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Do you easily explode with anger or let it sSimmer away
for months or even years? Understanding your anger
style and your partners can lead to a more constructive
way of resolving issues, says Catherine Jones

Ph'fngr.u]hh ty Sam Barker

obertand | have become good
at reading each other over
time, 50 now we always know
what makes the other angry,”
says Charlotte, 43, whois cel-
cbrating her tenth wedding anniversary this
vear. In a way, she says, anger is just one of
the checks that keeps their
bond strong. ‘Robert is
most likely to get angry
and shout when 1 don’t lis-
ten. | tend to get sarcastic
and moody when he for-
gets something important. Noticing cach
other’s anger helps us sec the impact of our
behaviour so we can change tack.’

Clare and Simon have a very different rela-
tionship with anger in their 12-year mar-
riage. ‘Simon is very sensitive, which is what
first attracted me to him,” says Clare, “but it
can make him paranoid and chippy. He

‘His an%e

r appears
like a hurricane
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always thinks people are out 1o gel im. It
huilds up until his anger appears like a hur-
ricanc out of nowhere, and is usually causad
by something that seems quite small and
insignificant to me, such as one of the chil-
drennot eating their dinner. 1 hate him when
he's like that, especially as it's always up to
me to restore peace.” Simon
sees it slighely dilferently.
*Clare hates my temper, but
it's the only way I can get her
or the kids to pay attention o
what | want. She’s more
articulate than me, and good at rwisting
arguments in her favour. [resent the fiact that
I'm driven o explode before she will allow
me to have things my way.'

Nowhere are moods more under the spot-
light than in our most intimate relationships,
when our anger is the most difficult to con-
trol and is affected by our partner’s anger &>



<1 levels, says clinical psychotherapist Dr
Ronuld Potter-Efron, co-author of Leiting
Go O Anger (£11.99, New Harbinger),
*The people we most love, want and need
are ulso the ones with whom we are most
vulnerable, so it's casy 1o over-react. We
feel the effects of thewr words and actions
mast keenly,” he says

It's casy to snap at a long-lerm parmer
after a hard day, vet we wouldn't dream of
being so short with friends. Equally, we
might tolerate the most terrible outbursts
from a partner when the same thing would
be grounds for a tribunal if it happened 1o
VoI at work.

What's your style?

Of all our basic emotions, anger 1s the one
we arce most likely 1o struggle with. Many
of us are unsure how to cxpress it, let alone
deal with i And this is our first mistake,
says Potter-Elron.

‘Anger is an emotional messenger that
serves two main purposes: it tells you
there's something significantly wrong and
it gives you the energy to attempl Lo change
things', which is particularly useful in
relatiomships.

What you do when vou get angry deter-
mineswhai Potter-Efron describes as vour
anger style. Wemay rely on many different
stvles depending on the situation bul mosi
of us have developed preferences for a few
styles that we have continued 10 raly on since
childhood. A child whose parents taught
her never (o
(ight with her

siblings, for

likely Lo
become an adult who will avoid angerat afl
costs rather than expressher angry feclings
healihily. Potter-Efron’s study of angerhas
led him to identify 11 common outcomes,
or styles, divided into three calegorics:
chronic, masked and explosive.

Read on to find out which style you and
vour partner use, and, at the end, discover
how they work together.
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Anger is a messenger that tells
example, is  you something is wrong

Explosive anger styles

e Sudden

e Shame-basec
e Delberate

o Excitatory

Explosive styles manifest themselves in
‘acting out” by yelling and screaming.
explains Potter-Efron. ‘This may be
cathartic but can zap energy if it happens



too often. Two exploders will get into loud
arguments. In the extrome, explosive anger
can lead to violent aggression.”

Sudden types are impatient and
frustrated. Because they fall to recognise
the tell-tale signs of increasing anger, their
anger appears 1o come on quickly, and
leaves just as fast, if this is your partners
style, stay calm. Don't try to match their
anger with yours. ‘Once they calm down a
litthe, inform them that you won't respond
to them while they're acting that way,’
advises Potter-Efron

Many over-sensitive people have a
shame-based style. Past events or low sel-
esteem may be behind it; a flippant remark
about your partner's botched DIY job starts
a blazing row. Not a practical type, he's
always been sensitive about this subject
and feels insulted that you've brought this
up. He's ashamed. Rather than laugh it off,
he gets angrier, dredging up polsonous
remarks about your shortcomings

A promise of honesty

i your anger |s shame-basad, the next time
you feel angry, ask yourself, ‘What am |
ashamed of right now?’. "You might not feel
shame every time you get angry but it won't
hurt to ask yourself the guestion,’ says
Potter-Efron.

Deliberate types like to fly off the handie
as and when they feel like it - for power,
image or emotional control. Their anger is
exaggerated, often false. ‘People who use
deliberate anger know how powerful it s,
and sometimes find themselves enjoying
hurting someone else,’ says Potter-Efron
Managing dellberate anger takes honesty,
You have to make a promise to yoursel to
be honest in future, ‘it's not enough to
make a silerit promise to yourself,’ he says,
Put It In writing.

Excitatory types like the “thiill’ of an
argument and may seek out anger
opportunities. if your partner s deliberate
or excitatory, ‘stay calm and insist upon
addressing the issues rather than the
excitement’, says Potter-Efron.

COUPLES

Chronic anger styles
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Masked anger styles

e Avoidance
e Angsr tumed inwards

e Sneaky

‘People who have a masked anger style
don't realise they're angry and/or they
don't want to let other people know
they are angry,” says Potter-Efron,
‘Instead, the anger is suppressad for all
sorts of reesons. Those with masked
anger styles may have been brought up
thinking anger Is wrong or shameful,

or they fear the consequences of
revealing their true feelings.’

At a moderate level, anger turned
Inwards s a common styie. But for
some, it's always easier to get angry
with themselves - that way no ong
answers back — making the style
dangerously habitual and self-
destructive, By definition, this anger
style may be hard to recognise ina
partner but is often a symptom of
depression or anxiety, for which Potter-
Efron recommends counselling.

Sneaky types dislike taking advice or
guldance, hate being orderad arcund
and show their anger indirectly by the
things they don't do. ‘They don't say
no to people, they don't say yes
elther,' says Potter-Efron. "They don‘t
say anything at all, except maybe.’
Potter-Efron has observed many
sneaky types in relationships with a
dominating partner. Their ‘maybe’
attitude is the anly way they can

feal they have some control in the
relationship. But in the long term,
sneaks are isolated from their
partners, who lose respect for them
after years of being fobbed off. Sneaky
types can break the cycle by practising
to say, clearly, yes or no. Have o "yes/
no” fight with your partner, Potter-
Efron recommends. "You start with yes
and your partneér with no, Say yes as
many timas as you can. Then swap.
Ab=olutely no content allowed, just
say yas and no S0 you can get those
words firmiy planted in your brain.’

Fear of anger
Avoidance |s the most commaon
masked style. says Potter-Efron,
because our soclety is scared of anger
and chooses to view it as a disruptive
force that threatens law and order.
Nowhere is this more of a threat than
in owr refationships. While it can
sometimes be the healthy response,
adopting an anything-for-a-gquiet-ife
podicy can be harmful. in a relationship
of two avoiders, “things left unsald are
like ghosts', says Potter-Efron. "They |l
haunt the household until they are
dealt with honestly and openly.”
Avolders can change i they leam
to accept that anger is a normal
feeling. Becoming angry doesn't
make you a bad person but It's
important to be direct with your
partner, to request what you want
and stand up for yourself,
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