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Abstract 

 Family emotion literature usually focuses on emotions generally, or specific emotions 

(sadness), often using questionnaires with parents and young children. There is little research 

on anger, specifically, in families and how it is experienced by family members. This 

research aimed to investigate individuals’ lived experience of anger, and their experience of 

family member anger expression while growing up. Meaning obtained from their experiences 

is examined, considering anger-related beliefs and messages. As literature often interchanges 

‘anger’ with ‘aggression’, this study attempted to investigate anger as separate from 

aggression, while acknowledging that both constructs might co-occur.  

Six participants attended semi-structured interviews, and using Interpretative 

Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), multiple themes were developed from participant 

accounts. Main findings include the internal and external experience of anger, with perceived 

shifts in control, as well as physiological, cognitive, and behavioural components that support 

the proposed model. Individuals adopted a dynamic role in anger within the family, shaped 

by family messages. Additionally, anger was found to be confused with aggression, with 

aggression often viewed as acceptable when perceived as justified or as punishment. 

This study contributes to the anger literature by highlighting new phenomena 

experienced by participants, family anger dynamics, and the idea that individuals take on a 

dynamic role in family anger. Additionally, a model of anger – the Layers Model – is 

proposed, as a template for anger experience. This is the first known model of anger 

experience, which also attempts to differentiate anger from aggression, while acknowledging 

how these constructs fit amongst other possible ‘layers’ within the anger experience. This 

model offers a template for future anger research, but also has potential value in therapeutic 

settings with adults and children. Further suggestions on how this research and its findings 

are important to clinical practice and Counselling Psychology is addressed.  
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION 

Anger is recognised as a basic emotion (with happiness, surprise, sadness, fear, and 

disgust), occurring across all ages and cultures (Cavell & Malcolm, 2007; Ekman, 1999). 

However, the individual experience of anger is subjective (Gardner & Moore, 2008; 

Kassinove, 1995) and has no consistent definition in psychology literature (DiGiuseppe & 

Tafrate, 2007). Multiple similar words are used for anger (e.g., annoyance, irritation, 

frustration, hostility, impatience, ire, fury, rage, contempt, etc.) with little agreement on the 

distinction between them. 

Behavioural aggression sometimes accompanies anger, perhaps contributing to the 

perception that the two are interchangeable. Although the two may be interrelated, they are 

not one and the same (Krueger, 2014). In this sense, anger should be explored as a distinct 

emotion, regardless of whether aggression is present (Novaco, 1976; Russell, 2009). 

There is also disagreement about anger as a process, with associated physiologic, 

neurobiological, affective, cognitive, and behavioural components; verbal and nonverbal 

aspects; and conscious and unconscious realms (Etkin et al., 2015; Lindquist et al., 2015; 

Williams, 2017). Some of these are directly observable, others not. The sequence in which 

these various components appear is also debated. Some theorists believe that cognitive 

appraisal of the situation is necessary for anger to occur (Berkowitz, 1990; Berkowitz & 

Harmon-Jones, 2004; Quigley & Tedeschi, 1996; Smith & Kirby, 2004). Others claim that 

the first sign of anger is physiological or neurobiological activation (Lindquist et al., 2015; 

Mayne & Ambrose, 1999). To whatever extent the sequence of anger process matters, it may 

possibly be fluid, dynamic, and dependent on the context of the anger provocation. 

Families are primarily the first exposure to emotional experience, dealing with 

emotions of others, and learning how one’s emotions affect others (Fosco & Grych, 2012; 

Goleman, 1995). Although there is a wealth of family systems and other literature on 
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emotions such as sadness and anxiety, there is comparably little on anger (DiGiuseppe & 

Tafrate, 2007; Halberstadt et al., 2015; Konishi & Hymel, 2014; Saini, 2009). It would be 

helpful to better understand family messages around anger, since these beliefs carry into 

adulthood (Kerr & Schneider, 2007). 

Family anger research often uses parental observations of children’s anger (Cipriano 

& Stifter, 2010; Halberstadt et al., 2015; Kochanska et al., 2000; Walters & Brown, 1963). 

However, studies relying on parental perception (e.g., Calafati, 2013; Fabes & Eisenberg, 

1992; Risi et al., 2003) cannot directly assess the child’s internal experience; and young 

children do not verbally express anger like adults (Oolop et al., 2016). Rather than parental 

interpretations, it is possible that childhood experiences of anger might be better understood 

through memories of the child-turned-adult. One focus of this study involves adult memories 

and experiences of anger in the family, and how family anger messages are conveyed and 

processed. 

To the extent that anger emerges in therapy, Counselling Psychologists might benefit 

from further understanding of anger, including qualitative and quantitative, internal and 

expressive, and perceptual components of the anger process. Such understanding could also 

guide intervention (Sharkin, 1988), either as psychoeducation for clients or to help inform 

therapists and treatment plans. However, anger may not be considered “debilitating” until it 

manifests as outward aggression, even though internal anger can have a major impact on 

work, home, and life relationships (DiGiuseppe & Tafrate, 2007). Some consider anger a 

secondary emotion (Paivio, 1999), a defence, or tempered by other emotions (Kandel, 2012), 

sometimes prompting therapists to focus on peripheral aspects. Nevertheless, Novaco (1976) 

argues that anger should be explored as a primary emotion unto itself, even if not the main 

reason the client seeks therapy. Anger may offer potential advantages in the therapeutic 

alliance, as a form of verbal or nonverbal communication (Kandel, 2012); a window into 
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family contexts; a springboard to elicit change; a source to set boundaries and derive energy; 

and a reference point for development and differentiation (Blanck & Blanck, 1994; 

Greenspan, 1997). Understanding anger and its origins might help the client accept the 

experience, develop coping strategies, and reduce maladaptive responses. 

Yet many therapists find client anger difficult, especially when directed at them (Hill 

et al., 2003), as they might feel afraid, incompetent, or angry in return (Matsakis, 1998). This 

difficulty may also be related to negative social views of anger, fear of conflict or therapeutic 

rupture, and the challenge of uncovering the complexities of anger. Counselling 

Psychologists must understand anger in their own lives and in their reactions to clients 

(Surrey & Kramer, 2013) to prevent distance, lack of empathy, or defensive confrontation in 

therapeutic relationships. This may also be essential to better deal with transference and 

countertransference reactions, explore unconscious and conscious manifestations, and help 

clients formulate and mentalise their feelings. 

1.1 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

This current research aims to better understand the anger process; to explore how 

individuals identify, experience, and express it; and to consider the perceptual framework of 

anger that is developed around and influenced by upbringing, family members, and family 

relationships. Additionally, it aims to differentiate anger experience from aggressive 

behaviour. The perceived family context and family dynamics are central here, as a main 

focus of this research is to better understand how anger in the family is experienced, the 

meaning and beliefs around anger, and how these relate to individual experience of anger.  

These research goals are pursued through interviews with adult participants following 

a qualitative research format, applying Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) to the 

data. IPA allows in-depth exploration of participant experience, and has been used in similar 
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studies (e.g., Barber, 2018; Eatough et al., 2008). Primary research questions of this study 

are: 

● How do individuals experience anger, as separate from aggression? 

● How do individuals understand and experience the anger expression of individuals in 

their family? 

● What are contributing factors to how anger is experienced and expressed in an 

individual’s family of origin (as related to context and family dynamics)? 

From the findings, a unique model of anger experience will be proposed at the end of this 

paper to further add to the literature.  
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CHAPTER 2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

In this chapter, relevant anger literature is reviewed, including definitions of anger, 

experience of anger as an emotion, anger expression, and differentiating anger from 

aggression. Because this research also focuses on the individual’s family experience of anger, 

family emotion literature is addressed. Difficulties in anger research are discussed, including 

recent quantitative and qualitative anger studies, and how this area of research is important to 

Counselling Psychology. It is recognised that the literature on anger is vast, and a more 

comprehensive review of these topics is beyond the scope of this study.  

2.2 DEFINITIONS OF ANGER 

Although considered a universal basic emotion (Ekman, 1992; Mayne & Ambrose, 

1999), there is no consensus, clarity, or consistency in the definition of anger in the literature 

(Cox & Harrison, 2008). Some anger definitions could apply to any emotion, such as “a 

syndrome of relatively specific feelings, cognitions and physiological reactions” (Berkowitz 

& Harmon-Jones, 2004, p. 108). The definition by Oolup et al. (2016, p. 279), “an emotional 

state of arousal often resulting from social conditions encompassing threats,” could also 

describe fear. Others define anger by motivations it generates, such as retaliation (Berkowitz 

& Harmon-Jones, 2004; Sell, 2019), attacking others (Wilkowski & Robinson, 2008), 

withdrawing (Oolup et al. 2016), or overcoming obstacles in pursuit of goals (Lewis, 2010).  

Far more consensus exists on the emotional polarity of anger, considered a negative 

experience with energetic activation (Carver & Harmon-Jones, 2009). Opinions differ on 

anger provocation, including perception of danger, threat, or frustrating circumstances 

(Averill, 1983; Fabes & Eisenberg, 1992; Novaco, 1986); the violation of boundaries or 

limits (Tavris, 1989); interpersonal affront and unfair treatment (Anderson & Bushman, 
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2002); or goal blocking (Berkowitz & Harmon-Jones, 2004; Lewis et al., 1992; Stevick, 

1971). 

Anger differs from other ‘negative’ emotions (fear, sadness, disgust) by its 

characteristic approach-motivation responses (Carver & Harmon-Jones, 2009), mobilising 

energy towards confrontation, aggression, or assertion of control (Kandel, 2012; Vaillant, 

1997). No other emotion uses the functional preposition “at” – we are angry at someone – 

emphasising the more confrontational nature of anger. Eatough et al. (2008) state that anger is 

“intentional,” directed “at someone or something” (p. 1768). But like other negative 

emotional states (e.g., fear, disgust), anger may also lead to avoidance or withdrawal 

(Kashdan et al., 2016; Watson et al., 1999). Ironically, the approach-motivation aspect makes 

anger similar to happiness. Darwin likened anger and joy, as the two emotions that elicit 

energetic movement (Lewis, 2010). 

Although interchanged in the literature with frustration, conflict, hostility, rage, and 

aggression, anger is considered a separate entity (Laing et al., 2019; Segall et al., 1990), 

though it can be related to these other terms (Berkowitz & Harmon-Jones, 2004). For 

example, rage (fury), sometimes considered an extreme form of anger (Ekman, 2003), has 

different developmental antecedents (Hall, 2009; Panksepp & Biven, 2012), and is thought to 

be more primitive, intense, dysphoric, rapidly emergent, less specifically directed, more 

rapidly linked to aggression (Williams, 2017), and may be poorly modified by cognitive 

processing or socio-cultural inputs (Lewis, 2010; Williams, 2017). Given these differences, 

the terms rage or fury are not equated with anger in this study. 

