress anger. By learning
how to relax and calm herself physically, a child can gain a greater sense
of mastery. As a result, she will become more comfortable with experi-
encing anger. Her increased capacity to exert self-control over her
physical tension fosters increased comfort with her experience of anger.

The Need to Gain Control over Physical Reactions to Anger

High levels of emotional and physical arousal related to anger tend to
inhibit information processing. Anger interferes with the clear think-
ing needed to decide how to manage our anger. Similarly, it distracts us
from clearly expressing ourselves or accurately comprehending what is
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being said. When a child or teen is physically agitated, any communica-
tion directed at exploring the precipitating events or his thoughts or
feelings about the event, or any attempt to use logic to foster improved
reasoning, will not be productive. In fact, these attempts to redirect his
energies may lead to further escalation of his physical reactions.

Instead, the enraged child needs help in gaining control over the
physical reactions that accompany anger. Only as he increases such
control will he be able to think about his situation, explore his emo-
tions, and be more open to consider alternative strategies for dealing
with his anger.

Specific Relaxation Strategies

The strategies that I describe here are specific, practical interventions
focused on helping your child increase self-control over the physical re-
actions that accompany his anger. They are based on strategies that
have been well researched and proven to help individuals develop in-
creased control over physiological reactions. These strategies are
based on the premise that we can use the mind to influence the body.
I again recommend that you practice these exercises before teaching
them to your child. The more comfortable you are doing these relax-
ation exercises, the more effective you will be at teaching and model-
ing them.

Certain of these strategies are preventive—skills that you can teach
your child when she is relaxed and not experiencing anger. Through
rehearsing effective strategies for self-soothing when she is calm, she
will experience increased self-control over her bodily reactions when
her anger is aroused. Through rehearsal, they will become an auto-
matic part of your child’s behavioral repertoire. They teach her to be
sensitive to how her body feels when she is relaxed and what it feels like
to be in control. This allows your child to develop a memory of the
sensations that accompany the feeling of being calm and in control and
to achieve a concrete understanding of how she can control her mus-
cles. The goal for these exercises is for your child to be able to call upon
the experience of these calm sensations when she is beginning to expe-
rience an escalation in her physical reactions to anger.

I strongly recommend that you engage in these exercises with your
child when first teaching them. Performing these exercises together
teaches him self-soothing techniques but also fosters an increased level
of intimacy. To the degree that your child experiences himself as physi-
cally relaxed in your company, he will be freer to be more open and ex-
pressive with you. We become more open and close with people when
we allow ourselves to physically relax in their presence. This quality of
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intimacy parallels the bonding that occurs when you share any pleasur-
able activity with your child.

Reducing Muscular Tension

Much has been written about muscle relaxation exercises as they apply
to stress management. The “relaxation response” is one approach de-
veloped for adults by Herbert Benson.' The exercise described here is a
variation of the original strategy, adapted for children. It also includes
aspects of relaxation used in a form of child therapy known as Thera-
play.” This exercise should be an enjoyable experience for both of you.
When presenting this exercise to a younger child, try to be enthusiastic
and playful, as if you are showing him a new game. Focus your discus-
sion on the goal of relaxing, rather than reducing or getting rid of an-
ger. The purpose of this exercise is to increase your child’s self-
awareness regarding her body and to help her gain control over the re-
actions associated with anger. By learning how to relax, she will ulti-
mately be able to calm herself when she experiences physical tension
associated with anger, anxiety, or fear. Through continued practice, she
will increasingly be able to monitor and control her physical tension
when she becomes angry.

Exercise

Have your child lie down on her back on a carpet or on a bed. Direct
her to place her arms at her sides with the palms of her hands facing
down, with her legs straight out in front of her. Kneel or sit by her side
and try to maintain relaxed, reassuring eye contact. Present the fol-
lowing instructions in a very calm voice:

“We’re going to play a game that is somewhat like Simon Says.”
Leaning over your child from her right side, hold her right hand and
forearm. “Now, I want you to make this arm as stiff and straight as
you can, from the top of your shoulder all the way down your arm to
your hand and fingers.” Point to the respective locations as you talk
about them. “Make your arm straight like an arrow and as stiff as a
baseball bat. Now raise your arm.” Feel along the length of her arm as
she does this. “Wow! That sure is stift all the way from your shoulders
to the tips of your fingers. I can feel all of your muscles tighten at the
same time. Now close your eyes for a moment and just picture your
arm the way it is—feel how tight and tense it can be.” Let your child
concentrate for a while with her eyes closed.

“QOkay, open your eyes. Now comes a tricky part.” Maintain eye
contact as you say this. “Lay your arm down by your side and make it
as soft as a rubber hose. Just let your arm lie by your side. Make it
loose and relaxed all the way from the top of your shoulder to the tips
of your fingers.” Feel along the length of her arm to see that the arm is
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When teaching this exercise, ten to fifteen minutes may be plenty of
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in fact relaxed. Raise her arm first by holding her hand and elbow,
then by holding her hand. “Boy! Your arm really is relaxed! Every
muscle from your shoulder to your fingers is so relaxed, just so loose
and soft. It feels like it’s made of rubber.”

Rephrase and repeat the directions as necessary until your child un-
derstands them and is able to do the exercise. Pay attention to words
that seem to make the most sense to your child—those to which she
responds most readily, with clear understanding. Once she is able to
relax her muscles, frequently use the word relaxed so that she begins
to associate the word with her physical state.

After focusing on one arm, direct her to do the same with the other
arm. Then have her tense and relax her legs in a similar way.

Vary your words in order to increase the spontaneity and fun that
could be a part of this exercise—for example, direct her to tense one
arm while she relaxes the other, or have her relax both legs while she
tenses her arms. However, try not to make it too confusing or com-
petitive. Do not rush your child or indicate that she has to do it per-
fectly. The focus is on helping her learn how to relax her body rather
than on being “right” or doing it rapidly.

After you have focused on her arms and legs, direct her to tense and
relax muscle groups in her face, including muscles around her eyes
and mouth. These may take more practice and will require more
specific and detailed guidelines. For example, when asking her to
tense the area around her mouth, tell her to raise her tongue to the
roof of her mouth and press hard as she clenches her teeth. Then di-
rect her to let her tongue return to its usual position and allow her
lower jaw to relax. When directing her attention to relax her forehead
and the region around her eyes, you may need to gently touch those
areas. By physically touching certain points, you will prompt her to
further attend to those areas and thereby increase the precision of her
control. In addition, you may sometimes want to ask her to close her
eyes throughout this exercise. You may suggest, “While we do this,
try closing your eyes, and as you tighten or relax different parts of
your body, picture them getting stiffer or more relaxed.” Closing her
eyes and picturing the area is a way to enhance the precision of her
control.

As another component of this exercise, take turns and allow your
child to have the opportunity to direct you in the same exercise.

time for a younger child (through age eight), while a slightly older
child can maintain concentration for a halt hour. How many body parts
you work with and how often you take turns should be determined by
your child’s attention span and her apparent comfort in doing these ex-
ercises.
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Breathing Exercises

As we become physically aroused during anger, our breathing becomes
increasingly shallow, increasing the level of carbon dioxide in our
bloodstream and muscle tissue. This, in turn, leads to increased physi-
cal tension. This next exercise may be especially helpful to break the cy-
cle of escalating physical reactions in the early stages of anger. The deep
inhaling and exhaling I describe will help to maximize the amount of
oxygen and minimize the level of carbon dioxide in the blood and tis-
sues.’

Quite often, when first learning this exercise, children and teens (as
well as adults) are too physically tense or self-conscious to really
breathe deeply. Some individuals report feeling uncomfortable when
instructed to exaggerate the movement of inhaling and exhaling.
Theretore, as with any of these exercises, practice this one initially on
your own so that you know what it feels like to breathe deeply and can
be totally comfortable when teaching it. It is essential that you experi-
ence the relaxing impact of this exercise before you teach it to your
child. Your confidence in the exercise will very much depend on how
comfortable you feel when doing it and on the level of relaxation you
achieve; how confident you are in using this strategy will be communi-
cated to your child. Therefore, the more assured you are when teach-
ing it, the more your child will trust that it will benefit him.

I present this exercise with a focus on practicing with a young child.
Adjust the structure of the instructions when teaching it to an older
child or teen.

Exercise

Have your child sit in a comfortable chair while you sit about one to
two feet in front of him, directly facing him. Hold his hands in yours
while maintaining eye contact and provide the following directions:

“We’re going to play a kind of breathing game. We’re going to take
a big, big, deep, deep breath, hold it for a short time, and then exhale,
slowly blowing out as much air as we can. I’m going to do it first so
that you can see exactly what to do. Watch me.” Slowly take a deep
breath, exaggerating as you do so. Breathe in from your diaphragm.
Raise your chest, lift your shoulders, and, maintaining eye contact,
say, “Now I’m going to hold my breath for three seconds, then I’ll let
it out very, very slowly.”

While still holding one of your child’s hands, raise your other hand
and count to three out loud, counting with your fingers as well to
highlight it. Then, very slowly, exhale. As you reach the end of the ex-
halation, bend over slightly at your waist to really emphasize and ex-
aggerate how much you exhale. Do not do this rapidly.
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Take both of your child’s hands and, maintaining eye contact, say:
“Okay. Now let’s do this together. Slowly inhale. Breathe in slowly ...
deeper ... deeper ... more ... good ... a little more ... hold it.” Raise
one hand and count out loud while you also count with your fingers.
“One ... two ... three. Now slowly let the air out. Exhale ... more ...
more ... more ... just a little more ... good.”

Repeat this exercise three times. Remind your child to breathe
slowly, to hold his breath while counting to three, and to exhale just as
deeply as he inhales. This should be done slowly; if done rapidly, it
may lead to faintness or dizziness. The full impact of this exercise is
achieved only when both inhaling and exhaling are practiced.

After you have engaged in this exercise, direct your child’s attention
to his level of relaxation. Direct his attention especially to his chest,
shoulders, and neck. This exercise may not leave him as relaxed as the
one previously described. In fact, he may need to practice this exercise
for several sessions before he experiences noticeable relaxation. As with
the muscle relaxation exercise, clearly state that this technique can be
practiced as a preventive strategy, so that he can help himself relax when
he is experiencing the physical reactions to anger. Many people find this
exercise to be the one strategy that leads to immediate self-control and a
relaxed response during a moment of escalating anger.

Visual Imagery

Visual imagery relies on the imagination to trick the body into becom-
ing more relaxed. It is based on the principle that our bodies react
physiologically to our thoughts and images. When we have pleasant
thoughts and peaceful images, we foster physiological relaxation. In
contrast, when we focus on thoughts or images that are tension-pro-
voking, our body reacts with a level of physical arousal that is associated
with the fight-or-flight response. These findings have been thoroughly
researched with biofeedback technology equipment that helps to de-
tect and monitor our physiological reactions.

This strategy may be somewhat difficult at first, since each of us var-
ies in our ability to visualize or imagine. I should emphasize that while
this strategy can be learned, it may be easier for children who are
strong in skills such as attending to visual detail, organizing visual in-
formation, and visual memory.

Be aware of your child’s tendency to daydream as a strategy for cop-
ing with stress. Everyone daydreams at times. But daydreaming may
become a child’s only form of selt-soothing to cope with stress. There-
fore, when using this technique, emphasize that it is not intended to
help your child totally escape from her surroundings; instead, it is pri-
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marily directed at helping her to reduce the intensity of her physical re-
actions to anger. Try to communicate to your child that the goal of this
exercise is to help her feel physically comfortable enough to more con-
structively deal with her current situation.

A wide variety of visualization exercises can be found in books, CDs,
and videotapes. CDs and tapes frequently feature calm music or the
sounds of peaceful environments such as a beach or forest, as well as
narration providing directions in a very tranquil and soothing voice.
Some of these are designed for general relaxation, while others focus
on increasing the relaxation response essential for specific anxiety-
provoking situations. These might include relaxation tapes focused on
helping people speak in front of a group, take tests, or cope with anxi-
ety related to air travel.

Videocassettes often provide vivid panoramas of beautiful and sce-
nic natural settings accompanied by soothing music. These are at-
tempts to provide, in a more concrete fashion, the visual details
essential to help achieve relaxation. These are not necessary if your
child is able to rely on her imagination. However, you may want to ob-
tain one of these tapes if your child has attention difficulties, is weak in
visual imagery, or does not achieve relaxation after practicing the exer-
cise. When purchasing this type of tape, first identify what you think
would be the best match with your child’s specific interests. Think
about her past experiences and ask for her input to identify a relaxing
scene.

In contrast to describing a specific scene, I have found that a very ef-
fective technique for visual imagery is to present directions that are
open-ended and allow for a child or teen to create an image that has
personal meaning for her. This is especially important for adolescents,
who have a strong need to feel in control of their thoughts.

As with other exercises, practice this exercise first so that you are fa-
miliar with it and become aware for yourself of the powerful effects of
visual imagery in helping us to relax. You may want to record the in-
structions onto a tape so that your child may practice it alone.

Exercise 1

Select a quiet room in which you will not be distracted by family
members or noises. Have your child sit in a comfortable chair and tell
him to place his hands in his lap or on the arms of the chair. Select a
chair that allows him to either stretch his legs out or rest his feet on
the floor. In a calm, reassuring voice, say the following:

“Close your eyes and picture or think about a place where you have
been, or a place where you would like to be—a place where you feel
safe, happy, carefree, relaxed, and peaceful. Take your time to imagine
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this place. Choose a place where you feel good about yourself, safe,
content, and at ease. As you do so, use your imagination and make the
scene as real as you can. Make believe you are really there. At times
you may find that you are thinking about something else—your mind
might wander. That’s all right. Just come back to the place that you
are trying to picture in your mind. As you imagine your place, think of
the colors in your scene. Think about the different objects in your
very peaceful and safe place. This is a place where you feel happy, pro-
tected, and very calm.”

Monitor your child’s expression, and continue. “Think about the
air around you. Imagine the air against your face. Is it dry or damp? Is
it moving or is it still? Try to make this place real for you. Are there any
scents that are a part of this favorite place, this very peaceful and safe
place? Inhale deeply for a second to help yourself imagine any scents
that are a part of your scene. Think about any sounds that are a part of
this safe, comfortable, and peaceful place, or if it is quiet, imagine the
stillness.

“Look around the scene and picture the objects. Be aware of their
colors, their shapes. Notice their lines—are they straight or curved?
Are the objects circular, square, rectangular, or other shapes? Now
picture the objects and pay attention to how they might feel. One may
be smooth, another rough. Imagine all of the different parts in this
very peaceful place.

“Now, reach out and touch one of the objects in this very relaxing
place. Notice its color, its texture, its lines or curves. Feel it in your
hand. This is just one of the many objects that make up this very relax-
ing, safe, and peaceful place.

“For a moment, shift your attention from your scene to your body.
Pay attention to your body. Now pay attention to your chest, and no-
tice how peaceful and calm your breathing is. Don’t change it—just
notice how relaxed you are as you breathe. Start by paying attention
to your neck and shoulders. Notice how relaxed and comfortable they
feel, with the muscles relaxed. Now pay attention to your arms. Don’t
move them—just pay attention to how loose and relaxed they feel by
your sides. Now notice your stomach ... your buttocks ...your legs ...
your feet ... and even your toes. Your arms, hands, legs, and entire
body are just so relaxed. You may even feel a slight tingling like they
are about to fall asleep. Just enjoy that relaxed feeling for a moment.

“Now, once again shift your attention to your peaceful scene. Look
around your scene and notice all of the parts of your scene. Colors,
shapes, the air, scents, sounds—everything that make your scene real.
After you do this, take your time and open your eyes.”

Determine how successful your child was at imagining his special
place. Ask him what he experienced and which parts of the exercise
were easy or difficult. Ask him to describe some of the details of the
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scene and if he did in fact become relaxed. As with other exercises,
emphasize the fun in the activity rather than the correctness of his
attempts.

o o e

The following strategies also involve visual imagery but take on a
different focus in an attempt to help your child experience increased
self-control over his physical reactions to anger. Again, these are exer-
cises that should be used primarily to help him gain control rather than
to completely escape from his temporarily uncomfortable reality.

Exercise 2

While sitting in a chair, face your child and ask him to scan you from
head to toe. Then say:

“This may be a little difficult to do at first, but I am sure that you
will be able to do it after you practice it a few times. Look at me and
try to imagine that I am getting smaller and smaller and smaller. Make
believe that I am shrinking in my chair—that as I sit here you can see
me getting smaller and smaller. My head, my shoulders, my arms, my
body, my legs, and my feet are all getting smaller. Imagine that I am so
small that my legs appear to be dangling from the chair, unable to
touch the floor. Pretend that I am so small that I look like a puppet or
a doll sitting in a big person’s chair.”

Your child may smile and laugh as you say this. That, in part, is the
purpose of this exercise. His visual image of you becoming smaller and
smaller will be somewhat comical. His bodily reaction to this image
stands in stark contrast with, and competes with, the uncomfortable
physical reactions of anger. To the degree that his more relaxed muscle
tone dominates his physical state, he will be available to experience
control over himself. To the degree that your child can do this exercise,
he will develop an increased capacity to calm himself when he is in the
presence of others with whom he is experiencing anger.

Exercise 3

A variation of Exercise 2 is to have your child picture the anger-
provoking person as being covered by a large glass jar or by a clear
plastic shield. Clearly explain the purpose of this exercise and remind
her that if her images lead her to laugh out loud, she may actually fur-
ther escalate the other person’s anger. Emphasize that the goal is to
reduce the physical impact of her anger and not necessarily to com-
pletely ignore, dismiss, or in some other way eliminate the emotion of
anger.
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e o e

A teenager whom I counseled shared another variation of a visual im-
agery exercise. He was discussing his father’s latest lecture regarding
his grades when, with a sense of power and pride, and with more than a
slight grin, he candidly revealed, “I’m getting good at it!” I replied, “I
think I know what you mean, but tell me exactly what ‘it’ is.” He re-
sponded that as his father spoke to him, he would imagine seeing
through him to the wall behind him. This youngster was already prac-
ticing visual imagery but was using it to help him completely escape
from the situation rather than to just physically relax himself. He used
this as a major strategy for handling his frustrations and anger when re-
lating to his father and adults in general. I should emphasize that we
had not as yet discussed anger management. However, after he shared
that strategy, we identified and explored a variety of strategies so that
he could be more flexible in his anger management.

Meditation

Older children and adolescents can be taught meditation techniques to
help them achieve self-soothing. When used in this way, meditation is a
strategy to manage anger and not a way for your child to withdraw from
or deny the reality of the situation. There are a wide variety of such tech-
niques to choose from.” Some general guidelines for one form of medi-
tation include the following;:

1. Have your child find a quiet place where she will experience
minimal distraction.

2. Have her sit in a comfortable chair.

3. Have her close her eyes and concentrate on and repeat a word
or short phrase.

4. Direct her to say the word or phrase in a way that is synchro-
nized with her breathing.

5. Have her practice this for ten to fifteen minutes and attend to
how physically relaxed she feels at the end of the meditation.

When teaching meditation to a younger child, you may help him
choose a word that has special meaning for him, a word that has a calm-
ing connotation. For example, if you find that holding his special blan-
ket or teddy bear comforts him, you may suggest that he just repeat the
word blankie or teddy. Such objects may have special meaning to him
because they provide security and comfort and facilitate self-soothing.
They act as transitional objects—that is, they are objects he has become
attached to because he associates them with either parents or settings
that have provided protection, reassurance, and security. By selecting
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these words to focus on, you are helping him to give added meaning to
the words themselves in addition to, and instead of, the actual object.
Another possibility is to decide on a word from a prayer, a song, or a
story with which he is familiar.

Again, the goal is to focus his attention on the self-soothing aspect of
the strategy. Emphasize that when this strategy is used to help with an-
ger management, he should not expect himself to suddenly stop what
he is doing when he is angry and begin to meditate. Instead, thinking
of the word he uses will help him recall being physically calm during
meditation, and this will help calm him when he is angry.

Years ago I attended a workshop on stress management. The pre-
senter indicated that he had written two words in large letters on the
inside of his attaché case. When he was upset or especially anxious, he
opened his case to reveal the words “Who cares!”

Physical Activity

This may be one of the most obvious and frequently used strategies to
help children and adolescents manage anger. In contrast to the exer-
cises described so far, this strategy is indirect, in that it attends to physi-
cal energy and tension that may have arisen due to anger. But the goal
of this strategy is not to rehearse relaxation in order to experience more
control during a moment of anger. Rather, engaging in structured ex-
ercise or physical activity helps to channel the energy anger arouses.
Physical exertion leads to a positive sense of accomplishment and the
experience of “good” fatigue.

I want to share a word of caution regarding physical activity as a
strategy. In the past some professionals have suggested that hitting pil-
lows or plastic inflated dolls is a good way for children and adolescents
to vent their anger. They maintain that children and teens who redirect
their anger in this way will experience more self-control. This might be
offered to help some children or adolescents in counseling who are
completely out of touch with their anger. However, most of the recent
research on this strategy strongly suggests that, especially for children
prone to anger, the encouragement of this type of activity actually pre-
disposes a person to respond physically when he or she is angry—that
is, the child is actually rehearsing physical aggression. For this reason,
this method of displacing anger is not recommended for the child who
is already quick to act on his anger.

Music

You will gain many points with your child, and especially your adoles-
cent, by being aware of her musical tastes. In terms of anger manage-
ment, try to help her differentiate for herself which music appears to
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foster self-soothing. This may not be as obvious as it sounds. I have
worked with hundreds of adolescents over the years and have found
that some can calm themselves by listening to tranquil classical music.
Others insist that when they are feeling keyed up and tense, listening to
rock or even heavy metal helps them to relax. Others seem to be at-
tracted by rap, which offers them another way to channel their feelings.
One recent study evaluating the calming influence of music suggests
that individuals vary in how they select music for self-soothing. Certain
individuals listen to mellow music for self-soothing. Others first listen
to intensely energetic melodies and then follow this with more tranquil
music.

Music can provide an echo to our deepest emotions or help to lead
us away from the same emotions. Helping your child to identify her
personal preferences will provide her with yet another productive strat-
egy for coping with her physical reactions to anger.

o o e

The strategies that I have described in this chapter are the most power-
ful techniques for directly addressing the physical side of anger. Other
strategies that have a similar outcome include involvement in activities.
Hobbies, reading, watching television, or spectator sports are other
less powerful activities useful in addressing the physical side of anger.
These are activities that can facilitate enjoyment on their own, as well as
arelaxed physical state. But they do not approach the focused intensity
of relaxation that can be achieved by muscle relaxation, breathing exer-
cises, visual imagery, meditation, or music.
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| Need to Think About [t

ritical thinking is essential for effectively making sense of and man-
Caging anger, and helping children and teens develop skills in how
to think is crucial for effective critical thinking. While a variety of think-
ing skills are fundamental for learning, only in recent years have schools
begun to recognize the importance of teaching these skills, including
problem solving, analyzing information, and generating alternative solu-
tions. At the same time, studies emphasize that children who are taught
specific skills in thinking are more effective in their learning and de-
velop an increased sense of mastery and competence. Developing a
broad range of thinking skills is as important for your child’s manage-
ment of anger as it is for meeting any of life’s challenges.

All of the theory and skills presented in this book emphasize the
need to help your child think rationally and objectively in order
to make sense of and manage anger. Such thinking is vital, beginning
with the observation of his reactions to the triggering event, the clarifi-
cation of his thoughts and emotions related to the event, and his deci-
sion how to handle his anger. This chapter focuses on four specific areas
of thinking that can positively influence your child or teen’s capacity for
healthy anger management: problem-solving skills, maintaining a real-
istic perspective, promoting optimism, and fostering creativity.

193
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Using Problem-Solving Skills

Problem-solving skills help your child or teen assess each anger-pro-
voking situation, identity the most etfective response from her reper-
toire of strategies, and then evaluate her actions.' Being able to answer
the following questions will help your child or teen further master her
understanding and management of anger.

1. What is the problem?

2. What are some alternative ways I can address it?

3. In what ways are the above strategies advantageous or disadvan-
tageous?

4. What strategies will I use?

5. How well did it work?

What Is the Problem?

As emphasized throughout this book, anger is a signal that tells us
something is wrong. Self-reflection, guided by the model of anger pre-
sented in Chapter 4, will help your child or teen more clearly identify
the concerns that need to be addressed. Taking time to think about an-
ger is necessary to understand what it means in relation to your child’s
emotions, expectations, conclusions, needs, and desires. It is only after
she identifies her specific concerns that she can then more clearly con-
sider how to address them.

What Are Some Alternative Ways Your Child Can Address Anger?

The second major goal of problem solving regarding anger is to iden-
tify what action to take once your child has more fully understood what
he wants, needs, or expects. Children and teens are naturally curious
and possess the capacity to think through solutions for a variety of chal-
lenges. This is especially true when they are encouraged to trust their
thinking and provided skills that foster reflection. When children and
teens hear your thoughts about anger and ways of evaluating alterna-
tive strategies by which to manage anger, they too will learn to identify
alternative responses before taking action. Several ways for generating
alternative strategies are described below.

Brainstorming. Children and teens of all ages can be helped to
brainstorm in order to identify alternative ways of responding to
their anger. One technique involves encouraging your child to list as
many responses as possible. Encourage her to feel free in her think-
ing as she makes her list. She could be silly or even unrealistic. The
goal of this exercise is to encourage her thinking and give her per-
mission to express herself. Some children need help in getting
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started and may benefit from your identifying several possible ways of
responding.

Effective brainstorming is based on helping children and teens be-
come uninhibited in their thinking. They should be encouraged to list
whatever thoughts come to mind without worrying about being right
or perfect in their response. I have often offered outlandish alternatives
as well as realistic ones to children and teens in an effort to help them
think more freely about various possibilities. These were oftered only
when I was sure the child or teen was able to see the humor in it, rather
than act on it, and I used a joking tone. We very quickly identified reasons
why the strategy would not really be effective. For example, I have often
suggested to a child who believed he was wronged, “You could just get a
whipped cream pie and throw it at him,” “Give her the silent treatment
for a year,” or “You could stage a protest march in front of your friend’s
house.” Such absurd proposals very quickly free children to consider a
range of possibilities. Also offer several realistic alternatives. The ability to
identify several alternative responses provides children with a sense of con-
trol and mastery.

Recording stories. Dictating stories into a tape recorder is one ap-
proach that can be used with young children. Modeled after the tech-
niques of child psychotherapist Richard Gardner, this approach can
take several forms.? In one, you can have your child dictate the details
of'an anger-provoking incident into a tape recorder. He could describe
an actual event in his own life, one that occurred to people he knows,
or something from a movie or a book. You might encourage a younger
child to describe a story in which animals are the main characters. En-
courage him to discuss his thoughts and feelings regarding the inci-
dent. Have him complete the story by describing one strategy for
managing the anger. Then discuss alternative endings with him. You
may need to identify several endings first as a way to help him brain-
storm.

Another approach, and one that may be especially effective with
younger children, is to make a recording together. Start a story about
animals or people who face an anger-provoking incident. You can stop
the story at various points to ask your child to provide information
such as the names of the characters, details regarding the situation, and
ways in which the characters manage their reactions. After he has com-
pleted the story, recite the same story but offer a more constructive
resolution.

Using word pairs. Helping children use certain word pairs is effec-
tive in teaching even three- and four-year-olds to reason before acting
impulsively.® These include word pairs such as if/then, fair/unfair,
and 75/4s not. These word pairs can be used in identifying alternative
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behaviors as well as in deciding which ones are most effective. Exam-
ples of these follow.

« “If I scream at my friend, then he may not want to listen
to me.”
. “If I speak calmly, then he will more likely hear me.”
. “Itis fair to say what I want; it is #nfair to demand it.”
. “Talking to someone zs good; hitting someone s zot good.”

A phrase that is more eftective with older children and teens is “If I
__, then ___ will happen.” The use of this phrase emphasizes the
cause-and-effect relationship between actions, helping children to be-
gin to identify the possible outcome of their actions—the advantages
and the disadvantages of certain behaviors.*

Seeking more information and guidance. Sometimes seeking ad-
ditional information is a necessary step in identifying alternative strate-
gies for managing anger. Encourage your child to share her thoughts
and get opinions from those she trusts. Similarly, support your child’s
attempts to gather information from others in an effort to get a reality
check regarding her experience of a situation.

Foster your child’s comfort in seeking guidance, whether he wants
to obtain feedback about how he perceived an event or he is consider-
ing several alternative strategies for coping with his anger.

In What Ways Are the Identified Strategies Advantageous or Disadvantageous?

Children and teens can be helped to recognize the strengths and weak-
nesses of the alternative strategies that they have identified. Your
thirteen-year-old may decide to jog for half an hour following an
anger-provoking event. In contrast, following a rejection from a friend,
your seven-year-old may immediately call another friend to plan a
sleepover. Answering the following questions will provide guidelines
for deciding how effective one strategy is compared to another.

- How effective will this action be in addressing my concern?

- Will my action ignore it, address it just for now, or address it
torever?

- How constructive is the action I plan to take?

- How likely is it that my action will achieve my goal?

As with many of the exercises described in this book, children and
teens can be helped to ask these questions about their own anger, in
discussion about others they know, or about personalities in the media
and in books or movies.
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What Strategy Will Your Child Use?

At this stage in his thinking, your child may choose a best strategy or
several that he feels will work best in combination with each other. En-
courage his exploration in more detail about how he will actually han-
dle the situation. An extremely important part of this stage of problem
solving is to help your child identify several outcomes that might be de-
scribed as “worst-case scenarios.” Then help your child determine sev-
eral ways of responding to each one. This step in problem solving is
extremely effective because it allows a child to explore his worst fears
and identify ways of managing them. Through shared exploration, you
will help him to feel more confident and be better prepared to manage
even a worst-case scenario.

How Effective Was the Strategy?

This question is one of the most important to answer when trying out
new behaviors. By carefully reviewing with your child what went well
and what was problematic, he will develop improved guidelines for fu-
ture behavior. This type of self-monitoring and evaluation is a key com-
ponent in developing any new skill, since it will help him learn from his
mistakes and highlight what was most effective. By doing so, he will be
better prepared to meet new challenges instead of treating each one as
entirely different from others he has mastered in the past. In addition,
this type of self-evaluation will further promote confidence and trust in
his ability to manage new challenges.

Using Realistic Thinking

As parents and caretakers, we always want to protect our children from
experiencing pain. Our strong determination to do so may at times ac-
tually contribute to emotional difficulties and anger in particular. I
counseled the parents of Robin, a seventh grader who expressed some
doubts about being accepted for the school band. Her parents ob-
served her become increasingly tense and irritable in the days leading
up to when she would find out whether she had been accepted. They
were so concerned about her discomfort that for several days they tried
to avoid discussing it. When they finally asked if she was worried about
being accepted, Robin responded that she generally felt positive about
it but had some doubts at times.

In their effort to calm Robin, her parents immediately reassured her,
saying that they were absolutely sure she would be accepted and that
she did not have anything to worry about. Hoping to help her avoid
pain, they actually made the situation worse in several ways. Robin was
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doubtful about her acceptance because she knew she had not practiced
as much as she needed to in order to improve her skills. Her parents’
suggestion that she had no reason to have doubts actually led her to
feel more isolated from them in her experience and that it was not right
to have self-doubts. When she did not make the orchestra, she was dis-
appointed as well as annoyed with herself and her parents for convinc-
ing her not to worry.

In contrast to simply reassuring her, they could have listened to her
anxiety and specifically inquired about what contributed to it. Had
they done so, Robin would have perceived them as genuinely em-
pathic. They could have said, “We can understand why you are worried
if you believe you did not practice enough. It sounds like you’ve fig-
ured out what might keep you from being accepted. We hope you
make it, but we’ll just have to wait together.” The emphasis in this re-
sponse is on being realistic, remaining connected, being empathic, fo-
cusing on the optimistic possibility, and promoting sharing.

Certainly children or teens do not need to know more about certain
issues than they can reasonably handle. But not being honest can have
serious impact on a child’s trust in himself and others. And it is often
loss of trust that most fosters hurt and related anger.

When parents give each other the silent treatment for several days
and deny conflict, discuss plans to move to another city at the last min-
ute, or try to deny the real bullying of a younger sibling by an older
one, they encourage distrust and increase a child’s predisposition to
become angry.

Being realistic and candid is extremely important for helping chil-
dren cope with major family changes. This is especially true when re-
sponding to the extremely challenging experience of parental divorce.
As indicated previously, empathy involves the ability to see another
person’s perspective and understand that person’s thinking and emo-
tions. Your discussing the reality of an impending divorce gives permis-
sion to your child to share her reactions, her thoughts and emotions.
Through open communication, she can be helped to sort out her con-
cerns, clarify her feelings, and feel a connection, which is so very im-
portant to maintain during this stressful time.

I have counseled many parents who have reported to me that their
children did not get upset when they divorced. Often a parent in this
situation is overwhelmed and cannot acknowledge his or her own an-
ger because it adds to the tremendous amount of stress already present.
As a parent in this situation, you may be tempted to tell your child that
he should not be angry. You may indicate to him that much of his life
will be the same, that you are not angry, that he should focus on the
positive aspects of the change, or that his anger will quickly pass. Any of
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these responses falls short of being realistic or empathic. Each commu-
nicates directly or indirectly that something is wrong with your child
for feeling or thinking the way he does, that he should not feel those
emotions or think those thoughts, and that he should ignore them. At
the same time, you may be directly communicating to him that in or-
der to feel better, he should agree with your view and distrust or stifle
his own experience.

