Supporting Young People to Manage their Anger

What is Anger?

Anger is a strong, uncomfortable and emotional response to a perceived provocation that contrasts with one’s values, beliefs and rights (Thomas, 1995) but it is not synonymous with hostility or aggression – anger does not necessarily lead to hostility or aggression and these behaviours are not always precipitated by anger. Most people find anger a distressing emotion and it is the emotion that is generally least successfully managed than any other emotion. (Tice and Baumaster, 1993).

Purpose of Anger Management

The purpose of anger management is not to eradicate anger – anger has self protective capacities of maintaining boundaries and arousing courage to challenge wrong doing or injustice.  The aim of anger management is to increase the emotional intelligence of the individual to allow more effective identification of the anger emotion, integrate it with thought, understand and manage it effectively with more pro-social behaviours (Thomas, 2001).  It’s important to remember that suppressing anger can lead to headaches, hypertension, high blood pressure, depression, emotional difficulties, respiratory disorders, skin disorders,  etc etc..
What do we know about pupils with anger management difficulties?

Students with anger management difficulties are often impulsive, and they have difficulty judging the intent of others (Dodge, 1986; Milich & Dodge, 1984). They underestimate their own reaction to the situation, and they put the blame for conflict on their peers (Lochman et al., 1989). They often interpret their own feelings as angry feelings when they may be something else (fear, sadness etc) (Garrison & Stolberg, 1983), and they have poor social-problem-solving skills (Lochman et al., 1989)
They also lack the cognitive processes with which to think about consequences and choices. They need support and guidance to consider the consequences of their behaviour, alternative options and how to access this thought process independently.
Anger is usually a secondary emotion for other emotions including stress, fear and sadness.

The Iceberg Theory of Anger is used to explain this:

[image: image4.jpg]



Anger is often called a secondary emotion because we tend to resort to anger in order to protect ourselves from or cover up other vulnerable feelings. A primary feeling is what is what is felt immediately before we feel anger. We almost always feel something else first before we get angry.
We might first feel afraid, attacked, offended, disrespected, forced, trapped, or pressured. If any of these feelings are intense enough, we think of the emotion as anger. 
As the drawing illustrates, anger is like an iceberg in that only some of the emotions are visible. The other emotions exist "below the water line" where they are not immediately obvious to others.
Key to supporting children who show us anger using this model is exploring the deeper core emotions.
This video explains the theory in more detail: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_IYVERgTR84
The Anger Cycle
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Escalation and De-escalation  (Breakwell, 1997)

Trigger Phase – the event

Escalation Phase – the body prepares for fight or flight
Crisis Phase – the person is incapable of rational judgement or empathy reflected in behaviour
Recovery Phase – the person is vulnerable to another outburst
Post-crisis Phase – the person may become withdrawn and depressed

The Anger Cycle
It is helpful for young people to recognise the cyclical nature of anger and to understand the different phases which anger passes through.  There is no time allocation to these phases as everyone’s time frame is different.
Physiology and The Brain

In the brain, the amygdala is responsible for identifying threats to our well-being, and for sending out a signal which alerts us to the need to protect ourselves. The pre-frontal cortex which is responsible for thought and judgement is slower to react to threat than the amygdala so consequences of our actions are not always considered before we act.  However, people can and do control their aggressive impulses by learning how and for some this will take more practice than for others.
This involves finding ways to help your prefrontal cortex take control of the amygdale to manage your reaction to the anger emotion.

What happens to your body when you become angry:

· your body's muscles tense up
· inside your brain, neurotransmitter chemicals known as catecholamines are released which result in a temporary burst of energy which allows you to act

· your heart rate accelerates

· your blood pressure rises
· your rate of breathing increases
· your face may flush as increased blood flow enters your limbs and extremities in preparation for physical action

· your attention becomes focused on the target of your anger to the exclusion of everything else  

· additional brain neurotransmitters and hormones (e.g. adrenaline) are released which trigger a lasting state of arousal

The impact of this increased arousal on our behaviour

· poorer memory 

· poorer concentration

· poorer performance 

There is an optimum level of arousal that benefits memory, concentration and performance, however, if this is exceeded it has a negative impact on general functioning. 
How to take control of the amygdale

1. relaxation techniques reduce your arousal and decrease your amygdala activity
2. cognitive control techniques help you practice using your judgment to override your emotional reactions. 