2.3 ANGER VERSUS AGGRESSION 

The emotion of anger is usually perceived from its outward expression. Despite 

literature acknowledgment that anger is distinct from aggression (e.g., Kassinove, 1995), the 

terms are still used interchangeably in studies that purportedly focus on anger feelings, but 
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actually measure aggressive behaviours (e.g., Avci & Gucray, 2010; Choi & Murdock, 2017; 

Glancy & Saini, 2005; Hamama & Arazi, 2012; Muris et al., 2004; Snyder et al., 2003; 

Strayer & Roberts, 2004). Anger research often relies on quantitative methods, using Likert-

type scales, combining anger, aggression, hostility, and similar constructs into an “anger 

score.” However, in conflating the terms “anger” and “aggression,” these scales do not clarify 

the anger experience itself (Eatough et al., 2008). It is generally deduced that one is 

aggressive, therefore one must be angry; and when one is angry, one becomes aggressive. 

Therefore, anger and aggression are functionally the same. However, inductive observations 

may guide us differently: many people feel anger, but not all of these culminate in aggressive 

behaviour; and not all aggressive behaviour is generated from anger. Therefore, anger and 

aggression must be separate and distinct. 

There is more consensus on what constitutes aggression, usually characterised as 

energetic actions or behaviour motivated by anger (Carver & Harmon-Jones, 2009; Glancy & 

Saini, 2005), with intent to confront, hurt or damage (Wilkowski & Robinson, 2008). Anger 

motivates aggression; but aggression, in turn, may trigger anger (Novaco, 2016; Silvia, 

2009). 

This focus on confrontational behaviour disregards aggression in other forms 

(Eatough et al., 2008), including passive or avoidant manifestations such as gossip, social 

exclusion, bullying, ignoring, avoiding, spreading false rumours, sarcasm, and abusive or 

manipulative messaging (Bjorkqvist & Niemela, 1992; Coyne et al., 2020; Cross et al., 2009; 

Owens et al., 2000).  

On the other hand, aggression may not be associated with anger (Novaco, 2016). 

Though sometimes used as anger outlets, goal-driven physical competition or killing an 

animal for food are not necessarily associated with anger. Actors may perform with external 

signs of aggression, not motivated by actual internal anger. One might also use aggression to 
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gain control, without feeling (or being aware of) anger (Garnder & Moore, 2008). In this 

way, aggression may be practiced, conditioned, or goal-oriented as a behavioural means to an 

end, detached to some extent from the feeling of anger itself. In the therapeutic space, this 

dissociation of expression from emotion can be problematic, in that “anger” is just a word if 

genuine feeling is not present (Davanloo, 1995). 

Aggressive behaviour is also culturally and socially nuanced and influenced (Segall et 

al., 1990). What is considered aggression in one culture may not be in another (Hareli et al., 

2015), and may also vary based on gender norms (Fabiansson & Denson, 2016; Fischer et al., 

2004; Gong et al., 2018). Anticipated punishment or consequences, empathy, values, and 

perceptions may be modulated by cultural rules, mores and norms, and influence the 

individual response to anger (Ekman & Friesen, 1971; Matsumoto et al., 2008). 

There is clinical and societal concern about violent and costly consequences arising 

from aggression, resulting in anger labelled as a bad emotion (Stearns & Stearns, 1986). At 

the heart of this may be the perceived inseparable relationship between aggression and anger, 

perpetuating negative biases towards anger as an emotion. Expressing anger through 

aggression may be more expected. Communicating anger, if only to help process it and dispel 

aggression, may be socially difficult. Focusing on overt aggressive behaviour ignores the 

complex process leading up to it; and also ignores other anger-related behaviour, such as 

passive aggression (Schanz et al., 2021), which can significantly disrupt social interactions 

and relationships on a daily basis (Kantor, 2002). 

2.4 EXPRESSION OF ANGER 

It is proposed here, and claimed by others (DiGiuseppe & Tafrate, 2007; Kemper, 

1987), that anger experience is an internal phenomenon. By contrast, expressions of anger are 

numerous, variable, and usually perceived externally, including verbal (feelings 
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communicated), nonverbal (feelings perceived), and voluntary or involuntary expression 

(Cummings, Vogel, et al., 1989; DiGiuseppe & Tafrate, 2007; Krueger, 2014).  

Along these lines, Geltner (2013) differentiates cognitive communication (words and 

thoughts) from emotional communication (tone, gesture, silence, posture, facial expressions, 

etc., often evoking emotion in others). Verbal and nonverbal anger expressions may be 

perceived, interpreted, or misinterpreted at conscious or unconscious levels (Axtell, 1991; 

Morrison & Conaway, 2006; Segall et al., 1990). Perception of internal anger particularly 

depends on the ability to recognise nonverbal cues (Kenyon et al., 2012).  

Acceptability of anger expression may be influenced by culture (Elfenbein & 

Ambady, 2002; Schema et al., 2015). In individualistic Western societies, anger expression is 

expected, even if poorly tolerated (Earley & Gibson, 1998). The assumption seems to be that 

anger lets itself out; and suppressing anger can negatively affect close relationships (Butler et 

al., 2007), and may relate to depression, relational distance, negative outlook, and anxiety 

(Kitamura & Hasui, 2006; Suchday & Larkin, 2001). In more collectivist East Asian 

societies, sublimating anger may be more adaptive, and socially valued for maintaining 

community harmony (Chen et al., 2020; Ford & Mauss, 2015; Su et al., 2015). Culture can 

determine the context of a word or gesture. For example, sarcasm may be interpreted as 

aggression or humour, depending on cultural outlook (Blasko et al., 2021; Bowes & Katz, 

2011; Dynel, 2009; Seckman & Couch, 1989; Tabacaru & Lemmens, 2014). 

Anger expression is multi-faceted, associated with physiological responses, cognitive 

thoughts and fantasies, and other emotions; and generating a complex range of motor, active, 

passive, verbal, and nonverbal behaviours (DiGiuseppe & Tafrate, 2007; Sharkin, 1988). 

Anger expression has been broken down into varying components (physiological, cognitive, 

affective, verbal, and motor), dimensions (intensity, frequency, duration, direction), and 

motivators (cause, intention, actions, functions, goals; Sharkin, 1988). It characteristically 
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generates and directs motivational energy towards approach, avoidance, or rumination; and 

includes variably interactive affective, physical, cognitive, and behavioural activity (Cox & 

Harrison, 2008; Lindquist et al, 2012; Spielberger et al., 1983; Williams, 2017). These 

interacting phenomena contribute to difficulties in investigating, categorising, and 

understanding anger expression. 

As anger-related aggression is widely perceived as negative, acknowledging any 

positive features may be poorly viewed (Eid & Diener, 2001). Yet anger may be “adaptive” 

in some contexts (Segall et al., 1990), prompting concentrated effort, problem solving, 

alertness, and determination (Harmon-Jones et al., 2010; Lewis, 2010). Early anger towards a 

blocked goal is related to later persistence and determination in children (Lewis, 2010), and 

may help to increase assertiveness and overcome social anxiety (Tavris, 1989). Anger can 

energise and motivate through socially positive outlets, such as sports (Robazza & Bortoli, 

2007; Ruiz & Hanin, 2011). In these cases, anger expression helps achieve a positive goal 

and is more tolerated (Netzer et al., 2015). Butler et al. (2018) challenge the belief that anger 

expression is interpersonally destructive (Gottman, 1994), instead arguing that anger, when 

interactively discussed, is indispensable in fostering change, healing, and forgiveness in close 

relationships. On a larger scale, anger can generate change and progress (Laing et al., 2019; 

Potegal et al., 2010), and may become a generating force in social justice and socio-political 

movements (e.g., Halperin et al., 2011; Whitebrook, 2013) – for example, the Black Lives 

Matter movement, or the MeToo Movement. 

2.5 THE EXPERIENCE OF ANGER 

Anger as an internal experience is poorly characterised, possibly because it is difficult 

to verbalise, and words may not even exist to sufficiently describe it (Russell, 2009). Novaco 

(2016) discusses a duality to anger, at once eruptive, destructive, consuming, and powerful; 
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and yet energising, empowering, and relieving; but some of these features are manifested 

through its expression (Spielberger et al., 1983). 

Physiological arousal is widely considered part of the anger experience, including 

cardiovascular (e.g., flushing, increased heart rate and blood pressure), endocrine (e.g., 

sweating and norepinephrine surges), muscular (e.g., clenched fists, set jaw, frowning), 

limbic (e.g., fight/flight, memory, mood), autonomic and central nervous systems 

(Fabiansson & Denson, 2016; Novaco, 2016). 

Though controversial, anger may be conceptualised as a negatively polarised and 

intensely activating emotion, distinct from its expression, and influenced by acute situational 

and contextual triggers, long-term shameful or traumatic memories, and volatility of self-

perception or external outlook (Russell, 2009). 

Intense anger sometimes needs control, either through regulation of emotion, or 

alteration of expression (Laing et al., 2019). Two common control strategies in the literature 

focus on antecedent and response (Gross, 1998): cognitive reappraisal, changing situation 

interpretation to ostensibly alter the emotion (Mauss et al., 2007); or suppression, altering or 

hiding emotion-triggered facial expression or behaviour (Chen et al., 2020). Though these 

methods alter or sublimate anger, it is unclear if the internal anger experience is ‘resolved’.  

Most studies on anger are quantitative, reliant on measures like the State-Trait Anger 

Expression Inventory (Spielberger, 1999), or other similar questionnaires (e.g., Buss & Perry, 

1992; Knight et al., 1985; Novaco, 1975; Van Goozen et al., 1994). Although these measures 

may demonstrate consistency, they do not necessarily elucidate the internal anger experience, 

and sometimes equate, in scores and scalar questions, anger with aggression (Dodge & Coie, 

1987; Mayne & Ambrose, 1999; Spielberger et al., 1988; Wilkowski & Robinson, 2008).  

Another common method of anger measurement involves facial expression 

recognition in photos (e.g.,Becker et al., 2011; Calvo & Marrero, 2009; Ekman et al., 1987; 
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Lo & Cheng, 2017; Mayne & Ambrose, 1999; Ohrmann et al., 2007). However, particular 

facial expressions may not universally or cross-culturally convey anger (Clore et al., 1993); 

and photos cannot transmit nuances or other non-verbal cues (Sears et al., 2014). Other 

measures include attentional/reaction-time tasks, emotional Stroop tasks, recalling angry 

memories, presenting hypothetical situations, or attempting to induce anger through films, 

music or video games (e.g., Chajut et al., 2010; Doob & Climie, 1972; Kuhn et al., 2019; 

Kuppens et al., 2007; Netzer et al., 2015; Smith & Waterman, 2005). Although these may 

help to understand how anger impacts individual functioning, they do not fully capture the 

experience of anger. 

There are strengths in quantitative anger research, but it struggles to capture the 

internal, dynamic and relational aspects of anger. Hypothetical situations may be realistic, but 

it still may be difficult for participants to imagine their response if they had no prior 

experience with the situation; and the anger triggers are contrived, not necessarily tapping 

into or activating authentic internal experience (DiGiuseppe & Tafrate, 2007). As Eatough et 

al. (2008) point out, by quantifying anger experiences, it is not possible to understand the 

meaning of anger for individuals, or how situational factors impact the experience or 

responses related to anger. It has been suggested that research in this area move beyond the 

sole use of scales (Averill, 1983; Eckhardt et al., 2004). As Eatough and Smith (2006b) state, 

“being angry is an experience which is lived through the body” (p. 494) and cannot be fully 

captured by quantitative measures alone, as only the person living in that body can explain 

and make sense of their own experience. On some level, anger experience needs to be 

communicated and defined by the individual. 