In contrast, you would be genuinely empathic when you communi-
cate that it is realistic and natural to experience anger in such a situa-
tion, that you recognize he will be going through many changes, and
that he may experience a variety of thoughts and emotions. Your con-
nection with your child would be further strengthened by your recog-
nizing and allowing him to discuss hurt and pain associated with his
loss and resulting anger. Finally, empathy is reflected in your candidly
sharing your understanding that such a transition involves mourning
and that he can depend on you to help him through the process.

Similarly, it is difficult for many parents to manage their child’s anger
toward a new spouse. You may appeal to logic and your own need for
harmony when you tell your child she should not be angry with a new
stepparent. However, this may not be realistic from your child’s point
of view. This person may be a stranger to her and may arouse in her
conflicts about loyalty to her natural parent. The stepparent may be
perceived as an intruder who expects an immediate bond with your
child and threatens her relationship with her natural parent. She may
still be mourning the loss of her natural parent. These are all very realis-
tic reasons for the arousal of anger and apprehensive thoughts. Trying
to ignore this reality or appealing to logic about why such emotions or
thoughts should not exist will only lead to further anger.

Being realistic does require being sensitive to your child’s ability
to handle facts about a particular situation. Certainly you should con-
sider your child’s capacity for handling such realism. However, all too
often parents underestimate what a child can manage because they
themselves may experience discomfort acknowledging uncomfortable
thoughts and emotions and internal conflict. But it is through being
realistic that your child is given permission to be and express himself.
And, as he does so, especially during the most difficult times, he will be
helped to maintain connection with you and with himself.

Encouraging Optimistic Thinking

As I noted earlier, how pessimistic a child is may very much influence
his tendency to become angry.” Children and teens who are pessimistic
expect the worst. They anticipate failure in their efforts, rejection by
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others, and a general lack of support and nurturance by those around
them. Again, pessimists and optimists differ in how they explain the
causes of both good and bad events. These beliefs form the basis of the
inner voice that offers meaning, makes appraisals, and explains events.
Specifically, the optimist and pessimist differ with regard to three main
patterns in their explanatory style—the way they explain events in their
lives. These patterns are permanence, pervasiveness, and personali-
zation.

Permanence. When the optimistic child does well on a science test,
she concludes she did well because of her abilities. In contrast, the pes-
simistic child who does well may conclude that his mood or special et-
fort the night before the test contributed to his success.

The optimistic child explains good events as based on permanent
causes, such as her abilities and traits. The pessimistic child explains
good events as being caused by more transient or temporary causes.

Similarly, the optimistic child who does not do well on the science
test may conclude she did not study enough this time, while the pessi-
mistic child concludes he will never do well in math. The optimistic
child explains bad events in terms of the influence of temporary factors,
while the pessimistic child thinks in terms of “always” or the influence
of permanently fixed traits.

Pervasiveness. Children who explain a cause for an event as being
pervasive understand that cause as influencing many aspects of their
lives. The optimistic child who does well on the science test may say to
herself, “I’m smart,” while the pessimistic child may be more likely to
say, “I’m smart in science.”

When it comes to explaining good events, the optimistic child gen-
eralizes her self-assessment; it is global. She is more open to experienc-
ing herself as smart in many areas. The pessimistic child focuses on
specific factors as the major cause of good events.

Optimistic and pessimistic children reverse the explanations in terms
of pervasiveness when they make sense of bad events in their lives. After
doing poorly on a science test, the optimistic child concludes, “I didn’t
study enough for this test.” She identifies a very specific cause for her
difficulty. The pessimistic child might respond, “I’m not good in
school,” reflecting a more global assessment that generalizes to all
subjects.

Personalization. The third quality of an explanatory style is personal-
ization, deciding who is responsible when bad things happen. Children
internalize when they blame themselves and externalize when they
blame others or the situation for causing an event to occur. Those who
habitually blame themselves are more likely to feel excessive guilt,
shame, and (associated with this attitude) low self-esteem. Children
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who routinely blame others experience less guilt or shame and have a
tendency to be angrier. Through excessively blaming others, they ex-
perience less control over their lives and a diminished sense that they
can have a direct impact in their lives.

In general, those who are pessimistic routinely blame themselves in a
global way. In response to not doing well on a science test, the pessi-
mist may say, “I am stupid or I am a failure.” When she makes this as-
sessment, she is negatively and globally evaluated in a way that is both
permanent and pervasive. In contrast, the optimist is more likely to
think, “I failed the science test because I did not study enough.” The
optimist is blaming himself for a specific behavior: not studying enough.
His view of the cause is internal, but it is temporary and specific.

These findings regarding optimism and pessimism offer us much-
needed direction in helping children and teens develop ways of think-
ing that foster healthy anger. Specifically, the more you can help your
child challenge his pessimistic thoughts and replace them with optimis-
tic patterns of thinking, the more optimistic he will become. Optimis-
tic thinking fosters a more realistic sense of personal strengths and
weaknesses and increases your child’s experience of having an impact
on the world around him. In contrast, maintaining a pessimistic ex-
planatory style leads a child to be more prone to depression. The pessi-
mistic child or teen experiences a lack of impact in creating change and
subsequently is more likely to become angry.

Chapter 8, on self-talk, provides specific guidelines for helping your
child identify, challenge, and replace unrealistic self-dialogue. Exam-
ples of pessimistic thoughts and challenges to these thoughts are de-
scribed here.

Pessimistic Thoughts Optimistic Thoughts

I missed four shots in a row; Getting good at basketball does take
I might as well give up! practice, and I have to miss some
(Global, permanent) shots before I get better. (Specific)
I’m a nerd! I have difficulty It sometimes is difficult to talk to
talking to people I don’t know. people I don’t know, and I become
(Global, permanent) anxious. I just have to learn some

ways to start a conversation.
(Specific, temporary).

I am sure he won’t want to He doesn’t know me very well, and
play with me. (Global, so he may not want to play with me.
permanent) But I could try to figure out what he

might like to do together. (Specific,
temporary)
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It’s all my fault that you were There were things I did that

divorced. (Global, internalized)  disappointed both of you, but your
divorce had to do with how you felt
about ecach other. (Specific, external)

I shouldn’t have said that to I guess I was angry he didn’t ask me
Mark. I’'m just not a good to be on his team. What I said was
friend. (Global, internal, mean. Maybe if I apologize, he’ll
permanent) talk to me again. (Specific, internal)

As these examples show, optimistic thoughts are not simply thoughts
based on a false view that all things will turn out well and that the world
is just wonderful. Instead, they offer your child and teen a more realis-
tic assessment of himself and the world around him. As with all skills
presented in this book, the more you model optimistic attitudes in
your conversations and behavior, the more likely it is that your child
will develop healthy optimism. In doing so, you will play a major role
in helping your child or teen develop a way of thinking that increases
his development of healthy anger.

Criticize in Ways That Promote Optimistic Thinking

How you criticize your child can very much influence her tendency to
be optimistic or pessimistic in her thinking.’ If in your criticism you use
language that explains good or bad events in pessimistic language, you
promote pessimism. In contrast, when you criticize in language that is
associated with optimism, you promote the internalization by your child
of that language in her thoughts. Let’s return to the example of Robin,
described earlier. Below are a variety of comments that her parents could
offer if Robin does not make the orchestra. Following each example is an
indication of how they may reflect optimism or pessimism.

- “You aren’t good at music. I don’t think you could ever make
the orchestra if you didn’t make it this time.” ( Pessimistic,
global and permanent)

- “You didn’t practice enough these last few months. I believe
that if you practice more, you could make that orchestra.”
(Optimistic; specific activity and skill)

. “I think that even if you practice, you will not improve
enough to make it.” (Pessimistic; global, permanent)

. “I think that if you practice, maybe get some extra help,
you’ll have a much better chance of being accepted.”
(Optimistic; specific behaviors)

- “You’re pretty lazy.” ( Pessimistic; global, internal)

- “You will get better when you practice.” (Optimistic; specific)
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Keep a log of your criticism on a daily basis for one week. Review
your comments and determine in what ways you may be emphasizing
pessimistic thinking or optimistic thinking. In this way you will be
better able to review your communications and decide on ways of ex-
pressing yourself that foster optimistic thinking by focusing on specific
behaviors and the potential for positive change.

Developing Creativity in Thinking

Healthy anger involves having a wide repertoire of strategies for resolv-
ing anger. The more you can teach your child or teen to think cre-
atively in general, coupled with all of the strategies discussed so far, the
more you will help her develop skills in managing anger. Being creative
encompasses a variety of attitudes and skills that foster healthy anger.”

While creativity can foster healthy anger, it certainly is not a guaran-
tee of constructively making sense of and managing anger. There are
many creative people who experience difficulties in anger manage-
ment, and creative individuals can demonstrate anger, hostility, and ag-
gression, like everyone else. They may lack empathy, make unrealistic
conclusions, be impulsive, or have a variety of difficulties associated
with destructive anger. However, you will further strengthen your
child’s ability to understand and manage anger when you nourish your
child’s creativity while teaching the strategies contained in this book.

For example, helping foster creativity in children involves helping
them trust themselves. It entails looking inward to value their thoughts
and emotions. Dealing with anger, as with being creative, involves
trusting ourselves but remaining open for feedback and self-evalua-
tion.

An individual who nurtures creativity has allowed his childhood cu-
riosity to flourish. The child or teen who is encouraged to be curious is
more apt to have passion for life and to see the uniqueness in different
situations. As such, he may rely less on automatic thoughts in reacting
to new situations. Similarly, because creativity involves the capacity to
take on different perspectives or step back and see things in a different
light, the creative child may be more empathic as well as more open to
considering the perspective of others who may have contributed to his
anger.

Focused creativity requires the ability to postpone judgment or
criticism. This ability allows for the generation of new ideas and so is
essential in every aspect of anger management. The child or teen who
can do this is able to take time to “sleep on it” before taking action.

Creativity often involves the ability to sit with the tension of disorder.
Whether we are creating a story, a painting, or a musical composition,
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we may be pulled in different directions during the creative process.
Children who can ride out such tension can manage the frustration of
not fully knowing in the beginning where their process may end up.
Certainly the ability to tolerate tension is a major component of mak-
ing sense of and managing anger.

The excessive need to be “right” interferes in the creative process
just as much as it hampers effective anger management. Children and
teens who are helped to be compassionate and forgiving while still
maintaining aspirations to better themselves are more able to cope
with such demands by others and themselves.

A key element of creativity is the ability to trust one’s imagination
while maintaining control over it. Role playing, visualization, and
imagining alternative scenarios are just a few ways in which this skill
can play a part in constructive anger management.

Being creative means taking risks. The painter, writer, and musician
direct their energies in directions that challenge tradition, go against
trends, or meet rejection from peers. Many techniques of anger man-
agement described in this book involve helping a child or teen take a
risk. Your fifteen-year-old son may take a risk by sharing his emotions
when to do so would be viewed as not being a real man. Your seven-
year-old may take a risk by telling her brother what she really thinks
and feels about his invading her room without her permission. Your
ten-year-old may take a risk when he admits that something you said to
him led him to feel shame. Being authentic and communicating our in-
ternal experiences can be just as risky as any creative endeavor, if not
more so.

o o e

Our thoughts and emotions are clearly interwoven and influence every
action we take, including how we respond to anger. It is only when
your child takes time to think through how to respond to anger that
she will constructively manage it. Teaching her skills in critical think-
ing, instilling optimism, being realistic, and furthering her creativity
combine to strengthen her capability for healthy anger.
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Okay, I'm Ready to Talk About It

his chapter describes specific communication skills that will en-

courage your child to self-reflect and lead her to value using words
to express her feelings. In addition, it provides specific guidelines to
help your child constructively communicate anger. These skills focus
initially on helping your child look inward to better determine what she
wants to communicate.

Positive Communication

Every relationship we have is very much influenced by the quality
of our communication with the other person. We nurture a healthy
connection when we communicate with others in ways that foster
freedom to express thoughts and feelings, support open self-reflection
and growth, promote healthy self-acceptance, and encourage candid
dialogue.

In contrast, when we communicate with others in ways that inhibit
candid and appropriate expression of thoughts and feelings, discourage
self-reflection and growth, and devalue and hinder open dialogue, we
create a relationship that is marked by tension, frustration, conflict, and

205
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anger. This is a simple principle but one that requires a great amount of
attention and practice if we are to be sensitive in our communication
with others.

As parents, we nurture open and candid sharing when we communi-
cate with our children in ways that foster their comfort in expressing
thoughts and feelings, support their open self-reflection and growth,
and promote healthy self-acceptance. Most important, when we en-
courage and model sharing of thoughts and feelings, we also help chil-
dren and teens experience the power of the spoken word.

Words and communication take on great meaning for children and
teens who are encouraged to express themselves. In fact, it is often said
that we genuinely know ourselves most fully by really listening to what
we say out loud. When we are encouraged to share our experiences, we
are supported in selecting words that most accurately reflect our views,
attitudes, and feelings. Through such open discussion children and
teens develop increased self-awareness, which also includes the recog-
nition and acknowledgment of inconsistencies in their beliefs and feel-
ings. As such, candid dialogue encourages self-reflection and increased
self-understanding.

When children and teens are genuinely listened to and feel under-
stood, they experience a personal and meaningful connection. This
does not mean you have to agree with everything your child or teen
says or that you have to satisty his or her every whim. But by listening
to and genuinely understanding her perspective and by communicat-
ing your understanding, you will foster a bond with your child that
promotes self-expression. By doing so, you will also help your child ex-
perience the power of words over impulsive action.

The model of anger introduced in Chapter 4 is very much based on
this premise. By developing and practicing skills associated with this
principle, your child will be intrinsically rewarded for his self-reflection
and begin to more meaningfully value discussing and sharing his
thoughts and feelings rather than acting on them. A child or teen who
values words experiences empowerment and a genuine sense of inter-
nal control that cannot be matched by aggressive behaviors.

Effective communication skills are essential for the constructive
management of anger. As with all of the strategies presented in this
book, the more often you model these skills, the more likely it is that
your child will incorporate them as a part of his behavior. We will start
by identifying key elements of positive communication.

Listening Skills

Genuine active listening is one of the most essential skills for effectively
communicating with others.' However, we live in a time dominated by
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demands that distract us from truly listening in our relationships. This
is no less true for parents. Even the most caring of parents may be so
preoccupied with teaching their child specific ideas, attitudes, and be-
haviors that they fail to actively listen to the child. This may also be es-
pecially true in our relationships with adolescents, who may not be
very open or even available for communication. But only by active lis-
tening can we really help children and adolescents develop ways to
better understand and manage anger.

Active listening involves listening in a comprehensive way. It in-
volves listening for content but also for what is not stated out loud. It
consists of listening to determine your child’s mood but also to detect
emotions that are not expressed. It involves trying to identify core mo-
tivations, expectations, and conclusions when these are not clearly
stated. For example, suppose Robert, a fourteen-year-old, complains
about an assignment he was given in his English class. He may say, “I
can’t believe Mr. Lowe gave us such a stupid assignment! I mean really,
who cares about the characters in that story? It’s boring. How am I
supposed to know what made the main character behave the way he
did?”

If you listen in one way, you may attend only to Robert’s annoyance
regarding the task. If you are task-focused, are pressed for time, or di-
rect your attention mostly toward behavior rather than emotions, you
may feel compelled to quickly tell him how to behave. Similarly, if you
are made anxious by his annoyance, you may try to solve his problem in
a hurry. Prompted by your concern that he do well in school, you may
immediately remind him that he needs to complete his assignment to
get good grades. If you are overly sensitive to his being annoyed, you
may try to minimize his annoyance and cajole him into doing the as-
signment by saying, “It will only take a half hour,” “It can’t be that
bad,” or “Sometimes we all have to do things we don’t like to do.” If
you use a behavioral reward program to motivate him for getting good
grades, you may remind him that he will be allowed to play with his fa-
vorite video game upon completing his assignment. If you too quickly
overidentify with your child’s pain, you may even call Mr. Lowe for fur-
ther explanation regarding the teacher’s choice of assignments.

Your reaction will depend on what you listen to and how you are im-
pacted by what you hear. In contrast, more in-depth or active listening
involves scanning all of the available information your child provides
you and being sensitive to the key issues underlying his complaint. For
example, through active listening, you might recognize that his feel-
ings of inadequacy or frustration in doing the assignment underlie his
complaint. If you listen to his most recent complaint in the context of
other issues he has recently discussed, you may understand his
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complaint as really being a communication about other issues—that he
is angry at Mr. Lowe for other reasons, that he is annoyed with the as-
signment because he was really hurt for not being selected for the
school basketball team, or that he is responding to competition with
his older brother, an English major in college, by not even trying to
complete the task.

Clearly, active listening requires being open to the many possible
meanings of what is communicated and the many motivations, emo-
tions, and attitudes that may influence the communication.

Active Listening and the Model of Anger

Active listening, when applied to anger management, involves listening
for motivations, emotions, and attitudes that underlie anger rather
than attending only to the anger. By listening to your child more ac-
tively, you will be more aware of his experience and subsequently more
available to help him make sense of and manage his anger. At the same
time, through active listening, you will be less reactive to and dis-
tracted by his anger. Active listening will help you become a better ob-
server of his experience when he is expressing anger about other events
or people in his life, including when he is expressing anger toward you.
Focusing on active listening, rather than paying attention to your im-
mediate emotional reaction or thoughts that prompt you to take ac-
tion, is a major strategy to help you deal with your anger and that of
your child.

Active listening is one component of positive communication that
helps foster your child’s freedom to express his thoughts and feelings,
supports open self-reflection and growth, promotes healthy self-accep-
tance, and encourages open dialogue. Let us return to the example of
Robert and his annoyance with the English assignment. If you immedi-
ately focus on his need to get good grades, you focus on your expecta-
tions for how he should behave instead of on his thoughts and feelings—
his internal experience. Similarly, if you only remind him that sometimes
we all have to do things that are not enjoyable, or if you remind him of
the behavioral reward program and that he will be allowed to play video
games when he completes his assignment, you focus on his behavior.
Again, you would be giving a response that does not support his self-re-
flection regarding his emotional experience and thoughts about the sit-
uation.

Finally, if you have a knee-jerk reaction to come to his rescue by im-
mediately contacting Mr. Lowe to question the merits of the assign-
ment, you will be encouraging Robert to externalize—to look outside
himself for the cause of his discomfort. At the same time, you may be
communicating the message that the only way to cope with stress is to
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try to change others around us rather than reflect on, and perhaps alter
our reactions to, feeling stressed.

So if these typical automatic reactions to your child’s anger discour-
age self-reflection, how could you make use of your active listening in
formulating alternative responses?

Communication That Reflects Active Listening

While active listening is a major component of effective communica-
tion, sharing what you have heard and requesting feedback is the next
major task in constructive communication. To do this, you share hy-
potheses or guesses you may have developed as a result of your active
listening. Such communication conveys the message that you are lis-
tening beyond the anger and frustration.

Below are examples of comments that demonstrate active listening.

. “I can see you’re annoyed. Tell me more about it.”

- “Wow! You are really upset. What’s going on?”

- “You don’t have to tell me the details, but you seem more
upset about this than usual.”

Returning again to the example of Robert, you might identify the
following responses and hypotheses based on active listening.

“You’re sounding fairly angry with Mr. Lowe.”

- “Help me understand. What do you feel is stupid about the
assignment?”

. “I'wonder . . . you talked the other day about feeling Mr.
Lowe was picking on you. Are you still resentful about that?”

. “It can sometimes be very difficult to figure out what makes a
person do what he or she does.”

« “I’m here if you want to talk about it.”

Each of these responses communicates a message of support and
empathy that fosters sharing, openness, and exploration. Each state-
ment communicates your concern and your willingness to see the ex-
perience through your child’s eyes. This is the essence of empathy.

Empathy. We are empathic when we can identify with the feelings of
others and can recognize their emotions without trying to avoid them
or without being overwhelmed by them. Empathy involves the capac-
ity to experience the emotions of another, but with a certain distance.

Our ability to experience empathy for another person allows us to be
sensitive to that person’s feelings. But effective communication is
based not just on being able to experience empathy but also on the
ability to communicate our empathy to another person. For example,
you may feel empathy for Robert in this situation but choose not to
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focus your attention on his discomfort. Responses that focus on his
need to get good grades or the potential for a reward if he completes
his assignment are examples of comments that do not convey empathy.
Certainly, there are times you may choose not to communicate empa-
thy. Your annoyance regarding your child’s frequent complaints, your
lack of time for discussion, or your view that acknowledging negative
emotions is a sign of weakness may contribute to lack of empathy in
your communications.

However, empathic communication is essential to foster the type of
self-reflection emphasized in the approach to anger explained in this
book. By being empathic, especially with a child’s internal subjective
experience (her thoughts, attitudes, and emotions), you are directing
attention to those experiences. Rather than directing attention to ex-
ternal issues—her behavior, the behavior of others, or events that in-
volved her—empathy very powerfully communicates to your child that
you recognize and can understand her feelings. It tells her that it is all
right for her to feel the way she does, and that what she feels deserves
attention and should not be ignored. In this way, empathy provides a
validation of a child’s or teen’s inner experience, regardless of whether
it is based on realistic or unrealistic thinking. Only after the experience
is acknowledged will your child be more available to discuss it and to
be helped to decide whether it is based on realistic and objective think-
ing. This is especially true with regard to making sense of anger.

Such communication is a key element that helps children explore
emotions related to their anger as well as the conclusions, expectations,
and motivations that play a part in their anger. Empathic interactions
foster a bond between you and your child that will enable him to more
comfortably engage with you regarding a whole range of issues in addi-
tion to anger.?

While this discussion has focused on how your communication can
promote self-reflection, positive communication will also help your
child defuse his anger. Rather than respond to his anger with attempts
to distract him from it or help him deny or minimize it, such interac-
tion will help him to acknowledge anger and more constructively ac-
cept and manage it. Through such discussion you give him permission
to experience anger, and you help him to remember that anger is the
reflexive response to a number of internal experiences.

The more empathic you can be with your child, the more she can ac-
cept and recognize her thoughts and emotions. However, our ability to
be empathic is greatly influenced by our acceptance of and comfort with
our own emotions. As I have stated repeatedly, your own discomfort with
certain feelings, thoughts, or attitudes may interfere with your capacity to
be empathic about those feelings, thoughts, or attitudes in others.
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All too often, when we hear a child or teen share emotions or
thoughts that do not immediately make sense, or with which we dis-
agree, we want to quickly convince her of what we believe she “should”
or “should not” feel or think. We may feel challenged and become con-
cerned about her being childish, unladylike (or, for a boy, unmanly),
silly, dangerous, confused, or ignorant. We may become anxious about
our own image if others were to hear our child discussing these emo-
tions or thoughts. Similarly, we may become fearful of her emotions or
thoughts. As a result, we may tell her to be quiet and not think about a
problem, or we may try to distract her from such thoughts or feelings.

These attitudes, whether expressed directly or indirectly, have a tre-
mendous negative impact on a child’s development. Such attitudes lead
children to distrust or doubt their emotions, not express them, and de-
velop underlying anger as a result of feeling stifled and criticized.

The need to idealize our childhood is another factor that may inter-
fere with our capacity to empathize with your child. Many of us prefer
to perceive childhood as easygoing, lacking in tension, and simple
rather than as complex. We often wish to maintain this view in spite of
numerous reports in recent years about the increasing pressures and
challenges children are experiencing. Similarly, we try to keep this per-
ception even as we increase the pressure on youngsters to grow up
more quickly and to achieve more.

A commitment to be empathic challenges us to self-reflect and gain
self-awareness. In doing so, we become more sensitive to our children
and help them develop increased comfort in sharing their thoughts,
emotions, and attitudes.

Nonverbal communication. While the content of what you com-
municate to your child is extremely important, how you say it can ei-
ther strengthen or weaken your underlying message. Your tone of
voice, facial expression, eye contact, and physical proximity are some
key elements of nonverbal communication that can foster helping your
child manage anger.

Tone of voice. What you share will be heard best when your tone
communicates acceptance, support, concern, and presence—a mes-
sage that you are fully attending to her at that moment. If you are try-
ing to be empathic but speak in an angry, impatient, anxious, or critical
tone, your child will hear anger, impatience, anxiety, or criticism.
These nonverbal aspects of your communication will distract her from
your message and from genuinely experiencing empathy. Even a com-
ment such as “You’re sounding fairly angry with Mr. Lowe” can be said
in a critical and devaluing tone. Similarly, “I’m here it you want to talk
about it” can be said in a tone that conveys frustration, annoyance, or
impatience.
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Facial expression. Your facial expression, like your tone of voice, can
convey either genuine concern for your child’s experience or a negative
message that undermines the full impact of your verbal message. An
example of this is my work with a couple who were trying their best to
be empathic with their angry thirteen-year-old son. Both husband and
wife grew up in challenging circumstances that left them with many
emotional scars and made them uncomfortable with acknowledging
the hurt and disappointments of their respective childhoods. For this
reason, they were often unavailable to be sensitive to the emotional
pain their son experienced. They had learned the message that in the
face of emotional hurt, they should just try to ignore it and move on.
This message tremendously influenced their views regarding vulnera-
bility and being independent. Their own discomfort with emotions en-
couraged them to maintain the view that they were helping their son to
“become a real man” by encouraging him not to admit to or complain
of pain.

When it was suggested that they work at being empathic with his
pain and help him talk about it, they very quickly tried out responses
such as “I could understand how you could feel that way” and “Maybe
a part of you still just wants to be taken care of, like when you were
younger.” When stated with genuine concern and empathy, these re-
sponses are very powerful in creating openness, engagement, and self-
reflection. However, both parents’ own discomfort with helping their
son explore such feelings led them to make these statements in a deval-
uing and critical tone and with a tense facial expression that reflected
disgust and promoted shame. When they said the words “I can under-
stand how you could feel that way,” their nonverbal message also com-
municated the additional message “But it sure is childish or foolish to
feel that way.” Similarly, when they said “Maybe a part of you still just
wants to be taken care of like when you were younger,” the teasing and
belittling tone in their voices conveyed the additional message “You’re
just acting like a baby—grow up!” Only after they individually worked
at acknowledging their own pain and related anger could they be more
genuinely empathic with their son.

Physical proximity. How close you are physically with your child is
an important issue in communication in general, but even more so
when it comes to empathic communication intended to foster self-
reflection and increase the bond with your child. Calling out “I’m here
it you want to discuss it” from the kitchen to your child in the living
room will dilute the impact of the offer of support. Talking from across
the room while reading a newspaper may similarly diminish the
empathic quality of a message such as “I can see how you could feel
that way.” Ideally, being in close physical proximity emphasizes your
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genuine availability, presence, and concern to discuss such issues. Close
physical proximity conveys messages such as “What you are feeling and
what you have to say is important to me,” “I really am here for you,”
and “You have my full attention.”

Eye contact. Good eye contact really communicates genuine pres-
ence and concern. Good eye contact involves not a fixed stare but
looking frequently and warmly into your child’s eyes. This may not be
easy if you are not used to maintaining eye contact when talking with
people. Similarly, eye contact may be more difticult when you are talk-
ing about personal issues such as your child’s emotions and thoughts,
especially as they relate to anger.

Some people feel more comfortable talking about more personal is-
sues when they do not experience direct eye contact. Parents often in-
dicate that some of their best communications have taken place in the
car. Some children and many adolescents feel uncomfortable with di-
rect eye contact. Be sensitive to this in yourself and in your child. The
goal is to be empathic. If eye contact promotes too much discomfort, it
is not empathic. Teens who struggle with their need for independence
or experience shame or guilt about their feelings may be more likely to
teel discomfort with eye contact. For this same reason, while I encour-
age direct communication, the most effective communication with
your child or adolescent may actually take place while the two of you
are involved in some activity that is relaxing but does not require so
much concentration that you are both distracted from being candid
with each other.

Modeling these communication skills is the best way to help your
child develop positive communication. Specifically, help him to engage
in active listening and attend to his nonverbal communication, includ-
ing his tone of voice, eye contact, and physical proximity. These can be
taught through your modeling them as well as by discussing them with
him. Role-play with him so that he experiences what it feels like when
you demonstrate different degrees of eye contact or physical proximity
while talking to him. Then role-play so that he has opportunities to
practice these skills in conversations with you. Remind him that how
he states his thoughts and feelings regarding anger is as important as
the words he chooses to express them.

While positive communication skills improve communication in
general, they are especially relevant when helping your child or teen
communicate anger. Candidly expressing anger and the thoughts
and emotions surrounding it is a major challenge for most people.
It is particularly difficult for children. The guidelines below offer
specific direction for helping children and teens address this challeng-
ing task.
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Help Prepare Children and Teens to Communicate Their Anger

You can best help your child prepare to express her anger when,
through discussion and modeling, you help her to:

1. Become calm when deciding how to express her anger.

2. Clearly identify her feelings, thoughts, motivations, and expecta-
tions.

. Identify the goal of her communication.

. Decide how candid she wants to be in her communication.

. Select a good time for communication.

. Practice assertive communication.

QN U W

Help Your Child Become Calm When Deciding How to Express Anger

As I have emphasized throughout this book, the first goal in respond-
ing to anger is to be physically relaxed. Only when we are physically re-
laxed can our thinking exert control over our emotional and physical
reactions to anger. Becoming calm is essential for the clear reflection
needed to flexibly think through and formulate our response to anger.
Reducing physical tension associated with anger is an essential first
step, whether your child achieves this by counting to ten, distracting
himself from his anger, running five blocks, performing visualization
or breathing exercises, or assertively expressing himself. He may take a
few minutes, a few hours, or even a few days to achieve this calmness.

Achieving calmness is also indicated when he finally does intend to
communicate what is on his mind. Breathing exercises may be espe-
cially helpful at this moment.

Help Your Child Identify Emotions, Thoughts, Motivations, and Expectations

A major step in deciding how to handle anger is for your child or teen
to more clearly identify the motivations underlying her anger, the
emotions related to it, and her expectations about the situation that
provoked the anger. What was the experience that preceded her anger—
hurt, disappointment, rejection, unrealistic or realistic expectations or
conclusions? Without identifying these important components in the se-
quence of anger, her communication may remain motivated by her de-
sire to vent, “win,” prove she is right, or inflict pain on those who led
her to become angry.

James, a thirteen-year-old, frequently became angered when his
younger brother, Sean, entered his room and played with his Nintendo
without permission. His typical reaction to Sean was to raise his voice
and humiliate his brother by being critical and devaluing. Only by sort-
ing out his reactions was James able to be clearer about what he wanted
to share with his younger brother. As a result of his self-reflection,
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James clearly indicated that while he would like to trust Sean, that trust
diminished each time Sean violated it. James indicated that he felt a
lack of respect from Sean and that he really wanted to have a good rela-
tionship with him. Following James’s candor, Sean was also able to
more readily admit his feelings of frustration that James never seemed
to want to play Nintendo with him.

Chapters 7, 8, and 9 offer a variety of strategies to help your child
better identify the many different reactions she may have that relate to
her anger. Your empathic communication will further foster her open-
ness to self-reflection. In addition, as described previously, the use of
hypotheses is another way of helping children and adolescents look in-
ward and question themselves. Specifically, share with your child your
observation about what may be influencing her experience. But be sure
to present your observation tentatively, as a guess or hypothesis. For
example, suppose you believe that your child’s anger about an event is
based on her feeling hurt, rejected, ignored, or devalued. If she is a
youngster who does not readily acknowledge anger, you may want to
share one of the following responses:

- “I’m not sure, but I would think that would leave you
annoyed [or upset, irritated, or angry, depending on your
child’s capacity to acknowledge such feelings]. I know I
would be angry in that kind of situation.”

- “I know that when I’'m hurt, I feel angry. I wonder if a part
of you is angry.”

. “Maybe you’re a little angry about what happened.”

If, in contrast, your child does express anger, the following responses
may help to foster self-reflection:

- “I wonder if you’re feeling somewhat disappointed and hurt
besides being angry. I know in that type of situation, I would
feel that way.”

. “It sounds like a part of you is really hurting about how your
friend treated you.”

- “I would think it would be natural to feel frustrated in that
kind of situation.”

Such comments are best presented in a questioning tone that reflects
curiosity. The goal of such comments is to arouse your child’s self-
questioning and curiosity. The purpose of presenting these reflections
as hunches, guesses, or observations is to have your child focus on his
internal experience. Present your comments as ideas for consideration
and exploration rather than as a definitive evaluation of his internal ex-
perience. You want your child to ask a question of himself rather than
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experience you as having the right answer or as being able to somehow
see into his internal experience. Presenting your views as definitive will,
in many cases, lead a child or adolescent to shut down in communicat-
ing with you. A child or an adolescent on certain occasions may like
you to read his mind but at other times will become quite resentful,
puzzled, or intimidated if he experiences you as telling him how he
feels. How often have you heard an adolescent say, “How do you know
how I feel? You can’t read my mind.”

As stated previously, these types of comments can also be used to
help children explore their expectations and conclusions regarding
events that lead them to anger. Suppose your child is disappointed and
angry about not being invited to a friend’s house. You may want to re-
view unrealistic expectations and conclusions to help you formulate
hunches or observations in response to this scenario. For example, you
may respond in any of the following ways.

. “Sometimes we think that if a best friend is really a best
friend, he should behave exactly like we want him to behave.”

.« “I know you’re disappointed and you think he doesn’t like
you. But could you think of other reasons to explain his not
inviting you?”

- “When we are disappointed by a friend, we sometimes blame
ourselves ... and yet we’re not always to blame.”

Only after self-reflection about an experience will your child be
able to identify her major concern. If she does decide to candidly
discuss her experience, she is then ready to identity the goal of his
communication.