Dealing with Angry Outbursts 
Be Proactive - Build Self-Esteem

Anger tends to be more positively and constructively managed in children who have higher self-esteem (Whitehouse and Pudney, 09) so look for opportunities to build self-esteem through your behaviour, activities and language. Remember the 5:1 Rule – 5 pieces of praise for every 1 criticism.

Understand the Emotion

Consider that anger response might cover up an alternative emotion such as fear or anxiety about something – get to the bottom of the emotion and its origin.

Behavioural Response
· Remain calm – model positive, calm conflict resolution rather than matching and therefore, increasing the emotional response

· Let him/her know you understand – “I can see you’re angry about this”, “it seems like you’re very upset about this” – also helps develop emotions vocabulary

· Encourage time away – models the process of walking away and taking time to reflect

· Avoid forcing an apology when it’s not genuine

· If appropriate give the child a sheet of paper and ask them to depict their anger – ask them about it, how they feel about it, what they want to do with it

Key Elements of an Anger Management Intervention
1. Building Self-Esteem

2. Affective education
· learning about why we have emotions, the advantages and disadvantages of different emotions and the identification of the different levels of expression in oneself and others (behaviour, thoughts, language)
· important here is considering the positive side to anger – leads to assertion, standing up for beliefs, counteracting wrong doing
· discovering the cues unique to the individual that indicate a particular level of emotion in terms of his or her body sensations, behaviour and thoughts which can act as early warning signs 
tip - use a measuring instrument to determine the degree of intensity e.g. thermometer, gauge, length of rope, volume control and a range of activities to define the level of expression
3. Behavioral coping and social skills training 
· target the actual expression of anger through specific skills training:

· direct coping skills (e.g., interpersonal communication, negotiation, feedback),

· related coping skills (e.g., friendships, classroom concerns, assertive communication)

4. Cognitive restructuring - encourages the person to correct the distorted understanding and dysfunctional beliefs that create angry or anxiety emotions by challenging current thinking with logical evidence 
· the first stage is to challenge a particular belief by establishing the evidence for it with facts and logic. 

· the young person is encouraged to be more flexible in his or her thinking and to seek clarification

tip - various concepts can be used to bring the topic ‘to life’

 e.g. 

The Tool Box – the emotional toolbox is used to identify different types of ‘tools’ to fix the problems associated with negative emotions. The range of tools can be divided into those that quickly and constructively release or slowly reduce emotional energy and those that improve thinking. Discuss which tools help fix the feeling, as well as some tools that can make the emotions or consequences worse.  It helps to visualise or draw ‘tools’ e.g. exercise (depicted by hammer?), relaxation (depicted by paint brush?), the role of other people 
5. stress management

6. self-reflection

· An anger journal or log can help young people to reflect on anger inducing situations 

Other Ideas
Narrative Approach

Work on visualistaion strategies to use in anger situations – make it funny and easy to conjur. E.g. what does the anger look like, give it a name and a face. What does the calm look like imagine the calm removing the anger in a funny way – utilises humour also.
 Diary – this will help the child to think more reflectively about the incident which triggered the anger and what other emotions might be relevant.
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Helpful Resources and Websites

http://ibelieveeducation.com/anger-101/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vodRcls6YUM – listen to the ‘Angry Octopus’ book being read.  Also available from Amazon.
http://www.kimscounselingcorner.com/anger-management-2/50-activities-and-games-dealing-with-anger - 50 activities to support children with anger 
BOOKS

Sunderland and Armstrong( 2003) Helping Children Locked in Rage or Hate: A Guidebook

Whitehouse and Pudney (1998) Volcano in My Tummy: Helping Children to Handle Anger: A Resource Book for Parents, Caregivers and TeachersPaperback
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