2.6 ANGER AND ATTACHMENT 

Attachment and attunement in family of origin impacts experiences of anger from 

childhood, and can resonate into adulthood (Bowlby, 1973). Infants and toddlers mirror 
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caregiver emotions, and caregivers respond to and label these emotions, offering physical 

comfort. Infants learn from parent-child attunement to up- or down-regulate emotion, using 

internal and external information, including facial expressions, gestures, tone of voice, or 

avoidance (Perry et al., 1990; Wallin, 2007). Bowlby (1988) hypothesised that repeated 

threats of rejection by a caregiver lead to intense anger in the child, which can be later 

directed at others, or impart long-term feelings of shame (Hill, 2015). 

As language and executive functioning skills develop, preschool-age children learn to 

communicate and understand emotions, and apply problem-solving and coping skills 

(Eisenberg & Morris, 2002). In some studies, adolescents with insecure attachment styles 

display higher levels of anger and hostility than those classified as securely attached (Kidd & 

Sheffield, 2005; Kobak et al., 1993; Muris et al., 2004; Zimmerman, 2004). Securely-

attached individuals are more likely to focus on adaptive problem-solving with the provoking 

person, expressing anger in a controlled and non-aggressive manner (Mikulincer, 1998), or 

using coping skills to down-regulate the anger (Gross, 2007).  

2.7 FAMILY ROLES AND EMOTION 

Psychological functioning in adults is often related to early family experiences and 

relationships (Clark & Phares, 2004). Family dynamics influence one’s ability to maintain 

relationships with others, as well as regulate emotions (Bowen, 1978). Children’s experience 

and expression of emotion is developed within these early family relationships (Fosco & 

Grych, 2012), and affect how they deal with and express emotions later in life (Halberstadt & 

Eaton, 2003). Observational learning theories suggest that children learn implicitly about 

emotional responses and strategies from their parents, and then internalise and apply these 

strategies in their own emotional experiences later on (DiGiunta et al., 2020).  

Several factors seem to play a role in emotional learning, including how parents 

respond to children’s emotions, parenting styles, family emotional climate, and the 
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functioning of the parental relationship (Thompson & Meyer, 2007). Children learn about 

emotions from verbal parental messages, watching parents handle their own emotions, and 

how parents treat emotional displays of their children (Goleman, 1995).  

Children whose parents teach about emotions have greater emotional knowledge 

(Denham & Kochanoff, 2002). Gottman and DeClaire (1997) identified four different 

parenting styles that affect how children express emotions: 1) Emotion coaches, who 

encourage and validate emotions, and help children learn about and cope with emotions; 2) 

Emotion dismissing, who find children’s emotions uncomfortable and discourage them; 3) 

Emotion disapproving, who are critical and punitive towards negative emotions; and 4) 

Laissez-faire, who believe emotion just needs to be released, but do not guide children’s 

emotions. Parents who used emotional coaching but dismissed negative emotions seemed to 

have children with lower emotional dysregulation (Lunkenheimer et al., 2007); but these 

children might simply have learned to hide their emotional states (Dunsmore et al., 2009). 

Children of emotion disapproving parents ended up lacking a strong sense of identity 

(Schwartz et al., 2006).  

Starting around age two, children progressively differentiate themselves from parental 

figures, realising they have their own thoughts and emotions (Dunn, 1993; Kopp, 1982; 

Skowron et al., 2010). Bowen (1978) suggests that those who are better self-differentiated are 

less emotionally reactive and have a better sense of individual identity. The frequency or 

intensity of parental positive and negative expressions can create patterns and “rules” around 

experiencing and expressing emotions (Halberstadt, 1991).  

Mothers are usually more emotionally expressive (Halberstadt et al., 1995). They may 

spend more time with their young children, provide more frequent emotional support (Fosco 

& Grych, 2012), offer more predictable emotional expression (Parke & McDowell, 1998), 

and help children recognise and fine-tune emotional cues (Dunsmore et al., 2009). Stronger 
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self-efficacy beliefs about anger regulation in mothers are related to less anger and irritability 

in their adolescent children; but this was not found for fathers, who might be less emotionally 

available (DiGiunta et al., 2020). 

 Although less research exists on fathers, they can display more non-supportive 

responses, and are more likely than mothers to dismiss, minimise or punish their children’s 

negative emotion (Eisenberg et al., 1996; Nelson et al., 2009). Perhaps this is partially related 

to fathers’ past familial outlook (e.g., ‘emotions show weakness’; Wong et al., 2006). 

Emotionally supportive fathers are associated with better emotional regulation in their 

children (Fosco & Grych, 2012). There seems to be a connection between fathers’ emotional 

socialisation (i.e., how one understands, expresses, and self-regulates emotions), and 

children’s emotional competence (McDowell & Parke, 2005). This may especially influence 

sons, as males report similarities with fathers in emotional expression (Gabb, 2009). Males 

who reported feeling close to fathers expressed anger in a less hostile manner (DiGiunta et 

al., 2020; Kerns & Stevens, 1996).  

Although family systems literature emphasises the influence of siblings on emotional 

regulation of family relationships, siblings are not often considered in studies on family 

emotion (Fosco & Grych, 2012; Halberstadt et al., 2015). Consideration might also be given 

to other family members, such as grandparents. All family members, individually and 

combined, may conceivably have a long-term impact on the individual’s emotional 

expression and regulation. 

2.8 ANGER IN FAMILIES 

Multiple studies assert that anger is influenced by familial factors, such as attachment 

or parenting styles (e.g., Gardner & Moore, 2008; Grunbaum et al., 1997). In systemic 

literature, anger is viewed as a relational process within family environments (Procter & 

Dallos, 2007). Individuals affect, and are affected by, other individuals (Hedges, 2005), and 
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this concept of feedback is particularly important in families. People co-create meaning from 

the daily fast-evolving interactions with other family members, responding to others based on 

perceived intentions with mutually-constructed patterns of action (Dallos & Draper, 2015). 

Patterns of communication that is fed back into the system (feedback loops) can be negative, 

maintaining stability yet minimising change; or positive, facilitating change or movement 

towards growth but destabilising the unit.  

When it comes to anger expression, patterns of anger expression or response can lead 

to escalation within family settings (Ferrar et al., 2022; Procter & Dallos, 2007). For 

example, one person’s anger expressed verbally towards another person might escalate into 

an argument or physical aggression. Other family members may react in certain ways, either 

escalating or deescalating the emotional event in an attempt to return the family to 

homeostasis.  

Anger can maintain, change, or terminate family relationships (Campos et al., 1994), 

and how anger is dealt with in family interactions influences anger expression (Carpenter & 

Halberstadt, 2000). Fewer studies explore the development, experience, and perception of 

anger in family members (Cummings et al., 2002; Kestenbaum, 2018; Nixon & Watson, 

2001; Van Lissa et al., 2019).  

Only a handful of anger-related studies have assessed retrospective childhood 

perceptions and memories of parents by adult participants (e.g., Clark & Phares, 2004; 

Dunsmore & Smallen, 2001; Houston & Vavak, 1991). These studies are primarily 

quantitative and measure specific family factors, such as parental acceptance and control, 

parenting styles, or identifying emotions. Halberstadt et al. (2015) investigated dyadic 

responses to anger between children and parents, asking three Likert-type scale questions 

measuring numerical frequency, duration, and intensity of anger. This format did not allow 

participants to further relate the experience of anger, and the roles of other family members in 
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anger expression were not considered. Kashani et al. (1995) asked child inpatients to rate 

their anger (and other emotions) using questionnaires. These were then compared with other 

questionnaire results, measuring perceptions of family support, family adaptability and 

cohesion, and family strengths. Although the focus was on family dynamics, emotional 

expression was not emphasised; the children were not asked about the anger of other family 

members; and the quantitative measures did not account for behavioural or physiological 

aspects of anger.  

Most qualitative studies do not address anger perceptions in close family members, or 

the impact this might have on the individual’s anger experience. Yet anger experiences begin 

in childhood, and in family environments. In order to more comprehensively study and 

understand anger experience and expression, it seems one must understand anger origins and 

development. Overwhelmingly, anger expression is forged in families. Given that individuals 

usually feel secure expressing anger in close family relationships (Eatough et al., 2008), it 

would make sense that anger may be better understood by exploring individual, interpersonal, 

and group experiences that shape how anger is felt, understood, and expressed by family 

members. 

2.9 PREVIOUS QUALITATIVE RESEARCH ON ANGER 

Few studies to date have investigated the experience of anger using a qualitative 

approach (e.g., Barber, 2018; Eatough & Smith, 2006a, 2006b; Eatough et al., 2008; Yorke & 

Dallos, 2015). One recent qualitative study explores “problematic anger” in the experiences 

of six young men (Barber, 2018). Three main themes were identified: impact of anger on 

sense of agency and physical sensations; how anger affects self-concept, loss of control, and 

sense of responsibility for actions; and how one attempts to regain composure. These themes 

highlight the dynamic, subjective, and self-conceptual features of the anger experience. 
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Yorke and Dallos (2015) investigated the meaning of anger for 10 young male 

offenders, using an IPA approach and semi-structured interviews. The experience of anger 

was similar among the 10 participants, described as ‘stress’ building beyond their control, 

with feelings of disempowerment and vulnerability. However, anger itself could render a 

sense of transient power and control. Although not a focus of the study, participants were also 

asked about expressions of anger in close family members. Participants who had been violent 

offenders seemed to believe that anger was part of a “repetitive, generational 

cycle...inherited” (p. 130) from family members. They also highlighted anger duality in 

personal, interpersonal and cultural areas, where anger can both attract and repel, and be 

related to both reward and punishment. For example, feelings of disempowerment could lead 

one to react with anger in an empowering way, to confront problems, confer protection, and 

shore up self-esteem (Yorke & Dallos, 2015).  

Eatough, Smith, and Shaw (2008) explored the subjective experience of anger in five 

women, and how anger-related aggression is used in certain contexts. The focus was on forms 

of aggression; but also addressed were subjective and bodily experience during anger, the 

strategies behind aggression, and perceptions of injustice or unfairness. Anger was often 

present with other feelings, such as helplessness, powerlessness, sadness, guilt, and fear. 

Crying often accompanied anger, related to overwhelming emotion that could not be 

expressed. The authors highlight the lack of empirical research investigating anger alongside 

other emotions, aside from a few studies considering anger with guilt (e.g., Ackerman et al., 

1984).  

Two studies by Eatough and Smith (2006a, 2006b) explored the experience of anger 

in a single case study. One (2006a) focused on meaning-making behind anger and aggression. 

Different social and cultural perceptions influenced this meaning, including the ideas that her 

aggression could be due to ‘hormones,’ and could be ‘treated.’ Although not the main focus 
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of the study, the participant mentioned how her anger and aggression play out with her 

mother, partner, and child. The authors suggest that her concept of the early anger 

relationship with her mother influenced anger and aggression towards her partner and child.  