Help Your Child Identify the Goal of Communication

As I have emphasized throughout this book, anger provides us a signal
that something is wrong. It helps us know when we need to address
a need and desire. It can serve as a warning that unless we take some
action, we may continue to feel threatened. As such, it is only after your
child sorts through his thoughts and feelings that he can better know
what he believes he needs. Only then can he decide what he hopes
to achieve by his communication. As stated above, when we impul-
sively react to anger we may be motivated by a desire to vent, “win,”
prove we are right, or to inflict pain on those who lead us to become
angry.

We may not always take time to clearly identify the goal in expressing
our feelings. However, the more your child or teen practices this skill,
the easier he will find it to trust himself and experience comfort when
discussing his anger.
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Help Your Child Decide How Candid to Be

Just as it may be inappropriate for you to express some of your feelings
in your work setting, it may not be beneficial for a child or teen to be
candid about her feelings with every adult or peer. However, there are
a variety of ways in which she can still be assertive in addressing her
needs related to her anger. She should be helped to carefully think
through how much to share, especially in situations where others may
not want to hear her feelings. For example, help her realize that she
might want to be more cautious about being candid when she is com-
municating to others who have power or authority over her. They may
not be concerned about her feelings or may be threatened by her an-
ger. In such cases, encourage your child to share her expectations or
her conclusions with others and ask for feedback about their accuracy.

For example, Brandon, a thirteen-year-old seventh grader, believed
that his math teacher was annoyed with him. Lately she seemed to ig-
nore Brandon when he raised his hand, and she spoke to him in a
somewhat harsher tone than on previous occasions. Brandon con-
cluded that she might have been frustrated with him because he had
not performed well on recent tests. At the same time, he was very con-
cerned about his grade and being an active participant in class. He real-
ized he felt ignored, frustrated, and disappointed. As a result, he was
becoming increasingly irritated with his teacher but knew that he did
not want this reaction to escalate.

Through brainstorming, Brandon was helped to identify his expec-
tations and conclusions regarding his interaction with his teacher.
Based on observing the interaction of his peers with this teacher, he de-
cided that he would not feel comfortable sharing all ot his feelings, es-
pecially his anger. Instead, he focused on sharing with the teacher his
expectations to do well and his realization that he had not put forth his
best effort in preparing for the last few exams. In addition, he indicated
that he was confused why he was not being called upon to answer ques-
tions even when his hand was raised. He did share his feeling that he
was disappointed for not being chosen to answer. Rather than accuse
her of speaking in an angry tone, state his anger, or accuse her of ignor-
ing him, he focused on sharing his expectations and the feeling of dis-
appointment. The teacher replied that she was not aware of purposely
ignoring him but that she wanted everyone in class to have a chance to
participate. Brandon reported that she seemed pleasantly surprised
that he acknowledged not being well prepared for recent exams. The
conversation ended with Brandon promising that he would let the
teacher know sooner if he was having trouble with the assignments and
the teacher telling him that she might select him to answer more often
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but was trying to engage others in class discussion. Her response to his
assertive comments was proof to him that he had said just what he
needed to say.

Help Your Child Select a Good Time for Communication

Your child is relaxed, and he knows what he hopes to achieve and what
he wants to communicate. However, while he may be ready to speak,
the person he wants to speak to may not be as ready. It is now time for
your child to practice being empathic. Help him determine the best
time to share his thoughts. Specifically, encourage him to be aware of
the mood of the person with whom he wants to have a discussion. In
addition, suggest he select an occasion when they will have sufficient
time and there is little likelihood that others will interrupt them, as
Brandon did when he addressed his concerns with his teacher.

Help Your Child Practice Assertive Communication

Assertive communication is the candid expression of how we think and
feel without being aggressive toward others.’ It includes communica-
tion that is not intended to hurt, punish, or intimidate others. Instead,
it declares how we think and feel and includes the wish we may have for
how things could be different in the future.

Assertive communication includes (1) objectively describing the
events that led up to our reactions, (2) our specific feelings—for exam-
ple, hurt, disappointment, rejection, and anger, and (3) a statement of
how we want things to be in the future.

Whether your child is expressing anger toward you, describing her
anger toward a friend or sibling, or expressing her reaction to a teacher,
the more often you encourage her to assertively express her thoughts
and emotions and offer positive reinforcement for doing so, the more
comfortable she will be with managing her anger in this way.

Assertively communicating anger involves clearly sharing the other
feelings that lead to anger as well as being specific about our experience
of'an event or interaction with another person. An extremely effective
way of communicating anger to your child, and a way that he can
practice, involves four components based on theories of assertiveness
training.

1. Positive statement. Begin with a general positive statement
about your interaction with your child.

Examples:
“I love you a great deal.”
“You give me so much pleasure.”
“I really enjoy the time we spend together.”
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2. “But” statement. The second statement is about the exception
to the first statement. Include a feeling you have in response to
a specific action taken by your child.

Examples:
.« “But when you don’t listen to me, I feel frustrated [ignored,
hurt, disappointed].”
. “But when you’re late and don’t call me, I feel fearful and
also discounted [ignored, hurt, disappointed].”

3. Statement of anger. The third statement is one that communi-
cates annoyance as a result of the first emotional reaction.

Example:
« “When I feel frustrated [ignored, discounted, hurt], I be-
come annoyed [angry, irritated | with you for doing what you

did.”

4. Statement of alternative behavior and reaction. This statement
should identify an alternative action that you want your child to
take and how you would feel if she acted in that way.

Example:
. “Call me by nine-thirty if you think you’ll be late. I’ll feel
much more assured that you are okay—and that you value
my feelings.”

This is a very structured format for communicating anger. You in-
crease the likelihood of being heard by beginning with a positive state-
ment instead of immediately addressing your anger. Similarly, you
emphasize a positive quality of the relationship and, in doing so, high-
light a specific behavior against the background of that positive rela-
tionship.

Beginning your discussion in this manner helps you, as well as your
child, remember that no matter how angry you are, your anger is time-
limited and focused on this particular behavior. Initiating the discus-
sion by focusing on your anger is likely to lead your child to shut down
and become minimally available for input. Prefaced in this manner,
your communication is easier to listen to and is less likely to lead to a
global negative assessment, either by you or by your child. The focus
on your child’s behavior reflects an especially important component in
the expression of anger. It emphasizes your reaction to a specific be-
havior at a specific moment rather than a global response of anger that
will lead your child to shut down.

The “but” statement is based on general principles of assertiveness
and is consistent with the model of anger. Stating your underlying
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emotion first, before saying you are angry, leads to more effective com-
munication for several reasons. First, by emphasizing that you have an
emotional reaction that leads to anger, you model selt-disclosure with-
out venting your anger. Second, by expressing your underlying feelings
first, you reduce the risk of having your expression of anger lead your
child to shut down.

Try to recall any experience you have had as an adult or as a child
when you were told that someone was angry with you. Very often we
experience a knee-jerk reaction and become angry in return. Another
response might be to tune out what the person is saying because it feels
so uncomfortable, especially coming from a parent. And finally, by
stating the underlying emotion first, you are being direct and clear in
presenting the full complexity of your reactions. The actual phrasing—
“When I feel hurt [disappointed, ignored], I end up feeling angry”—
emphasizes the chain of reactions we have explored in this book.

Identifying a desired action provides a clear description of your ex-
pectation. Besides being told of your anger, your child needs direction
and guidance in order to better know you and understand how you
think and feel. Without the statement of alternative actions, your child
will be left knowing only how you feel. You must also identify specific
behaviors to address your expectations for the future, such as calling
home or taking out the garbage.

This framework allows you to express anger in a verbal and direct
manner. But you must use the wording that feels most comfortable for
you and that you believe would be most easily understood by your
child (that is, appropriate to his intellectual and emotional understand-
ing). I am not suggesting that this will always get the results you want.
But this type of communication represents the most honest and direct
expression of anger. How your child responds to such directness is in-
dicative of the underlying quality of the relationship your child has
with you. If your child consistently states directly and in his behavior
that he does not care how you feel, it is clear that he either does not ex-
perience empathy with you or does not want to be empathic toward
you. This type of response also reflects a low motivation for self-reflec-
tion and understanding and may reflect the need for a behavioral re-
ward program or special support from a professional.

Identify Anger as a Response to Inner Thoughts and Emotions

The more your child practices self-reflection with regard to anger, the
more she will be connected to her experience of anger as a reaction to
other emotions and to expectations and conclusions regarding how
other people should behave. Communicating this awareness when
sharing our anger emphasizes taking responsibility for our emotions.
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Sharing our expectations and conclusions without blaming or shaming
the other person invites them to share their thoughts and reflect rather
than act.

Gary, a fifth grader, was really annoyed when, for the third time, his
classmate Lisa didn’t show up after school to help him with his home-
work, as she had promised. He could have responded by calling her a
jerk, by refusing to speak to her, or by bad-mouthing her to her friends.
Instead, he responded in the following way: “I was really disappointed
and annoyed, especially after you promised me you would help me. I
expected you to keep your word. I’m not sure what to make of'it. You
didn’t want to help me? Maybe you had something more fun to do? I
don’t know.”

Through this response, Gary simply stated out loud his expecta-
tions, conclusions, and emotions surrounding the event. While you
may feel that this sounds awkward, I strongly recommend you think
through what your reactions are to such comments. This response is
perhaps the most honest and candid a person can be when sharing his
anger. It may sound strange, especially if such candor was never a part
of how you were taught to express anger. It may sound too intellectual
ifyou believe that anger needs to be more emotional and focused on an
expression of anger. You may even believe that this type of response
somehow lets the other person get away with something. These ideas
reflect the messages we receive about our emotions—messages that in-
hibit more constructive communication of anger. For example, such
messages communicate that we should not expose our vulnerability,
confusion, and self-doubts lest we appear weak, feel embarrassed, or be
rejected.

Use Feeling Statements

Children and teens need a great deal of assistance in distinguishing
“feeling” statements from “thinking” statements. If your child says, “I
feel that Jason doesn’t want to be my friend,” he is really describing a
thought. In contrast, he would be more directly stating his feelings if
he states, “I feel sad or hurt because I think Jason does not want to be
my friend.” All too often we indicate we feel something when in fact
we are simply saying that we believe or sense that a certain thought is
true.

Below are other examples of statements that reflect feelings about
thoughts followed by statements about feelings that more accurately
describe the emotional experience.

“I feel like you shouldn’t treat me that way.” ( Thinking
statement)
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. “TIfeel hurt when you treat me that way.” ( Feeling statement)

. “I feel that you have no respect for me when you do not
follow the curfew.” (Thinking statement)

. “I feel ignored when you do not follow the curfew, and I
then feel hurt, disappointed, and irritated.” ( Feeling
statement)

. “I feel that if you really were my friend, you would have
helped me with the homework.” (Thinking statement)

- “When you didn’t help me with the homework, I was
disappointed and hurt.” (Feeling statement)

Making statements that actually describe our specific emotions leads
to clear communication. In contrast, presenting a thought or attitude
as a “feeling” leads to confusion, distraction, and miscommunication.
Through honest communication your child remains genuine. Al-
though he may be more vulnerable by not masking his emotions, true
understanding in a relationship is based on candid sharing. Disguised
or masked anger leads to confusion in the relationship and internal ten-
sion and confusion. All too often we mask our feelings in an attempt to
avoid rejection or to appear invulnerable. When we mask our feelings,
we will be misunderstood, feel more isolated, and become less hopetul
about feeling connected with others.

Certainly there is no guarantee that our hopes or feelings will be rec-
ognized or that others will respond positively to us. But clear commu-
nication regarding anger and the emotions associated with anger will
increase the likelihood that our needs will be heard.

Teaching Children and Teens the Right to Say No

At first you might react negatively to the idea that children, and espe-
cially teens, need to be taught to say no. But children or teens who have
difficulty setting limits may become prone to experience anger. Saying
no as a part of the “terrible twos” and saying no as a response by a teen
preoccupied with taking control are both examples of setting bound-
aries. In fact, these are two developmental stages when children and
teens may use anger to set boundaries in an effort to assert their individ-
uality. In contrast, some children and teens may have extreme ditficulty
saying no to parents, while others can easily set limits with parents but
are fearful of saying no to peers. But saying no may be very difficult for
the child or teen who believes he must always avoid disappointing others
so as not to arouse hurt, rejection, dislike, anger, or even abandonment.
Those who have difficulty saying no often feel compelled to agree with
others in order to avoid conflict. As a consequence, these children may
experience anxiety with the slightest conflict and with their own anger.
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They may turn their anger inward and be critical of themselves, which
often predisposes them to feel unreasonable guilt and shame.

For such children, saying no is a tremendous challenge that can lead
to an adulthood in which they lose track of their needs, become dis-
connected with themselves and others, and carry resentment. For all of
us, the ability to set limits is an outgrowth of feeling comfortable with
our needs and wants. Children and teens need help in being flexible
about saying no.

While just a no might be all that is necessary in most situations, set-
ting limits may be easier if your child is helped to respond in three
ways. Specifically, suggest she (1) acknowledge the other person’s
needs, (2) clearly state her thoughts, feelings, or positions, and (3) say
no.

For example, your child may be asked by another child to play a
board game. If he is genuinely interested, he may acknowledge the
other child’s request by inquiring what game or when the other child
wants to play. He may then tell the other child, “I really don’t care for
that game” or “I really want to watch a special television program to-
night.” If he isn’t interested at all, he may say, “No, thanks, I’ll pass on
that.” While there are times he may want to explain his feelings, he
should be encouraged to believe that he does not need to justify them.

Encourage Your Child to Discuss Anger with Others

Friendships do not always come naturally. Children and teens need to
be helped to develop relationships with others around their own age. It
takes skills, time, effort, and cooperation to create lasting and mean-
ingful friendships. Children and teens learn these skills from your mod-
eling them as well as from their peers. And while they may have several
or many friends, it is the especially close friendships that are most
meaningful for your children. We share mutual support, connection,
and enjoyable experiences with our friends. Sharing information about
ourselves is one way of increasing the level of intimacy in a friendship.
True friendship offers support and feedback for discussing our experi-
ences. Your child or teen may prefer to discuss anger with one parent, a
grandparent, or a friend. The more comfortable he feels in sharing his
experiences, the more readily he will seek out others to discuss the full
experience of anger. Whether he shares in order to vent or to help clar-
ify options for managing his anger, discussing his feelings and thoughts
with others should be encouraged, modeled, and valued.

Writing
While some children and teens can discuss their thoughts and feelings,
others may feel more comfortable writing about them. Whether com-



224 How to Apply the Model of Anger with Your Child or Teen

posing a letter, maintaining a journal, or using the creative form of a
composition, poem, or short story, writing may be another way for
your child or teen to express herself and to constructively make sense of
and manage anger.

Writing a letter may be an easier way for older children and teens to
express feelings when they feel uncomfortable being verbally direct.
Writing a letter offers the opportunity to express themselves without
being concerned about the immediate reactions of the other person. In
this way, they can focus more on self-reflection and be less distracted by
being preoccupied with the potential reactions of others. Similarly,
writing letters provides time to try out a variety of approaches before fi-
nalizing one’s thoughts. Letters may be used as practice for discussion,
may actually be given to the person who is the target of your child’s re-
actions, or may remain hidden. They may be shared for feedback and
discussion, serve to prompt action, or allow for a healthy way to vent.
In all of these ways, they encourage reflection and an emotional invest-
ment in words as a way of managing anger.

Maintaining a journal is another form of communication that helps a
child or teen develop increased understanding of her anger. Whether
or not she shares her thoughts with others, writing in a journal ofters
your child the opportunity to sort out her thoughts, express them
without the fear of repercussions, and gain increased objectivity as she
sees her concerns expressed in words. While we may not fully know
ourselves until we express our thoughts out loud, maintaining a jour-
nal offers a similar opportunity to gain distance and objectivity in self-
reflection. In addition, journal writing, especially with anger as its fo-
cus, is another way to value thinking and words over action.

Respecting the privacy of your child’s journal is the only way to sup-
port and encourage its use. The only time when such privacy should be
ignored is when, despite your best efforts, you have minimal communi-
cation with your child and truly suspect he or she is engaged in, or about
to be engaged in, some activity that is threatening to himself or others.

Both boys and girls can be encouraged to engage in creative writing
as a way to express the full range of anger, from slight annoyance to in-
tense rage. While we may traditionally associate this format with girls,
boys also experience tremendous satisfaction in creative writing, espe-
cially when they are supported, encouraged, and given permission to
be honest. Read your child’s writing the way you would use active lis-
tening when he talks to you. Empathy is just as important when you
respond to your child’s writing as when you are engaged in a conversa-
tion. Attend to the meaning of what is being said as well as the way it is
being expressed. The content may be unsettling and cause you to be-
come extremely critical or so anxious that you stifle further communi-
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cation. At those moments, it will be helpful to look at your child’s
sharing as a means for engagement and connection. Use this moment
as an opportunity to foster your relationship while at the same time
learning more about how your child thinks and feels. Offering children
and teens the freedom to creatively express themselves is a powertful
way to potentially reduce the probability of acting on such feelings.

Creative Art

Children and teens can use a variety of creative art forms to express the
full range of thoughts and emotions related to their anger. I have en-
couraged both young children and teens to paint or draw pictures as a
way of expressing themselves. Others have channeled their energy and
feelings into photography, music, or dance. These activities provide
children and teens a form of expression that may actually resonate
with, and more closely reflect, their internal feelings than the spoken or
written word. These activities are often centering—that is, they reduce
the internal tension created by having feelings that are challenging to
express. As such, they promote self-soothing and foster reflection.
They can be a means to vent negative feelings as well as express very
specific ideas and emotions. At the same time, they can allow for spon-
taneity and even impulsivity that stands in stark contrast to the aggres-
sive expression of anger.

It is no surprise that following the terrible events of September 11,
2001, children and teens (as well as adults) across the country began to
express themselves in a wide range of ways involving the creative arts.
These works were efforts to feel connected and to express a range of
emotions, including anger. Such efforts contributed greatly toward
healing, both for their authors and for those who saw or heard them.

As with writing, practicing empathy and the skills of active listening
when discussing your child’s work will greatly foster connection and
further encourage her use of these activities as a way to express herself.
As with every strategy so far discussed in this book, the more children
and teens see you and others around them model these approaches in
managing anger, the more they will value them and make them a part
of their lives.

Becoming an Activist

The terrorist attacks against the World Trade Center and Pentagon
in September 2001 led to a massive display of pride and activism
throughout our country. Children, teens, and adults took action to
communicate their support, sympathy, and genuine caring to the vic-
tims and surviving families of those horrific acts. Americans expressed
themselves through music, letters, and pictures and by raising funds for
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the victims and families. Clearly, the first step in moving toward these
actions was to express ourselves with each other. Whether in words or
pictures, children and teens should be encouraged to express them-
selves and become involved in movements that support a good cause.
The outpouring of children’s donations and the creative ways they
raised money were only another reminder that children and teens are
very much aware of their emotions and need to channel them as much
as adults do. It similarly emphasizes the value of activism as a way in
which anger, fear, and sadness can be expressed and transformed into
the most powerful form of caring, especially for those who are hurting
and in need.

Children and teens should be encouraged to discuss and express
themselves, whether in response to a national tragedy or in order to ad-
dress grievances they may have regarding situations at home, in school,
in the neighborhood, or in the larger community. They should be en-
couraged and supported in their discussions and helped to appropri-
ately channel their views into action if this can be a realistic next step.

Fostering sharing regarding these grievances and helping children
and teens identify and move toward appropriate actions further teaches
them the value of thinking before taking action. At the same time, the
process fosters a deeper and more lasting sense of empowerment.

Being “ready to talk about it” involves your child’s reflection regard-
ing her experience, what to share, how best to present it, and the most
desirable time and place to do so. By teaching and modeling such re-
flection, active listening, and empathy, you provide your child skills for
constructive self-expression that furthers healthy empowerment and
her increased connection with self and others.
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Acceptance and Forqiveness

A;lytime you help your child reflect on anger, you help her practice
cceptance and forgiveness. By helping your child increase aware-
ness of her needs, hopes, expectations, and conclusions, and of the
range of emotions surrounding anger, you assist her in moving past the
provoking event, beyond anger and resentment. Similarly, you teach
your child acceptance and forgiveness when you help her develop real-
istic expectations and appraisals. Finally, you teach her acceptance and
forgiveness when you encourage her to identify and practice new ways
to meet her needs.

Many people believe that acceptance and forgiveness involve con-
doning the actions of another. Some believe that acceptance and for-
giveness involve ignoring or denying anger even when we have been
abused or devalued. Others view forgiveness as merely understanding
the rationale for why someone caused them pain. In actuality, true ac-
ceptance is the initial step toward forgiveness. Denial, minimizing our
pain, or focusing only on intellectual understanding require much en-
ergy, are self-defeating, and ultimately interfere with genuine accep-
tance and forgiveness.

227
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Acceptance

The Many Components of Acceptance

Acceptance takes many forms. All of the strategies that have so far been
presented to help children and adolescents identify the components of
anger are strategies that foster acceptance. Helping children and
adolescents accept anger involves helping them to accept the entire ex-
perience—the feelings that lead up to anger, the expectations, the con-
clusions, and the needs or wants. Helping a child accept anger without
recognizing the thoughts or feelings that lead up to it still leaves him
hurt. Helping him to recognize and accept only his anger may lead him
to maintain unrealistic expectations and conclusions and does little to
help him increase awareness of his more basic wants and needs. Fo-
cusing only on acknowledging and accepting his anger without recog-
nizing the complexity of that emotion is like trying to kill a weed by
removing only the aboveground part of the plant, not its root.

Without fully accepting other components of his anger, a child is
more vulnerable in several ways. Focusing only on anger leaves a child
less aware of the complexity of his emotional life, less aware of the real
precipitants of his anger, and, as a result, more vulnerable to anger. Fo-
cusing only on anger also leads him to blame others as a means of re-
ducing the pain of hurt, rejection, shame, or embarrassment. At the
same time, holding on to anger directed inward in the form of unjusti-
fied or excessive guilt and shame both wastes energy and is self-
destructive.

Acceptance of the complexity of emotions. Acceptance includes rec-
ognizing and accepting the complexity of our emotions, including
mixed or ambivalent emotions. For example, most children who expe-
rience their parents’ divorce react with a wide variety of emotions. A
child may be angry with his parents even though she deeply loves
them. She may feel guilt regarding her anger or her unrealistic conclu-
sion that she somehow contributed to their divorce. She may also ex-
perience loss, a sense of rejection, and feelings of abandonment at the
prospect of seeing her parents end their marriage. Acknowledging and
accepting all of these feelings is essential for making sense of and man-
aging anger related to this type of family disruption. Identifying and
acknowledging both realistic and unrealistic expectations and conclu-
sions is another part of fully accepting the experience. Only by fully
recognizing and acknowledging her thoughts and attitudes can a child
or teen fully explore and clarifty how unrealistic or realistic they are.
Children and teens who are supported and encouraged to discuss these
reactions will make a tremendous step forward toward acceptance and
forgiveness, of others and themselves.



Acceptance and Forgiveness 229

It is often difficult for a parent in this situation to help a child recog-
nize and accept his emotions when the parent has difticulty acknowl-
edging such reactions. As stated earlier, when a parent has difficulty
acknowledging anger or other negative emotions, she may have a ten-
dency to ignore, minimize, discount, or stifle a child’s expression of
such emotions. Another parent may be open only to recognizing and
acknowledging anger. In doing so, he can unwittingly support his
child’s attention to anger while decreasing the child’s awareness of
other emotions. Another strategy that undermines acceptance is telling
a child that he should not feel or think a certain way. I have worked
with many parents who were in the process of divorce and, though well
intentioned, suggested their child not be angry about the divorce or
toward the other parent. Often, in an effort to minimize the full impact
of the disruption, a parent may tell a child not to be too concerned
because, after all, he will still get to see both parents and that many
things will remain the same. These are all responses that interfere with
full acceptance of the range of emotions that are typically aroused by a
divorce.

A child or teen suffers in several ways when her feelings are stifled.
She is not helped to move toward acceptance of the wider range of very
natural reactions she may have to the divorce. She may also experience
the burden of trying to protect her parents from experiencing negative
and confusing emotions. In essence, she learns to avoid discussing with
her parents those thoughts and feelings she believes will upset them.
Subsequently, she feels less confirmed, understood, or supported and
even more isolated as she is left to cope with her reactions on her own.
By helping your child accept the complexity of her emotions, you will
also help foster her ability to accept her own basic needs.

Acceptance of & child’s basic needs. Acceptance involves recognizing
and accepting our basic needs and not defensively masking them to
avoid feeling hurt or vulnerable. Only when your child accepts his basic
needs will he remain in touch with his genuine self. In contrast, when
he denies, minimizes, or ignores his basic needs, he become less self-ac-
cepting and more disconnected from his feelings. In doing so, he be-
comes less open to his full humanity and to that of others. The child
who lacks sensitivity to his own internal experiences, including his
emotions, thoughts, and driving forces, is less able to be empathic with
others or himself. This leads him to be even more vulnerable to anger
and less able to move toward acceptance and forgiveness.

As described by William Pollack in his book Real Boys, many boys try
to adapt to a “boy code,” a way of being a boy or man that calls for
masking or denying many feelings.! Boys are encouraged not to ac-
knowledge or discuss real hurt or vulnerability in order to live up to an
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image of masculinity—an image maintained for themselves and others.
And yet boys, just like girls, have real needs for connection, recogni-
tion, respect, and love. When children do not accept such needs, they
are less able to progress toward acceptance and forgiveness of them-
selves or others. In fact, much of anger is based on these needs being
ignored or denied. When children and adolescents do not acknowl-
edge and accept these longings, they are more likely to experience iso-
lation and the pain that leads to anger. In fact, boys who demonstrate
aggression often do so as a vengeful reaction to their underlying pain.
In doing so, they distract themselves from feeling emotionally weak
about experiencing emotional pain.

The denial of basic needs is expressed by the angry child or teen who
responds with “I don’t care” as a way of dealing with disappointment
or longing for connection. An adolescent or child may even convince
himself that he really does not care, as a way of denying his needs and
wants. At this point, he is telling himself and others, “You can’t hurt
me because I no longer have a need or want.” When this happens, chil-
dren and adolescents become stuck in a web of hurt and anger with lit-
tle, if any, capacity for acceptance and forgiveness.

Distinguish between wants and needs. Acceptance necessitates dis-
tinguishing between and accepting the difference between wants and
needs. For example, an eight-year-old boy may very much want to be
accepted by a particular soccer team. His desire may be so strong that
he experiences it as a need rather than a want. But while he strongly
wants to be on the team, what are the real driving needs behind his de-
sire? He may need connection to, as well as acceptance and recognition
from, his peers, his parents, and himself.

Assume this team does not accept him. Clearly, rejection causes in-
tense pain and anger. How could he deal with these feelings? He may
continue to maintain the unrealistic expectation that he needs to be ac-
cepted by this specific team. Concluding that acceptance by this team
will always ensure his future acceptance by others is unrealistic. Simi-
larly, he would be unrealistic to conclude that his rejection implies that
he is a failure or that he will never have his needs met.

There are times, when in spite of all his efforts, a child may not be ac-
cepted or recognized by those whom he wants most to accept him.
Helping him accept this involves helping him distinguish between his
wishes and his needs and assisting him to develop skills or strategies to
help meet his desires. However, at some point he may need to be
helped to realize that some of his needs or desires may be satisfied else-
where. Acceptance in this situation involves acknowledging the reality
of the situation and developing ways of moving on to increase the like-
lihood that his needs will be met. For example, if the soccer team does
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not accept him, you may help him problem-solve to determine what
actions he can take to change the situation. He may decide to approach
certain peers individually and share his reactions with them. He may
seek them out in an effort to clarify what happened. He may channel
his energies in ways that are nurturing for him, seeking out another
team or improving his skills. Or he may seek out relationships with
other people in groups that are more likely to accept him as he is.

Promoting acceptance. You can help children and adolescents move
toward acceptance by doing the following:

1. Help your child identify the components of the model of anger
as they apply to his own anger.

2. Model acceptance in your own life.

3. Model acceptance in managing your anger in your relationship
with your child.

Modeling acceptance is the most powerful tool for helping your
child learn it. This involves demonstrating acceptance of your emo-
tions, wants, and needs, and acknowledgment of realistic and unrealis-
tic conclusions and expectations. Children learn from what you say
but, most significant, they learn by observing and modeling what you
do. You especially model acceptance when you communicate support
and permission for self-acceptance. In fact, your acceptance of your
child serves as the foundation for his self-acceptance and, subse-
quently, fosters his ability to progress toward acceptance and forgive-
ness of himself and others.

When I was acting as assistant principal in an elementary school, two
third graders, Chuck and Jeff, who were good friends, were referred to
me following an intense argument that occurred between them while
they were working on their respective art projects and escalated to a
physical exchange. I asked each boy to describe his view of the inci-
dent. Both Chuck and Jeft reported how each had wanted to use the
one pair of scissors, the one tube of glue, and the one roll of tape at the
same time. I then asked them to share their thoughts and feelings re-
garding the event. Each boy described feeling treated unfairly, being
bullied by the other, and feeling ignored and angry. I then helped each
of them to clearly identify his expectations and conclusions regarding
the event.

Both Chuck and Jeff'shared the same expectation—Dbeing the first to
use the supplies. In exploring their conclusions, each boy described the
other as trying to control or take advantage of him. Each boy thought
the other was self-centered and inconsiderate. They also talked about
their impatience and competition to finish first. During further discus-
sion, Chuck and Jetf discussed how the fight was a way of dealing with
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their disappointment and anger. While they were not prepared for a
lengthy discussion, I helped them to fully recognize and acknowledge
the event and identify their expectations and reactions to it. I also
helped them to distinguish between unrealistic and realistic expecta-
tions and conclusions regarding their dispute, and eventually they both
fully acknowledged that it would have been impossible to use the sup-
plies at exactly the same time.

Following this discussion, we explored more constructive strategies
for managing their anger. They arrived at several alternative solutions
to the problem: rotating the use of the supplies, flipping a coin to see
who would use them first, or asking the teacher for more supplies.

Before telling them to return to class, I made a suggestion that com-
pletely caught them oft guard: I requested that they not shake hands at
that moment. This response was very different from how other adults
had responded to them following similar arguments. I told them,
“Both of you still seem hurt and a little angry with each other right
now. So, for right now, I’'m not going to ask you to shake hands.
Maybe you’ll decide to make up in half an hour, maybe by the end of
the day, maybe by the end of the week . . . or maybe you want to stay
angry for some reason and will decide to no longer be friends. You get
to choose how and when you want to let go of your hurt and anger.”

Each boy left my office with an expression of surprise on his face—
and they had their arms around each other’s shoulders by the time they
were halfway down the hall.

I was intent on helping Chuck and Jeft accept their thoughts and
emotions and clarify their expectations, and I wanted to provide them
with alternative ways for managing their anger. I was intent on helping
them focus on acceptance. I was also intent on helping each boy realize
that he could choose to hold on to his anger or to let go of it.

Forgiveness

Forgiveness, like acceptance, is a process that takes time and involves
active self-reflection. Those who study forgiveness emphasize that it is
a state of mind—an attitude that we can develop when dealing with
hurt and anger.

Forgiveness, like acceptance, is blocked when anger is denied, mini-
mized, ignored, or turned into chronic resentment. Such resentment is
characterized by ongoing self-talk that is both conscious (“loud” self-
talk) and unconscious (“quiet” self-talk). This dialogue may include
statements beginning with “I could have ...,” “I should have .... )”
“He should have ...,” and “If only ...” The self-talk, fueled by resent-
ment, may include self-questioning or questioning why the other, the
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world, or God could have let such an event happen. Resentment de-
structively consumes time and energy and, in doing so, detracts from
healthy living. The destructive aspect of resentment is well described
by Robin Casarjian in her book Forgiveness: “Resentment has been
compared to holding onto a burning ember with the intention of
throwing it at another, all the while burning yourself.”?

As emphasized throughout this book, holding on to anger can also
have a physical impact on us. When we revisit anger in our thoughts
and feelings, with and without our awareness, we also carry resentment
in our bodies. Muscular tension that accompanies anger is reexper-
ienced during periods of resentment. This can be most clearly seen by
doing a part of the visual relaxation exercise described in Chapter 11.

Imagine a place that you have been to or would like to go to that is
very peaceful, relaxing, and safe. Make the image in your mind as real
as possible by attending to the colors, shapes, and textures of the ob-
jects in your scene. Again, imagine how the air feels in your scene, and
the sounds or stillness that may be present. Shift your attention to your
body and to how relaxed your breathing and muscles are as you imag-
ine yourself in this very safe and peaceful setting. Do this for several
minutes.

Now think about an event that led you to become angry in the re-
cent past. Visualize the details of that event so that it is as real as possi-
ble in your mind’s eye. Focus on the details of your scene for several
minutes. Then shift your attention to your body. In most instances you
will notice that your muscles are tenser and your breathing more rapid
and shallow. This reveals the powerful influence of thoughts and images
on your body tension. And research shows a correlation between chronic
hostility and physical illness such as cardiac disease and hypertension.

Barriers to Forgiveness

Forgiveness is a difficult process for individuals of any age. Even when
we want to commit ourselves to forgiveness, we may face obstacles to
maintaining this commitment. One way to better understand how bar-
riers inhibit forgiveness is to view them as motivations that compete
with forgiveness. So although your child may be motivated to accept
and forgive, he may have competing motivations that interfere with
practicing forgiveness.

