PAST, PRESENT AND FUTURE
Anger Management

Do you have a problem with anger? Has your anger negatively affected your
relationships, health, and success in school or jobs? Are you seeking to eliminate your
anger and angry reactions?
If your response to any of the above questions is ‘yes’, the content on the following
pages will be helpful to you as you seek to manage anger.

WHAT IS ANGER
Anger is a normal human emotion that we all experience. It varies in its intensity from a
low level emotional response to intense and sometimes dangerous displays of fury and
rage. Anger impacts us physiologically by causing our blood pressure to change and the
release of hormones and other biochemical agents within the body. When we say we
feel angry, we literally can feel it in our body. In fact, we might say that we feel anger all
over. Has anyone ever told you that anger is written all over your face?
Now that we have established that anger is a normal emotion, causing reactions even in
our physical bodies, let’s examine more about anger. There is a distinction between
feeling angry and expressing anger. As individuals, we may respond in a variety of ways
to the anger we feel. The way we view anger and respond to anger can cause problems
in our relationships, health, sense of self or normal routines. Anger can be expressed or
suppressed. The goal of anger management is not to cease to be angry but to express
anger in healthy ways that allow us to share our feelings without hurting others. The
manner in which you respond to anger is very much tied to your life experiences and
what you have learned through them. In order to help you understand the roots of your
anger and your response to that anger, we will use the framework of anger past, present
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and future. As you think about each of these periods, the clues to anger management
will emerge.

ANGER IN THE PAST
From the time that you were born and during your early years, you experienced
different life situations. As a young child you learned about how others respond to
stressful life events by observing others around you and often reacting and responding
in similar ways.
These are common life events linked to early experiences:
•
•
•
•
•

Losses, for example, things or relationships that are taken away
Trauma or bad things that happen
Being disappointed or let down
Inability to get needs met
Frustrating experiences

As you got older you might have found yourself reacting and responding to life
situations in similar ways to those from your early childhood. You may not have
intentionally reacted or responded in a certain way, but it just seemed familiar.
As a student in college, you understand something about computers. All computers
have hard drives that contain information that is imprinted upon that drive. The early
experiences of your life are imprinted upon “your” hard drive and can affect how you
react and respond when you are angry. Recognizing that our response to anger is often
linked to early responses to anger is vital to breaking the patterns and rewriting what is
on the “hard drive.”
If you have experienced a lifetime of reacting and responding to anger in ways that are
destructive to you and those around you, you can change! Instead of the old familiar
patterns of reaction and response to anger, new ones can be developed. People and
circumstances that provoked long term anger can be released.
Rewriting the Anger of the Past
Identifying past patterns of anger involves thinking about your anger and how you
respond to it. This is a process of cognitive restructuring, which seeks to intentionally
change the way you think about stressful, anger provoking situations by changing your
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thought process. It is designed to shift the way you think about and react to past and
present life situations.

Ask yourself the following questions:
•

Are there similarities in the way in which I react and respond to anger with others in
my family?

•

Am I unhappy with my ability to manage my anger?

•

Do I view my responses to anger as a problem?

•

Can I identify specific experiences in the past that caused me to be angry and I
continue be angry about these events?

If you answered ‘yes’ to any of these questions, it may suggest that anger in the past
may be having an impact on your current behavior. Our anger in the past is usually
linked to life situations that provoked fear or other emotions that made us feel
threatened. As you think about these kinds of life situations, realize that each event is in
the past. You can’t change the past, but you can change your reactions to those events
in the past.
Solutions to Anger of the Past
•

Recognize that your present anger may be tied to past sources of anger and
responses to anger.

•

Let go of long term anger from the past and choose to forgive recognizing that you
cannot change the past, only your reaction to it.

•

Learn the lesson that you can choose not to respond to difficult situations in the past
with anger. It is your choice. Think about past events that provoked anger and see
yourself responding in a different non angry manner.

ANGER IN THE PRESENT
Once you have intentionally detached from anger in the past reactions and responses,
you are ready to address anger in the present. Imagine just today, you were in the
college bookstore and after you waited in line to purchase books for an hour, the clerk
closed her line just as you approached. You now have what we can call an “anger
opportunity.” How will you respond?
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Anger in the present is about choice. We can choose to respond in a variety of different
ways to an “anger opportunity.” Cognitive restructuring principles would suggest that
you can think about the situation differently and/or we can think about responding in a
different manner. How will we manage our anger opportunities?
Managing Anger Opportunities in the Present
We have stated that anger is a normal emotion. Each of us has many “anger
opportunities” each day. The choices that we make based upon the way we think about
the situation will determine the response.

Anger in the present is managed by:
•

Thinking first about the “anger opportunity” without reacting.

•

Choosing to respond in a non-angry manner. Pay attention to the tenor and tone of
your voice. Use language that is not challenging or confronting. Manage your
emotions by remembering to take some deep breaths before you speak.

•

Use self-talk (tell yourself) by telling yourself “I release all anger and I choose to
react in a non-angry manner.”

•

There are some situations for which we must learn to simply walk away, exercising
choice as a form of response. This tactic gives us control over the choices we make
as we choose to release anger.

Anger in the present makes anger management a thoughtful and controlled process
rather than a reactive out of control expression of rage.

ANGER IN THE FUTURE
Determine today, how you will react to future anger. Stressful life events will continue to
occur. We will have more “anger opportunities in our lives.” What will you do about it?
The solution is in preparing for the future!

The following areas are vital to preparing for the future and managing anger:
•

What do you think about yourself? Change your self-talk, the things you think
about yourself. You are not an angry, out of control person. You are not a person
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who has problems with managing your anger. You are in control of your reaction
and response to anger. You choose to respond to anger in ways that are not
destructive or harmful to others. You can also choose to simply walk away, releasing
anger. These are the self-talk messages that support anger management.
•

What do you think about the life situations or “ anger opportunities” that you
face on a daily basis? With an ongoing reality of facing future “anger
opportunities,” we can choose to view these situations as simply life events, not
angry life events. As such angry reactions and responses are not warranted, develop
alternative ways of thinking, defining and reacting to anger.

•

Some research suggests that highly angry people are also very self-focused.
They find more angry opportunities because they react to “things not going their
way.” As preparation for anger in the future, begin to think about the needs of
others and not so much of “you.” Focus less on your own emotions but become
sensitive to the feelings and emotions of others.

•

Learn to avoid some environments, circumstances or people that you find
anger provoking, if you have difficulty managing your anger. Continue to
practice the techniques and skills with the expectation that as you grow in anger
management, these circumstances will not overwhelm you in the future.

•

Prepare for anger in the future by learning relaxation techniques now. Think
about people are say angry things to you while you are visualizing a relaxing symbol
in your life, such as a scene on a beach. Teach yourself relaxation responses as you
drive and face angry aggressive drivers.
o Practice deep breathing exercises with the breath pushing from the belly.
o Choose a phrase such as “let it go” or “cool out” and repeat it while you are
relaxing or deep breathing. When faced with an “angry opportunity” tries
substituting this phrase to bring calm and a different reaction.
o Learn to use visual imagery. See yourself doing something relaxing and train your
mind to see this image on demand.

Some people will need counseling services to manage their anger. This simply means
that some assistance in learning special techniques and strategies for anger
management will be useful. You should not be ashamed to ask for help, and specific
approaches used by many university counseling centers include counseling or special
groups on the topic of anger management.
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Remember, you can manage your anger using the anger in the past, present and future
approach.
Molly Everett Davis, Ph.D.

Associate Professor
Department of Social Work
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