The other article (Eatough & Smith, 2006b) used descriptions from the same 

participant, to focus on understanding anger experience as perceived by the individual. She 

describes physical signs of anger (i.e., ‘trembling,’ ‘hot,’ ‘tearful’; p. 488) as well as the 

consuming nature, feeling as if she turns into an “irrational uncivilised animalistic being” (p. 

489). Her anger is described as an intense force, “the rage,” that comes on suddenly and 

escalates, often leading to aggression. During anger, she experiences time as slowing down, 

and she loses sense of time (p.489). Her thoughts, emotions, and behaviours seem separate 

from her. The authors mention her anger as ‘follow[ing] a path’ (p. 490) from talk (verbalised 

behaviour) to physical violence, which might be avoided if she chooses to walk away from 

the conflict. Attempts at controlling or suppressing her anger leads to ‘intense frustration’ (p. 

492). She finds ‘partial release’ in crying or withdrawing, which the authors consider 

suppression of anger. 

One recent qualitative study investigated the experience of anger in individuals with 

multiple sclerosis (MS; Laing et al., 2019). This study employed IPA methodology with 20 

participants, from 34 to 63 years. Participants were asked about their experience with MS 

initially, but then asked to give examples of recent times when they felt angry, who or what 

they tended to get angry at, and how they dealt with anger generally. Though focused on 

anger, participant accounts repeatedly mentioned anxiety and fear. Anger seemed to draw in 

co-emotions with prolonged illness, possibly reflecting the torment of ongoing vulnerability. 

Though qualitative findings are not necessarily meant to be generalised, they help 

highlight how anger contributes to difficulties in social situations and relationships, 

prompting some individuals to seek support.  
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2.10 IMPORTANCE OF ANGER IN COUNSELLING PSYCHOLOGY 

Angry people may be less inclined to seek therapy, and more inclined to terminate 

therapy early (Erwin et al., 2003). They often fail to acknowledge their own anger, desiring to 

change those who are targets of their anger (DiGiuseppe & Tafrate, 2007). Others who 

struggle to modulate anger often have difficulty asserting themselves, and come to therapy 

for relationship problems (Saini, 2009). 

Anger in individuals who do seek treatment is often viewed through a pathologic lens, 

attributed to pre-existing diagnoses (e.g., PTSD, Bipolar Disorder, Social Anxiety, Major 

Depressive Disorder; Benazzi, 2003; Erwin et al., 2003; Gardner & Moore, 2008; Murphy et 

al., 2004). Individuals can be labelled with an “anger disorder”’ even when anger is related to 

episodic life events such as trauma, grief, or poor health (Burstow, 1992; Healey et al., 2019; 

Kitzinger & Kitzinger, 2014).  

Counselling Psychology de-emphasises the pathologising of emotional responses 

(Kitzinger & Kitzinger, 2014). As Tavris (1989) states, “anger is not a disease with a single 

cause; it is a process, a transaction, a way of communicating” (p. 19), and therefore relational 

in nature. Novaco (2016) views “anger dysregulation” as the lack of control of anger 

activation, expression, and experience – in other words, the struggle with understanding and 

managing the anger process, which in itself is not abnormal. Therapy can help to normalise 

anger as an emotional experience, identify triggers or causes, help the client become aware of 

how they appraise situations, and teach anger regulation strategies.  

Even so, anger is challenging and complex. It can be expressed actively or passively, 

with or without aggression. It can be a coping strategy, used manipulatively, or displaced 

towards another person (Anderson et al., 1998; Baron & Bell, 1975; Schema et al., 2015). 

One may be unaware of related physiological, cognitive, and behavioural reactions (Mayne & 

Ambrose, 1999). It may be associated with other difficulties such as eating disorders, PTSD, 
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domestic abuse, health conditions, depression, grief, impulsive risk-taking behaviour and 

accidents (Fox & Power, 2009; Deffenbacher et al., 2003; Mayne & Ambrose, 1999; Oolup et 

al., 2016; Schema et al., 2015; World Health Organisation, 2019). Anger expression may be 

influenced by subjective outlook, situational context, and personal and cultural background. 

Feeling ignored, insignificant, disappointed, or not receiving attention one desires can result 

in anger (Calafati, 2013). Anger that is blocked, repressed, or defended against may trigger 

shame, guilt, anxiety, fear, or depression (Oolup et al., 2016; Tavris, 1989). Though clients 

may enter therapy with a particular focus, underlying anger may interfere with relationships, 

manifest as guilt or self-criticism, or perpetuate their presenting problem (Biaggio & Godwin, 

1987; Whelton & Greenberg, 2005). 

Anger expression arising within therapy can make the client-therapist relationship 

challenging (Pascual-Leone et al., 2013). Anger may be triggered in clients who perceive the 

therapist as incongruent, incorrectly interpreting or minimising their situation, or not being 

direct (Dalenberg, 2004; Hill et al., 2003). Therapists receiving anger may become aware of 

their own anger (Saini, 2009), which may lead to emotional distance, withdrawal, loss of trust 

or openness, and less communication (Schema et al., 2015; Surrey & Kramer, 2013). A core 

objective is to help clients recognise and accept their own anger (Deffenbacher, 2011), while 

still feeling validated by the therapist (Greenberg, 2014). When therapists display empathy 

and discuss anger more directly, clients generally report more satisfaction (Dalenberg, 2004). 

However, emotional validation may also cause anger in some clients (Oolup et al., 2016). 

This complexity requires that therapists work with anger in a nuanced, versatile, and 

adjustable way, helping clients become aware of anger, communicate underlying feelings, 

and explore deeper and vulnerable emotional processes and defences (Mayne & Ambrose, 

1999; Oolup et al., 2016; Pascual-Leone et al., 2013). The early internal cues of anger may 

initially evoke empathy from others. Awareness of these cues, and techniques to improve 
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communication skills during anger, can help clients express themselves more effectively in 

relationships and social settings (Fabiansson & Denson, 2016). This may ultimately foster 

and improve empathy and relationships (Baron-Cohen, 2012). 

It is through the therapeutic relationship that clients may learn to have healthier 

relationships, which involves a healthy internal “relationship” with anger itself. By exploring 

anger and related emotions, clients might be able to gain a better understanding of feelings 

and emotionally process their experience (Diamond et al., 2016). A clearer understanding of 

anger (the emotion) may help therapeutic interventions to offset destructive consequences of 

aggression (the behaviour).  

 It is proposed here that therapy focused on anger expression must consider the 

various conscious and unconscious layers of anger response, including the core emotional 

experience, physiological activation, cognitive responses, defences, voluntary and 

involuntary behaviour, interactive and interpersonal behaviour, and aggressive acts. Therapy 

may help individuals recognise the internal activation of anger, the cues triggering this 

activation, the tendency to interpret situations with anger-driven context, the family origins of 

this process, its impact on daily life, and its effect on others. Therapy may also challenge 

problematic thought processes, objectify situations and contexts, help clients evaluate and 

tolerate emotions, increase clients’ empathy towards the emotions of others, and decrease 

expressions of anger that are maladaptive to relationships or intentionally aggressive.  

2.11 PREVIOUS THEORETICAL MODELS OF ANGER 

To understand how the anger process unfolds, and in what order, might arguably 

influence investigation towards modulation of anger and prevention of aggression. Previous 

models usually focus on one aspect of anger, one methodological perspective (e.g., 

physiological, neurobiological, cognitive-behavioural, psychodynamic, etc.), or the observed 
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anger process through one methodologic lens. So far, there are no comprehensive models of 

anger experience. 

Authors disagree about the “first” influence in anger activation, whether it be 

neurobiological cues, emotion perception, physiological changes, or cognitive appraisal 

(Izard, 1993). Cognitive-behaviourists argue that cognitive appraisal happens first after 

negative stimuli, triggering physiological changes (e.g., Ellis, 1973; Lazarus, 1991), and 

directing the emotional perception of anger (Kassinove & Tafrate, 2002; Lazarus & Smith, 

1988). Appraisal is considered necessary to determine what emotion to feel (Kassinove, 

1995), with behavioural responses occurring later (Gardner & Moore, 2008). Presumably, 

this process is influenced by previous experiences, assumptions, expectations, individual 

traits, self-evaluation, and biases. One recent model of anger (Wilkowski & Robinson, 2008) 

considers how cognitive processes influence anger and the reactive aggression that may 

follow. The main tenets of most cognitive-behavioural models are: cognition (e.g., appraisal) 

is necessary for anger to occur; thoughts of anger, grounded in cognitive assumptions, can be 

realigned to avoid maladaptive behaviour; and avoidance of maladaptive behaviour may 

further reduce anger.  

However, some disagree that cognitive appraisal is necessary to trigger anger 

(Fabiansson & Denson, 2016). It is argued that sudden and clearly aversive stimuli (e.g., 

sudden pain or attack) may alone trigger anger (i.e., the “fight reflex”), followed closely by 

appraisal (Berkowitz & Harmon-Jones, 2004; Blair, 2012). Active appraisal might also be 

bypassed, for example, with unconscious priming of anger from prior negative experience 

(Lerner & Tiedens, 2006), making anger activation and experience seemingly more automatic 

(Berkowitz, 1990). Models which inform cognitive-behavioural therapy (CBT), may not fully 

capture the triggering, initial experience, and complex unfolding of anger process; potentially 
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contributing to mixed evidence of efficacy (Andrews & Bonta, 2003; Beck & Fernandez, 

1998; Cox & Harrison, 2008; Gardner, & Moore, 2008). 

 Other models suggest that sensory perception triggers physiological and emotional 

arousal first, which then triggers cognitive appraisal, which finally generates anger (Frijda, 

2005; Lazarus, 1982). Some theorists believe that angry feelings follow specific 

physiological responses to adverse stimuli (Lange & James, 1922; Sinha et al., 1992; Zajonc 

et al., 1989). Others argue that physiological arousal is simultaneous with feelings of anger 

(Bard, 1928; Cannon, 1927; Weisfeld & Goetz, 2013). It has also been argued that 

physiological arousal and anger arise before cognitive processing (Berkowitz, 1990; Yip & 

Schweitzer, 2019; Zajonc, 1980).  

Neurobiological models of anger usually focus on brain activation, and there is no 

clear consensus on details or how they correlate to the anger process (Lindquist et al., 2012). 

The Valence Model suggests that emotions are processed in the prefrontal anterior brain and 

are based either in the left or right cerebral hemisphere (Ehrlichman & Barrett, 1983). Anger, 

considered to have negative polarity, was expected to show activation in the right anterior 

region, but was paradoxically found to activate the left anterior region (Harmon-Jones & 

Allen, 1998). It is increasingly clear that anger, compared to all other emotions, is an outlier, 

first activated from the right amygdala (Lindquist et al., 2012), but then activated mainly in 

the left frontal cortex (linked to sustained and detail-oriented functions), and variably 

suppressed or modified in the right anterior cortex (Cox & Harrison, 2008; Lindquist et al., 

2012). To add to the complexity, all four portions of the brain may have a role in the 

perception, experience, and expression of anger (Cox & Harrison, 2008). None of these 

regions are specific to anger, and brain mapping cannot in itself structurally define or isolate 

the experience of anger (Lindquist et al., 2012). 
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Using any model which is heavily focused on one aspect, without considering how 

others may fit in, produces inconsistency and oversimplification in the understanding of 

anger experience (Martin et al., 1999). The ongoing debate over which component occurs 

‘first’ is framed, in part, on the desired pre-eminence of the proposed methodological 

perspective. Given how rapidly anger can be triggered, this debate may be irrelevant, in the 

sense that many mechanisms may be activated almost simultaneously. While physiologic, 

neurobiological, and cognitive-behavioural models all have importance, they are limited in 

scope, integration, consistency, and most importantly, do not focus on anger as an individual 

experience. Theories that consider the individual anger experience may also downplay 

interpersonal influences (Procter & Dallos, 2007). Cox and Harrison (2008) argue for the 

creation of a model from a systems perspective, recognising that models of any one 

component of anger are countered in the literature, do not necessarily integrate with other 

components, do not account for the range of anger experience and expression that is reported, 

and do not clarify the complexity of anger.  