The need to feel in control. Some children and teens maintain their
anger in an effort to experience a sense of control. They avoid acknowl-
edging to themselves and others the intense underlying negative
emotions that fuel their anger. It is more comfortable to experience an-
ger and direct it outward than to acknowledge hurt, shame, or disap-
pointment. This is especially the case for a child or adolescent who has
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experienced much hurt or even abuse and, as a result, has intense feel-
ings of vulnerability. He may use anger to protect himself from revisit-
ing such feelings.

While a child may experience some sense of control through his at-
tempts to avoid feeling vulnerable, he really loses control by doing
that. In actuality, he becomes unwittingly driven to avoid feeling hurt,
disappointed, or helpless. At times, he may even begin to avoid situa-
tions that may provoke such emotions. Consequently, he becomes
driven by and controlled by the need to avoid the discomfort of feeling
vulnerable.

Anger may get people to do what we want them to do. Sometimes a
child or teen believes that expressing only anger is the way to get things
to happen or to control others. The high school student discussed ear-
lier is a good example of this dynamic. When practicing with the other
members of the basketball team, he typically expressed intense anger at
his peers when they made mistakes. He had learned that when he ex-
pressed anger toward them, to some degree they would exert more ef-
fort. Anger is sometimes effective because others may respond out of
fear and discomfort associated with being the target of anger. Children
and adolescents who use anger this way are often children who have
witnessed others do the same. They may have observed a parent, a
peer, or another adult practicing this approach. They are often the tar-
gets of others’ misdirected anger. While this strategy may occasionally
achieve its intended results, it often leads to fear, resentment, and with-
drawal by those who are on the receiving end of the anger.

Expressing anger may keep others away. Expressing anger verbally
or through nonverbal means may actually be protective for many chil-
dren and adolescents. Anger serves as a signal that others should back
off. Certainly, there are times when such anger is helpful and protec-
tive. However, it interferes with more mature and assertive ways of set-
ting limits and, ultimately, reduces the likelihood of increased intimacy.

Holding on to anger as a way of maintaining a sense of being
“right.” The need to be “right” is a very powerful force, especially for
children who have self-doubts, who have difficulty dealing with a differ-
ence of opinion, or who tend to see things as black or white. Many chil-
dren, teens, and adults expend a tremendous amount of energy in an
effort to be right and to be seen as being right. This is often the price we
pay in a culture that has so overly valued perfection. Harold Kushner
states in How Good Do We Have to Be? that “a lot of misery could be
traced to this one mistaken notion: we need to be perfect for people to
love us and we forfeit that love if we ever fall short of perfection.”?

Using anger to avoid being intimate. When we communicate an-
ger and the feelings behind it, we are being open, candid, and vulnera-
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ble. This type of communication reflects a longing for understanding
and connection. Some children may not move past anger because they
fear intimacy or opening themselves up for potential hurt. Some may
unwittingly hold on to anger to avoid experiencing caring.
Fifteen-year-old Justin struggled with conflicts regarding depend-
ence and independence. He wanted closeness with his peers and his
parents at the same time as he wanted to see himselfas being independ-
ent. He had increasingly been spending more time with peers and
communicating less candidly with his mother, and he was becoming
more and more angry toward his father for not wanting to share in
some of the activities they used to engage in together. At the same
time, he felt childish and was self-critical about his wish to spend time
with his father. Justin felt conflicted, and his anger served to distract
him from his conflict. He was apprehensive about being honest with
his father. On one hand, without being fully aware of'it, he was some-
what fearful that his father might respond positively by offering to
spend time with him. If his father did make himself available, Justin
would be forced to acknowledge his own internal conflicts about close-
ness with his father. On the other hand, he was concerned that his fa-
ther would reject his requests for time together. It was easier for Justin
to remain angry toward his parents than to experience these conflicts.
Maintaining ties with othevs by vemaining angry. Susan was nine
years old when her parents divorced. She remained extremely angry to-
ward her father because he did not make much time for her following
the divorce. Six years later (and three years after her mother had remar-
ried), Susan still remained bitter toward her father. Her emotions and
thoughts focused on her wish for closeness with her dad. By remaining
focused on what she did not have, she was not available to accept the
genuine love and concern that were being offered by her stepfather. In
spite of her stepfather’s sincere efforts to reach out for closeness with
her, Susan maintained her connection with her father. By holding on to
her anger and thoughts regarding her father, she sabotaged all her
stepfather’s attempts at connection. She was unable to really give up
her relationship with her father and make room for a new relationship.
And vyet, by holding on to her anger, she avoided mourning and fully
acknowledging her hurt and sadness that her father was no longer
available for the kind of relationship she most desired to have with him.
Holding on to anger as a way to avoid taking vesponsibility. When
children and teens hold on to anger, they focus on others as being re-
sponsible for their feelings, thoughts, and actions. Remaining angry
distracts them from accepting the fact that while another person may
have a strong impact on them, they alone are responsible for their
actions. While children and teens may not always seem able to be
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responsible and, in fact, may lack certain skills needed to take responsi-
bility, they can learn these skills.

You can best teach your child this lesson by modeling the strategy of
moving on. A father demonstrates moving on when in spite of having a
distant or abusive relationship with his own father, he works at devel-
oping a nurturing and intimate relationship with his son. A mother
demonstrates this in daily life when she shares experiences of anger and
hurt, expresses the thoughts related to the experience, and addresses it
and moves on.

Personality factors predisposing us to quickly become angry. Recent
research regarding forgiveness suggests that individuals with certain
types of personality are more likely to experience anger.* Specifically,
people who are quick to feel personally slighted have a low tolerance
for frustration and have less ability to soothe themselves when experi-
encing negative emotions. As a result, they are more likely to become
angry and remain angry when their needs are not satisfied. People who
are prone to feel that life is unfair may experience an immediate loss of
self-esteem. In contrast, a relatively mature capacity for being objective
and regulating our impulses and emotions is a prerequisite for forgive-
ness. Some individuals, perhaps because of early and severe hurt, lack
such objectivity and capacity for self-regulation. As a result, they may
be paralyzed with anger and pain that interferes with movement to-
ward forgiveness.

Some individuals have such a fragile (or overly inflated) sense of self
that they have a diminished capacity for being empathic with others.
They are only minimally able to recognize and identify with the emo-
tions or motivations of others. However, because the capacity for be-
ing empathic is another component of forgiveness, individuals who are
less empathic are more likely to feel slighted and are less sensitive to the
needs of others and themselves. Their diminished capacity to be em-
pathic leaves them more vulnerable to becoming angry and less open
to forgiveness.

Components of Forgiveness

The following characteristics define forgiveness.

When we forgive, we do not condone another’s behavior. Helping
your child practice forgiveness does not mean encouraging her to ig-
nore her feelings when her best friend disappoints her. In fact, as em-
phasized in the discussion of acceptance, a child needs to recognize
and accept the range of her emotional reactions and thoughts related
to her disappointment. Helping a child forgive means helping her ex-
plore options for dealing with her reactions so that she does not be-
come stuck in her anger.
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We are not weak when we practice forgiveness. Children and teens
can more readily learn forgiveness when they are helped to realize that
forgiveness does not reflect weakness. In reality, forgiveness fosters
strength. When a child or teen practices forgiveness, he increases con-
trol over his life. Through forgiveness he is able to direct his energies
toward meeting his needs and wants rather than focusing them on the
object of his anger. In spite of hurt, disappointment, and anger, for-
giveness helps him become less dependent on another person to satisty
his needs or wants. Similarly, through forgiveness, he is no longer held
hostage by the belief that he must seek revenge to make his life better.

For example, the child whose best friend disappoints him can remain
focused on his anger or choose to do something about it. If he stays fo-
cused on his anger, his intense disappointment may lead him to con-
clude that he could never trust his friend again. In contrast, he may
decide to give his best friend another chance, or he may discuss his dis-
appointment and anger with his friend to determine if his friend is un-
derstanding or remorseful. Through acceptance, he can clarity which
of his expectations or conclusions are realistic or unrealistic. He may
decide that his unrealistic conclusions led to his disappointment and
anger. Or he may conclude that he needs to develop more realistic ex-
pectations of his friend. At that point he can decide if he wants to rede-
fine the friendship. He may act in one of a variety of ways to make
himself less vulnerable to disappointment by his friend. He may share
less, expect less from the friendship, or resume the friendship with re-
duced trust and observe how it develops. A child or teen who is helped
to accept his reactions and identify this repertoire of strategies will ex-
perience increased control and a sense of competency in managing
hurt and anger. Helping him move toward forgiveness involves help-
ing him realize that he can choose to maintain his anger or take actions
to move beyond it.

Forgiveness takes time. As stated previously, forgiveness is a process
that takes time. Each child has her own timeline in working toward for-
giveness. Katie, age fifteen, told me she often became angry when her
older sister, Beth, violated her privacy. In part this was related to the
fact that Beth frequently went into Katie’s room and took her CDs and
clothes without first asking Katie for permission to do so. Katie indi-
cated that when she was angry, she usually got over it in a couple of
hours. In contrast, when Beth became angry with Katie, she remained
angry for an entire day.

The only way to determine where your child is in the process of for-
giveness is to maintain ongoing and open communication with him.
You may conclude that your child has moved beyond anger if his ac-
tions or conversations do not reflect anger regarding the event that
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triggered anger for him. However, it is only through genuine commu-
nication and a trusting relationship that includes the kind of sharing
advocated throughout this book that you will be more certain to what
degree your child is forgiving.

Specific Steps to Promote Forgiveness

Forgiveness, like anger management, depends on learning a variety of
skills. The following guidelines will help your child make progress in
practicing the process of forgiveness.

Identify what it is that has huvt your child. By helping your child or
teen discuss her anger and the feelings that lead to it, you will be help-
ing her to specifically recognize and articulate her emotional reactions,
her expectations, and her conclusions. Through further discussion you
will help her identify needs or wants that have been disappointed. With
each clarification of the components of anger, you will be helping your
child or teen move toward forgiveness.

Determine what your child veally needs to move past the hurt. Help
your child clearly distinguish between what he wants and what he gen-
uinely needs. Explain that needs are very different from wants. Your
child needs food, shelter, clothing, and love. His desire to be accepted
by a particular friend or group of friends is a hope or wish rather than a
need. Certainly he needs friendship, acceptance, and connection with
others. But no matter how strong his desire is to be accepted by a par-
ticular individual or group, it is not a need. A child is similarly express-
ing a wish and not a genuine need when he emphatically states that he
needs a certain toy or to attend a certain event. This is a very difficult
challenge for any parent. However, the best way to help a child manage
his reactions in this situation is to allow him to express his feelings, pro-
vide support for his anger and disappointment, and, most important,
help him realize that even though he feels his desire is a need, it is not.

Helping a child distinguish between a want and a need becomes
more complicated when a child is convinced that his entire future is de-
pendent on one single event. For example, a high school senior may
believe that her entire success in life depends on getting an A in one
class, gaining admission to a certain school, or winning a certain com-
petition. While not succeeding at such challenges may result in ex-
treme disappointment and hurt over the loss of genuine opportunities,
life can go on and other actions can be taken to satisfy the basic need be-
hind these desires. It may be especially difficult for you to help your child
make this distinction if you are also convinced that the desire is a need.
The difficulty in making this distinction is often related to all-or-nothing
thinking: “If I don’t succeed at this challenge, I am a failure.” It is diffi-
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cult to mourn the loss of opportunities. However, such mourning is an
essential component of forgiveness of others and oneself.

Identify what you can realistically expect from yourself and others.
Forgiveness very much involves clarifying whether we have realistic or
unrealistic expectations for ourselves and for others. When a child can
make this distinction, she can more readily decide whether she should
work on a relationship, adjust her expectations regarding this relation-
ship, or terminate the relationship. When an adolescent can answer this
question, she can be more forgiving of herselt and others when her
expectations are not satisfied. This does not imply that she has to con-
done the actions of others when they disappoint her. Similarly, forgive-
ness does not mean she should stop trying to meet the expectations she
has for herself.

Identify the advantages and disadvantages of communicating your
anger. Helping children and teens move toward forgiveness involves
helping them identify the advantages and disadvantages of expressing
their thoughts and feelings related to their anger.

Recall Russell, the twelve-year-old who was referred to me because
of increased conflicts at home and disruptive behavior at school. Al-
though at first hesitant to share his feelings, he soon revealed much dis-
appointment and anger over the fact that although the entire family
shared many enjoyable activities together, Russell never had special
time alone with his father. Russell was helped to clarify his expecta-
tions, his conclusions, and the range of his emotions, including his an-
ger regarding his disappointment with his father.

Russell was encouraged to role-play various ways of expressing him-
self to his father in order to determine the best and most comfortable
way to communicate that he wanted more one-on-one time. He then
role-played his father in an effort to better understand and predict how
his father might feel and how he might react. Once he had rehearsed a
conversation with which he was comfortable, Russell decided to take a
chance and speak to his dad. I had met only briefly with his father but
was fairly optimistic that he would respond positively to Russell.

However, Russell appeared quite sullen the next time we met. He
told me that his father had become agitated in reaction to his request
for time together and criticized him for being selfish. Subsequently, I
met with both Russell and his father, separately and together.

Through discussion, Russell’s father was able to further explore
and understand his reaction. He reported that he was the second oldest
child in a family with six children. As he discussed his family experience,
he acknowledged that he too had experienced hurt and disappointment
about wanting some special time with his own dad. Russell’s grand-
father had always worked very hard, and he had communicated to his
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children both directly and indirectly that any free time he had would be
spent with the entire family.

Russell’s father realized that his negative response to his son’s re-
quest came from this background. Further discussion revealed that
when he thought about spending time with his son, he would also re-
visit some of the pain he experienced as a child when his own wishes for
one-on-one time with his father were rejected. By revisiting these feel-
ings and working on his forgiveness, Russell’s father was more able to
spend time with his son.

Forgiveness is an ongoing process. Forgiveness is a complex process
in which your child repeatedly makes the commitment to forgive even
though she may, at times, reexperience hurt and anger. At those times,
she will need to make a conscious decision to forgive. As the process of
forgiveness unfolds, the intensity of these emotions will diminish. Sim-
ilarly, the duration of time between reexperiencing such reactions will
increase. To some degree, this process is very much like mourning.

Forgiveness and Mourning

Forgiveness shares many similarities with mourning. Like mourning,
forgiveness is a process that may involve self-talk beginning with “If
only ... ,” “What if ...,” “I should have ...,” “He should have ...,” or
“She could have ...” During forgiveness and mourning, we initially fo-
cus our thoughts and emotions on the person being forgiven or
mourned. During the process of forgiveness, especially at the begin-
ning of the process, we may picture in our minds, over and over again,
different scenarios about what could have been, or relive our past expe-
riences with the other person.

Forgiveness, like mourning, involves grieving the loss of hopes as
well as realistic and unrealistic expectations. Forgiveness may also in-
clude giving up unrealistic conclusions—the characteristic meaning
one gives to events. A child who is quick to feel slighted may character-
istically conclude that people do not like him, that he is not lovable, or
that he has done something wrong. These conclusions become a part
of one’s self-image when they are repeatedly made. For these reasons,
when a child learns forgiveness, he entertains new self-images as he
gives up a part of his identity. He may feel scared and anxious in mak-
ing this change.

Forgiveness, like mourning, is a process that requires healing. For-
giveness, like mourning, consists of a person gradually investing more
thoughts and emotions in the present, including relationships, activi-
ties, and the excitement and challenge of daily living.

Healing, as a part of forgiveness, implies letting go of the need to
blame or find fault with ourselves or others. Real forgiveness involves
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moving beyond globally viewing the other (or ourselves) as all bad. In
contrast, maintaining resentment involves focusing mostly on the neg-
ative aspect of the other or ourselves. To the degree that we can look
beyond the negative behavior and consider the person as a whole, we
practice forgiveness that reflects compassion.

Forgiveness, Empathy, and Compassion

In Forgiveness, Robin Casarjian suggests that when we forgive, we are
genuinely more loving and able to consider the greater humanity of
another person. As such, forgiveness depends on and includes practic-
ing empathy and compassion.

We are empathic when we recognize and are sensitive to the emo-
tions, thoughts, and experiences of another person. We are empathic
with someone who has upset us when we are able to understand, intel-
lectually and emotionally, how a person could act the way she does. Be-
ing empathic, we focus on more fully understanding the other person
instead of focusing only on how we are impacted. Instead of selectively
attending only to our immediate and personal conclusions, we con-
sider alternative motivations from the other person’s perspective.

Similarly, our ability to empathize with others allows us to be more
tolerant of their differences. The capacity to be tolerant very rapidly di-
minishes anger. As emphasized by Redford Williams and Virginia Wil-
liams in Anger Kills, “All you have to do to practice tolerance is to
accept other people as they are, not as you would like them to be.”®

When we are compassionate we are more able to experience another
person in a way that recognizes his pain and vulnerabilities. When we
practice compassion we think and act in ways that recognize the whole
person and do not see a specific behavior as reflecting her “essence.”
Being compassionate involves viewing the other person, in all of her
humanity, as imperfect and as doing her best with what she has.

In contrast, by remaining angry toward someone who has led to my
pain, I maintain a global image of that person as “one who gives pain.” I
am less open to his humanity when maintaining this view. “Looking be-
yond his behavior” does not mean ignoring his behavior. Rather, it means
that I acknowledge his behavior but experience him as more than his ac-
tion. Through compassion I experience the other person as someone who
is capable of causing pain, not as someone who only causes pain.

By recognizing another person’s greater humanity, I become more
open to viewing his action as reflecting just a part of a more complex
person. If he failed to meet my expectations, perhaps he was not avail-
able to do so. If he failed to meet an expectation, perhaps his personal
pain, lack of awareness, lack of sensitivity, lack of skills, or other barrier
contributed to his failure to meet my expectation. As I look at another
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person with a more open mind, I begin to see him as human: possess-
ing both strengths and weaknesses, and imperfect.

The essence of maintaining a compassionate view allows us to empa-
thize with another’s weakness, and compassion helps foster forgive-
ness. While this state of mind is not easy to achieve, the process of
forgiveness includes a commitment to strive to maintain this perspec-
tive. It is a perspective that recognizes that each of us is imperfect. It
emphasizes equality in our common struggles to meet life’s complex
challenges. We see others as having motivations, expectations, and
conclusions that may be realistic or unrealistic. We see them as having
goals, hopes, and the range of human emotions. Most important, we
can see them as having vulnerabilities.

It is a part of human nature to want to avoid the inner tension that
accompanies ambivalence in our thoughts and feelings. The tension re-
lated to these contradictory or mixed thoughts and feelings is easily re-
duced when we view things in all-or-nothing or black-and-white
terms. The more anger a child or teen experiences, the more quickly
she may develop and maintain this too-simple perspective. When a
child is angry, it is difficult for her to be aware of caring for the whole
person, and it is a challenge to feel compassion. As described in previ-
ous chapters, her conclusions or assessment about her disappointment
may, at that moment, be overly influenced by child logic. At such a mo-
ment, she experiences too much pain or anger to consider a more com-
prehensive view of the other person.

Your five-year-old may find it much easier to be angry and say “I
hate you” than to acknowledge both his love and his anger. An adoles-
cent may be quicker to feel slighted and experience just negative feel-
ings toward a disappointing friend than to consider the motivations
and feelings that influenced her friend’s behavior. For these reasons, it
is unrealistic to expect children and teens to experience compassion at
the moment when they are experiencing their most intense anger.
Dealing with anger is a process that takes time. Compassion, as a part
of forgiveness, helps children and adolescents move beyond holding
on to anger.

Forgiveness: Moving Beyond Guilt and Shame

Just as we may hold on to anger with others, we may have difficulty let-
ting go of anger with ourselves. Such anger, in the form of guilt and
shame, interferes with forgiveness of ourselves and of others. For this
reason, being compassionate with oneself'is an essential component of
forgiveness when dealing with anger directed at oneself.

Certainly, some guilt is justified. When we have caused harm or
acted unjustly to others, guilt serves as a signal and often provides di-
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rection for changing our behavior. In contrast, guilt is destructive
when we hold on to it unduly and let it dominate our sense of self. At
some point, holding on to guilt leaves us with a narrowed view of our-
selves and interferes with moving on. Letting guilt dominate us leaves
little room for developing positive self-esteem based on true growth
and change. Compassion, as an element of forgiveness, allows us to
move beyond a prolonged focus on our inability to measure up to a
particular self-expectation. Again, such compassion does not deny the
behavior, nor does it deny responsibility or guilt when either of those is
justified. But being compassionate with ourselves allows us to accept
our full humanity—that our needs are complex, that we have needs
and expectations that are realistic and unrealistic, that we have hopes,
and, most significant, that we have vulnerabilities. Forgiveness does
not excuse such events or make attempts to deny them. Instead, the
process of forgiveness involves committing ourselves to move toward
accepting our humanity.

Forgiveness also involves moving beyond shame. This is often a difti-
cult challenge because, as described in Chapter 7, while guilt is painful,
it is not all-encompassing and it often leads to defining an action that
can be taken to rectify a situation. In contrast, shame is much more
profound and involves an all-embracing negative self-evaluation.

When we commit to forgiveness and to move beyond shame, we
commit ourselves to the statement “I did something wrong” as op-
posed to “I am wrong.” John Bradshaw, in his book Healing the Shame
That Binds You, distinguishes between “passing shame” and “toxic
shame.”® Passing shame is a temporary experience. In contrast, toxic
shame becomes a core component of our identity as a response to re-
jection, abuse, and abandonment. This leaves the child with a sense of
being flawed and with an increased vulnerability to experience shame.
Ironically, difficulties surrounding shame lead us to be more vulnera-
ble to anger and to have difficulty letting go of it. It leads to self-talk
and expectations that foster the experience of shame and related anger
toward ourselves and others. As emphasized throughout the model of
anger, it is only when we can become increasingly aware of these expec-
tations and conclusions that we can be helped to move forward with
forgiveness.

Strategies to Foster Forgiveness

While general strategies to foster forgiveness have been described
above, the remainder of this chapter will focus on describing specific
skills and strategies to help children and adolescents move toward for-
giveness as a way of managing anger.

Using the model of anger to foster forgiveness. As discussed through-
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out this book, using the model of anger helps children and teens
develop increased awareness of their needs, hopes, expectations, con-
clusions, and the range of emotions surrounding anger. Helping chil-
dren work through any component of the model of anger moves them
forward with an increased capacity for forgiveness. Helping children
recognize the emotions that lead to anger assists them in recognizing
the complexity of emotional life and increases self-acceptance, which
translates into sensitivity to others. Helping children identify and de-
velop more realistic expectations and conclusions further fosters the
identification of ways to satisty wants and needs and recognition of
those that cannot be satisfied. In this way, children are helped to realize
that, as Mick Jagger said, “You can’t always get what you want, but if
you try real hard, you may find, you get what you need.””

As an example, seven-year-old Billy can be helped to move toward
forgiveness regarding anger when his friend Vince refuses to play with
him. Specifically, he can be helped to recognize the disappointment
and hurt that underlie his annoyance. In addition, he could be helped
to recognize realistic and unrealistic conclusions he forms about him-
self or Vince.

As described in Chapter 8, Billy can be helped to identify possible
conclusions such as “This must mean he does not like me,” “Other
children will no longer want to play with me,” “He’s an absolute jerk,”
or “Vince is so selfish.” By helping him challenge himself with self-talk
that considers alternative explanations, he will become less prone to
personalize the rejection, see himself as flawed, or see his friend as just a
mean and rejecting person. He may conclude that Vince’s interests
have changed, that his friend wants to spend time with others, that
Vince is fickle, or that the other boy is annoyed as the result of a misun-
derstanding. Similarly, Billy may be helped to realistically appraise his
contribution to the situation. Developing and practicing these alterna-
tive explanations are powerful steps that foster forgiveness.

As Billy recognizes his needs for companionship, he may decide to
share his concerns with Vince, recognize the limitations of the friend-
ship, or seek out the friendship of others. As he identifies alternative
ways of meeting his needs, he will also learn how to move beyond his
anger and disappointment. Billy will learn that forgiveness involves rec-
ognizing what he can control, what he cannot control, and knowing
the difference.

The more you discuss the components of anger, the more your child
will learn how to move toward forgiveness. However, it is by modeling
forgiveness in your relationship with your child that you will have the
most impact in teaching her acceptance and forgiveness as ways of deal-
ing with anger. The more you accept and promote acceptance of her
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feelings, the more you encourage her to discuss and identify her expec-
tations and conclusions in regard to her relationship with you. At the
same time, the more you give her permission to brainstorm when
problem solving, the more she will be able to accept and forgive in
dealing with anger.

Finally, the more you give your child permission to move beyond
unjustified guilt and shame, the more you will teach her forgiveness.
This is a very complex challenge because it requires you to be sensitive
to your own unjustified guilt and shame, to realize how such reactions
have been motivators in your life, and to move beyond them. As you
do this, you will be practicing compassion toward yourself and, as a re-
sult, be more able to help your child do the same.

Promoting and practicing compassion. Being compassionate with
your child can enhance forgiveness. In part, this involves praising and
nurturing your child for his attempts to improve himself, rather than
focusing only on his failure to be perfect. It involves acknowledging his
feelings whether you agree with them or not. It consists of recognizing
that he may have unrealistic expectations and conclusions and helping
him identify them. Practicing compassion involves letting your child
know that you accept his anger but may disagree with how he expresses
it. Compassion involves expressing your anger toward him in a way
that focuses on a very specific behavior rather than devalues his whole
being and leads to unnecessary guilt or shame. Compassion is further
communicated when you are able to keep your child’s humanity in
your awareness. Compassion is similarly expressed when you maintain
your awareness of your love for his essence even while you are frus-
trated, disappointed, or angry with him.

Your child experiences compassion when she experiences being
taken seriously by you. The years that have passed since your own
childhood or adolescence may make it difficult to really identify with,
take seriously, or make sense of your child’s emotions, expectations,
and conclusions. Similarly, the lack of sufficient empathy and compas-
sion from those who parented you may also interfere with your being
available to be empathic and compassionate with your child. Taking
time to listen to her in order to better understand her perspective truly
communicates that you take her seriously. This does not mean you
have to agree with her or feel compelled to satisty her expectations.
Your expression of empathy for her hurt, disappointment, or anger,
while not necessarily satisfying an expectation or need, is another com-
ponent of compassion.

The ability to be empathic and compassionate is especially difficult
for a parent who does not want to disappoint a child. Parents who
overly identify with the hurt or disappointment of a child have diffi-
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culty setting limits, saying no, and even being empathic. As stated ear-
lier, if you are uncomfortable with emotional pain, you may avoid
acknowledging when your child is in pain, protect your child from
experiencing it, and not recognize it as a part of his experience. But
children actually gain strength in being helped to sit with the disap-
pointment and frustration of not having certain needs satisfied. These
are children who learn a tolerance for frustration and the reality that
not all wants and hopes are satisfied. These are children who are also
helped to be sensitive and compassionate with the pain of others.

Acknowledging vulnevability. When children are openly encour-
aged to identify and evaluate expectations and conclusions, they are
also helped to identify vulnerabilities. Children are helped to accept
their vulnerabilities when they are nurtured and supported for trying
their best and not just for perfection. Yet we live in a highly competitive
time that reflects and fosters expectations for perfection, making it es-
pecially challenging to maintain this compassionate perspective.

Even for adults, any performance short of perfection is frequently
devalued. These high expectations are so ingrained in many of us that
we feel weak and inadequate when we do not achieve such lofty goals.
In our roles as parents, discomfort associated with feeling weak or vul-
nerable interferes with our capacity to recognize or discuss our chil-
dren’s experience of vulnerability. Too, if we maintain such overly
elevated expectations for ourselves, we very often model them for our
children to learn.

Yet, in spite of intense pressure to compete, children and teens best
develop forgiveness when they are rewarded and praised for effort and
not just for perfection. They need to be supported and encouraged
when they put forth their best efforts, not praised only for perfection.
They also need support in expressing their vulnerabilities, especially
those that relate to self-expectations for perfection. When a child is not
allowed to discuss her vulnerability, she ends up feeling even more
emotionally isolated from others and from herself. When a child re-
ceives the message that feeling vulnerable is a weakness, she directs a
great amount of emotional energy toward minimizing or denying such
emotions. When her vulnerability is denied, she is more likely to de-
velop unrealistic expectations for others and for herself. Such denial
leads to a greater predisposition to experience anger with others and
herself. Consequently, she becomes less able to move on to acceptance
and forgiveness.

Another outcome of a child’s not being allowed to acknowledge and
recognize his vulnerability might be a complete withdrawal from the
pursuit of any new activity or challenge. This was reflected by Tim, an
eighth grader, who decided to take guitar lessons after thinking about
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it for several years. Three months later he very abruptly discontinued
his lessons. Tim initially claimed that he just lost interest in playing the
guitar. When questioned further, he responded, “Well, my fingers hurt
after practice. And even though I practiced about an hour every few
days, after three months I still couldn’t play a song as well as one I
heard on the radio!” Tim indirectly communicated that he felt inade-
quate and that his expectations did not acknowledge the reality that
learning to play a guitar takes effort. He had difficulty recognizing
how unrealistic he was in his expectation that he sound like a profes-
sional after just three months of practice. Most important, by quitting,
Tim avoided the feeling of vulnerability that is a natural part of taking
on any new skill. It is the vulnerability that accompanies feeling inade-
quate. So instead of acknowledging that he felt inadequate, the feeling
became a global self-assessment. In that situation, “I feel inadequate”
becomes an unrealistic conclusion that “I am inadequate.” For many
teens like Tim, choosing to give up playing the guitar may seem like the
most reasonable way to avoid the uncomfortable feelings that result
from this conclusion.

Being compassionate involves being empathic with a child’s sense of
vulnerability. It involves helping him feel all right about himself while
he also feels vulnerable. Being compassionate involves helping him be
okay with feeling vulnerable and helping him move beyond it by devel-
oping realistic expectations and conclusions about himself and about
others. When he can acknowledge feeling vulnerable, he is more likely
to be compassionate. With compassion comes an increased potential
for forgiveness when dealing with others and with himself.

Specific Exercises

Undevstanding other people’s motivations. One strategy that helps
a child move beyond anger toward forgiveness is to help him answer
the following questions. This exercise should be performed at a time
when he is calm and able to think clearly. He may initially need support
in brainstorming as he tries to answer these questions.

1. What might have interfered with the other person doing what I
hoped he would do?

2. What are five possible reasons that led him to do what he did—
reasons that have absolutely nothing to do with me?

3. Realistically, is there anything I could have done to increase the
likelihood that he would have done what I wanted?

4. What weakness or vulnerability might he have that led him to
do what he did?

5. Realistically, is there anything I can do in the future to improve
the situation?
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6. Is my expectation based on a genuine need or a want?

Answering each of these questions helps promote a reality check re-
garding both the other person’s behavior and the child’s own behavior.
The last question emphasizes the view that when someone hurts or dis-
appoints us, it is helpful to look beyond our immediate reaction and try
to identify the vulnerability that may have led the other person to his or
her action.

Undevstanding what I rveally need. Another effective strategy to
help children and teens move toward forgiveness is to help them ditfer-
entiate between what they want and what they think they need.

Brian’s grades began to drop gradually when he started seventh
grade in a new school. Now, in eighth grade, though his reading skills
were above grade level and he did not have any learning disabilities, his
grades had fallen from A’s and B’s to C’s and D’s. He barely spoke dur-
ing our first meetings. I sensed his silence reflected depression and an-
ger. His mother had remarried two years ago, after being divorced
from his father for three years. Although his stepfather was emotionally
distant, he tried to take on a very active disciplinary role with Brian.
Until this time, Brian had always been a well-behaved boy who tried to
please both his mother and father. Only since his mother’s remarriage
had he begun to challenge attempts to discipline him. In time, Brian
was able to discuss his anger about his parents’ divorce, his strong
feelings of loss regarding his dad, and his lack of closeness with his step-
father.

When asked directly what he was angry about, Brian indicated that
he was hurt that his parents could not get along, that his dad had be-
come increasingly self-absorbed, and that his stepfather was verbally
abusive. When asked what he wished for, Brian replied that he had
hoped to have a dad with whom he could do things and who loved
him. I then asked him what would be different about his life if he had
such a dad now. He thought about this for a while and responded, “I
would just like to feel that my father loves me!” He cried and shared his
anger about not feeling loved by his natural father or his stepfather. I
agreed that all of us need love and that it hurts when the people we
most want to love us are not available to provide that love. We spent
several sessions exploring his hurt and disappointment. At one point, I
asked him how he would feel about himselfif he felt loved. With mini-
mal hesitation, he responded, “I guess I would like myself better.” Not
all children or teens are as self-aware as Brian.

This was the starting point in helping Brian to better understand
what he needed. While he needed love, he also needed to feel better
about himself. Certainly he was justified in feeling hurt and angry to-
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ward both his father and stepfather. However, I helped him to under-
stand that the conclusions he had made about not getting their love—
that he himself was not lovable—were distorted. He was caught in a
cycle of negative thinking that ran this way: “If they don’t love me, I'm
not lovable. I’ll show them. Why please anyone? Why do well in
school? They don’t care.” Brian’s reduced academic performance was
an expression of his anger.

Brian needed to acknowledge that he wanted love as well as his need
to love himself. Through trusting himself and increasing his self-confi-
dence, he was more able to take a risk and be candid about his wishes
for an improved relationship with both his father and stepfather. While
his attempts to improve these relationships were not always met with
success, he made progress in meeting some of his expectations. Many
sessions focused on helping Brian to feel more positive about himself
and increase his ability to distinguish between his needs and wants. His
progress involved learning to recognize his needs, developing realistic
expectations about them, and his repeated experiences of anger and
mourning as he continued to redefine his expectations of both men.
He was also helped to nurture himself while accepting the caring that
was available from his mother, relatives, and friends.

He did not deny his pain or anger. He made attempts to change the
situation but did not remain embedded in resentment or paralyzed by
his hurt and disappointment. While his relationships with his father
and stepfather improved, neither was as emotionally available as Brian
had hoped for. Brian went through a period of mourning—grieving re-
lated to hopes and desires that could not be satistied. This is acceptance
and forgiveness.

Letter writing. One strategy that is extremely effective in furthering
the process of forgiveness is to encourage a child to compose a letter to
the person with whom they experience anger. This is especially useful
with an older child or teen, but it can be adapted to use with a younger
child by having her dictate a message on a tape recorder. Emphasize
that writing or dictating the letter is a separate and distinct activity
from sending it. Encourage her to express the range of her emotions,
including anger, and her expectations and conclusions surrounding
the event(s) that led to her reaction. Suggest she also express her hope
for how things should be in the future—how she wishes the other per-
son will behave. Suggest she take time in composing the letter, put it
aside for several days, and then reread and correct it.

After she has finished the letter, suggest she take time to write a
letter that represents, based on her best insights, the other person’s
response.

This is a very powerful exercise for helping children and adolescents
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clarify their thoughts and emotions and what it is they hope the other
person will say or do. Most important, it helps them explore how likely
it is that the other person will meet their expectations. You can then ex-
plore with your child the ditferences between what she hopes for and
how she really believes the other person will react. Even without send-
ing the letter, a child or teen can, through her own statements, be
helped to better identify expectations that may be unrealistic. Through
discussion of the model of anger, you can help your child explore the
range of emotions and thoughts regarding her experience. You can
also help her better determine the potential benefits and potential
harm related to actually sending the letter. Help her address the range
of consequences that may occur if she is honest.

Emphasize that sending the letter involves taking a risk, and help your
child explore how she might react if the other person does not respond fa-
vorably. This discussion is especially important for helping a child or teen
realize that directing anger and pain toward another may, in fact, not be
useful. Under some circumstances it may lead to further anger, fear, and
tension for both individuals.

Many of the children and adolescents (and adults) I have worked
with have done this exercise. Some have sent the letter, and others have
not. What is most important is that by doing this exercise, they were
helped to clarify their needs, wants, and expectations and were helped
to move toward forgiveness.

Sitting with pain. Much of anger management and forgiveness re-
lated to anger depend on our ability to acknowledge and accept emo-
tional pain. Extreme and impulsive anger, difficulties with letting go of
resentment, and distracting ourselves from genuine emotions are often
the result of not being able to genuinely sit with pain. In fact, many of
the expressions of anger of children and teens are ways of shifting at-
tention from their pain and attempts to distract themselves from this
uncomfortable emotion. Helping a child sit with his pain involves be-
ing there for him to explore his experience in a very focused way. This
calls for you to be empathic in a way that may be very challenging. To
the degree that you tend to flee from your own emotional pain, you
may be less available to engage your child in this exercise.

Engage your child in a discussion about his anger. Apply the model
of anger and help him explore the many components related to his ex-
perience. When discussing his hurt or pain, take time to really commu-
nicate to him, directly and indirectly, that:

1. It is natural to experience pain even if his expectations or con-
clusions were unrealistic.
2. Pain needs to be experienced and expressed to help heal.
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3. Pain needs to be labeled.

4. The intensity of pain reduces over time.

5. Pain is a part of life.

6. You are there to help him when he needs it.

The fact that your child’s pain is based on unrealistic expectations or
conclusions does not make the pain any less real or unjustifiable. It may
lead to being more realistic in the future and should influence how he
decides to manage his anger. But it does not mean that he is less enti-
tled to feel pain or that his pain is silly or unimportant. Helping a child
discuss his feelings offers him validation of his feelings. This helps him
to experience your empathy and encourages him to be better con-
nected with his true emotions. Clearly your validation of his emotions
is not the same as validating how he manages his anger.

By labeling pain, I mean having a discussion with your child or teen
in which he is helped to express the many aspects of his pain. Ask him
what it feels like. Inquire whether he experiences his pain in any part of
his body. Suggest he identify an image that best reflects his pain. Then
use imagery to help him identity ways to help reduce that pain.

One child I worked with indicated that his emotional pain felt like a
critter inside him slowly eating him. I encouraged him to identify ways
of dealing with this critter—picturing it getting smaller, reminding
himself that he was bigger than this critter and that he was not being
physically harmed, and having him tell the critter that he will take care
of it.

Reminding a child that pain takes time to manage is essential to
helping her cope with pain as a process. Forecasting the course of her
pain is a helpful strategy to emphasize this process. Remind her that
she will experience the pain for a while, especially if it is over something
very meaningful to her. Similarly, help her recognize that the intensity
of the pain gradually reduces. Making the analogy to a physical hurt is
another approach that helps children understand the course of pain. A
physical injury is initially very painful, but the pain gradually subsides,
with occasional flare-ups, as the healing progresses.

While we seek to lead lives without pain and do our best to protect
our children from pain, there are times when each of us has moments
of disappointment and emotional pain. Some of these are more severe
than others. And some people have a greater share of pain. Helping
children and teens recognize that pain is a part of life does not mean
you emphasize the pain of life or forecast that they will invariably expe-
rience much pain. It does mean that when we have expectations that
are not satisfied, when things happen that we do not want to happen,
when we experience hurt or disappointment, when we experience loss,
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we will experience pain. Sharing this discussion also emphasizes that it
is unrealistic to expect that everything will always go well.

Perhaps the most meaningful way to help your child with her pain is
to emphasize that you are there for her. Your being available to discuss
her emotions, thoughts, or experiences related to her pain communi-
cates your empathy, your connection, and your love. In your presence
your child will experience nurturance and develop a sense of self-
soothing that is an essential component in dealing with her pain—and
in learning to forgive.

All of the strategies described in this chapter can be related to other
people in his life or to characters in videos, books, or other media in an
effort to help your child better understand forgiveness. You will often
find that he is more comfortable thinking about and discussing the ex-
periences of these other people or characters rather than more directly
address experiences in his life. Any strategy you use to help your child
make sense of' and manage anger will help him in the process of forgive-
ness. For it is by constructively responding to anger and finding ways
to genuinely let go of it that we learn to forgive others and ourselves.
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Rewarding Behaviors

chavior management programs have been used to help children

B and adolescents in a variety of settings. In this chapter, I discuss the
application of this approach for helping children and adolescents man-
age anger. As the term implies, the focus of this approach is on behavior
rather than on the self-reflection needed to make sense of anger. A be-
havior management program involves the use of rewards, privileges,
and consequences. These are presented to the child in such a way as to
help increase desirable behaviors and reduce undesirable behaviors.

For example, a child or adolescent may be rewarded with money or
extra television viewing time for practicing relaxation exercises. Simi-
larly, he may be rewarded for reducing aggressive behavior or for more
constructively expressing anger.

In contrast, inappropriate behaviors may be punished. For example,
a child may have to forfeit television viewing time after hitting her
younger brother. An adolescent may be grounded for striking his fist
against a door while arguing with a parent.

255



256 Special Considerations
When to Use a Reward Program for Anger Management

A behavior management program can be a very powerful means of
helping children and adolescents develop and maintain certain behav-
iors. However, it is recommended only under very specific circum-
stances.'

A reward program should be reserved for working with children and
teens who resist making efforts to make sense of and manage their an-
ger and for those who refuse to take part in learning the strategies de-
scribed in this book. These children may resist because they are
rebellious, need more structure, are impulsive, or for other reasons lack
internal motivations for making sense of and managing anger. Their
anger, hurt, lack of ability, or other factors may lead them to be mini-
mally motivated to reflect on their thoughts and emotions. They may
refuse to practice relaxation techniques, use foul language instead of
feeling words, or act aggressively instead of exploring their anger. In
contrast, they may deny or minimize any anger and so feel no need to
discuss it.

Determine if your child’s refusal to engage in such discussion is
based on fear, has to do with a lack of skills in self-reflection, or is re-
lated to some trauma that may underlie her resistance. A behavior re-
ward program may not be necessary if these concerns are identified as
the basis for her resistance and addressed appropriately.

Using a formal reward program is not necessary if your child is al-
ready motivated to engage in the strategies and exercises presented
throughout the book. He does not need to be rewarded for behaviors
that are already a part of his repertoire. Clearly, it he engages with you
in discussing his feelings and cooperates in working on the strategies
presented, he may already possess the internal motivation to make
sense of and manage anger. Similarly, engaging in such discussions
demonstrate that he experiences a level of comfort and trust in himself
that allows for self-disclosure. His capacity to discuss his thoughts and
emotions with you also demonstrates that your relationship has fos-
tered comfort and trust. He is already experiencing positive rewards
for his eftorts and behaviors.

Do not use a reward program if your child is even minimally cooper-
ative. Progress takes time, effort, and commitment. You may be
tempted to use a behavior reward program in an effort to hasten his
progress. However, when used in this way, the behavior management
program may only distract him from furthering intrinsic motivation for
self-reflection and change in general.
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The Need for Addressing Behavior and Self-Reflection

When a behavioral reward program for anger management focuses
only on behavior, a child or adolescent gains little self-awareness re-
garding the emotions, motivations, expectations, or conclusions that
influence his arousal of anger. As a result, the reward program may lead
to self-monitoring of behavior, but it does not directly promote self-
reflection unless self-reflective behaviors and discussions of self-reflection
are rewarded. These behaviors need to be specifically identified and
rewarded in order to help your child genuinely make sense of and
manage anger.

A behavioral reward program can help a child or teen learn construc-
tive ways to manage anger. But if he is to make sense of anger, he needs
to be rewarded for self-reflection regarding his motivations, related emo-
tions, expectations, and conclusions regarding situations that arouse his
anger. A behavioral reward program does not provide an understanding
of anger management but offers techniques to help promote specific be-
haviors that foster constructive anger management. It is not a replace-
ment for your modeling constructive ways of managing anger. Similarly, it
is not a replacement for teaching children and adolescents to reflect on
their internal experiences related to anger management.

General Guidelines

Identifying the Target Behavior

A target behavior is an identified behavior that you want to help your
child increase or decrease. A key issue to keep in mind when develop-
ing a reward program regarding anger management is that you are re-
warding more-constructive ways of managing anger and punishing
less-constructive ways of managing anger. You will need to clearly
identify for yourself and for your child those behaviors that you target.
They should involve actions that are clearly observable and can be re-
corded. Descriptions of such behavior should be defined so clearly that
there is no disagreement about whether the specific behavior did or did
not occur.

Make sure you are punishing a specific way of expressing anger
rather than the general expression of anger. The punishment should be
a consequence for the way anger was expressed. The goal is to reward a
child for a more constructive expression of anger rather than for not
expressing anger at all.

Below is a list of sample target behaviors that you may wish to
reward.
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- Discussing anger

. Discussing the emotions related to anger

- Exploring expectations regarding anger

. Exploring conclusions regarding anger

- Exploring motivations related to anger

. Practicing relaxation exercises

- Engaging in physical ways of managing anger that are
constructive

- Discussing physical reactions to anger

. Writing a letter to express feelings

. Keeping a journal to express feelings

. Learning new words to describe emotions

. Discussing examples of anger from the media

. Discussing how characters from books or movies manage anger

. Communicating assertively rather than aggressively (i.c.,
using “I” statements)

. Being candid in communications

This list identifies very specific behaviors that should be encouraged
as constructive ways for making sense of and managing anger. In con-
trast, when you punish undesirable behaviors, you clearly help a child
to recognize what he should not be doing but give little direction for
new and alternative behaviors. This is a major reason for emphasizing
the use of positive rewards to increase desired behavior (and not nega-
tive outcomes to decrease undesired behaviors). Here is a list of target
behaviors that you may wish to reduce or eliminate.

. Tantrums

. Yelling

. The use of foul language

. Hitting oneself or others

. Breaking things

- Being disruptive as a way of expressing anger
. Devaluing others

A comprehensive behavior management program consists of re-
warding both the demonstration of more constructive behaviors and
the absence of negative behaviors. For example, you could reward your
eight-year-old both for reduced use of foul language when he is an-
gered and for being able to discuss his feelings regarding the event that
provoked his anger. Similarly, your adolescent daughter could be re-
warded both for candidly sharing her anger with her sister and for not
devaluing her. Rewards should be based mostly on how your child con-
structively manages anger.
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Be Realistic

Target behaviors that your child can realistically master. Factors to be
considered in making these choices are age, intelligence, vocabulary,
and emotional maturity, including the capacity to self-reflect, identify
emotions, and manage anxiety.

Be realistic when identifying target behaviors. For example, if your
nine-year-old is able to identify unrealistic conclusions or expectations,
you may want to encourage him to reflect on these components of his
anger. In contrast, your five-year-old may need to be taught words that
describe his emotions before he can realistically be ready to receive re-
wards for discussing them. When working with some adolescents you
may have to start by targeting relaxation techniques long before they
can be helped to really identify other emotions surrounding anger.

Once you complete your lists of behaviors to be increased and those
to be eliminated, discuss them with your child so that she understands
exactly what you mean and expect of her. These behaviors, as well as
any part of the reward program, should be presented in a written for-
mat in order to promote clear expectations for both you and your
child. A sample chart will be provided later in this chapter.

Identifying a Baseline of Behavior

Identifying a baseline of behavior is an essential first step when using a
behavior management program. The baseline is a record of the fre-
quency of how often a particular behavior is demonstrated within a
specified period of time. In order to develop a baseline, observe your
child over a period of days and record the number of times that behav-
ior is evidenced during that time frame. A baseline may involve keeping
a record of the frequency with which a desired behavior occurs and
how often the child demonstrates behaviors you want to reduce or
eliminate. For example, you may want to develop a baseline of how of-
ten your adolescent practices relaxation techniques or how frequently
your seven-year-old appropriately discusses anger related to a genu-
inely anger-provoking event. Similarly, you may want your child to re-
place tantrum behavior by more constructive behaviors when he
becomes angry. Observing him over a week, you may find that his
baseline for tantrums is four occurrences in that one week. The base-
line provides you a starting point for assessing progress toward the tar-
get behavior.

Use Positive Rewards

Overall, positive rewards are more powerful than punishment in en-
couraging positive behavior. A positive reward is a reward that is given
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after the desired behavior is demonstrated. In contrast, punishment is a
negative consequence that occurs when an unwanted behavior arises.
This might include taking something away or denying a privilege.
While punishment may be necessary, as discussed shortly, it should be
used minimally, since positive reinforcement has a greater potential for
helping children learn new behaviors, in part because it rewards clearly
defined and appropriate behaviors.

Token Rewards

A token reward is a reward in the form of chips, stars, coupons, points,
or even play money that a child can later “cash in” to obtain rewards.
There are several benefits to token rewards in a behavior reward pro-
gram. Primarily, the use of tokens allows for greater consistency—the
same behavior leads to obtaining a specific number of points. The use
of tokens allows for greater mobility, since you and your child can carry
the token rewards more easily. The rewards can be presented in a
timely manner immediately after the behavior is demonstrated. It is
important that your child understands the process and is capable of cal-
culating the addition of points. Since the process parallels the use of
money and allows for greater flexibility in choosing rewards, using a
token program will increase your child’s motivation to make changes
in her behavior.

By using tokens, you can also occasionally reward your child with a
bonus—a greater number of points than originally assigned to the be-
havior. Doing this periodically has been found to be highly effective in
strengthening the motivation for behavioral change.

Assign the behaviors a certain value, with a more challenging behav-
ior deserving a greater number of points. For example:

. Performing relaxation exercises = 3 points

- Discussing the emotions related to anger = 3 points

. Discussing the expectations related to anger = 3 points

. Discussing the conclusions related to anger = 3 points

. Showing how an incident from the media exemplifies part of
the model of anger = 2 points

. Writing a letter to express anger = 2 points

. Keeping a journal = 2 points

Similarly, you may give a child a greater number of points for not
demonstrating (for a period of time, such as an hour, an afternoon, or
an entire day—the specific interval will be determined by the baseline)
the behaviors you most strongly want to see reduced. For example:

- Reducing tantrums = 5 points
. Reducing yelling = 3 points
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. Not breaking anything = 5 points
- Not hitting others = 7 points

Determine the number of points needed to redeem a specific re-
ward. Examples of rewards and their redemption values might be:

. Thirty minutes of extra TV time = 15 points

. Thirty minutes of video game time = 15 points

. Action figure = 10 points

. Fifteen minutes on the telephone = 20 points

. Choice of a restaurant = 12 points

. Permission to have a friend sleep over = 30 points

. Permission to stay up an extra half hour = 15 points
. Getting to see a specific movie = 10 points

. Permission to use the car = 25 points

. Extra allowance = 25 points

Your child is then allowed to choose from the rewards based on how
many points he has accumulated. Try to discourage him from saving
the tokens for more than a few days. Postponing the reward often leads
to reduced motivation, especially for younger children, who have little
frustration tolerance.

It is advisable to reward young children with tangible tokens (star
stickers, paper coupons, or chips), while older children and adolescents
can easily accept points that are recorded on a chart.

Negative Consequences

The major focus of an effective behavior management program should
be providing positive rewards for desired behaviors. A child or teen
knows exactly what is expected of him when the desired behavior is
clearly described. In contrast, punishing an undesirable behavior, while
emphasizing what behavior to reduce or eliminate, does not clearly
identify the specific behavior that should be practiced instead.

But there are times when negative consequences follow undesirable
behavior. Some advocates of behavior management programs suggest
subtracting points or tokens from the child’s total when he has demon-
strated an undesirable behavior. For example, a child who throws tan-
trums or an adolescent who uses profanity may lose points. The
difficulty with this practice is that a major infraction may lead to losing
points that have taken several hours or days to accumulate. Similarly,
subtracting points communicates the message that an undesirable be-
havior negates a desired behavior. If your child’s points are taken away,
he receives the indirect message “I do not care how much progress you
made in other behaviors. Your undesirable behavior shows me that you
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have not made any progress.” When this happens, a child or teen who
may already be resistant may lose motivation to improve his behavior.
Remember, changing behavior takes time—for example, eliminating
tantrum behaviors involves gradual learning, just like the development
of any skill—and so while he may be making progress in some areas, he
may still evidence certain problematic behaviors.

There are a variety of alternative strategies that can be used as nega-
tive consequences rather than taking away points. These include dis-
cussion, a time-out, logical consequences, removing a privilege that
was not on the list of rewards, or eliminating some of the choices of re-
ward.

Through discussion, you may help your child better understand the
factors that contributed to his undesirable behavior and more etfec-
tively manage his reactions the next time. However, a brief time-out—
between ten and fifteen minutes—can sometimes be useful, not as a
punishment but as a way for a child to calm down and reflect. Prefera-
bly the time-out should take place in full view of the parent—for exam-
ple, sitting in a chair in the kitchen or living room. Your child should be
told to spend the time-out identifying alternative ways of handling the
situation. These can be written or recorded on tape, and both of you
can discuss their merits after the time-out.

A time-out for any extended period serves as a punishment but pro-
vides no new experience to help a child correct his behavior. Similarly, a
time-out that involves sending a child to her room adds the compli-
cated factor of rejection and isolation to what she may already be expe-
riencing. When presented with this form of punishment, a child may
conclude that she should never be angry, that she should just hide her
anger, or that she does not deserve to experience anger. Such conclu-
sions go against the focus of the program, which is to help children
better understand and manage their anger rather than deny or mini-
mize it or express it inappropriately.

This form of appropriate time-out, by contrast, is an example of a
logical consequence—a consequence that directly relates to an offense
and contributes toward rectifying the offense or improving the behav-
ior.? For example, an adolescent may be told he has to pay to replace a
dish he broke when angry rather than being told he is grounded from
going out with his friends. A child may be required to identify five ways
of appropriately expressing her anger to her sister rather than directing
vulgar language toward her.

Another possibility is to identify certain enjoyable activities that are
not listed as rewards but may be eliminated as a punishment. In this way,
all positive experiences are not based entirely on accumulated points.

At this point I want to emphasize my belief that physical punishment
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should never be used. I stress this point for a variety of reasons. Any
form of physical punishment used to address a child’s anger models ag-
gression and, typically, a loss of control. While some parents may say
they can maintain control, such behavior can very quickly lead to an es-
calation of aggression. Similarly, when physical punishment is used as a
consequence for a child’s anger, it is often experienced as an act of re-
venge. It may also convince the child that all forms of anger should be
stifled. Physical punishment usually communicates the message that
anger is not acceptable rather than the message that inappropriate ex-
pressions of anger are unacceptable.

Physical punishment also creates an emotional atmosphere that is
antagonistic to trust and candid sharing. I have worked with many
adults who report that in their own childhoods, being physically pun-
ished was an effective means of discipline. While some of these adults
say they did and do feel much love for their parents, they also often re-
port a lack of genuine trust and open communication with them. They
may say that they deserved the punishment because they behaved inap-
propriately, but all too often they indicate they were toughened by the
experience. In effect, they learned to squelch pain, hurt, and anger. In
turn, through such suppression, they are more likely to forget these
earlier reactions when they decide to use physical punishment with
their own children.

Identifying Rewards

A key point to remember when creating a behavior management pro-
gram is that the reward must in fact be rewarding for your child. This
means it must genuinely be rewarding—not that you believe it should
be rewarding, not that your child was motivated by it several months
ago, not that his brother is motivated by it. Be sure that he genuinely
has the motivation to obtain the reward. For example, your son may
like bowling, but your teenage daughter may have a preference for ten-
nis lessons. Similarly, you may think your twelve-year-old son loves to
play golf, and he may even tell you that he really enjoys the game when
asked directly, but he may tense up when you give him advice in a seri-
ous and competitive tone about how to improve his swing. In this case,
playing golf with you may not be as rewarding as you believe it to be.
One of the best ways to identify what is rewarding is to observe your
child and assess those activities that he most enjoys. In addition, try to
identify those activities that have been most motivating for your child
in the recent past. Pinpoint the activities and interests that most excite
him. For example, your middle child may like playing with clay, collect-
ing baseball cards, or playing video games. Your youngest child may
readily become excited about playing with action figures, being read
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to, or watching Disney videos. In contrast, your adolescent may be
most motivated to have increased telephone time, obtain computer
time, go skating, obtain CDs, or be allowed to spend more time with
her friends.

After creating your list, discuss with your child your intention to use
areward program and ask her to make a list of things and privileges she
would find rewarding. Her involvement in the planning of a reward
program will further support her willingness to cooperate.

Be realistic in what you identify as a reward. Think about your re-
sources in deciding what you will use as a reward. Specifically, be clear
about the amount of time, energy, and money you can invest, as well as
the interest and ability of other adults to participate in these rewards.
For example, you may know that your child likes model airplanes, but
giving him one each night may be too costly. Instead, you may want to
place a value on the parts of the model so he could redeem points for a
few parts each night.

Carefully consider using concert tickets or CDs as a reward for your
adolescent. The cost of these rewards can add up very quickly. However,
you may want to offer these rewards as a kind of “grand” reward. For ex-
ample, while you may present a choice of daily rewards for certain be-
haviors, you may give the grand reward if the targeted behavior is
demonstrated daily for an entire week.

Make sure you really do have the time if you schedule an activity in
which you both will take part. Similarly, do not promise time together
as a reward. Relaxed, enjoyable time together is essential to a relation-
ship that invites discussion about anger and other topics. A child
should not be rewarded with time with you or be punished by having
time together reduced. Instead, you may want to offer as a reward a
specific way of spending time together. Going to a particular restaurant
or a sporting event, playing a particular board game or a video game,
or just going for a car ride to a favorite location may be specific ways of
spending time together that can serve as rewards.

Also remember that, in general, adolescents tend to be more inde-
pendent and consequently more resistant and less motivated by re-
wards or privileges. I have often suggested to parents that the only
motivators for teens age sixteen and seventeen are money, tickets for
concerts, or use of the family car. While you may have a great deal of
difficulty identifying a reward for the very resistant child or adolescent,
be creative and you will identify a reward that truly is motivating for
your child.

Variety of Rewards

The need to use a variety of rewards is another key issue to consider
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when developing a behavior management program. While the interests
of some children may be very narrow, other children have a wide vari-
ety of interests. This should be considered when identifying the re-
wards, since offering an assortment of rewards will help to maintain
motivation and interest in the reward program. Even when a child ex-
presses extreme interest in only one type of reward, try to present a va-
riety of rewards related to that area of interest.

Timeliness

Points must be received in a timely manner for them to be experienced
as a meaningful reward. Receiving the points immediately after the be-
havior has been demonstrated will most strengthen the likelihood of
the behavior being learned and repeated. Similarly, the rewards or priv-
ileges need to be received in a timely manner. While once a day may be
good for some children and adolescents, children and adolescents who
have a low tolerance for frustration (such as children with attention
deficit disorder) need to be rewarded more frequently, perhaps two or
three times a day.

I recall helping a mother develop a reward program for her six-year-
old son, who was disruptive whenever she took him grocery shopping.
We discussed the program, but I did not emphasize the need for imme-
diate rewards for her son, who also suffered from attention deficit dis-
order. When she returned the following week, she indicated that the
reward program had not worked—she had promised points toward a
toy if he successfully behaved through all ten aisles, and he had be-
haved well when strolling down the first aisle but became disruptive in
the middle of the second aisle. I then presented a more detailed discus-
sion of how he needed to be rewarded immediately after demonstrat-
ing good behavior through each aisle, one at a time.

Know your child. It takes much sensitivity to know what is timely for
a particular child. A child who is impulsive, is experiencing temporary
stress, or has a low tolerance for frustration may need to be rewarded
more immediately than a child who can be more patient.

Consistency in Giving the Reward

Consistency in giving a reward for desired behaviors is essential for a
behavioral reward program to be effective. Desired behaviors need to
be consistently rewarded and undesirable behaviors consistently pun-
ished if your child’s motivation is to be maintained. A major reason for
the failure of reward programs is often the lack of such consistency. For
example, inclement weather may force you to cancel a promised visit to
the zoo, or you promise to take your child to a movie but have to post-
pone it to attend to other activities, or you simply forget about the re-
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ward. Ironically, this often happens especially when a child seems to show
improvement in more consistently demonstrating the desired behavior.

Make Sense of and Manage Anger: Rewards Program

Increase

. P T Th | F
these behaviors ts | Su | Mo u | We r | Sa

Discusses anger

Practices relaxation
exercises

Identifies emotions
related to anger

Explores expectations

Explores conclusions

Discusses anger in the
media

Explores motivations

Writes a letter regarding
anger

Maintains a journal

Total points for the day

Figure 15.1: Chart for monitoring vewards for increasing behaviors

Consistency in the way the program is practiced is also essential for
an effective behavioral reward program. A lack of consistency may also
occur when differing amount of points are rewarded by both parents
for the same behavior, or one parent does not reward certain behaviors
while the other parent does. In order to foster consistency, both par-
ents should agree to all terms of the program, be consistent with each
other’s implementation of the program, and model the behaviors that
are rewarded.

Monitoring the Program

Maintaining a chart for the reward program is another essential ele-
ment in developing a comprehensive program. An example of a chartis
presented in Figure 15.1. The chart is used to list rewards that are
available, the number of points required for them, and the accumu-
lated points. In addition, a chart should include a calendar that identi-
fies the days and the weeks, displays a log of the child’s achievement,
and lists the rewards obtained to date. Providing a concrete visual



Rewarding Behaviors 267

representation of the program is valuable for children of all ages. It
provides a written record of progress as well as leads to reduced misun-
derstanding. Have your child make entries so that she experiences be-
ing a more active participant in the program.

Figure 15.2 presents a model of a chart that can be used to monitor
progress in reducing targeted behaviors.

Make Sense of and Manage Anger: Rewards Program

Decrease

. Pt S M T Wi Th | F S
these behaviors s v °© v ¢ i i

Has tantrums
Yells

Hits self
Hits others

Breaks things

Is disruptive

Devalues others

Uses inappropriate
language

Total points for the day

Figure 15.2: Chart for monitoring rewards for increasing behaviors

Troubleshooting

A behavioral reward program demands a commitment to planning, re-
warding, and monitoring a child’s progress. There are a number of po-
tential difficulties with each of these components that can undermine
progress.

Not Determining the Right Value of Points Needed for Rewards

A child may quickly lose motivation to change his behavior if the re-
ward requires too many points and, consequently, too much time or
effort to obtain them. In contrast, the reward may be too easy to ob-
tain if it requires too few points. As a result, you may experience pres-
sure on your resources to provide the reward, and your child will not
have to demonstrate much change in his behavior to be rewarded.

The Target Behaviors Are Not Described in Clear Terms

Both desirable and undesirable behaviors may be described in vague
terms that lead to misunderstanding and conflict related to your differ-
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ing expectations regarding the reward program. For example, when
you state that your child needs to discuss his emotions surrounding an-
ger, you may want to specify that he engage with you in discussion for
ten minutes. Similarly, if you require that your child not have a tan-
trum, clearly define behaviors that you associate with a tantrum.

Selecting Rewards That Are Not Really Motivating or Very Quickly Lose Their
Appeal

It may take several weeks to recognize that a particular reward is not
very exciting to your child. In addition, since reward programs may last
several months, it is important to remember to update the choices of
rewards so that they correspond to your child’s most recent areas of in-
terest and motivation.

A Delay or Neglect in Providing a Reward to a Child

A reward program requires consistency to be effective. Neglecting to
provide the points or reward in a timely manner introduces uncertainty
and disappointment and reduces trust. As emphasized previously, the
children and teens who most need a behavioral reward program likely
are those who lack a sense of trust. For this reason, a failure to give the
points or reward as scheduled may lead to resentment and reduced
motivation to change the targeted behavior.

Making Mistakes in Monitoring

Mistakes made in monitoring will have a similar impact on trust and
dependability that is the foundation of trust. When made frequently,
mistakes may also communicate a lack of real commitment and con-
cern to monitor progress. Clearly this conclusion interferes with a
child’s progress in attaining more appropriate behaviors.

Prematurely Terminating the Program

It is not unusual for parents to stop practicing the reward program
before the child has fully integrated the new behavior as part of his rep-
ertoire. Because a reward program is demanding in terms of commit-
ment and organization, you may be tempted to stop giving rewards
shortly after your child has begun to demonstrate the target behaviors
most of the time. However, it is advisable to continue the program for
at least a month (and sometimes longer for adolescents) for the target
behaviors to become second nature for your child.

Modeling Undesirable Behaviors While Rewarding Appropriate Ones

A behavioral reward program can be extremely successful in helping a
child learn certain behaviors. However, to the degree that your child is
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rewarded for behaviors that you and other family members do not
model, she will be getting inconsistent messages from you. For exam-
ple, if you or your spouse or a sibling is allowed to express anger inap-
propriately, your child will be getting mixed messages about how to
manage anger. Most important, if a child sees that inappropriate be-
haviors succeed in having certain needs met, she will continue to be-
have inappropriately.

William was a fourteen-year-old whose parents developed a behavior
reward program to help him decrease his use of inappropriate lan-
guage. However, William frequently observed his father using such
language. He very much admired his father, wanted to be like him,
and, most important, saw that such language allowed his dad to exert
power through intimidation. Consequently, William continued to use
the same language when expressing his anger toward peers and his sib-
lings.

A reward program can be very powerful, but if'it is to be eftfective, it
takes a great amount of preparation, monitoring, and evaluation.
However, it can be an effective means of helping the more resistant
child or adolescent incorporate certain attitudes and behaviors.

As already indicated, reward programs are often most useful for chil-
dren and teens who are minimally motivated or less emotionally avail-
able to learn anger management through modeling and discussion. But
some children and teens have more severe anger management difficul-
ties that interfere even with their ability and motivation to take part in a
behavioral reward program. These youth may need professional help
that might include a reward program in addition to other forms of ther-
apy. These children and teens are described in Chapter 17.
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Responding to Escalating Anger

his chapter focuses on strategies to help diffuse your child’s anger,

especially when it begins to physically escalate out of control. Per-
haps the most challenging aspect of anger management for most par-
ents is responding to these more severe expressions of anger.

It is extremely uncomfortable to witness any child expressing anger
through tantrums or physical aggression. His raised voice, angry facial
expression, or aggression toward people or objects may very quickly
activate your own child logic, invoking your automatic thoughts and
feelings surrounding anger and the expression of anger. You may expe-
rience a range of emotions and thoughts that include hurt, frustration,
rejection, a sense of inadequacy, self-doubt, and anger. This is a mo-
ment when you will feel tested. The more thoroughly you have learned
the strategies discussed so far, the more prepared you will be to con-
structively respond to this form of anger. There are, however, very spe-
cific skills and strategies that can be implemented to help you and your
child gain self-control in such situations.

270
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Model Physical Control

How do you react to a child when his anger is escalating? Do you be-
come tense or agitated when he raises his voice, turns red, or becomes
verbally abusive? Do you feel inadequate as a parent and out of control
when responding to this intensity of anger? Or are you able to remain
calm and in control in the face of his escalating anger? You are probably
in the minority if you can fully maintain your composure. This ability
requires a great degree of self-assuredness, confidence, and practice in
remaining calm in the presence of someone whose anger is escalating.
It requires security within yourself to tolerate being the target of your
child’s anger. It requires the ability to accept your own anger and that
of your child even when such anger does not appear justified.