2.12 THE PRESENT RESEARCH 

This current research employs a qualitative method to better understand the internal 

experience of anger, its external expressions, and how anger expression in other family 

members is perceived. Observable expressions of anger might be suppressed more than the 

internal experience (Halberstadt et al., 2015; Rasbash et al., 2011). It is, therefore, important 

to address the internal experience of anger, inviting individuals to reflect on how they feel 

and make sense of their own anger, and also how they observe and experience the anger 

expressions of those in their families. 

It is proposed, for the purposes of this study, that anger is defined as a cross-

culturally universal emotion, triggered by a negative or offending stimulus, which 

energetically produces a negative and energetic internal feeling. It rapidly generates 
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unconscious and conscious biophysiological and mental arousal, and motivates or 

disinhibits complex expressive, cognitive and behavioural responses to confront or deal 

with the negative experience. This definition is derived from a combination of descriptive 

literature, and the results of participant experience in this study. 

As stated by Kassinove (1995), “Anger is a reaction of the whole person, wherein the 

‘correct’ way to think and act is determined by modelling and reinforcement as the person 

develops…it is wiser to focus on patterns learned from family members…” (p. 7). Parental 

and family beliefs may shape the child’s emotional skills, beliefs, and outlook about self, 

others, and the world (Dunsmore & Halberstadt, 1997). Other authors (i.e., DiGiunta et al., 

2020; Dunsmore et al., 2009) have questioned how parental beliefs influence expression of 

positive and negative emotions, allowing a more nuanced understanding of emotions from 

family relationships. Memories of beliefs and messages shared within families will be 

explored with participants in this study, including views on anger and how it was dealt with 

in the family.  

Most studies in this area are quantitative and focus primarily on anger experience of 

the individual alone, or emotions generally in the parent-child dyad. Existent research on 

anger in families focuses on one subsystem (relationship), but not how other subsystems in 

the family play into this relationship (Cummings et al., 2002). As family systems literature 

emphasises, each individual and subsystem in a family may influence and be influenced by 

the others (Steinglass, 1987). This current research enquires about these subsystems, and how 

they interact through the lens of a child-turned-adult of the family.  

This study follows previous anger studies, but adds to the literature by adopting a 

qualitative approach specifically exploring the individual’s experience of their own anger, 

how anger in other family members is perceived, and the meaning developed from these 
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experiences. This is the first study, at the time of writing, that focuses on individual 

experience of family anger using qualitative methodology. 

From the data collected in these interviews, alongside research from the literature, a 

general model for anger experience will be presented at the end. The model will attempt to 

include and interrelate multiple subjective (experienced) and objective (observed) aspects of 

anger experience, which may be conceptually useful, in whole or part, to many 

methodological perspectives. Future research may test or apply this model, to further adapt 

and refine it. 
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CHAPTER 3 METHOD 

This research was originally planned as a mixed methods study, as mixed methods is 

rare in anger literature. However, it evolved into a qualitative investigation due to time 

constraints. Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) was the chosen methodology 

underpinning this research. This chapter introduces IPA and gives a rationale for using this 

qualitative method to explore the experience of anger. The method will then be discussed, 

followed by a reflection on epistemological and ontological positioning. 

3.1 METHODOLOGY: INTERPRETATIVE PHENOMENOLOGICAL ANALYSIS 

IPA, based in phenomenology, aims to examine a particular aspect of one’s conscious 

lived experience through their own account (Smith et al., 2009). Early underpinnings of IPA 

are based on Husserl’s ideas around the science of consciousness, individuals’ perceptions of 

the world, and how they ascribe meaning to events. It builds upon ideas proposed by 

Heidegger, that individuals constantly relate with the world, and how being with others 

impacts individual meaning (Horrigan-Kelly et al., 2016). 

Although we can try to make sense of an individual’s experience of being, we can 

never completely understand it because it is unique to the individual (Merleau-Ponty, 1962). 

However, through careful interpretation following IPA methodology, it is possible to obtain 

insight into an individual’s emotional and cognitive processing of the world (Biggerstaff & 

Thompson, 2008). Additionally, efforts to better understand individual experience can help 

foster empathy by learning how individuals make sense of shared phenomena and human 

emotions.  

IPA inquires how individuals interpret their own experience, which is then interpreted 

by the interviewer. This represents the double hermeneutic circle (Smith et al., 2009), where 

the interviewer makes sense of the interviewee, who is making sense of subjective 

experience. In this way, the interviewer cannot be completely removed from the research 
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process (Creswell, 2003). Instead, the interviewer and interviewee relate to each other, and 

this requires reflection by the interviewer throughout the research process. 

As Gabb (2009) highlights, individuals create meaning through their own relating 

with others, and these meanings can shift with “each twist of the analytical kaleidoscope” 

(McCarthy et al., 2003, p. 19). This applies to ‘twists’ that participants make as they relate to 

the world and recount their experiences; and to ‘twists’ that researchers make as they 

interpret meaning from these recounted experiences. While acknowledging these potential 

shifts in meaning, the words and nonverbal communication of participants are used to stay as 

close to participant experience as possible. 

Reflexivity helps to consider the interviewer’s impact on every part of the research 

process (Shaw, 2010). This includes the bi-directional impact between researcher and 

participants, and how this may influence the analysis. While the IPA process can differ 

amongst researchers, Smith et al. (2009) emphasise the importance of keeping reflective 

notes or a journal throughout the process to aid reflexivity.  

This research aims to better understand the lived internal experience of the emotion of 

anger in individuals, how they express this anger, and their perceptions of how close family 

members expressed their anger while the individual was growing up. Emotions are housed 

within the narrative structure of one’s life (Lacewing, 2007), so one’s anger is influenced by 

how one relates with the world, how the world relates back, and the meaning that is ascribed 

from these experiences.  

 IPA, Grounded Theory (GT), and Thematic Analysis (TA) all explore meaning-

making to some extent, and as such were considered methodologies for this research. TA 

aims to interpret patterns of meaning from participant accounts (Braun & Clarke, 2013). GT 

can aim to build a general theory from participant data, with a focus on language and social 

processes involved in meaning-making (Creswell, 2003; Pidgeon & Henwood, 1997). Had 
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this research set out to develop a model of anger, perhaps GT might have been the most 

relevant methodology. However, since the aim was to better understand individual lived 

experience of anger and the experience of family member anger first, the model was 

secondary, developed later on in the research process. As such, although GT might have been 

another possible method, it seemed that IPA was most suitable given the research aims.  

3.2 RESEARCH DESIGN OVERVIEW 

Following University of Wolverhampton ethical approval, a semi-structured interview 

schedule was designed (Appendix A) based on guidelines from Smith et al. (2009), using 

open-ended questions (i.e., evaluative, descriptive, narrative, comparative, etc.) aimed at 

exploring participant experiences. For each question, possible prompts were included for 

further exploration or as another way of approaching the question. Other interview schedules 

from previous studies were consulted (i.e., Barber, 2018; Braun & Clarke, 2013; Eatough & 

Smith, 2008; Smith & Osborn, 2003), as well as therapeutic references for considering anger 

systemically (e.g., Cummins, 2007; Procter & Dallos, 2007), which helped to identify areas 

of inquiry and formulate questions. The draft interview schedule was discussed and reviewed 

by the supervisory team (as suggested by Smith et al., 2009), as well as other psychologists, 

to ensure that the research questions were addressed but left room for exploration with the 

participant. An open-ended question to simply define anger began the interview, so as not to 

influence the participant’s explanation of their personal definition from previous questions. 

Participants were recruited to attend interviews on their anger experience and perceived anger 

in their family. IPA was then applied to the transcripts, with the aim of identifying themes 

and subthemes from participant accounts. In addition to these themes, a model of anger was 

developed, which incorporated layers of anger experience that became apparent from the 

interviews.  
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3.2.1 Participants and Recruitment 

Participants were recruited from advertisements (Appendix B) on online research 

websites and social media groups (e.g., Facebook Psychology Research Groups). The first six 

participants to respond were recruited, a sample size within the recommended range for IPA 

doctoral research (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Turpin et al., 1997). All participants were drawn 

from a nonclinical sample, were over 18 years of age, and grew up in a ‘family’ with at least 

one parent. Participant Background Information can be found in Appendix C.  

Interviews were conducted with three women (Sharon, Megan, and Amanda), and 

three men (Tom, David, and Jack) between the ages of 24 and 34, with a mean age of 27.5, 

and standard deviation of 3.15. All participants are university graduates, and three 

participants have postgraduate degrees. All participants had lived in the United States for a 

period while growing up, but two participants now live in the United Kingdom. All 

participant names and identifying information have been changed or removed for 

confidentiality. Participants agreed to participate in the research on their own accord, with no 

prior relationship between researcher and participants. 

3.2.2 Ethical Considerations 

Although this research was approved by the University Ethics Committee, additional 

considerations were made to ensure that both participants and researcher were kept as safe as 

possible due to potentially difficult memories or emotional experiences that could arise. 

Participants were fully informed of the purpose and topic of the research prior to interviews, 

consented to the interview and being involved in this research, and understood that they could 

pause the interview at any time or withdraw from the research. They were also offered 

information for support services should they wish to access them. Additionally, the researcher 

made sure not to ask questions that directly related to aggression, violence, or abuse. The 

researcher also attended to the level of emotion present within the room at all times. 
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3.2.3 Procedure and Data Collection 

Prior to beginning the interview, each participant was informed about the research 

process, what the interview involved, and how their data would be used. They were given an 

information sheet (Appendix D) explaining the overall purpose of the research, why they 

were being interviewed, potential risks, and support information. It was clarified that the 

interview was for research purposes and not meant to be a counselling or therapeutic session. 

Each signed an informed consent form (Appendix E), which included consent to audio record 

the interview. They could withdraw from the study for any reason up to two weeks after the 

interview date, but none withdrew. All recordings and transcriptions were stored securely in 

encrypted files and will be destroyed following the completion of this research. 

One-hour individual semi-structured interviews were conducted in person, to acquire 

the depth of content for IPA analysis, and to allow participants time to reflect about sensitive 

memories and experiences (Allmark et al., 2009; Coyle & Wright, 1996). Participants were 

asked to explore their own experience of anger, how they perceived family members’ 

expressions of anger, and how they respond to family anger expression. 

Following each interview, participants were debriefed (Appendix F) and given 

information to access counselling or support services (i.e., Samaritans, BACP) if desired. A 

reflexive journal was kept throughout the data collection and analysis phases to make note of 

my own thoughts, questions, and experience of being with the individual in each interview. 

3.2.4 Analysis 

The data from each interview was analysed using IPA. Following the completion of 

the interviews, each audio recording was fully transcribed verbatim and analysed following a 

similar process as described by Pietkiewicz and Smith (2014). During the transcription, a few 

preliminary observations were typed in the left margin, to be differentiated from comments or 

themes written in later readings. Each transcript was then read multiple times to become more 
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immersed in each individual’s account of his or her lived experience. Each transcript was 

then printed for the next stage of analysis. Analysis was completed by hand, allowing 

familiarity and immersion in the data (Cabrera, 2018), whereas software (e.g., NVivo) is 

heavily reliant on the user’s technical familiarity, and might create distance between the 

researcher and data context and meaning (McLafferty & Farley, 2006). It was decided that 

each stage of analysis would be done on separate copies of the same transcript. This allowed 

room for all comments to be made in each level of analysis; and allowed each copy of the 

same transcript to be placed side by side to determine themes within individual accounts. 

Beginning with the first transcript, exploratory comments were noted in the margins by hand. 

Although Smith and colleagues (2009) suggest using one column for this, both columns were 

used to ensure there was room for noting all hand-written observations. 

Working with the same participant’s transcript, preliminary emerging themes were 

typed in the left margin space (Smith & Osborn, 2003), while also keeping the copy of the 

same transcript with the exploratory comments. This helped assure that emerging themes 

were formed with consideration for any notes or observations made in the exploratory stage, 

which were typed in the right-hand margin of this second copy. These emerging themes were 

the researcher’s own interpretation of the meaning of each claim or statement made by the 

participant. These themes were also informed by language used, tone, and even body 

language of the participant during the interview, which were commented on in reflexive 

notes.  

The emerging themes from the transcript were then clustered together to come up 

with subordinate themes, representing the researcher’s interpretation of the participant’s 

interpretation of their experience. Following in this way, each participant’s transcript was 

considered, and the process started again with exploratory comments, on through to 

clustering of themes and subordinate themes. Themes were organised into a table, and 
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potential similarities between participants’ experiences and perceptions were noted. Finally, 

overall themes (superordinate themes) were developed from the collection of all subordinate 

themes about anger and its meaning to the participants, in an attempt to answer the research 

questions. Each overall theme could be supported by statements from participant interviews. 

During this process, any assumptions or judgments were noticed and ‘bracketed’ (Spinelli, 

2002) to try and remain as close to the interviewee’s experience as possible, using reflexive 

notes to draw attention to assumptions or criticisms, which could be reflected upon to better 

understand their origins. 

3.2.5 Methodological Integrity 

As qualitative methods are utilised, methodological integrity must be ensured to the 

best extent possible (Elliott et al., 1999; Levitt et al., 2017, Levitt et al., 2021). Levitt et al. 

(2017) emphasise the importance of fidelity and utility for trustworthiness. In this research, 

fidelity was pursued by perspective management within both the data collection and analysis. 

Theoretical knowledge combined with clinical experience helped to shape the research 

questions (Levitt et al., 2021), and effort was made to not influence participant responses 

towards any preconceived ideas or theoretical background. Reflexivity was maintained by 

keeping reflective notes throughout the research process, and having discussions with the 

research team, to ensure that themes were derived directly from participant experience. 

However, the research process is always influenced by the researcher, who cannot 

completely be removed from the research, especially when interviews are used (Teo, 2015). 

Nevertheless, I tried to remain aware of my own experiences and assumptions throughout the 

research process, acknowledging any influence I might have, but remaining open and curious. 

To support groundedness (Levitt et al., 2017), direct quotes (which have been shortened in 

accordance with APA Style guidelines; APA, 2020) are used alongside the analysis to guide 

the reader, and the inductive analysis is grounded in participant accounts. To maintain utility, 
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data have been contextualised to situate participant quotes, and data collected aims to refine 

the understanding of individual anger experience, while highlighting similarities and 

differences between participant experiences. This helps create and inform a meaningful 

contribution to Counselling Psychology literature (Levitt et al., 2017).  

3.2.6 Epistemological and Ontological Positioning 

IPA is based on phenomenology, and, therefore, is influenced by different ontological 

and epistemological assumptions. Ontology is the study of being, and epistemology is 

concerned with understanding knowledge – what we know, and how we know what we know 

(Crotty, 1998). Ontological and epistemological stances offer an understanding of how one 

makes sense of reality, and are often viewed on a spectrum (Bahari, 2010).  

Much of the research conducted on anger seemingly takes a positivist stance, as it 

uses mostly numerical scale questionnaires and statistics to draw generalised conclusions 

about a population based on a sample examined. As Barber (2018) points out, although 

objective facts can be useful, how individuals make meaning or relate to those facts might be 

just as important; and this cannot easily be captured by purely quantitative methods alone. 

For example, it may be considered “fact” that anger is a “negative” emotion; but what this 

means to individuals, and how each subjectively makes sense of it, seems more salient. 

Qualitative research may take differing stances, depending on methodology, and each 

position comes with its own assumptions. Family systems research involving emotions often 

suggests that families co-construct phenomenological emotion perspectives, which might 

include shared values, ideas about emotions, how they are displayed, and views about others 

and the world (Larson & Richards, 1994; Reiss, 1981). Therefore, each individual’s thoughts, 

feelings, and behaviours influence, and are influenced by, each member of the family’s 

thoughts, feelings, and behaviours, and reflect family functioning (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). By 

investigating individuals’ perceptions of their emotional experiences, and how they perceive 
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the emotions of those in their family, we can gain a better understanding of how emotions are 

expressed and managed within families, and what impact this might have as these individuals 

become adults. Additionally, anger is arguably a phenomenon involving a whole-body 

experience (Kövecses, 2010). It is important to try to understand how individuals experience 

this, not by quantitatively measuring separate parts, but by understanding how it is 

experienced individually. 

IPA is becoming more widely used within healthcare and psychology research, as it 

allows understanding of certain phenomena through individual meaning-making and allows 

consideration of bio-psycho-social theories in the psychology literature (Biggerstaff & 

Thompson, 2008; Smith et al., 2004). Most of my own background is quantitative and 

positivist. However, I have come to realise that quantitative methods (useful in their own 

right) are not as aligned with philosophical underpinnings of Counselling Psychology, which 

emphasises the uniqueness of each individual’s internal experience. IPA seemed a better fit 

for this purpose and allowed each participant’s experience to be understood in more 

subjective depth. 
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CHAPTER 4 ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 

4.1 INTRODUCTION  

Awareness of individual experiences of anger can be considered through themes 

developed from IPA analysis of participant accounts (Table 1). The origins of these 

experiences were explored, including anger expressions by other family members, and how 

family anger episodes and messages help to shape roles that individuals take on when anger 

arises. Some “um”s and “uh”s have been removed from quotes in this section for clarity.  

A thematic map is also included to show how themes relate to one another (Figure 2). 

Squares represent the superordinate themes, with associated subthemes represented as circles. 

Each superordinate theme is connected to related subthemes by dark-coloured arrows, and the 

light-coloured lines denote concept relation between themes or subthemes.  
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Table 1 

Superordinate and Subordinate themes 
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Figure 1  

Thematic Map of Themes  
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4.2 THEME 1: ANGER IS DIFFICULT TO DEFINE OR DISCUSS  

Anger was challenging to define, and sometimes even to discuss, for all participants. 

Responses were vague and hesitant, with phrases of uncertainty (‘I don’t know,’ ‘I guess…,’ 

‘um’s, ‘uhh’s, etc.), suggesting difficulty putting the experience into words: “This is a hard 

question”, “It’s hard to describe…” (Jack, line 7/18); “I’m trying to think to put words to 

that” (Amanda, line 6). The challenge was also apparent through participants’ nonverbal 

communication, including slower speech, pauses, and eyes gazing upward while trying to 

conceptualise their experiences. 

Despite this difficulty, all participants seemed to recognise the nature, onset, and 

immediacy of anger itself. Jack initially noted anger was difficult to put into words when not 

“in it,” but soon discussed his initial sensation when anger arises, followed by internal 

attempts to “wall off” or “suppress” the “intense” feeling (line 13/15/22). Other participants 

also used words of intensity, such as “rage” (Sharon, line 2).  

As mentioned by participants, societal attitudes may influence descriptions and 

discussion of anger. Talk of anger is “uncomfortable” (Megan) and is “typically not over 

something that can be easily discussed” (Amanda, line 45). Although anger might seem easy 

to identify or state (i.e., ‘I was angry about __’), the process and experience might not be 

considered in the same way as other emotions. Contemplation of anger, to some, did not seem 

socially prioritised: 

“…I think anger is probably one of the emotions that maybe most talked about…. 

but….isn’t always taken seriously.” (Amanda, line 83) 

In attempting to define anger, some participants tried to differentiate it from other emotions. 

For example, Tom tried to clarify anger by comparing it to “joy” (which has similar 

approach-motivation), but seemed to hit a conceptual dead-end: “It’s different to me because 

when you feel joy that’s considered a happy emotion…whereas anger is...How is it different 
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from all other emotions?” (line 7). Although anger seemed easy to recognise, it did not seem 

to be previously explored, understood, or considered in depth by most participants. 

4.2.1 Anger Related with Sadness / Fear / Disappointment 

Participant responses reflect awareness that anger is not always an isolated emotion, 

and this adds to its complexity. Co-occurring feelings mentioned include sadness, fear, 

anxiety, and disappointment. Complexities in family dynamics, and incongruities in family 

messages, may contribute to difficulty identifying feelings in the moment; combining anger 

with other feelings; and confusing emotions with behaviours. Underlying themes reflecting 

threat of loss, danger, pain, or emotional distance might arise when anger is present. 

Participants acknowledged that sometimes expressed anger is a defence (“That’s 

where my defence kicks in”- Amanda, line 559). Anger could be a substitute emotion to avoid 

other feelings; or a feeling that is replaced by something else, such as sadness or distraction. 

Whereas Sharon may use sadness as a defence (“I’m not as physically reactive when I’m 

sad”- line 427), she also describes sadness as a trigger for anger in that process: 

“I believe...anger is not really the feeling. Normally I feel like it’s sadness or fear that 

sets off the anger...I think it’s a defence mechanism for a lot of people...they just go 

straight to anger.” (line 32) 

In exploring families, participant responses sometimes suggested an absence of anger-

related memories. For example, Tom struggled to recall how he expressed anger, 

remembering sadness instead:  

“I don’t remember, even as a kid, really getting angry...there was a lot of sadness, but 

not really anger...Even now as an adult I don’t really get angry often….” (line 211)  

Similarly, Amanda could not remember who in her family was most angry, possibly because 

she associated anger with aggressive acts or danger (“Okay everyone run”- line 324/“No one 

in my family was like abusive...”- line 328). She instead linked anger to early experiences 
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with disappointment. Possibly, she was often disappointed; family members regularly 

communicated anger through disappointment; or she interpreted her own anger as 

disappointment: 

“For me the connection most to anger would be disappointment, and that felt 

stronger. I don’t know if that feeling...outweighed anger in terms of my memory, or if 

it was just the most prevalent thing that I could connect to anger” (line 325) 

Similar to Tom, Amanda also recognised the association of anger and sadness: 

“Anger for me comes kind of hand-in-hand with sadness...The times that I feel anger 

it’s typically somewhat linked to sadness, so maybe it’s something someone’s doing 

that maybe we’ve talked about that’s upsetting and they continue doing it…it kind of 

links in with not listening or respecting my wishes or the things I communicated.” 