Do the following exercise to highlight your own experience of how
it feels to be in the presence of someone who is escalating his or her an-
ger. Recall a time when someone spoke to you in an angry tone—a par-
ent, a spouse, a friend, a colleague, your supervisor, or even your child.
Try to recall your reactions and the self-talk with which you reacted
while being the target of such anger. You may recall a quickness to de-
velop your own angry dialogue, turn inward, or try to tune out the ex-
perience. We often react with anger when anger is directed toward us.
It is this reaction that needs to be minimized when your child begins to
escalate his physical expression of anger. Below are eight guidelines to
consider when confronted by your child’s escalating anger. These
guidelines are relevant for dealing with children and teens whose anger
is escalating but not yet at the point of a tantrum or being out of con-
trol.

Maintain Your Composure

The first step to help your child gain self-control is for you to maintain
your own composure. As emphasized throughout this book, we lose
our ability to think clearly when our physical reactions to anger esca-
late. Practice visualization, breathing, muscle relaxation, or visual im-
agery (see Chapter 11).

Your ability to remain and appear calm will greatly impact your child’s
reactions to anger and her ability to be self-soothing. Anger and physical
reactions to anger are contagious. When you are physically calm, your
child will experience you as providing structure and vicariously experi-
ence the stability that will foster her increased capacity for self-control.
She will similarly be reassured that her anger will not chase you away and
will not cause you to lose control. Through repeated experiences of this
type, your child will gain increased internal comfort with her anger and
an increased capacity to moderate her expressions of anger.
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I should emphasize that when I suggest you remain calm, I am not
advocating that you be aloof or unemotional. Maintaining composure
without communicating your sensitivity to your child’s pain and anger
may increase her sense of isolation and being discounted, which in turn
may only further escalate her anger in order to get a reaction. Instead,
remain calm but firmly set limits and clearly define your expectations of
her.

Focus Your Verbal Communication on Helping Your Child Become Calm

When your child’s anger is escalating, you may be tempted to reason
with him, believing you need to make just one more comment in order
to convince him of your position or help him feel less anger or hurt. Or
your child may try to engage you in a logical discussion of the situa-
tion. But the immediate intensity of strong negative emotion interferes
with his capacity for clear expression as well as with his ability to genu-
inely listen to your perspective at this time. His level of anger makes
him unavailable to eftectively use his cognitive skills to cope with the
specific source of his anger. At this point, directly state, “Right now I
want to help you gain control. When you are calm, we will talk about
this.” Focus your attention on helping him become calm. Suggest,
“You’re okay. Calm down. Relax. You’re angry, and that’s all right for
now, but you need to calm down.”’

Focus Your Nonverbal Communication on Helping Your Child Become Calm

Maintain close physical proximity with a firm stance and a facial expres-
sion that communicates you are in control of yourself and that you are
going to help your child maintain self-control. Try to communicate in
your posture and appearance that you are interested in your child, that
you are relaxed, that your child is special to you, and that you will help
her regain control.

Speak in a low tone and in a relaxed manner. As stated previously, if
you are trying to be empathic but speak in an angry, impatient, anx-
ious, or critical tone, your child will hear anger, impatience, anxiety, or
criticism. These nonverbal aspects of your communication will distract
him from your message and from experiencing empathy. Certainly
your facial expression, like your tone of voice, can convey genuine con-
cern for your child’s experience or a negative message that undermines
the impact of what you are trying to communicate.

Good eye contact really communicates genuine presence and con-
cern. I am not suggesting that you maintain a fixed stare, but rather a
more relaxed gaze. Such connection also competes for attention with
your child’s thoughts or emotions. We take in most information visu-
ally. Your eye contact and close physical proximity help capture her at-
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tention and encourage her to be more receptive to you than if you were
to talk to her from across the room.

Place your hand on your child’s shoulder as you talk with him. This
will further enhance his experience of you as someone who can be car-
ing and soothing. Clearly, use your judgment and first determine if his
anger is at such a level that even this gesture will lead him to increased
anger. However, this may be especially important in helping a young
child to calm himself. Your touch should be confirming, nurturing, re-
directing, and even restrictive if necessary, but not punitive.

This approach has the greatest impact when a child is just beginning
to escalate in her anger, a time when the bond between you may feel
tentative and threatened. Responding in this manner will help increase
your child’s sense of attachment and alliance between you.

Practicing these strategies may not always be easy. But maintaining
your self-control is essential if you are to be available to model more
constructive ways of handling and expressing anger. This is very im-
portant when responding to any angry child, but especially so when
your child is experiencing little or no control of the physical side of his
anger, as in a tantrum.

Avoid Criticizing Your Child’s Bodily Reactions to Anger

Avoid being critical of your child’s flushed face, curled lip, or flared
nostrils. Belittling these reactions often leads to an escalation of a
child’s anger. Children and especially teens are already self-conscious,
and so they are often quick to feel criticized about their behavior or
physical appearance. But these physiological reactions are aspects of
anger over which your child may have little control.

Focusing on the physiological reactions may also be experienced as
being insensitive to the core hurt as well as anger experienced at the
moment. Criticism of these reactions may also be experienced as sham-
ing. As described in previous chapters, shame can be used to influence
a child, but it leads to very destructive consequences in terms of self-
esteem as well as in the management of anger.

Pointing out physiological reactions may actually be helpful when
you are trying to encourage your child to become calm. Comments
such as “You’re slowing down your breathing ... that’s good ... now
breathe deeply ... take your time ... that will help you relax” are useful
when a child is escalating his anger.

Communicate Acceptance of Your Child’s Anger But Rejection of the
Inappropriate Expression of Anger

Providing reassurance and acceptance of your child’s anger is a major
aspect of anger management. At the same time, such acceptance
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should not include tolerance of behavior that is disrespectful or threat-
ening to you, your child, or the safety of others. Offer an empathic
comment such as “I can tell you are angry and hurt [in pain, feeling ig-
nored, feeling discounted ], but I am not going to let you hurt me or
yourself.” Tell her that you recognize she is angry and that her anger is
a natural reaction to being hurt, disappointed, or frustrated.

Allow Venting

Ifyour child’s expression of anger is within the boundaries of what you
deem to be acceptable behavior, allow him to vent and state his feelings
for a while. Much of the energy aroused by anger usually dissipates
within fifteen or twenty minutes. However, I do not mean to imply
that you should tolerate name-calling or physical aggression.

Avoid Being Critical, Sarcastic, or Threatening

Any message that appears critical, sarcastic, or threatening will foster
the escalation of your child’s anger. You may feel angry yourself, but if
you vent your frustration in this way, be prepared for further escalation
or prolonged expression of anger. Realize too that your inappropriate
expressions of anger further model the use of anger to gain control.

Clearly Define Your Expectations

Clearly state your expectations with specific guidelines for how your
child can gain self-control. For example, remind her to relax her body.
Direct her to slowly take a deep breath and then slowly let it out, or to
remember a visual image she has used to practice relaxation. Similarly,
when giving your child permission to vent, be specific about helping
her to appropriately express her anger.

Managing a Tantrum

A tantrum is a state of increased agitation (most often based on anger
or anxiety) that communicates to you that your child is not in control
of himself. While some children have tantrums in early childhood,
many children never do. Some throw tantrums only when facing per-
ceived trauma, and others seem to immediately have a tantrum as a re-
action to the slightest experience of frustration. Some youngsters may
continue to throw tantrums well into middle childhood.

Tantrums are demonstrated in a variety of ways. When I was teach-
ing, there was a girl in my fourth-grade class who had a tantrum
whenever she perceived other children as being against her. She was
predisposed to perceive their interactions with her in this negative light
and was quick to feel slighted when her peers did not immediately
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respond positively to all of her expectations. At those times she would
stop whatever she was doing, throw all of her belongings around the
room or down the hall, and yell in a piercing voice how much she hated
everybody and how she thought they were against her.

I have worked with numerous adolescents who have described
breaking objects or punching a wall or door as a final step in the escala-
tion of their anger. Some children and even adolescents have tantrums
during which they become physically aggressive toward themselves or
others. They may throw objects, hit others, or destroy things while
they are screaming. Certain children escalate to the point that they
physically threaten anyone who appears to be in their way.

While your child may use tantrums to express anger, a tantrum also
shows you that he has little or no control over his anger. He is showing
a lack of frustration tolerance, a weak ability to be self-soothing, and a
lack of flexibility in being able to manage his anger. Answer the follow-
ing questions when deciding how to respond to your child’s tantrums.

1. Is your child truly out of control, or is he purposely trying to
appear out of control?

2. Is he escalating to the degree that he appears to be losing self-
control even though he still seems to have some control?

3. Is your child placing himself in a potentially dangerous situation
while exhibiting his tantrum?

4. What is the best way to respond to him so that he increases his
capacity for self-control?

5. How can you provide sufficient support to communicate that
you are available to help and protect him?

Most likely you will not be able to answer each of these questions
each time your child has a tantrum. However, if you can form some
general answers based on assessing your child, you will be much better
prepared to decide how to react to your child’s next display of tantrum
behavior. By answering these questions, you will be more aware of the
personal meaning tantrums have for your child. You will be able to
better decide how intrusive to be and how much control you will need
to exert.

Some children have the ability to be self-soothing when coping with
disappointment, frustration, confusion, hurt, and other emotions that
precipitate anger. However, children who temporarily experience an
unusual amount of stress may regress, behaving as they did when they
were younger. Your three- or four-year-old may be experiencing real
anxiety about a visit to a doctor or an anticipated separation, and so
may throw a tantrum. A seven-year-old may have a tantrum because he
knows that when he does, you become guilty or embarrassed and he
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will ultimately get his way. For these reasons, it is helpful to know the
answers to the questions presented above.

When asking yourself how much control your child really has, con-
sider her age, past experiences in similar situations, and whether she
has experienced any unusually stressful situations recently. Very young
children may have very little self-control. Other children, such as those
who tantrum in a shopping mall, may have quickly learned that tan-
trums will stop you from walking away or convince you to give in to
their desires.

If your child has had few tantrums in the past and if he has shown
fairly good self-control, a tantrum may indicate that he is especially
frustrated by something. If he has a past history of tantrums and seems
to have the self-control to stop himself, remind him that you will listen
to him when he becomes calm. At this level of intensity, a tantrum in a
public place such as a mall is often handled very well by firmly reassur-
ing your child that you love him very much and know he can calm him-
self. If your child has a good history of self-control, he will, at this
point, become calm when you indicate in words and action that you
are going to continue with your activity.

When confronted with a tantrum, determine if there is real potential
for injury. Similarly, determine if your child in fact has the judgment
and skills essential for self-calming. If you decide to ignore the tan-
trum, reassure her that you know something is bothering her and that
your are concerned about her feelings, but explain that you will not
discuss the situation until she has ended the tantrum. Move physically
close and gently hold her shoulder to orient her so you can establish
good eye contact. At this point, you can say something like the follow-
ing in a relaxed and calm voice: “I can tell that you are hurt [disap-
pointed, frustrated ], and so now you are angry.” Indicate if you need
to move on and when you will discuss his feelings with him—in a half
hour, when she calms down, or when you get home. Request feedback
from her to determine if she has really heard you. Assess whether she is
reacting to your comments by showing less agitation, increasing eye
contact, slowing her breathing, giving you longer replies, or reducing
the muscle tension in her face and in her body.

Do not call attention to her self-calming yet. Continue to provide
reassurance that you know what she is feeling, that she is safe, and that
you are here for her.

Once she has calmed down, casually praise her with “Wow—you
calmed yourself” or “Now that you are calm, help me understand what
was bothering you.”

Present the comments in a calm, firm voice to help your child feel
that you are in control. Calmness is contagious. If you speak calmly and
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appear in control, this will help your child to experience safety, security,
and a sense of being protected. All of these elements contribute to fos-
ter the development of increased internal self-control.

This is an ideal intervention. However, to the degree that you can
show some of these reactions, you will communicate your own sense of
control and consistency, which is essential for your child’s self-calming.

Responding to Escalating Anger

There may be times when your child is completely out of control. Do
not ignore him at these times; instead, determine if you can manage
him or if you need assistance. You may need help on occasion. Try the
following strategies if you determine you can manage him on your
own. (Note that they may not be as effective with an adolescent.)
When reacting to a young child who is out of control, position your-
self so that you can hold him in your arms just as you would an infant.
In addition to holding him, wrap your arms around him so that both of
his arms are restrained from striking out and hurting you or himself.
Similarly, if necessary, hold his feet between your legs so that he is phys-
ically restrained from kicking out and hurting you or himself. In the
ideal position, you will be able to maintain eye contact with him. Your
physical restraint should communicate protective restriction and con-
cerned limit setting rather than punitive, hurtful, or threatening re-
straint. This type of limit setting is not intended to be threatening or a
display of power. Rather, it is intended to communicate to your child
that you are supporting him to help him regain self-control. Through
such physical interaction, you are communicating that while he may
not be fully in control of himself, you will help him gain such control.
As you restrain him, state in a relaxed tone, “You are okay. You are
safe. [ am not going to hurt you. I do not want to see you hurt yourself.
Just calm down.” At this time, focus all of your attention and commu-
nications on the task of helping him to become calm. Any attempts at
this time to discuss the precipitating events, to reason, or to explore his
feelings will distract him from selt-soothing. He may try to engage you
in discussion about the event and try to reason with you. Reassure him
that you very much want to discuss his thoughts and feelings about the
event but that he needs to focus on becoming calm at this moment.
Depending on the age of your child, you may want to further com-
municate statements that encourage and praise his attempts to calm
himself—for example, “I know you’re upset, but I can feel you becom-
ing more relaxed. ... Calm down, it’s okay, you’re okay ... just relax.”
As you notice your child beginning to feel the effects of self-sooth-
ing, you may want to remind him of methods that he has used in the
past to help him relax. These may include the visual imagery, muscle
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relaxation exercises, or breathing techniques described in Chapter 11.
It may appear that his self-calming is achieved more by exhaustion than
by his own efforts at self-control, initiative, and judgment. This inter-
vention may feel very uncomfortable for you if you experience discom-
fort in exerting such control and limit setting, as many parents do.
Providing this type of physical support and restraint may seem like pu-
nitive discipline to some parents. You may feel you are being too re-
strictive or controlling. However, if you do this while you are able to
remain calm, you communicate acceptance and you support your
child’s capacity to gain self-control.

Using this strategy with a child can be both emotionally and physi-
cally challenging. It is a physically assertive intervention that should
not be used if you genuinely believe your child is already calming him-
self. Similarly, do not engage in this strategy if you sense that you will
not really be able to control him or that the situation may be danger-
ous for either one of you. Respond in a firm, soft voice and indicate
your availability to talk after he has become calm. If possible, try to en-
courage him to sit in a very comfortable chair to further foster his re-
laxation. Similarly, try to have him move to an area of the room where
there are no objects to throw or hit. If he still is expressing anger in his
tone of voice and in his words but is not really acting on his anger and
does not appear dangerous, remember that such venting usually dissi-
pates within half'an hour.

Seek immediate support if you believe your child’s aggression may
escalate to a dangerous point or if you fear he may overpower you.
Similarly, remove yourself physically if you believe that you might lose
self-control.

You may decide to withdraw from the situation as another way of re-
sponding to his anger. This should be considered if you genuinely be-
lieve that he will deescalate in his anger as you withdraw. Or you may
withdraw only to get help. Your withdrawal may be an attempt to avoid
aggression, and you may feel like you have “lost face” or power in your
relationship. However, once physical fighting has occurred, it may be-
come a precedent for conflict resolution and continue to escalate as
each family member experiences diminished self-control. If you react
to your child’s anger by becoming aggressive, you have modeled ag-
gression as a strategy to deal with anger, demonstrated that you have
little capacity for control, and communicated that you cannot be
trusted. In addition, resorting to physical aggression may leave you
feeling guilty, frustrated, and with a sense of having lost self-control.
This may then increase the likelihood of your responding in a similar
way the next time.

I strongly recommend that you seek counseling if you frequently
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withdraw from such interactions or if you resort to being physically ag-
gressive in dealing with your child’s anger. Such strategies work only
temporarily and have great potential to foster destructive outbursts
and serve as the foundation for further domestic violence.

The controversy over spanking children is one that has supporters
on both sides. There are many reasons parents offer in support of such
discipline. Some believe that a gentle slap on the hand, arm, or but-
tocks is harmless. This strategy often works, especially to get a child’s
attention. Other parents justify spanking a child by emphasizing that
their parents spanked them. As a part of this belief, they point to the
fact that they are not the worse for it.

However, striking a child may be the easy way to exert discipline
when parents have not more fully thought through alternative strate-
gies. Whether the punishment is light-handed or heavy-handed, being
hit by a parent reflects physical aggression as a way of exerting one’s
will over another person. It is a demonstration of power rather than re-
spect, control rather than empathy, and it creates fear rather than an
emotional connection.

The child or teen who demonstrates chronic anger or aggression
may be experiencing a variety of difficulties. While this chapter has fo-
cused on children who rarely, if ever, lose control, the next chapter of-
fers understanding and recommendations for helping children and
teens with chronic problems in managing their anger.
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Anger, Hostility, and Agqression:
The Need for Special Support

When does anger become so problematic that special help is indi-
cated for your child? Is there always a clear indication when such
support is necessary? What are the specific signals that your child or
teen is increasingly having difficulty with anger? Should you wait until
your child or teen is physically aggressive before seeking help? Could
children or teens have severe difficulty with anger even though they
never express any form of anger? These are just a few of the questions
that will be answered in this chapter.

As previously indicated, the strategies in this book are primarily in-
tended for teaching healthy anger management to children and teens
who do not experience severe difficulties with anger. However, those
with more acute difficulties with anger can benefit from learning these
skills when they are used in conjunction with special support.

In addition, special help may be needed for teens who experience
minimal connection with their parents. Even healthy teens increasingly
value the feedback and modeling of peers as they struggle with their
needs to be independent and yet feel connected. For this reason, they
may be more open to develop understanding and skills related to anger
management when they are in a group with their peers.

280
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Some children and teens with severe anger need to be assessed to de-
termine if there is a medical problem involving a chemical disorder
(such as a hormonal imbalance or drug reaction), an organic problem
(such as neurological damage related to certain forms of brain injury),
or a psychological disorder. These children and teens may need medi-
cation; individual, family, or group therapy; behavior management
programs; or the structure of a residential group home or a psychiatric
inpatient setting.

As emphasized throughout this book, anger is an emotion and is dis-
tinct from aggression, the behavioral expression of anger. While in re-
cent years much attention has focused on aggression and violence by
children and teens, it should again be stated that aggression is just one
way of managing and expressing anger. In fact, as reported by psychol-
ogist James Averill, in a study of a large population of individuals who
reported being angry within a certain period of time, only 10 percent
actually resorted to aggression.!

Characteristics of Severely Problematic Anger

Anger that is severely problematic is distinguishable from other forms
of anger in three distinct ways: intensity, frequency, and duration.”

Intensity

Excessive intensity in anger expression is perhaps the most noticeable
sign that your child needs special assistance. Even verbally expressed
anger can be reflective of more serious difficulties when it is intense.
Yelling, cursing, raging, or other forms of verbally abusive language,
while evidenced by many children and teens at one time or another,
may indicate more serious problems with anger. It is also important to
be alert to severe intensity of anger even when the acceptable norms for
such behavior may vary by family and culture.

More problematic is anger that is expressed in violence, with intensity
that progresses from destroying things to physically hurting people.
Whether expressed through vandalism or in physical aggression toward
others, such behavior indicates a loss of control that ignores and endan-
gers the rights of others and calls for some form of intervention. While
intensity, frequency, and duration should usually be considered together
when deciding if special help is needed, severe intensity alone should
warrant the need for help even if there is no history of similar anger. An
older child who beats and injures another in anything beyond a minor
scuffle, a young child who tortures animals, teens who destroy property,
or a teen who threatens suicide or purposely injures himselt—all of these
are examples of severe anger that necessitates special help.
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Frequency

Any one-time occurrence of the abovementioned behaviors may sug-
gest more serious problems with anger. However, the urgency for spe-
cial help increases the more frequently your child demonstrates such
behaviors. The high frequency of even less intense expressions of an-
ger, such as chronic cynicism, sarcasm, or verbally abusive behavior,
also signals a more serious difficulty with anger. Similarly, consider how
pervasive your child’s anger is. Does she become irritated mostly with a
sibling or a peer, or is she easily angered in many interactions with most
people?

Duration

Silent treatment by a child or teen that lasts for more than several days,
tantrums that last for hours, and chronic anger in the form of resent-
ment or hostility that lasts for months are just a few examples of more
severe problems that warrant special help.

Lack of Empathy

In addition to the three general considerations of intensity, frequency,
and duration, lack of empathy is another characteristic that may also be
associated with more severe anger and require special assistance.’
Children and teens who lack empathy are unable to identify with the
feelings of others. As such, they are more self-focused in their attention
and behavior and lack sensitivity to the pain of others. Being empathic
involves not only an ability to share the emotions of another person but
a genuine interest in experiencing the thoughts and emotions of that
person—a desire to better understand the perspective of another. The
ability to be empathic reflects a quality of compassion and understand-
ing for another’s behavior or attitudes.

Children and teens who lack empathy fail to notice or ignore cues re-
garding how others feel. As a result, when interpersonal conflict arises,
they are more likely to express anger without consideration for the feel-
ings of others. Being empathic can serve as a deterrent when they expe-
rience anger. A child or teen who can be empathic is more likely to
monitor how he expresses anger. In the absence of sufficient empathy,
a teen may slap his brother for interrupting his viewing of a favorite
television program. Similarly, a seven-year-old may quickly become
verbally abusive when her friend excitedly grabs her doll without ask-
ing her permission.

At amore severe level, a child or teen may become physically aggres-
sive or violent with little consideration for the well-being or life of oth-
ers. These are often the children and teens who make headlines for
behaviors that reflect their gross inhumanity toward others.
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A Deficiency in Guilt or Conscience Regarding Aggression

Some children and teens experience little or no guilt or conscience re-
garding aggression or violence. In part, this is very much related to
their lack of empathy. These children and teens may be diagnosed with
conduct disorder, as described in the DSM-IV-TR (Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, fourth edition).” These chil-
dren or teens are especially challenging to help because they tend to ex-
ternalize the causes of their pain. They blame others and exhibit
minimal motivation to look inward or alter their behavior. Antisocial
personality disorder is another diagnosis used for some teens and
adults when the expression of anger and lack of conscience appear to
be even more severe. This diagnosis is reserved for those over eighteen
years of age whose symptoms have been in evidence since they were fif-
teen years old. These disorders will be described in greater detail later
in this chapter.

An Attitude of Entitlement and Distorted Beliefs of Wrongdoing

Aaron Beck, a world-renowned psychologist, ofters useful insights into
how an attitude of entitlement and distorted beliefs of wrongdoing
predispose us toward anger.” Specifically, individuals prone to anger
maintain rigid beliefs regarding how others should behave toward
them. These thoughts are based on child logic and form the basis of
these individuals’ automatic thoughts about their relationships with
others. Such beliefs are beyond a longing or desire for how others
should behave. Instead, individuals with these fixed beliefs feel entitled
to be treated in a way that always fulfills their wishes and needs. Here
are examples of these beliefs.

. People must show respect for me at all times.
. People should be sensitive to my needs.
. People should do what I ask of them.

Those who maintain these beliefs are quick to feel wronged when
they are not satisfied. As a result, they may impulsively form the follow-
ing conclusions.

« The other person wronged me in some way and is responsible
for my hurt feelings.

. The injury was deliberate and unjustified.

. The offender should be punished or eliminated.

The degree to which children or teens maintain thoughts of entitle-
ment will influence the intensity and quality of their anger. Children
and teens develop these thoughts based on child logic. And indeed,
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much anger results from feeling wronged. But it is the degree to which
these thoughts dominate their view of others that will determine
whether they feel irritated, enraged, and hateful or act aggressively.
Children and teens who strongly maintain these beliefs are often diag-
nosed with conduct disorder.

Some youths maintain extremely powerful feelings of entitlement
coupled with a fragile self-esteem. Much of their energy is channeled
toward trying to maintain positive self-esteem and defending against
feeling low selt-worth. They experience little flexibility in their ability
to perceive others in a more favorable light or with greater complexity.
They feel extremely devalued when they perceive they have been
wronged. Consequently, their anger may lead to hatred and viewing
others in a dehumanized way. Others may be experienced as adversaries
when this severe level of distortion occurs. They may then be viewed as
threatening to one’s overall self-esteem. Children or teens who experi-
ence this level of distortion in their beliefs may assault those who they
perceive as being a threat to their self-worth. These teens are often di-
agnosed with conduct disorder and later with antisocial personality dis-
order (described below).

Recognizing distortions in reasoning may help us to better under-
stand the actions of those children and teens involved in shootings.
While they may in fact experience depression or alienation, their rigid
thoughts of entitlement and wrongdoing may convince them that oth-
ers need to be punished or even eliminated. The teen who maintains
such beliefs is quick to react to his perceptions of others, to overly
exaggerate the intensity of his victimization, and to respond with
extreme behavior.

Impulsivity

Children and teens who have difficulties with impulse control are likely
to experience more severe difficulties with anger. They are quick to act
without taking time to think about the actions. As with the other char-
acteristics described so far, this behavior becomes more problematic to
the degree that it is pervasive and severe. Some children are simply
more impulsive and excitable than others. It is more serious when a
child is very frequently impulsive in a range of areas, and when it inter-
feres with academic progress. Similarly, special support is indicated for
a child or teen who exhibits impulsivity accompanied by difficulties in
concentration and distractibility. These three areas of behavior are
most often evidenced together in children with attention deficit hyper-
activity disorder (ADHD), described in more detail later.
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Demonstrations of Anger That Appear Unusual or Bizarre

Children and teens occasionally behave in ways that are inconsistent
with their usual behavior. A typically outgoing child may at times be-
come quiet and withdrawn; a teen may seem emotionally all over the
map within a few days or even within a few hours. Certainly, adoles-
cents try out new behaviors in the process of developing their unique
identity. However, it is a more serious concern when a child or teen
demonstrates unusual or out-of-character anger that leaves you puz-
zled, confused, and anxious.

A five-year-old hitting her otherwise favorite teddy bear might cap-
ture your attention. Doing the same to her three-year-old brother and
making serious threats to harm him should be viewed with much con-
cern. Every effort should be made to determine the level of anger she is
experiencing, her capacity to control her anger, and how well she un-
derstands the impact of her actions. Often parents are quick to assess
such anger as just typical sibling rivalry when in fact it may be symp-
tomatic of more serious underlying jealousies, insecurities, hurt, and
related anger.

Examples of bizarre anger include a seven-year-old who locks him-
self in the bathroom and threatens to cut his wrists when he is angry
with his parents, a ten-year-old who smears feces across a wall follow-
ing a conflict with his parents, and a teen who, never having acted ag-
gressively in the past, suddenly becomes verbally explosive or slashes
someone’s tires.

Anger that is expressed in an aggressive manner that is out of charac-
ter needs to be further explored, and special help should be considered.

An Absence of Anger

Anger is a very natural part of our human condition. Children and
teens who never express anger may easily go unnoticed, especially if
they are well behaved in school and at home. They may be praised by
parents, teachers, and other adults, and even by certain peers. How-
ever, the complete absence of anger may be just as significant a reason
to seek professional help as a violent display of aggression. There are
many situations in life that cause even the healthiest child or teen to ex-
perience anger. Those who do not recognize or acknowledge such feel-
ings pay a high price in terms of emotional energy. As described
previously, children who deny, minimize, or ignore anger gradually
lose touch with feelings in general. As a result, they may experience
alienation, become withdrawn or depressed, avoid expressing them-
selves, or develop other symptoms.

In addition to knowing the general characteristics of severe anger,
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you will be more alert to the need for special help for your child when
you can recognize the warning signs that suggest anger may turn to
violence.

Warning Signs of Teen Violence

Child and teen violence that involves purposely hurting someone, in
particular other children and teens, has increased in the last decade.
Some children and teens are violent as an act of retaliation for feeling
wronged, while others are aggressive in order to control others. The
school shootings that have made the headlines in recent years have
summoned our attention and spurred efforts to prevent such violence.
One response to this need was the development of “Warning Signs of
Teen Violence,” a brochure and program created by the American Psy-
chological Association and MTV in 1999.° (See the Appendix for more
information.)

While developing and maintaining a stable and supportive connec-
tion with your child or teen may be the best defense against his becom-
ing violent, other factors may also contribute to violent behavior.
These include:

. Peer pressure

. Need for attention or respect

. Feelings of low self-worth

.- Witnessing violence at home, in the community, or in the
media

- Easy access to weapons

The following behaviors have been identified as immediate warning
signs that violence is a serious possibility:

. Frequent loss of temper

. Frequent fighting

. Significant vandalism or property damage

. Increase in the use of drugs or alcohol

. Increase in risk-taking behavior

. Detailed plans to commit acts of violence

- Announcements of threats or plans for hurting others
- Enjoying hurting animals

.- Carrying a weapon

In addition, other warning signs of violence that may be observed
over time include the following:

. A history of violent or aggressive behavior
- Serious drug or alcohol use
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- Gang membership or a strong desire to be in a gang

. Access to or fascination with weapons, especially guns

. Threatening others regularly

. Trouble controlling feelings such as anger

. Withdrawal from friends and usual activities

. Feeling rejected or alone

- Having been a victim of bullying

. Poor school performance

- History of discipline problems or frequent run-ins with
authority

. Feeling constantly disrespected

. Failing to acknowledge the feelings or rights of others

While no single behavior is clearly predictive of violence, each de-
serves further attention and exploration. In combination, the more be-
haviors your child demonstrates, the more she may be prone to act
violently. Because of their high risk for violence, these children and
teens do require special help. If your child is open to discussing her
feelings with you, a sibling, a peer, or another adult, teaching her strat-
egies to reduce her physical arousal to anger should be a priority.
Breathing techniques, visual relaxation exercises, and directed self-talk
are just a few strategies that can be used initially while you are seeking
professional assistance.

Self-Directed Violence

As discussed earlier, some children and teens direct anger inward and
toward themselves rather than at others. Self-directed violence may in-
clude suicide or self-injury. Both require recognizing warning signs
and seeking help.

Suicide. Suicide is the third leading cause of death in youth ages fif-
teen to nineteen.” While the frequency is much lower for younger chil-
dren, they do make attempts, and some succeed. Suicidal thoughts are
based on a wish to end emotional pain. The suicidal child or teen is dis-
torted in her thinking that suicide is the only way to escape his turmoil.
Warning signs of potential suicide include:

. Previous suicide attempts

. Significant alcohol or drug use

. Threatening suicide or communicating thoughts of suicide,
death, dying, or the afterlife

. Sudden increase in moodiness, withdrawal, or isolation

- Major changes in eating or sleeping habits

. Feelings of hopelessness, guilt, or worthlessness

. Poor control over behavior
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- Impulsive, aggressive behavior

. Drop in quality of school performance or interest

. Lack of interest in usual activities

. Getting into trouble with authority figures

. Perfectionism

. Giving away important possessions

. Hinting at not being around in the future or saying goodbye

These warning signs are even more meaningful when a child or teen
has experienced the recent death or suicide of a friend or family mem-
ber, when there has been a breakup with a boyfriend or girlfriend or a
conflict with parents, or when other children or teens in the commu-
nity have committed suicide. While severely depressed children or
teens often make suicidal attempts, it is often a “final-straw” anger-
provoking event that triggers a suicide attempt. The best way to be of

help to your child or teen who appears suicidal is to:

1. Take it seriously. Talk with your child about your concerns and
seek professional help. Remember that most teens who make
suicide attempts have discussed suicide with others.

2. Listen empathically. Be available to express your concern with a
focus on listening to his or her pain and suicidal ideation with-
out being judgmental.

3. Ask questions. Inquire both about your child’s feelings and if he
has a specific plan for suicide.

4. Reassure. Remind your child that suicide is a permanent solu-
tion to a temporary problem. Emphasize that while right now
she may not believe or feel as though she will ever overcome
her pain, she should not trust her feelings or beliefs at this mo-
ment. Strongly make the point that she can be helped.

5. Do not leave your child alone. Suicidal children often act impul-
sively when making suicide attempts. Some do so even though
they appear calm. Not until you have both met with a profes-
sional should you leave your child unattended. If necessary, elicit

the help of friends or other family members to help monitor your
child.

Self-Injury. Children and teens may injure themselves in various
ways—cutting, burning, or otherwise hurting themselves—without hav-
ing suicidal intentions. Engaging in these activities is a reaction to a variety
of intense emotions that may include anger, depression, and anxiety. Their
self-injury may serve as a way of distracting themselves from their emo-
tional pain and, for some, as a way of focusing on the here and now rather
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than on their thoughts or emotional tension. Factors that contribute to
depression and suicide may similarly contribute to self-injury. In addition
to warning signs regarding suicide, signs of self-injury include:

1. Periods of increased isolation or withdrawal

2. Wearing long-sleeved shirts or blouses or long skirts or pants
even in warm weather

3. Reports of injuries as accidents

4. Sudden refusal to engage in physical education (since doing so
might expose their injuries)

Emotional Disorders

Anger that is chronic and pervasive can also be a symptom of a serious
emotional disorder. Specifically, this degree of anger has been associated
with depression, ADHD, bipolar disorder, conduct disorder, oppos-
itional disorder, and substance abuse.