(line 10) 

Though designated as sadness, Amanda’s feelings again registered disappointment, in that 

she did not feel acknowledged or respected. She seems to expect that the other person will 

know what makes her happy (“I feel more than sadness because it turns to anger because it’s 

like, you know that’s not going to make me happy”- line 27). Someone not knowing her well 

enough, or knowing her but still doing something that upsets her, might lead her to feel 

rejected and sad, which in turn evokes feelings of anger.  

Whereas Amanda noted sadness evoking anger, Tom noted that his sadness arises in 

relation to avoidance of anger (conflict):  

“If someone’s angry with me, I immediately go to sadness...because I have the fear of 

conflict...so I try to stay away from it as best as I can, but when conflict does arise, I 

immediately feel sadness” (line 336) 
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Conflict seemed to evoke the threat of loss or abandonment, which leaves Tom 

feeling sad and fearful. Similarly, “anger got coupled with fear” for David (line 278). He 

recalled his father gesturing when angry, with the perceived intention to “scare” him:  

“[Father] was never emotionally abusive but he would try to scare you...He would 

chase you to the bottom of the stairs and...growl...and just stamping to get you to run 

upstairs...he would swipe for you as well.” (line 271) 

In turn, fear caused anger in David (“It’s almost like fear makes me angry….It’s like a fear of 

shortness in life”- line 163); and the anger of others made him fearful (“...Angry makes me 

scared”- line 283). He therefore perceived that his own anger is intended to cause fear in 

someone else (“If I’m angry at someone, I’m almost like trying to scare them into...making a 

change”; “The person who is angry...is trying to cause fear in the other person…”- line 

37/32). David interpreted that what he does when angry reflects his experience of family 

anger in the past. His father tried to scare him into doing something, or his mother silently 

scared him into change. If angry now, he might also try to ‘scare’ others into making a 

change. 

 Some participants also link experiences of anger to feelings about self. David 

describes how his mother’s anger would not make him “scared or physically hurt” (line 315), 

but influenced his self-confidence and self-perception:  

“[Mother’s] anger was very...bitter...it would make you feel bad about yourself...it’s 

almost worse because you kind of grow up with a bit of…Well [lack of] self-

confidence I guess...you...grow up thinking you kind of suck...my mum’s anger was...a 

more subdued but very, very potent kind of anger, it’s affected me a lot more. I still 

think I suck.” (line 314) 

Similarly, for Amanda, early experiences contributed to anxiety and the fear of not feeling 

good enough, and manifested in physical reactions (e.g., “panic attacks”): 
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“[Anger] would manifest in anxiety and fear of disappointing, fear of just not being 

good enough, so that would cause a lot of anxiety in me...at an early age it would 

cause panic attacks...just [an] uncontrollable flood of emotions because I wasn’t 

dealing with what caused the anger or what made someone else angry with me. I was 

just trying to like shove down the feelings…instead of actually dealing with it.” (line 

389) 

Amanda feared disappointing others and not being good enough, which only triggered more 

anxiety for her; but these compounding emotions eventually became an overwhelming 

“uncontrollable flood” (line 391), as she tried to “shove down” (line 393) anger and related 

emotions. 

4.2.2 Theme 1: Discussion 

The lack of clear definition of anger in the literature seems to parallel participants’ 

vague conceptualisations and difficulties characterising it. The difficulty in describing anger 

in words may contribute to reasons why the topic of anger is often avoided personally, in 

therapy, or in the literature. 

Part of the difficulty may be semantic, as the term “anger” is used to describe the 

internal emotion, but also its complex process and associated behaviours (Cox & Harrison, 

2008). The definition may also be challenging to express because of anger’s intense, 

overwhelming, and negative feelings, and perceived lack of physical and cognitive control, 

with much internal energy expended to suppress or control it. These features are 

simultaneously occurring with other factors mentioned by participants, such as the inability to 

keep multiple perspectives, compartmentalisation, belief that anger is “not normal,” 

sublimation due to family messages, and individual differences in the emotional experience. 

These factors may collectively contribute to the difficulty defining anger, and therefore, it 

seemed easier for participants to describe anger based on its associated external responses. 
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Another challenge in the characterisation of anger is its repression by, or co-

occurrence with, other feelings and emotions, such as fear, disappointment, sadness, or 

anxiety (Eatough et al., 2008; Fox, 2009; Laing et al., 2019). As Krueger (2014) noted, 

“anger is rarely a free-standing state” (p. 334). These emotions are similar to anger in their 

perceived vulnerability (Gardner & Moore, 2008), and anger may also evoke these negative 

emotions in others. For example, participants described feeling sadness or fear when a family 

member was angry, and these connections between anger and other emotions became 

internalised. Finding anger intolerable, some participants diverted it to other feelings, such as 

sadness or anxiety (also noted by Fox, 2009). However, others diverted feelings of sadness 

into anger. One participant consistently experienced anger as disappointment, tracing this 

back to her family. It seems this anger disguised as disappointment was expressed by her 

mother, leaving her to feel sadness, anxiety, and disappointment with herself. Anger can arise 

from feeling let down by someone close (Archer, 2004), seemingly the case for this 

participant and her mother. Multiple participants acknowledged that parental expressions of 

anger or aggression could impact their self-perception and self-worth. 

Some participants had difficulty remembering instances when they or family members 

were angry. Although this may have multiple explanations, attachment may play a role. For 

example, individuals with insecure/avoidant attachment can have difficulty accessing 

memories of negative emotions (Mikulincer & Orbach, 1995), and may use dissociation as a 

coping strategy, often ignoring or denying initial signs of anger (Calamari & Pini, 2003). For 

participants in this study who experienced an aggressive or violent parent, this trauma 

response might possibly have played a part in how anger experiences were processed, stored, 

and recalled. 

In post-interview debriefing, all participants noted that they had never thought about 

anger in the way that they had for this interview, suggesting a lack of conversation around the 
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meaning of anger for these participants (and their families). By extension, this might 

conceivably be relevant to other individuals and families within society. 

4.3 THEME 2: INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL EXPERIENCE  

Participants described their experiences of anger in terms of physiological and 

behavioural reactions, including internal bodily sensations and thoughts, and external 

behavioural components, occurring beyond a threshold of anger activation. Initially, the 

sensations of anger could be uncontrollable and unobservable to others. Some participants 

perceived a negative experience building, but did not necessarily recognise or label it as 

anger until physiological, cognitive or behavioural components were present. 

Others seemed to perceive this experience immediately. Megan related the phrase 

“snap into anger” (line 254), as if anger expression were something instantaneous and 

volatile. Megan also suggested a spectrum of severity (“a couple steps up from ‘ooh you’ve 

annoyed me’ to ‘now you’ve made me angry’”- line 3). The idea of “steps” suggests that the 

sensation of emotion climbs as one becomes more upset; but the language used to define 

these steps was sometimes vague and different between individuals. Jack recognised anger 

when he felt a “flood of emotion” (line 2). He also noticed internal “physiologic aspects”: “In 

my head”, “clenching in my gut,” and “welling-up inside” (line 16). His focus turned to 

“negative aspects” (line 59), which might have included negative cognitive appraisal of the 

situation and the people involved. He sensed that his brain “turned off” to other perspectives, 

and he found empathy for the other person difficult:  

“I can tell because my brain is turned off to...opening my heart and my mind to other 

perspectives, empathy I guess you’d say towards the other person’s perspective or the 

other situation’s outlook...all that is shucked away and I sort of develop this focus on 

the negative aspects...” (line 60) 
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Jack had conflicting thoughts of confronting the situation, but also escaping. A later response 

to his build-up of anger was the cognitive fantasy of aggression, a desire to “lash back,” 

which might be verbal or behavioural. Jack differentiated this from desires for physical 

‘hurt’: 

“It’s very very rare that...my reaction is that I want to hurt someone else 

physically...hurting someone else psychologically, like lashing back, that – that 

happens...it always makes me feel worse...” (line 38) 

David’s recognition of anger involved “shortness of breath” (line 59), heat in his head 

associated with a pressure sensation, a desire to shout, feeling “flustered,” and “shaking 

inside” (line 556/557). He noted that this physical experience with anger had specific 

manifestations (“...my hand under the table going crazy at my fingers”- line 77), similar to 

moments when he felt anxious. He noticed an early urge to leave or get out of the situation; 

and this urge signalled that he was feeling anger (“I know that I’m angry when I know that I 

want to remove myself from the situation”- line 55). He experienced “aggressive” and 

“insulting” thoughts towards the instigator and did not like this (line 60). 

Tom described several feelings of initial anger, progressing to more visible and 

physical expressions which may have helped release tension and communicate anger. He 

notes that one might have occasional desires for aggressive behaviour (e.g., punching a wall; 

although it is unclear if this is true for him). He was later aware of a cognitive aspect, an 

attempt at regaining control over his physical responses, where he is more able to reason, 

reflect on the situation, consider triggers and what he might want to change to not feel angry. 

It’s unclear how much time passed between these phases:  

“…I usually feel it...in my core...my heart...chest, stomach, just get that kind of queasy 

feeling in my stomach, maybe I’ll be tense and shaking…as well as possibly maybe a 

headache...clenching, clenching fists, maybe stomping, maybe throughout my room or 
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whatever...going through different mental processes about...whatever it was that 

made me angry and wanting to change that in some way...” (line 36) 

Amanda felt anger in her stomach and chest (like Tom, David, and Megan), but also in her 

hands. She mentioned an urge to “grasp [her] fists together” to release anger (similar to other 

participants). She then described disruption in her ability to “rationalise” and consider her 

behavioural impact on others. She seemed to differentiate the initial negative feelings and 

early aggressive thoughts from actual aggression, feeling that she bypassed later cognitive 

processing that might otherwise help modulate her response: 

“I missed that step of rationalisation where you’re like ‘okay, like I know this is going 

to piss them off, I know this is going to hurt them’ but you kind of skip right over that 

and just act.” (line 61) 

Sharon first noticed similar internal tension that built up, also occurring at times when she felt 

anxious. This progressed to more observable and interpersonal behaviours: 

“My ears get hot, sometimes I clench my fists...sometimes I cry, my voice...raises. I 

might use profanity….I might slam a door...or just stomping off.” (line 14) 

While her raised voice could be physiological and involuntary (i.e., vocal cord tension), the 

intent to use profanity is a more conscious aggressive behaviour. Slamming a door or 

stomping off are voluntary behaviours that possibly release tension, but also outwardly 

convey upset. She also described her brain “racing around” with a “whole bunch of different 

thoughts,” and what she might say to “back them off of me” (line 25).  