Depression

As indicated in the discussion of suicide, anger is often one of the
symptoms of severe depression in children and teens. Just as we may
wish to overlook anger in children and teens, we may desire to believe
that they do not become depressed. In fact, only in the past three de-
cades have mental health professionals more fully recognized that chil-
dren and teens do in fact get depressed. Studies indicate that 2.5
percent of children and 8 percent of teens in the United States experi-
ence depression.” While some children and teens with depression are
aggressive in their behavior, most exhibit a lower level of intensity, but
their depression seriously impacts them in many ways.

Jason, fifteen, was referred primarily because of a gradual drop in his
grades over a period of a year and a half. Although his academic perfor-
mance in the past had been superior, he no longer studied for tests or
handed in assignments. His parents were mostly concerned about his
deteriorating academic performance. Only after specifically being asked
did they indicate that Jason seemed increasingly “lazy,” fatigued, and
irritable.

I met with Jason shortly after he began his summer break. A thor-
ough assessment was conducted to better determine what factors
might have contributed to his underachievement. As part of that as-
sessment, Jason revealed in his interview that he had become increas-
ingly bored and irritable, and he lacked interest in doing any of the
activities he had engaged in the previous summer. He reported that in
the last few weeks he slept ten to twelve hours daily and awoke close to
noon each day. Upon awakening, he was unable to decide how to



290 Special Considerations

spend his time and had little interest in contacting his friends. This be-
havior was in sharp contrast to the previous summer, during which he
had been excited about having time oft, awoke early so he could get to-
gether with friends, and could easily plan how to spend the day.

Through discussion, he gradually revealed that he had tremendous
anger regarding expectations to do well in school. While he felt he had
always been a “good boy,” he was tired of feeling obligated to do what
others expected of him. He increasingly resented studying and his par-
ents’ expectations that he do well in school.

While he was not suicidal, Jason evidenced many of the following
symptoms of children and teens diagnosed with depression (as de-
scribed in the DSM-IV-TR):

1. Depressed mood most of the day, nearly every day, as indicated
by either subjective report (e.g., feels sad or empty) or observa-
tion made by others (e.g., appears tearful). Note: in children
and adolescents, can be irritable mood.

2. Markedly diminished interest or pleasure in all, or almost all, ac-
tivities most of the day, nearly every day (as indicated by either
subjective account or observation made by others.

3. Significant weight loss when not dieting or weight gain or de-
crease in appetite nearly every day.

4. Insomnia or hypersomnia nearly every day.

5. Psychomotor agitation or retardation nearly everey day (observ-
able by others, not merely subjective feelings of restlessness or
being slowed down).

6. Fatigue or loss of energy nearly all day.

7. Feelings of worthlessness or excessive or inapprpriate guilt
(which may be delusional) nearly every day (not merely self-re-
proach or guilt about being sick).

8. Diminished ability to think or concentrate, or indecisiveness,
nearly every day (either by subjective account or as observed by
others).

9. Recurrent thoughts of death (not just fear of dying), recurrent
suicidal ideation without a specific plan for committing suicide.

A child or teen must display five or more of these symptoms for two
or more weeks to be diagnosed with depression. The National Insti-
tute of Mental Health identifies several additional symptoms that may
also be evidenced by children and teens who experience depression.’

1. Frequent vague physical complaints
2. Excessive absences from school or poor school performance
3. Talk of running away from home
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. Outburst of shouting, complaining, or frequent periods of un-
explained irritability

. Being bored

. Lack of interest in being with friends

. Alcohol or substance abuse

. Social isolation

. Increased irritability, anger, or hostility

. Reckless behavior

. Difficulty with relationships
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As described earlier, depression is also associated with thinking that
is pessimistic and fosters a sense of helplessness and hopelessness.
Children and teens suffering from depression feel they have little im-
pact in their own lives and in the lives of friends and family.

Even infants can experience forms of depression. They may be irrita-
ble, display extreme agitation, or appear emotionally withdrawn. De-
pression in infants and young children is often related to prolonged
separations from their parents. But such depression may also be a reac-
tion to a parent’s emotional unavailability. A mother’s postpartum
depression, the death of a loved one, a marital conflict, or other diffi-
culties may compete with a parent’s being available to form a nurturing
connection with a child.

More specifically, however, depression in children and teens is often
related to trauma, a biological predisposition, learned helplessness (a
learned pattern of giving up when faced with challenge—maintaining
the belief that whatever one does cannot have an impact), or a combi-
nation of these factors.!® Children or teens who experience physical or
emotional abuse, the death of a parent or other close family member, a
physical injury, chronic illness, or other major changes may become
more vulnerable to depression.

Some children and adolescents become depressed following what
others describe as a minor event or change. I have worked with young
children whose experience of mild depression was triggered by a change
in a parent’s work schedule, the loss of a pet, or the anticipated or actual
birth of a sibling. I have also counseled many teens who on the surface
indicated positive excitement about graduating from high school but
began experiencing depression in their senior year as they anticipated the
challenge of leaving friends, going to college, or starting a job.

Some children and teens may be more vulnerable to depression be-
cause of a genetic history. A tendency toward depression may be inher-
ited from parents who have serious depression. Even if there is no
family history of depression, the trauma of stressful events may trigger
certain chemical changes in the nervous system that lead to depression.
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Regardless of the individual or combination of causes, depressed
children and teens are more prone to experience anger. While Jason
passively expressed his anger by not completing his assignments, he
also expressed his anger in his irritability. In contrast, some depressed
teens also act out their anger in more serious ways that may involve
breaking the law, vandalism, or driving recklessly.

At the same time, it is helpful to remember that adolescence is a pe-
riod of great challenge and change. Teens are confronted with the tasks
of developing a personal identity, mourning the end of childhood,
seeking acceptance by peers, and recognizing the weaknesses of their
parents and other adults. Add to this mix the influence of hormonal
changes and it becomes easier to understand how some teens may peri-
odically feel down and angry. While some have the coping skills, sup-
port, and confidence to successfully meet these challenges, others may
experience depression and related anger that require special help.

Another consideration that needs clarification is the distinction be-
tween sadness and depression. Sadness is associated with a gloomy or
down mood and is relatively short-lived and more specific in focus. In
contrast, depression more often involves a decreased sense of self-con-
fidence and general esteem that is related to self-critical self-talk. The
best way to know whether your child is depressed or is merely sad is to
remain connected with her and directly inquire about her feelings.

A thorough assessment is necessary to determine the need for medi-
cation or for individual, family, or group treatment. Medication may be
essential for some children and teens with more severe depression. It
can help a child or teen think more clearly and, as a result, be more able
to manage the challenges of school and relationships. In addition, psy-
chotherapy may be indicated, as it can be extremely effective in treating
depression in children and teens.

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder

ADHD is another disorder that may influence the degree to which a
child or teen experiences difficulties with anger management. How-
ever, diagnosing ADHD is a major challenge since certain symptoms of
this disorder are often associated with other ditficulties or disorders.
Children and teens with learning disabilities, anxiety disorders, medi-
cal problems, and stress reactions to trauma, including physical and
sexual abuse, may exhibit one or more of the same symptoms.

According to the DSM-IV-TR, to be diagnosed with ADHD children
must have six or more of the symptoms present in either of two catego-
ries: inattention and hyperactivity-impulsivity.



Anger, Hostility, and Aggression: The Need for Special Support 293

|. Inattention

. Often fails to give close attention to details or makes careless
mistakes in schoolwork, work, or other activities.

. Often has difficulty sustaining attention in tasks or play
activities.

. Often does not seem to listen when spoken to directly.

. Often does not follow through on instructions and fails to
finish schoolwork, chores, or duties in the workplace (not due
to oppositional behavior or failure to understand
instructions).

. Often has difficulty organizing tasks and activities.

. Often avoids, dislikes, or is reluctant to engage in tasks that
require sustained mental effort (such as schoolwork or
homework).

. Often loses things necessary for tasks or activites (e.g., toys,
school assignments, pencils, books, or tools).

. Is often easily distracted by extraneous stimuli.

. Is often forgetful in daily activities.

2. Hyperactivity—Impulsivity
Hyperactivity

. Often fidgets with hands or feet or squirms in seat.

. Often leaves seat in classroom or in other situations in which
remaining seated is expected.

. Often runs about or climbs excessively in situations in which
it is inappropriate (in adolescents or adults, may be limited to
subjective feelings of restlessness).

. Often has difficulty playing or engaging in leisure activities
quietly.

. Is often “on the go” or often acts as if “driven by a motor.”

. Often talks excessively.

Impulsivity

. Often blurts out answers before questions have been
completed.

. Often has difficulty awating turn.

. Often interrupts or intrudes on others (e.g., butts into
conversations or games).

In addition, a diagnosis of ADHD requires that the symptoms persist
for at least six months to a degree that is maladaptive and inconsistent
with the child’s developmental level. Furthermore, in May 2000 the
American Academy of Pediatrics issued guidelines for the diagnosis of
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ADHD requiring that a child must exhibit symptoms in at least two set-
tings (e.g., in the home and at school) and that the symptoms interfere
with a child’s academic or social functioning for at least six months.

Some children and teens (as well as adults) with this diagnosis do not
evidence physical hyperactivity. They may instead experience feelings
of restlessness or excessive shifting of thoughts. They may be physically
still in the classroom but distracted by the whirlwind of their thoughts.

A diagnosis of ADHD requires that these characteristics are chronic,
not short-lived reactions to a particularly stressful event. Most impor-
tant, chronic anger is not a defining characteristic of ADHD, but it is of-
ten seen in children and teens with this disorder. They may be quick to
experience frustration when learning new information or skills in class.
They are similarly challenged in learning motor coordination skills that
are essential for other activities such as engaging in sports or playing
musical instruments. Their difficulty is related not to an inability to
perform these tasks but to the concentration, attention, and organiza-
tion needed to learn them.

Children and teens with ADHD are also challenged in their social in-
teractions. Keith, seven, loved his sister and often demonstrated his af-
fection by hugging her. However, he had difficulty attending to cues
regarding his sister’s reaction to his caring gesture. In his enthusiasm
he failed to notice that while she enjoyed his initial hug, she soon expe-
rienced his embrace as increasingly painful. Children and teens with
this disorder have difficulty assessing cues and attending to feedback
from others. Consequently, they may become targets for criticism by
others as well as experience frustration and anger related to their feel-
ing out of sync with peers.

Whether faced by academic or social challenges, children and teens
with ADHD are quick to experience frustration. Their impulsivity in
thinking, difficulty concentrating, and short attention span cause them
to quickly act rather than thoughtfully evaluate ways of responding to
their anger.

Diagnosis requires a thorough assessment that includes an evalua-
tion of the child and observations reported by those who interact with
the child on a daily basis, including teachers, parents, day care workers,
coaches, or others. Early diagnosis is essential, as children with this dis-
order often develop a range of emotional difficulties secondary to the
symptoms of ADHD. In time, without proper treatment, such children
may experience challenges to their self-worth based on the impact of
this disorder on their daily functioning.

Children and teens with ADHD can benefit from a variety of thera-
pies that may include medication, psychotherapy, parent guidance, and
behavioral reward programs. Several points should be kept in mind
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when teaching anger management to children and teens with ADHD:
(1) present instructions in steps, providing small amounts of informa-
tion at a time, (2) emphasize self-monitoring and arousal control, (3)
present the information in several different ways—for example, instead
of just discussing relevant theory and skills, write it down or present it
on posters or flash cards, and (4) be aware of your own unrealistic ex-
pectations and how they may impact your attitudes and interactions
with your child, especially as it may relate to your frustration with his
behavior. Fortunately, there are extensive resources available for help-
ing children with this disorder. (See the Appendix.)

Bipolar Disorder

Bipolar disorder, also referred to as manic-depression, is marked by
changes in mood from mania (characterized by high energy, excitabil-
ity, and elation) to depression. It is a diagnosis that was formerly re-
served primarily for adults but in the last twenty years has been more
frequently applied to children and adolescents." Mental health profes-
sionals have been hesitant to apply the diagnosis to children primarily
because the symptoms in childhood do not match those of adults diag-
nosed with the disorder."

Extreme irritability and emotional lability (changeability) are the
most characteristic symptoms of depression and mania in childhood.
Children with bipolar disorder are reported to cycle from depression to
mania over a period of several days or even several times in one day.
Similarly, young children diagnosed with bipolar disorder may have
tantrums that last for hours or that subside after several hours only to
resume again later that day and again in the following few days.

Children and adolescents with bipolar disorder may demonstrate in-
tense rage that is verbally and physically directed toward peers, siblings,
parents, teachers, and even themselves. Such children may appear pre-
cocious in the language they use to express their anger. Their rage may
seem to have no identifiable precipitant. This behavior reflects the ex-
treme impulsivity and hyperactivity associated with bipolar disorder.

Children with bipolar disorder may experience sleep disorders and
may display increased activity such as playing with toys, rearranging
furniture, or working on several craft projects simultaneously. They
may also experience night terrors. Children normally have nightmares,
but those diagnosed with bipolar disorder have intense night terrors
involving blood and gore. In contrast, teens with this disorder may use
nighttime to experiment with drugs, party with peers, and drive reck-
lessly.!?

Children with this disorder may use language or behave in ways that
reflect a sexual preoccupation even when they have not been the
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victims of sexual abuse or exposed to sexual activity. Adolescents with
this diagnosis may exhibit symptoms that are more like those of adults
diagnosed with this disorder. They may be extremely sexually active,
with multiple partners.

Children and adolescents with this disorder are extremely anxious.
Children and infants, especially, tremendously fear even short separa-
tions. Children and teens may be preoccupied with death, separation,
and abandonment.

Some children and teens with bipolar illness may hallucinate, typi-
cally hearing voices or having imaginary conversations with another
person who they report is really present. Most significant, children and
teens with bipolar disorder may experience suicidal ideation and act on
these thoughts. Their suicidal thoughts may be a part of their depres-
sion about having the disorder.

The major challenge in diagnosing bipolar disorder in children and
teens is assessing whether the child has another disorder with similar
symptoms, only bipolar disorder, or a combination of diagnoses in-
cluding bipolar disorder. Making this determination may require nu-
merous consultations.

While the child with ADHD may consistently exhibit hyperactivity
and impulsivity, these two characteristics are much more erratic and in-
tense in children diagnosed with bipolar disorder. In addition, risk-tak-
ing behavior by children and teens with this disorder is much more
bizarre and dangerous than that of children with ADHD. The child who
is hyperactive may jump around in a room or race down the stairs sev-
eral steps at a time. In contrast, the child or teen with bipolar disorder
may jump from a tree, walk the ledges of a roof, or engage in other ac-
tivities that reflect a combination of grandiosity, impulsiveness, hyper-
activity, and suicidal ideation.

Children and teens with bipolar disorder or conduct disorder (de-
scribed below) often exhibit rage or aggression. However, those diag-
nosed with bipolar disorder evidence intense shame or guilt immediately
after their transgressions, in contrast to those with conduct disorder. The
difficulty in distinguishing between these two disorders occurs because up
to 69 percent of children and teens diagnosed with bipolar disorder may
at some time also be diagnosed with conduct disorder.'*

Early diagnosis and prompt treatment of children and teens with
mood disorder is essential to reduce the tremendous impact of this ill-
ness on their developing years. Bipolar disorder can lead to periods of
tremendous instability in basic functioning that seriously impair a
child’s life.

While no single treatment regimen has been clearly identified, a
combination of treatments can help children and teens manage the
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symptoms of bipolar disorder. The most effective treatment is medica-
tion in combination with other therapies such as individual and family
therapy and psychoeducation (education about the illness and specific
skills for coping with it).

Conduct Disorder

Children and teens diagnosed with conduct disorder exhibit a repeti-
tive and persistent pattern of problematic behavior that may include
aggression directed against people or animals, destruction of property,
deceitfulness, theft, or serious violations of rules. The diagnosis re-
quires that the symptoms be present for a period of at least twelve
months and that the disturbance in behavior causes clinically signifi-
cant impairment in social, academic, or occupational functioning.”* These
children and teens demonstrate severe difficulties with anger and ag-
gression. They may exhibit any of the following;:

Aggression to people and animals

. Often bullies, threatens, or intimidates others.

. Often initiates physical fights.

- Has used a weapon that can cause serious physical harm to
others (e.g., a bat, brick, broken bottle, knife, gun).

. Has been physically cruel to people.

. Has been physically cruel to animals.

. Has stolen while confronting a victim (e.g., mugging, purse
snatching, extortion, armed robbery).

- Has forced someone into sexual activity.

Destruction of property
- Has deliberately engaged in fire setting with the intention of
causing serious damage.
. Has deliberately destroyed others’ property (other than by
fire setting).

Deceitfulness or theft
.- Has broken into someone else’s house, building, or car.
. Often lies to obtain goods or favors to avoid obligations (e.g.,
“cons” others).
. Has stolen items of nontrivial value without confronting a
victim (e.g., shoplifting, but without breaking or entering;
forgery).

Violation of rules
- Serious violation of rules.
. Often stays out at night despite parental prohibitions,
beginning before age 13 years.
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- Has run away from home overnight at least twice while living
in parental or parental surrogate home (or once without
returning for a lengthy period).

. Is often truant from school, beginning before age 13 years.

These children and teens are greatly in need of skills and understand-
ing regarding anger management. At the same time, those diagnosed
with conduct disorder have little or no motivation for such learning.
While they could benefit from all of the strategies presented in this
book, they rarely are amenable to this kind of help. More typically, they
may be required to learn these skills while living in a structured envi-
ronment such as a group home, a residential facility, or a youth correc-
tional facility. Because these youth are often simultaneously diagnosed
with depression, they may receive anger management training in a psy-
chiatric inpatient setting. Behavioral reward programs, group therapy,
individual treatment, and family therapy or psychoeducation may also
be a part of the treatment approach for youth in these settings.

Antisocial Personality Disorder

Teens may be diagnosed with antisocial personality disorder if they are
eighteen or older and have exhibited many of the behaviors described
above since age fifteen. However, their behaviors reflect a greater in-
tensity in symptoms. Specifically, they have to exhibit three or more of
the following behaviors to be diagnosed with antisocial personality dis-
order."

1. Failure to conform to social norms with respect to lawful behav-
iors as indicated by repeatedly performing acts that are grounds
for arrest.

2. Deceitfulness, as indicated by repeated lying, use of aliases, or
conning others for personal profit or pleasure.

3. Impulsivity or failure to plan ahead.

4. Irritability and aggressiveness, as indicated by repeated physical
fights or assaults.

5. Reckless disregard for safety of self or others.

6. Consistent irresponsibility, indicated by repeated failure to sus-
tain consistent work behavior or honor financial obligations.

7. Lack of remorse, as indicated by being indifferent to or
rationalizing having hurt, mistreated, or stolen from another.

Those with this diagnosis need a variety of special services that may
include the structure of a correctional facility. While their anger is ex-
tremely difficult to manage, those diagnosed with antisocial personal-
ity disorder often experience their anger as essential for maintaining
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control and preserving their safety. However, there are new programs,
including those based on the work of Aaron Beck, that are proving in-
creasingly successful even with this very challenging population.

Oppositional Defiant Disorder

Oppositional defiant disorder is another disorder very much defined by
difficulties related to anger. Whereas children and teens with conduct
disorder exhibit highly aggressive behavior and directly violate the
rights of others, those with oppositional defiant disorder are defined by
a pattern of negativistic, hostile, and defiant behavior. This disorder is
defined by attitudes and expressions of anger that are much less severe
than those with conduct disorder. The diagnosis is made when four or
more of the following behaviors have lasted for a period of at least six
months:"’

1. Often loses temper.

2. Often argues with adults.

3. Often actively defies or refuses to comply with adults’ requests
or rules.

. Often deliberately annoys people.

. Often blames others for his or her mistakes or misbehavior.

. Is often touchy or easily annoyed by others.

. Is often angry and resentful.

. Is often spiteful and vindictive.

o N O\ U

The symptoms must reflect a level of severity that causes significant
impairment in social, academic, or occupational functioning.

These children clearly need help in understanding and managing an-
ger. Special help in the form of treatment and parent guidance is indi-
cated to help such children and teens gain both self-understanding and
the motivation to learn and practice the skills presented throughout
this book. The initial focus of effective treatment is on shared explora-
tion and understanding of factors that contribute to such negativism.
Such children need individual work to increase their connections with
themselves while they are helped to improve relationships in the family.

Substance Abuse

Children and teens abuse drugs or alcohol for a variety of reasons. Such
abuse may reflect experimentation, a strong desire for peer acceptance,
an escape from intensely uncomfortable emotions, or the influence of
genetic vulnerability. Some youth use drugs to escape depression,
while others self-medicate to decrease their anxiety. Changing sleep
patterns, irritability, a sudden drop in grades, evidence of reduced re-
sponsibility in completing chores or caring for siblings, reduced eye
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contact, increased evasiveness, and deceitfulness are just a few of the
signs of substance abuse.

Some children and teens decrease expressions of anger when intoxi-
cated, while others become more aggressive. Although anger may not
be the key issue motivating the abuse, it is very much influenced by
patterns of substance abuse. While some youth who use drugs may
seem relaxed when high, they may be irritable without them. It should
also be noted that some of the most severe expressions of anger might
occur under the influence of certain types of drugs or alcohol.

o o e

The purpose of this chapter is to help you better identity conditions
that may underlie more severe forms of anger and when you should
seek help from mental health professionals. At the same time, it is in-
tended to offer you reassurance that help is available for these children
and teens. Locating the right professional to help you with your spe-
cific concerns can be a challenge. When you believe there is a need for
special support, speak to your family physician, teachers, other parents,
religious leaders in your community, or anyone else you trust to help
you find the professional guidance you need. A variety of resources is
presented in the Appendix.

If your child is involved in psychotherapy, remember that some chil-
dren and teens really do work better with one therapist than with an-
other. However, those whose anger is severe and intense may resist
every effort you make as well as those made by the best mental health
professional. It took children and teens who exhibit severe difficulties
with anger time to develop their habits, and they will need time, sup-
port, structure, limit setting, and connection if they are to actively take
a part in their treatment.

Recognizing the signs of severe anger will prepare you for a more
timely response to your child’s needs. Trust yourself when you believe
special help is necessary. Listen to your own fear or anxiety regarding
your child’s aggression. Just as anger is a signal that a problem needs to
be addressed, trust that your reaction may be an indication that further
action is necessary.

Be alert to any tendency you may have to overlook, minimize, or ig-
nore your own fear. As emphasized earlier, our own experiences with
anger may lead to our being oversensitive or undersensitive to expres-
sions of anger. If necessary, seek guidance to help you clarify your reac-
tions, what you can do to help feel more secure, and determine if your
child needs professional assessment. Share your experiences with your
spouse or others who are close with your child. Try to continue to
maintain open communication and discuss your concerns with your



Anger, Hostility, and Aggression: The Need for Special Support 301

child, but only if he is emotionally available to engage in such sharing.
However, at some point you may need to act even without the ap-
proval of your child. Make sure you obtain support for yourself as you
respond to this complex and difficult challenge.



Conclusion

his book has been part of a long journey that had its roots in my

childhood. It was then that I recognized my own difficulties with
anger and also a sense of isolation in making sense of and managing it.
It took one final incident to prompt me in the direction of more con-
structively managing anger—an event that clearly demonstrated the in-
teraction of emotions, thoughts, and physical reactions highlighted
throughout this book. However, my anger did not end with that event.
Dealing with this complex and challenging emotion has been a lifelong
process. At the same time, it has been a driving force in much of my
work. And it has increasingly become a subject of great concern for
many people in a variety of settings.

In the past few years we have heard more and more media accounts
of rage in schools, on the road, in the air, and in the workplace. As
emphasized throughout this book, these behaviors reflect the most ex-
treme form of anger. However, the mismanagement of anger is de-
structive to the human spirit, whether expressed in these severe forms
or experienced at a less intense level. Individuals in all walks of life at ev-
ery socioeconomic level—regardless of formal education, and regard-
less of racial or ethnic background—are faced with the challenge to
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constructively understand and manage anger. For this reason, teaching
children and teens how to make sense of and manage anger should be a
top priority for parents, caretakers, and teachers.

We can no longer say that we do not know enough about anger to
teach how to manage it. Similarly, we do not need to choose between
two equally ineffective alternatives—to stifle anger or to let it all hang
out. Instead, as reflected in Healthy Anger, we can feel confident to re-
turn to the classics in looking for guidance.

Anyone can become angry—that is easy. But to be angry with the
right person, to the right degree, at the right time, for the right
purpose, and in the right way—that is not easy.

—Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics

Anger is clearly a highly charged and complex emotion. However, as
Aristotle implies, it is an emotion that requires thought and reflection
if we are to effectively understand and manage it in everyday life.



This page intentionally left blank



Notes

Chapter 1
1. Elliot Aronson, Nobody Left to Hate (New York: Worth Publishers,
2000).
2. William Pollack, “Preventing Violence Through Family Connection,”
Brown University Child and Adolescent Behavior Letter 17,12 (2001): 1, 3—4.
3. William Pollack, Real Boys (New York: Henry Holt, 1998).
4. Carol Stearns and Peter Stearns, Anger: The Strugyle for Ewmotional
Control in America’s History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986).
5. Harriet Lerner, The Dance of Anger (New York: Harper & Row, 1985).
6. Mary Pipher, Reviving Ophbelin (New York: Ballantine, 1994).

Chapter 3

1. Hans Selye, The Stress of Life (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1978).

2. Linnus Pecaut, Understanding and Influencing Student Motivation
(Lombard, IL: Institute for Motivational Development, 1986).

Chapter 4

1. Aaron Beck, Prisoners of Hate: The Cognitive Basis of Anger, Hostility,
and Violence (New York: Harper Collins, 1999).

2. Ibid.

3. Aaron Beck, Love Is Not Enough (New York: Haworth Press, 1988).

Chapter 7

1. Carolyn Saarni, The Development of Emotional Competence (New York:
Guilford Press, 1999).

2. Martin Seligman, The Optimistic Child (New York: Harper Perennial,
1995), 53.

3. Michael Lewis, Shame: The Exposed Self (New York: Free Press, 1995).

4. William Pollack, Real Boys (New York: Henry Holt, 1998).

Chapter 8

1. Aaron Beck, Cognitive Therapy and the Emotional Disorders (New
York: International Universities Press, 1976).

2. David Burns, Feeling Good: The New Mood Therapy (New York: Wil-
liam Morrow, 1980).

Chapter 9

1. Daniel Goleman, Emotional Intelligence (New York: Bantam Books,
1995).

2. Carolyn Saarni, The Development of Emotional Competence (New York:
Guilford Press, 1999).

Chapter 10

1. Martin Seligman, The Optimistic Child (New York: Harper Perennial,
1995).

2. Lawrence Shapiro, How to Raise o Child With a High EQ (New York:

305



306 Notes

Harper Collins, 1997).

3. William F. White, “What Every Teacher Should Know About the
Functions of Emotions in Children and Adolescents,” Education 119, 1
(1998): 120-26.

Chapter 11

1. Herbert Benson, The Relaxation Response (New York: Avon, 1975).

2. Ann Jernberg, Theraplay: A New Treatment Using Structurved Play for
Problem Childven and Their Families (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1979).

3. Beata Jencks, Your Body: Biofeedback at Its Best (Chicago: Nelson Hall,
1977).

4. Lawrence LeShan, How to Meditate (New York: Bantam, 1988).

Chapter 12

1. Eva Feindler and Randolph Ecton, Adolescent Anger Control (New
York: Pergamon Press, 1986).

2. Richard Gardner, The Psychotherapentic Techniques of Richard A. Gavdner
(Crosskill, NJ: Creative Therapeutics, 1986).

3. Myrna Shure, Raising a Thinking Child (New York: Henry Holt, 1994).

4. Feindler and Ecton, Adolescent Anger Control.

5. Martin Seligman, The Optimistic Child (New York: Harper Perennial,
1995).

6. Ibid.

7. James Adams, Conceptual Blockbusting (Menlo Park, CA: Addison-
Wesley, 1986).

Chapter 13

1. David Johnson, Reaching Out: Interpersonal Effectiveness and Self-Ac-
tuadization, 7th ed. (Englewood, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1999).

2. Carolyn Saarni, The Development of Emotional Competence (New York:
Guilford Press, 1999).

3. Johnson, Reaching Out.

4. Hendrie Weisinger, Dr. Weisinger’s Anger Workout Book (New York:
Quill, 1985).

Chapter 14

1. William Pollack, Real Boys (New York: Henry Holt, 1998).

2. Robin Casarjian, Forgiveness: A Bold Choice for a Peaceful Heart (New
York: Bantam, 1992), 16.

3. Harold S. Kushner, How Good Do We Have to Be? (Boston: Little,
Brown, 1997), 9.

4. Michael McCullough et al., Forgiveness: Theory, Practice and Research
(New York: Guilford Press, 2000).

5. Redford Williams and Virginia Williams, Anger Kills (New York: Ran-
dom House, 1993), 149.

6. John Bradshaw, Healing the Shame That Binds You (Deerfield Beach,
FL: Health Communications, 1998).

7. Mick Jagger, “You Can’t Always Get What You Want,” in The Rolling



Notes 307

Stones: Hot Rocks 1964-71 (New York: Abkco Music, 1986).

Chapter 15

1. Harvey Parker, Behavior Management at Home (Plantation, FL: Spe-
cialty Press, 1995).

2. R. Dreikurs and L. Grey, A Parent’s Guide to Child Discipline (New
York: Hawthorne /Dutton, 1970).

Chapter 16
1. Ann Jernberg, Theraplay: A New Treatment Using Structured Play for
Problem Children and Their Families (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 1979).

Chapter 17

1. James Averill, “Studies on Anger and Aggression: Implications for
Theories of Emotion,” American Psychologist 38 (1983): 1145-60.

2. Raymond Novaco, “The Function and Regulation of the Arousal of
Anger,” American Journal of Psychiatry 133 (1976): 1124-28.

3. Aaron Beck, Prisoners of Hate: The Cognitive Basis of Anger, Hostility,
and Violence (New York: HarperCollins, 1999).

4. American Psychiatric Association, Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of
Mental Disorders, 4th ed. (DSM-IV-TR) (Washington, DC: American Psy-
chiatric Association, 2000).

5. Beck, Prisoners of Hate.

6. American Psychological Association, Warning Signs of Teen Violence
(Washington, DC: American Psychological Association, 1999).

7. Richard Hall et al., “Suicide Risk Assessment: A Review of Risk Fac-
tors for Suicide in 100 Patients Who Made Severe Suicide Attempts,” Psycho-
somatics 40 (1999): 18-27.

8. D. Birmaher et al., “Childhood and Adolescent Depression,” Journal of
American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry 35 (1996): 1427-39.

9. “Depression in Children and Adolescents: A Fact Sheet for Physi-
cians,” National Institutes of Health publication no. 00-744, September
2000.

10. Martin Seligman, Learned Optimism (New York: Pocket Books, 1998).

11. Jan Fawcett et al., New Hope for People with People with Bipolar Disor-
der (Roseville, CA: Prima Publishing, 2000).

12. M. Bowring and M. Kovacs, “Difficulties in Diagnosing Manic Disor-
ders in Children and Adolescents,” Journal of the American Academy of
Child and Adolescent Psychiatry 31 (1992): 611-14.

13. Demitri Papolos and Janice Papolos, The Bipolar Child (New York:
Broadway Books, 1999).

14. M. Kovacs and M. Pollack, “Bipolar Disorder and Co-morbid Con-
duct Disorder in Childhood and Adolescence,” Journal of the American
Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry 34 (1995): 715-23.

15. American Psychiatric Association, Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of
Mental Disorders, 4th ed.

16. Ibid.

17. Ibid.



Resources

Organizations and Web Sites

Anger Management Education
Bernard Golden, Ph.D.
Website: www.angermanagementeducation.com

American Association of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry
3615 Wisconsin Avenue, NW

Washington, DC 20016

Phone: 1-202-966-7300

Web site: www.aacap.org

American Foundation for Suicide Prevention
120 Wall Street, 22nd floor
New York, NY 10005

Phone: 1-888-333-2377
Website: www.afsp.org

American Psychological Association

750 First Street, NW

Washington, DC 20002

Phone: 1-202-336-5700 or 1-800-374-3120
Website: www.helping.apq.org/warningsigns

Child and Adolescent Bipolar Foundation
Website: www.cabf.org

National Mental Health Association
1201 Prince Street

Alexandria, VA 22314

Phone: 1-800-969-6642

Fax: 1-703-684-5968

Website: www.nmha.org

Children of Violence

Website: www.erickson.edu

A program to prevent violence and help children who have been exposed to
violence.

Safe Havens Training Project

Website: www.misterrogers.org

A program to assist parvents and teachers in helping childven who have witnessed
violence.
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Movies

For Teens

The Breakfast Club / Director: John Hughes / Universal, 1985

Portrays a group of students forced to serve detention together. Each student
describes a variety of factors that have contributed to his or her anger and the
underlying pain and hurt. Their discussions and behavior reflects the range of
constructive and destructive strategies for managing anger.

Amnne of Green Gables / Director: Kevin Sullivan / Sullivan Films, 1985
A coming-of-age movie that depicts the emotional growth of a young girl
from her early adoption through her beginning career in teaching. It is a les-
son about developing confidence and love in relationships and includes exam-
ples of managing resentment and conflict.

Rudy / Director: David Anspaugh / Coliseum/Tristar Video, 1993

A young man’s struggle to overcome hardships faced in his challenge to be ac-
cepted on a college football team. In part, the movie depicts how he channels
his energy in constructive ways to overcome frustration and anger related to
his quest.

Ovdinary People / Director: Robert Redford / Universal, 1980

An emotionally intense movie about a young man who experiences survivor’s
guilt related to his brother’s death. In exploring his reactions, he is helped to
recognize, understand, and better manage conflicts and anger related to his
parents.

What’s Eating Gilbert Grape / Director: Casse Hallstrom / Paramount,
1994

This movie portrays the range of emotions, including anger, in a family chal-
lenged by a mother who is depressed, overweight, and withdrawn. It presents
an extremely moving portrayal of how the children and teens deal with this sit-
uation and its impact on their lives.

Amevican X / Director: Tony Kaye / New Line Cinema, 1997

An extremely intense and graphic movie depicting violence related to racism
and hatred. At the same time, it offers understanding into how the experience
with violence can shape violence and racist attitudes.

October Sky / Director: Joe Johnston / Universal, 2000

A delightful story of a boy who follows his dreams to be involved in space ex-
ploration. This movie, based on a true story, depicts how he managed his an-
ger and frustration related to failures and a lack of support in his endeavors.
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Publications

For Younger Children

Agassi, Martine. Hands Are Not for Hitting. Minneapolis: Free Spirit, 2000.

Bang, Molly Garrett. When Sophie Gets Angry—Really, Really, Angry ... New
York: Scholastic Trade, 1999.

Crary, Elizabeth. I’m Furious. Seattle, WA: Parenting Press, 1996

Whiteouse, Eliane, and Warwick Pudney. A Volcano in My Tummy: Helping
Children to Handle Anger. Gabriola Island, BC, Canada: New Society Pub-
lishers, 1996.

Attention Deficit Disorder

Amen, Daniel. Healing ADD: The Breakthrough Program That Allows You to
See and Heal the Six Types of ADD. New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 2001.

Flick, L. ADD/ADHD Behavioral Change Resource Kit. West Nyack, NY:
The Center for Applied Research in Education, 1998.

Hallowell, E. and J. Ratey. Driven to Distraction: Recognizing and Coping with
Attention Deficit Disorder from Childhood Through Adulthood. Bethesda,
MD: Touchstone, 1995.

Wender, P. Attention Deficit Disovder in Childven, Adolescents and Adults.
New York: Oxford University Press, 2000.

Distributors of Resources for Parents, Teachers and Therapists

Courage to Change

P.O. Box 1268

Newburgh, NY 12551-1268
Phone: 1-800-772-6499

Play2Grow

4 Berkeley Street

Norwalk, CT 06850

Phone: 1-800.238-2702
Website: www.Play2Grow.com
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A

absence of anger, 285
abuse and neglect
aggression and, 4
depression and, 291-92
expectations affected by, 44
forgiveness and, 233-34
runaway behavior, 90
acceptance
acknowledging anger, 273-74
condoning compared to, 227
modeling, 231
mourning and forgiveness, 249
as response to anger, 60-61, 228-32
acknowledging anger, 60-61, 152, 273—
74
actions in response to anger, 103
activism, 225-26
adolescents
anger scenarios in movies, 168
communication with, 207
modeling the use of challenges, 142—
44
relaxation strategies, 187, 190
struggling with control, 18
adults
children seeking company of, 76
as children’s confidants, 116-17, 154—
56,223-24
in couples, 49-50
learning anger management, 19, 26
adverse effects of anger, 29-36
affective development programs, 173
affirmations, positive, 141
age appropriate skills, 26
aggression
absence of anger, 285
abuse and neglect and, 4
anger and, 5, 167
anxiety and, 125
assertiveness compared to, 79
communication and, 206
conduct disorder, 297
danger levels, 278
discussing anger scenarios, 168, 170—
71
incidence of, 281, 303
lack of empathy, 282

lack of guilt or conscience, 283
in news reports, 171
physical activity as relaxation strategy,
191-92
physical aggression, 24-25, 58-59,
74,297,298
physical punishment, 263, 279
problematic anger, 281, 282, 283,
285
responding to escalating anger, 272,
274
shame and, 127-30
substance abuse, 300
tantrums, 275 (see also main entry)
tension and, 58
vandalism, 91
verbal aggression, 24-25, 72-73
video games, 172-73
alienation, 54
See also isolation
alliance formation
managing anger through, 79-80,
101
promiscuity and, 92
relational anger and, 84
alternative strategies for anger manage-
ment, 165, 194-97
American Academy of Pediatrics, 293—
94
American Psychological Association,
286, 308
Anger: The Struggle for Emotional Con-
trol in America’s History (Stearns and
Stearns), 14
Anger Kills(Williams and Williams),
241
animal cruelty, 286, 297
annoying others purposely, 299
antisocial personality disorder, 283,
284,298-99
anxiety
about anger, 163
associated with anger, 79,
123-25
limit setting behaviors, 222-23
reward programs and, 259
substance abuse, 299
tantrums, 275
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appraisals and conclusions
acceptance and, 228
aggression and, 168
challenging, 13546, 14647
“child logic” and, 50
clarifying, 135-37
defined and described, 48, 48-56
entitlement beliefs and, 283
expectations and, 52, 53
forgiveness and, 238, 240
identifying, 145, 207
model of anger, 48-56, 49, 55
reflecting on anger events, 111
self-talk and, 55-56
unrealistic, 13544, 14647, 216, 228,
240, 24344, 245
approval and cooperation of child, 256,
302
Aristotle on anger, 303
art and emotional expression, 112-13,
225
assertiveness, 73-74, 79, 87, 218-20
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder
(ADHD), 292-94
attention demands of children, 85-86
authority issues, 88, 287, 288
automatic pilot
encouraging creativity and, 203—4
entitlement beliefs and, 283
identifying automatic thoughts, 134—
35
“little child” influence, 117-22
motivations and, 146, 156-57
motorcycle sidecar analogy, 123, 159—
60
relaxation strategies, 182
unrealistic thoughts, 13741
autonomic system, 30
autonomy. See independence of adoles-
cents
Averill, James, 281
avoiding anger, 3, 16-17
See also suppressing emotions

B

Beck, Aaron, 45, 283, 299

behavior management, 255-69
behavioral consequences of anger, 1
behavioral expressions of anger, 5, 24-25
behavioral reactions to anger, 29
Benson, Herbert, 183

bigotry, 11, 33,78

biofeedback, 30, 186

Index

bipolar disorder, 295-96
bizarre demonstrations of anger, 284—
85
blame
conduct disorder, 283
displacing anger through, 74-75
internalization and externalization of,
199-200
oppositional defiant disorder, 299
scapegoating behavior, 33, 78
as social issue of anger, 33
bodily reactions to anger. See physical
reactions to anger
books, 168-69
See also specific titles
boys
“boy code,” 13, 229-30
social reinforcement of anger, 14
Bradshaw, John, 243
brainstorming, 165, 193-94, 245
breathing exercises
addressing problematic anger, 287
described, 185-86
before expressing anger, 214
during physical restraint, 278
responding to escalating anger, 271
bullying, 11, 14, 287, 297

C

candor
appropriate levels of, 16, 217
empathy and, 114, 115
encouraging, 151, 165, 250
inhibiting, 205-6
sharing emotions, 221
in writing exercises, 250
Casarjian, Robin, 233, 241
child logic
anger expression and, 67-68, 168
appraisals and, 48, 49-50
defined and described, 4446
learning compassion, 242
“little child” influenced by, 117
self-talk and, 131-43
choosing anger management strategies
achieving calm while, 214
letting go of anger, 232
self-awareness and, 25-26
various strategies, 26-27
chronic anger
ADHD and, 293-94
“child logic” and, 45
development of, 5
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hatred and, 35
heart discase and, 30
intellectual reactions to, 34
responding to, 279
social impact of, 33
suppressing emotions and, 54
vandalism, 57
clothing, disruptive, 84
communication about anger issues
advantages and disadvantages, 23940
assertive communication, 218-20
candor (see main entry)
choosing examples to discuss, 162-74
comfort levels in sharing, 114-15,
161
direct expressions of anger, 73
discussing conflict, 16-17
discussing shame, 130
encouraging, 223
expressing anger to children, 219-20
“feeling” statements, 221-22
forgiveness and, 238
inhibiting, 205-6
listening skills, 206-15, 225
nonverbal communication, 211-13,
272
positive communication, 205-13
in schools, 176-77
sharing observations, 155-57
suicide warning signs, 288
venting, 274
writing exercises, 249-50
compassion, 24142, 243, 245-46, 247
See also empathy
complexity of emotions, 230-31
composure when responding to anger,
271-72,276-77
conclusions. See appraisals and conclu-
sions
condoning behavior, 12, 227, 236-37
conduct disorder, 283, 284, 297-98
connection, emotional
See also intimacy; social reactions and
consequences
alienation and, 54
communication and, 206
defined and described, 12
loners, 87
parents and children, 14, 43
conscience, lack of, 283
consequences of mismanaged anger, 1,
255,261-63
consistency in teaching anger
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management, 18-19, 99-100
contextual aspect of anger, 5-6
contrariness, 87
control issues
anger control, 18
controlling people or situations, 146
tantrums, 275-76
cooperation of children, 256, 301
corporal punishment, 263, 279
counselors and psychotherapists
addressing anxiety, 125
addressing depression, 292
addressing lack of empathy, 220
addressing problematic anger, 281
developing emotion awareness, 115
developing reward programs, 269
parents’ use of, 279
selecting, 300
creativity, 112-13, 2034, 225
criticism
adolescence and, 88
challenging thoughts and, 138
escalating anger and, 273, 274
of peers, 84
promoting optimistic thinking, 202-

self-criticism, 125-26

as verbal expression of anger, 60
cube analogy of emotions, 105, 105
culturally appropriate skills, 26
cynicism, 32, 76-77

D

dating, 52

daydreaming, 186

deceitfulness, 297, 298

denying emotions. See suppressing
emotions

dependency, 67, 85-86

depression
absence of anger, 285
anger and, 14, 125-27,289-92
emotional availability of parents, 43
pessimism and, 201
shame and, 129-30
substance abuse and, 299

deprivation, 44
See also abuse and neglect

developmental factors influencing anger
expression, 26, 67-70

Dingnostic and Statistical Manual of
Mental Disorders, fourth edition,
283,292
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diagramming anger events, 38, 39, 114,
120-21
direct expressions of anger
See also indirect expressions of anger
discussing conflict, 73-74
expressing anger to children, 218-20
labeling emotions, 116
physical expressions of anger, 58, 74
(see also aggression)
verbal expression of anger, 59-60
disabilities
ADHD, 292-95
lateness and, 90
problematic anger, 284
reward programs and, 265
self-talk and, 82-83
underachievement, 34
discipline problems, 17, 287
discomfort with anger, 16-17, 22,212
discussing anger issues. See communica-
tion about anger issues
disease. See physical reactions to anger
displacing anger, 74-75, 78
disruptive behaviors, 84
distrust, fostering, 198
divorce, 198-99, 228-29, 248-49
dreams, 46
dress, disruptive, 84
drug use. See substance abuse
duration of anger, 5,22, 161, 282

E

cating disorders, 59
education, anger management in, 4,
173-79, 303
effects of anger, adverse, 29-36
emotional disorders, 289-300
See also psychological issues
emotions
ambivalence in, 52-53, 149
anger as only emotional expression,
114-15
avoiding emotional reactions, 116
awareness of, 25, 102-6
comfort with, 15-16
depicting through art, 112-13
emotional availability of parents, 14,
43,291
emotional education, 174-79
emotional expression of anger, 5,
24-25,29,31-32
emotional instability and anger, 22
emotional intelligence, 149

frustration tolerance in children,
68-69
hidden emotions, 103-6, 105,
114
ignoring (see suppressing emotions)
inability to describe, 115-16
mixed emotions, 103, 122-23,
228
at moment of anger, 106, 114
of other people, 48
pain associated with anger, 3, 6, 11,
13,250-52
physical reactions and, 55, 80
preceding anger (see precursors to
anger)
problem resolution and, 104
recognizing and identifying, 54-55,
116, 173, 21416, 259
secondary emotions, 23, 151
stimulation thresholds, 68
suppressing (see main entry)
vocabulary of, 112-14
empathy
See also compassion
acknowledging and validating
emotions, 17-18, 152, 209-10,
273-74
books discussing, 175
challenging responses, 137
communication skills, 209-10, 212,
213
condoning compared to, 12
creativity in expression, 226
defining, 12
encouraging candor, 16, 114, 115
encouraging self-reflection, 117,
216-17
expressing anger to children, 220
fostering forgiveness, 24142, 245—
46
lack of, 236, 282
mixed emotions and, 123
motivations and, 155-56
in parent/child relationship, 17-18,
198, 199
self-awareness and, 229
self-reflection and, 215-16
suicide warning signs, 288
entitlement beliefs, 45—46, 283-84
escalating anger, 270-78
ethnically appropriate skills, 26
events precipitating anger reactions, 39,
47,4748, 109, 110
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exercises
breathing exercises, 185-86
identifying anger style, 71-72
recognizing self-talk, 134-35
relaxation exercises, 183-84
responding to escalating anger, 271-72
self-awareness exercises, 38—40, 107—
12
understanding motivations, 247-48
visual imagery, 187-90
expectations
about pain, 250-51
acceptance and, 228
acknowledging vulnerabilities, 24647
aggression and, 168
anxiety and, 124
appraisals and, 51, 52
challenging, 13743, 14647
compassion and, 245
divorce and, 228
entitlement beliefs and, 283-84
forgiveness and, 238, 239
inability or failure to meet, 61-62, 69,
76
influencing anger, 38
in model of anger, 6, 4247, 43, 47, 51
recognizing and identifying, 135-37,
145, 165, 207, 214-16, 274
runaway behavior, 90
satisfaction of, 51-58
in school, 290
shame and, 127-28
underachievement, 85
unrealistic, 134, 13541, 216
writing exercise, 249-50
expressing anger. See physical expressions
of anger; verbal expressions of anger
externalization of blame, 199-200
eye contact
during physical restraint, 276-77
responding to escalating anger, 272—
73,276
while discussing emotions, 213-14

F

facial expressions, 212

families
See also parents and parenting
connection within, 12
divorce, 198-99, 228-29
father/son relationships, 50
messages regarding anger, 3
fantasies, 46, 77-78, 166
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fashion, disruptive, 84
father/son relationships, 49
“feeling” statements, 221-22
fight-or-flight reaction as deciding
moment, 56
defined and described, 30, 123-24
relaxation techniques, 180
fighting, 297, 298
forgiveness
barriers to, 233
compassion and empathy, 24142
components of, 23840
condoning compared to, 236-37
control issues, 233-36
exercises, 247-52
guilt and shame, 24243
modeling, 24445
mourning and, 24041, 249
promoting, 23840, 24346
as response to anger, 61-62
Forgiveness (Casarjian), 233, 241
frequency of anger, 282
frustration tolerance in children
books discussing, 175
developing a capacity for, 68—69, 246
expectations and, 143
inability to let go of anger, 236

G
games, 172-74
gang participation, 11, 78, 80, 286
Gardner, Richard, 195
gender differences, 13, 14, 68, 229-30
genetics and predisposition to anger, 68
girls and anger suppression, 14
gossip, 84
group settings, anger in, 165-66, 169
guilt

forgiveness and, 24243, 245

lack of, 283

mismanaged anger and, 4, 14

shame compared to, 127-28

suicide warning signs, 287

H

hatred, 33, 35

healing and forgiveness, 241, 251

Healing the Shame That Binds You
(Bradshaw), 243

hiding or masking emotions
adolescents, 24
“boy code,” 13, 229-30
controlling anxiety, 79
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hiding or masking emotions (continued)
cynicism and sarcasm, 77
difficulty of recognizing, 31-32
effects on relationships, 222-23
hidden anger, 103-6, 104, 105
punishment and, 262
self-talk and, 66
sense of connection and, 13

honesty. See candor

hostility. See aggression

How Good Do We Have to Be? (Kushner),
234

How to Raise o Child with a High Emo-
tional Quotient (Shapiro), 175

humanity and forgiveness, 24142, 245

1

iceberg analogy, 103—4
identity development, 87
ignoring emotions. See suppressing emo-
tions
imagery, visual. See visual imagery
impulse control
ADHD and, 292-93
learning, 69
problematic anger, 284
rewarding behaviors, 256
shoplifting and stealing, 91
suicide warning signs, 287
inadequacy, 50, 181
independence of adolescents
ambivalence regarding, 49
contrariness, 87
expressing anger and, 67
identifying motivations and, 155
lateness and, 90
masking anger and, 24
indicator, anger as, 5, 24, 27, 216-17
indifference, 298
indirect expressions of anger
See also direct expressions of anger
physical expressions of anger, 58, 74
verbal expression of anger, 60, 73
information gathering, 196
insecurity, 181
intellectual reactions to anger
creative thinking, 203—4
defined and described, 29, 30, 33-34
emotional reactions and, 115-16
optimistic thinking, 199-203
physical reactions and, 56
problem solving, 194-97
realistic thinking, 197-99

responding to escalating anger, 272
intellectual triggers of emotion, 102
intelligence and anger expression, 76—

77,149
intensity of anger

discussing anger, 163

entitlement beliefs and, 283

hidden emotions and, 105

influences on, 37-38

problematic anger, 281

variation in, 5, 22, 72, 161
internal standards, 125
internalization of blame, 200-201
intimacy

See also connection, emotional

dependent upon sharing anger, 5, 27

masking anger and, 222-23

in parent-child relationships, 6, 12

setting limits and, 234

sharing relaxation strategies, 182-83

suppressing emotions and, 63-64

using anger to avoid or maintain,

234-35
intimidation of others, 297
introspection. See self-reflection
isolation

as consequence of anger, 1, 11, 14

denying need for connection, 229—

30

passivity and, 79

as a self-destructive behavior, 77-78

suppression of anger and, 13, 63

J

Jagger, Mick, 244
jealousy, 49

journaling, 151, 224-25

K
Kushner, Harold, 234

L

lateness, 90

learned helplessness, 291

learning disabilities
ADHD, 292-94
lateness and, 90
problematic anger, 284
reward programs and, 264—-65
self-talk and, 82-83
underachievement, 34

letting go of anger
forgiveness and, 241



Index

parameters, 5, 27-28
physical effects, 233

Lewis, Michael, 128, 129

limit setting in relationships, 17, 43, 91,
222,278

listening skills. See under communication
about anger issues

literature, discussing anger scenarios in,
168-69

“little child” influence
See also automatic pilot
defined and described, 117-22
motorcycle sidecar analogy, 123, 159-

60

The Little Mermaid (animated film), 167

Littleton, Colorado, 179

lying and deceitfulness, 297, 298

M
manic-depression, 295-97
masculinity, idealized image of, 13
masking emotions. See hiding or masking
emotions
media’s depiction of anger, 21, 99-100
medical issues, 281
meditation, 190-91
minimizing emotions. See suppressing
emotions
model of anger
for adults, 19
appraisals and conclusions, 48-56, 49,
55
communication and, 206, 208-9
diagrammed, 59
discussing examples of anger, 163,
172-74

events precipitating anger reactions, 39,

47,47-48, 109, 110
expectations, 6, 4247, 43, 47, 49
fostering forgiveness, 24345
guidelines for using, 97-101
motivating forces, 40, 4042, 43, 47,
145
potential responses to anger, 56—64
preventative emphasis, 5, 20
reactions preceding anger, 38, 39, 47,
53-54, 106, 145, 165
self-awareness exercises, 38—40, 107-
12
teaching, 176, 231
modeling
acceptance, 231
aggression, 278

319

anger management, 97-98
challenging thoughts and, 14243
consistency and, 18
denying problems, 198-99
forgiveness, 234, 244
optimistic attitudes, 202
parents as models, 15, 257
physical control, 271
positive communication, 206, 214
relaxation strategies, 182
reward programs and, 266, 268-69
self-reflection, 150-51
moment of anger, 106, 110, 111, 112
motivations
for adolescents, 264
ambivalence in, 149
anger as indicator of, 144
awareness of, 80, 106
behind others’ anger, 48
competing or mixed, 152-54,
156-58
exercises, 24748
forgiveness and, 233
model of anger, 40, 40-42, 43, 47,
145
recognizing and identifying, 72,
14849, 153-60, 165, 207-8,
214-16
self-awareness and, 153-55
self-reflection and, 151, 156-57
shame and, 130
studying, 14449, 156-57
motorcycle analogy, 123, 159-60
mourning and forgiveness, 24041
movies, discussing anger scenarios,
167-68, 309
moving to a new home, 44
MTYV program on teen violence, 286
muscular tension. See physical reactions
to anger
music in relaxation strategies, 191-92

N

name calling, 59,73

National Institute of Mental Health,
290

National Violence Prevention Center,
12

neediness, 14, 85-86

needs and wants. See wants and needs

“negative identity,” 87

negative messages about anger, 124-25

negativism, 88-89
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neglect. See abuse and neglect

neurobiological stimulus. See
physiological triggers of emotion

news reports, discussing anger scenarios
in, 169

night terrors, 295
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normalcy of anger, 5,22, 25, 161

nurturing in relationships, 12, 245

o

oppositional defiant disorder, 299

optimism
books discussing, 175
empathy and, 198
encouraging, 199-203
expectations and appraisals, 143
responses based on, 126-27

The Optimistic Child (Seligman), 126,
175-76

organizations, anger management related,
308

P
pain associated with anger, 3, 6, 11, 13,
250-52
parents and parenting
See also families
“child logic” and, 4445
connecting with children, 14-15, 43,
280
emotional availability, 14, 43, 291
expectations of adolescents, 62
expressing anger to children, 218-20
father/son relationships, 50
parents as models, 15, 97-98
role in teaching anger management,
6
vicarious anger, 77
“part of you” approach, 122-23, 156-57
passive-aggressiveness, 33, 85
passivity, 78-79
pausing as response to anger, 62-63
peers, influence of, 280, 286
Pentagon attack, 225
perceptions and attitudes
See also appraisals and conclusions
anger in reaction to, 23-24
deprivation and, 4344
impact of anger on, 30, 35-36
negativism, 88-89
pessimism and optimism, 126-27
sabotaging behaviors, 82-84
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permanency thinking, 126-27, 199
personality and anger, 236
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199-200
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criticism and, 202-3
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optimism compared to, 199-202
responses based on, 126-27
physical activity as response, 75,
191-92
physical contact and proximity, 212,
273,276
physical expressions of anger
direct and indirect expressions,
58-59
by parents, 17
physical activity, 75, 191-92
physical aggression, 74
tantrums, 50
physical reactions to anger
awareness of, 58, 103
criticism of], 273
defined and described, 29, 30-31
frustration tolerance, 69
illness, 80
intellectual reactions and, 56
in model of anger, 56, 57
muscular tension, 233
relaxation strategies, 180-92, 233,
271
resentment and, 233
self-talk and, 55, 56, 111
of'young children, 108
physiological problems, 281
physiological triggers of emotion, 102,
103, 123-24
political issues and conflict, discussing,
171,177
Pollack, William, 12, 13, 14, 229
positive affirmations, 141
praising children, 245
precursors to anger
acceptance and, 228
defined and described, 22-24, 53-54
diagramming, 109, 110
in model of anger, 38, 39, 47, 53-54,
106, 145, 165
at moment of anger, 106
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videotape analogy, 109-10, 111
predictions in anger scenarios, 169
prejudice, 11, 33,78

principles of anger management, 4-5, 21—

28
priorities, anger as indicator of, 144
privacy, respecting, 155-56, 224
privileges, losing, 262, 264
problem-solving strategies
depression and, 125
discussing literary anger scenarios, 169
fostering, 161, 194-97, 245
reflection and, 62
relaxation strategies, 181
resources for, 67-68
procrastination, 34
promiscuity, 11, 36, 79, 92
property destruction. See vandalism
proximity and physical contact, 212-13,
273,276
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antisocial personality disorder, 283,
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281-87
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emotional disorders, 289-300
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requiring professional help, 281
self-directed violence, 287-89
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addressing lack of empathy, 220
addressing problematic anger, 281
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incidence of, 302
in news reports, 171
shame and, 130
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acceptance and, 228
defined and described, 22-24, 53-54
diagramming, 109, 110
in model of anger, 38, 39,47, 52-53,
106, 145, 165
at moment of anger, 106
recognizing and identifying, 52-53,
55,102,109-10, 111,114
videotape analogy, 109-10, 111
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through, 168-69
Real Boys (Pollack), 13, 229-30
realistic thinking, 197-99, 228
reassurance, 288
rebellious behavior, 43, 49, 85, 256
redirecting anger, 66, 74-75
reflection. See self-reflection
regressive behaviors, 86-87
rejection, 4, 47,79, 235, 287
relational anger, 33, 84
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alliance formation, 79-80, 84, 92,
101
anger expression in, 70
connection, 12, 43, 54, 87,

206
families, 3, 12, 50, 198-99,
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parents (see main entry)
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suppression of anger and, 63
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relaxation strategies
anxiety and, 123
benefits, 180-82
breathing exercises, 214
choosing strategies and, 214
to disengage anger, 14546
physical effects of anger, 233
during physical restraint, 278
reward programs and, 259
techniques, 182-92

repression of anger. See suppressing
emotions
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forgiveness and, 232-33, 241

problematic anger, 282
resources, 308
respect issues, 287
responsibility, 127, 235-36
restraining techniques, 276-77
revenge, 33,263, 299
rewarding behaviors

ADHD and, 294

charting progress, 266, 267

conduct disorder, 298

consequences, 261-63

guidelines, 257-67

implementation criteria, 256

modeling desirable behaviors, 266,

269

rewards, 260-61, 263-66
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risk-taking behaviors
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problematic anger, 282
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174-79, 303
selective attention, 132
self-acceptance, 27, 46
self-assertion, 73-74, 79, 87, 218-20
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benefits of, 19

emotions preceding anger, 54

empathy and, 229

exercise, 38—40

expressing anger and, 5, 71-72

“little child” and, 122

motivations and, 148-49, 153, 154-56

reward programs and, 257

self-talk and, 55, 131

of wants and needs, 24
self-control, 271, 277

self-denigration or criticism, 81-82, 83,

125-26, 130
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alliance formation, 79-80 (see also
main entry)

anxiety, 79
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disruptive behaviors, 84
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neediness, 85-86

negativism, 88-89

passivity, 7879

pessimism, 89, 126-27, 175,
202-3

physical ailments, 80

promiscuity, 11, 36, 79, 92

regressive behaviors, 86-87

runaway behavior, 89-90

sarcasm, 32, 76-77, 282

scapegoating behavior, 33, 78

school phobia, 87-88

self-denigration or criticism, 81-82,
83, 125-26, 130

self-sabotaging behaviors, 82-84

stealing and shoplifting, 91, 297

substance abuse, 91-92

suicidal behaviors, 11, 31, 81, 89,
284, 287-88

underachievement, 84-85 (see also
main entry)

vandalism, 91

withdrawal, 77-78
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blame and, 201

entitlement beliefs and, 284
guilt and, 243

negativism and, 89

passivity and, 78-79
positive affirmations, 141
promiscuity and, 92
self-denigration and, 82
shame and, 128

strategies for building, 173, 175
withdrawal and, 77-78

self-injury, 288-89
self-reflection

acceptance and forgiveness, 227

communication skills and, 205,
208-9

developing skills in, 70

emotions preceding anger, 23, 220

empathy and, 210-11, 215
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encouraging, 6, 102, 115, 122
exercise, 38—40
expressing anger to children, 220
importance of, 13, 16
inability or refusal to practice, 116-17,
256
with “little child,” 119, 120-21
modeling, 150-51
motivations and, 106, 146, 148-49,
150, 155-56
negative communication and,
203-6
in parents, 19-20
in problem-solving strategies, 194
as response to anger, 62—-63
reward programs and, 257, 259
shame and, 130
sharing compared to, 114
writing about anger, 224
self-sabotaging behaviors, 82—-84
self-soothing
daydreaming, 186
dealing with pain, 251-52
developing a capacity for, 28, 46, 69,
171
modeling calmness, 271
music and, 191-92
physical exertion, 75
during physical restraint, 277-78
relaxation strategies, 182, 192
tantrums, 275
through creativity, 225
self-talk
addressing problematic anger, 287
anger model, 57
challenging, 13544
child logic and, 13144
depression and, 291
exercise, 134-35
learning disabilities and, 83
with “little child,” 117-22, 159-60
physical effects of anger and, 55, 56,
111
recognizing and identifying, 165
reflecting on anger events, 110
resentment, 232-33
self-denigration, 81-82
shame and, 243
unrealistic messages, 13543, 201-2
volume control, 133, 135
Seligman, Martin, 126-27, 175
sense of self, 236
September 11, 2001 attacks, 225-26
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sexuality
bipolar disorder and, 295-96
promiscuity, 11, 36, 79, 92
sexual misconduct, 297
shame
anger and, 4, 14, 127-30
forgiveness and, 24243, 245
Shame (Lewis), 128
Shapiro, Lawrence, 175
sharing emotions. See communication
about anger issues
signal, anger as, 5, 24, 27,216
skills acquisition in anger management,
26
sleep issues and anger, 29
social reactions and consequences
See also connection, emotional
alienation, 54
defined and described, 30, 32-33
isolation, 11, 14, 77-78
need for connection, 13, 54, 229-30
passivity and, 79
suppressing emotions and, 54, 63
spiritual reactions to anger, 30, 34-35
stealing and shoplifting, 91, 297
Stearns, Carol, 14
Stearns, Peter, 14
stimulation thresholds, 68
storytelling games, 174
strategies for anger management
alternative strategies, 165
potential responses to anger, 58—64
recognizing and differentiating,
161
relaxation strategies, 182-92
stress, 19, 85
structure, children who require, 256
subjective experience of anger, 103
substance abuse
controlling anxiety, 59, 79
coping with anger, 11, 14, 66
as a distraction, 36
problematic anger, 299-300
self-destructive behaviors, 91-92
as warning sign, 286, 287
subtle expressions of anger, 65-66
suicidal behaviors
addressing, 287-88
depression and, 31
incidence of, 11
pessimism and, 89
problematic anger, 284
as self-destructive behavior, 81
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suppressing emotions

acceptance and forgiveness, 227, 229,
232

anxiety and, 123-25

consequences of, 13-14, 63-64

cultural tendencies, 22

depression and, 127

empathy and, 211

fear of rejection and, 4

by girls, 14

modeling, 198-99

motivations and, 57, 150,
158-59

by parents, 17, 229

problem resolution and, 1046

punishment and, 262

recognizing and identifying emotions,
54-55, 165

in schools, 176-78

sense of connection and, 13

shame and, 129-30

tantrums and, 276

violence and, 106

T

tantrums
as regressive behavior, 86
responding to escalating anger, 270,

274-79

unrealistic appraisals and, 50

teaching anger management
guidelines, 97-101
parameters of, 6
in schools, 4, 174-79, 303
as skill, 5, 26

television, discussing anger scenarios,
166-67

terrorism, 225-26

theft, 91, 297

Theraplay technique, 183

“thinking” statements, 221-22

thoughts, recognizing and identifying,
25,214-16

threatening, 274, 286, 297

time-out strategies, 262

timing in anger management discussions,
164,218

token rewards, 260-61

tone of voice, 211-12

triggers, emotional. See physiological
triggers of emotion

truancy, 11, 87

trust, 263, 278
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124, 232-33
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empathy and, 153, 210, 273-74
identifying motivations and, 150,
152
pain, 250-51
vandalism
conduct disorder, 297
problematic anger, 281
as self-destructive behavior, 84, 91
warning signs of violence, 286
venting, 274
verbal expressions of anger
actions in response to anger, 103
defined and described, 59-60
encouraging communication, 151,
205
by parents, 17
problematic anger, 282
verbal aggression, 72-73
verbal assertiveness, 73-74
vocabulary of emotions, 112-14
victimization, 91
video games, 11, 21, 172-73
videotape analogy
identifying precursors to anger, 53,
109,110,111, 114
“little child” and, 121-22
mixed emotions and, 122-23
self-talk and, 133-34
vindictive behavior, 33, 263, 299
violence
absence of anger, 285
danger levels, 278
distortions in reasoning, 284
expressing aggression, 24-25
hatred, 33
lack of empathy, 282
physical aggression, 74
problematic anger, 281, 282, 286
relationships and, 11-12
revenge, 33
in schools, 11, 179, 284, 286, 302
self-directed, 287
suppression of anger and, 14, 106
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terrorism, 225-26
video games, 172-73
warning signs, 286-87
visual imagery
addressing problematic anger, 287
coping with pain, 251
in creative problem solving, 203—4
responding to escalating anger, 271
technique described, 187-90
vocabulary of emotions, 112-14
vulnerability
abuse or hurt and, 234
acknowledging, 243, 246-47
admitting to negative emotions and, 55

w

wants and needs

acceptance of, 229-30

anger as indicator of, 5, 24, 27,
216-18

appraisals and, 50-51

“child logic” and, 4445

distinguishing between, 230-31, 238,
248-49

impulse control and, 69

inability to meet, 61-62

influencing anger, 38

Jagger on, 244

as motivations, 40
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recognizing and identifying, 148
self-awareness of, 24, 102
underlying attitudes and, 127
understanding needs, 248-49
writing exercise, 249

warning signs
anger as, 216
of self-injury, 289
of suicide, 287-88
of violence, 286-87

“Warning Signs of Teen Violence”
(brochure), 286

weapons, 286, 297

Web sites, 308

White, William, 176

Williams, Redford, 241

Williams, Virginia, 241

withdrawal
absence of anger, 285
acknowledging vulnerabilities and,

246

from escalating anger, 278
as self-destructive behavior, 77-78
warning signs of violence, 287, 289

word pairs, 195-96

World Trade Center attacks, 225-26

worst-case scenarios, 197

writing about anger, 151, 224-25,
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