Megan described feeling “hot,” and her face would become “flushed,” internal 

sensations mostly focused on her head (line 18). She became “fidgety physically” and 

couldn’t “stay still” (line 21). Like Sharon, she talked about “losing my train of thought” 

(line 19), as anger interfered with cognitive processes; and she had difficulty concentrating or 

logically responding when intensity of emotion became too high. Loss of consideration of 
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others and interference with cognitive processing or appraisal is a feature of most participant 

anger descriptions. Participants struggled to consider how their speech or behaviours while 

angry might affect the other person, or how they might feel later in reflecting about the 

situation.  

For most participants, heat was present either physically, or in how they experienced, 

perceived, or discussed anger. For example, David mentioned a “heated silence” (line 29), 

similar to Megan’s “quiet seething” (line 219). Jack described “internal simmering” anger, 

which could eventually “embroil” inside him, needing to “simmer down” (line 247/162/97). 

A later response to the build-up of anger in these participants could be aggressive, as a 

more focused retaliation. However, it could also manifest as a desire for withdrawal and 

avoidance. Only later in these cases, as the intensity of anger receded, did thoughts shift 

towards perspective- taking, possible empathy, and regret or shame for one’s behaviour. 

Rather than enhancing insight, this regret tended to cement the view of anger as a negative 

emotion.  

4.3.1 Loss of Control 

The physical activation, cognitive disruption, and fantasies that can occur in the anger 

experience may contribute to the reported fear of aggressive behaviour and losing control. 

The reported sensation of losing control applies not only to cognitive processing and 

appraisal, but also physical sensations and behaviours. Cognitive appraisal can become 

distorted in such a way that responsibility for anger expression is sidestepped. Words such as 

‘happens’ (Sharon, line 98) or ‘come out’ (Jack, line 98/258) frame anger as an unanticipated 

negative force that befalls participants.  

Sharon reported saying things in anger that she otherwise would not have said, 

suggesting later regret or shame. David also mentioned lack of control and sense of regret, 

believing anger is “reactionary” (line 2) and “in the moment” (line 52), suggesting rapid 
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activation and behavioural response with little control. Only after anger subsided could David 

reflect that he might feel regret over what he said or did, suggesting disinhibition in the 

moment.  

“Uncontrolled” feelings acted as a cognitive anger alert for Megan. Her thinking and 

reasoning seemed impaired because frustration has “overridden” her social filters: 

“The indicators would be that I start getting a little more uncontrolled, like I start 

thinking less about what I’m saying, and thinking less about the manner I might be 

saying it….so it would be the drawback of not having those kinds of internal filters 

anymore because the frustration has overridden them.” (line 7) 

Amanda also felt a loss of control, including in her cognitions and triggered resentment. She 

described how anger “snowballs” (line 225), continually building. Her tendency to 

“overthink” (line 75) leads to blaming herself for the situation, compounding her anger as she 

feels helpless and out of control. This was sometimes tempered by her feeling of resignation 

over the initial anger response (“what’s done is done”; “I can’t rewind and replay it”- line 

76/77). 

Participants described vulnerabilities contributing to loss of control. Concurrent 

feelings of sadness or frustration made the intensity of anger too much to handle. David felt 

overpowered, relating how his anger “throws me down….physically and emotionally” (line 

378). Jack described anger as an internal “loss of equilibrium,” with feelings of self-doubt 

and helplessness (“I’m not in control in life”; “I’m not competent to handle a situation”): 

“Anger is sort of a loss of—of equilibrium in me, a loss of internal control so I not 

only have to struggle to regain that somehow, but also...both the trigger and my 

response to it make me feel...I’m not in control in life...control is a bad word – 

like...I’m not competent to handle a situation. Not somehow mature enough or—or 
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resilient enough to, to deal with it in a positive way. And inside me...I want to find 

that way, but I can’t.” (line 30) 

He implied a lack of resilience, a loss of control over cognitive problem-solving, and felt low 

self-esteem and helplessness (“I want to find that way but I can’t”), all increasing his anger. 

For most participants, feeling out of control with anger accelerated the anger 

experience. Helplessness spurred anger in Sharon, as she was unable to assist and had little 

control over the situation (“I wish that I could do something”- line 280). Similarly, Amanda 

felt out of control when the situation “didn’t go my way” (line 177), becoming distracted, 

overwhelmed, discouraged, and frustrated, all of which triggered and escalated feelings of 

anger. These feelings could turn into critical thoughts and self-doubt, perpetuating the sense 

of being out of control. She used the word “battling” (line 210), suggesting conflict with 

back-and-forth thoughts, as control lost the battle with anger.  

Some participants talked about anger as if it were a sudden, unpleasant, external force. 

For example, Jack’s anger takes him by surprise when he is not “braced”: 

“Sometimes it still takes me by surprise, particularly when I’m tired and worn out and 

not mentally braced…[anger] makes me more impatient with things, I can’t deal with 

things easily...it brings out a lot of things that are...discongruent in me, not positive 

about me, and, if I’m not careful it can kind of spiral upward….” (line 45) 

Interestingly, he describes loss of control as an “upward” spiral (rather than the more 

commonly expressed downward spiral), suggesting perceived escalation in his anger, rising 

out of reach. This spiralling anger brought out feelings or behaviours “discongruent” to 

Jack’s ideal self-perception, as though he would become someone else. This is much like 

Amanda’s metaphor of turning into “Hulk” (line 49) and David’s metaphor of “Jekyll and 

Hyde” (line 93). 
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With this disruption in self-perception, participants seemed to describe a tipping point 

for anger, a threshold that turned good to bad, or signalled loss of control. Tom described 

good and bad sides, and the “bad side” (anger) “comes out” (line 51/52) if pushed enough. 

Amanda perceives that anger “pushes me on the deep end” (line 562).  

4.3.2 Displaced Control: Perceived Control By and Over Others 

Participants’ internal loss of control with anger was different from their sense of how 

one’s anger could be externally controlled by others. Though feeling overwhelmed by anger, 

some participants believed that others controlled their anger, or in turn, that they had the 

ability to influence the anger of others. Therefore, participant beliefs include one must control 

one’s feeling of anger; one can control whether others become angry; and the words or 

actions of others can control one’s own anger. 

In this way, the perceived locus of control could be displaced. Internal anger 

experienced as out of control was accompanied by a sense that the locus of control of anger 

could be outside oneself. Others “cause” (Tom, line 169), “make” (Megan, line 137; Amanda, 

line 466), or “give” (Amanda, line 206) anger; and anger in others could be 

“undone”/“uncaused” (Sharon, line 395; Megan, line 592). For some, this concept had a 

larger sphere, prompting escape from an angry world. Tom attributed his anger to “the 

outside world” (line 169), but felt he did not “have any anger” (line 168) when alone in 

places he found peaceful. 

Megan’s family “has made me angry before, so they’re not immune to it” (line 137). 

Likening anger to illness, she implied that her family was susceptible (“not immune”) to 

triggering her anger, as one might be susceptible to spreading a transmissible disease; and, 

therefore, presumably had to deal with her anger expression as a consequence. 

Sharon mentioned a co-worker who “makes” her angry, because she viewed him as 

“selfish, he’s all about himself” (line 70) and unwilling to help out. Just thinking about this 
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co-worker triggered her frustration in the interview, as she grit her teeth, and exhaled while 

discussing him. She did not want to attribute his behaviour to his personality (“you can't 

change anyone’s personality”- line 69). This left the sense that he was responsible for her 

anger, and that could be changed, but the onus was on him to make this change. 

It was also perceived by some participants that one was responsible to undo, avoid, or 

take responsibility for imposed “uncomfortable feelings.” Megan talked about taking on 

responsibility to “minimise” others’ anger, to reduce the likelihood that they would think or 

speak less of her or hurt someone else. She perceives herself to be the cause of anger in 

others: “I am very quick to be like ‘Ooh I shouldn’t have done that, ooh I caused some of 

this’ and try and take some of the responsibility for it” (line 569). Just by being present when 

other people became angry, Megan would believe that she holds responsibility for their 

anger, and to intervene: 

“There’s no way that if I was in a situation that I didn’t have some effect on the 

outcome of the situation, so maybe the reason the person’s angry at someone isn’t 

totally X’s fault. I was there, I could have done XYZ.” (line 551) 

As she believes she can “cause” the anger in someone else, she gains a false sense of her 

control to “un-cause” it by removing herself:  

“I hate being the cause of that kind of emotion...because I don’t want to make it 

worse, my reaction is to kind of take myself out of the picture completely…if I caused 

this, then me not being here will uncause this. Seems like the logical link.” (line 589) 

However, Megan was able to take on anger and provide support in other instances – as long 

as she was not the target and did not feel directly responsible for the anger. Interestingly, 

Megan viewed her family as “making” her angry. But when talking about anger related to her 

fiancé, she used the word ‘with’ – “I try not to be angry with [fiancé],” and ”We really don’t 
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get angry with each other” (line 137/139). She seemed to view her and her fiancé’s beliefs as 

similar:  

“We both believe from personal experience that anger is not very productive, so if we 

do ever feel it towards each other, we are very careful to not express it as anger and 

just try to talk about everything very calmly.” (line 140) 

The word “with” made the anger shared between them, did not identify either person as 

aggressor, and implied that anger could be reasonably exchanged. Perhaps this is why Megan 

believed that she and her fiancé were rarely angry with each other, as anger seemed to be a 

joint process, mutually shared and controlled. In contrast, her family had power to “make” 

her angry; and her mother-in-law “makes” her fiancé angry by interceding with a solution-

focused (instead of empathic) approach:  

“[Fiancé’s Mother] is a very nice woman, but she is very hands-on...not the kind of 

person to just listen to your problems. She is insistent on fixing them herself….And it 

is all very good mannered, but that just doesn’t fit with how he deals with things...she 

makes him angry very very easily.” (line 400) 

Though Megan found her mother-in-law’s attempt to “fix” anger invalidating, she herself 

attempted to do the same when others were angry. Other participants (e.g., Sharon), believed 

that something could be done directly to “undo” others’ anger, even when the anger was 

directed at them (“I wanna kinda figure out what I can do to undo them being mad at me.”- 

Sharon, line 394).  

4.3.3 Desire to Release or Get Rid of It  

Participants described anger as negative, and attempted to release or get rid of it. 

Megan’s anger felt like negative energy, which she channelled into physical activity as a way 

of releasing it: 
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“I don’t like being angry so I try and channel it some other place so I...physically get 

up and start moving around….it’s another kind of outlet for that sort of energy, 

because I’m not used to having that much brain-activity….in that more negative 

scale.” (line 22) 

After a point of anger escalation, there is a described intense release, sometimes used to 

justify behavioural responses or aggression. Sharon experienced a build-up of anger, but 

attempted to release tension indirectly, without risking confrontation. “Venting” anger 

released the experienced “build-up” in her body, “letting it out” (line 76/93) by sometimes 

using “foul language”, “gossiping” (line 90/75), or journaling when younger. Jack used 

sarcasm and humour as a way of coping or venting anger. He made the analogy of a pressure 

cooker, and humour could “loosen the cover.” Venting and humour may allow immediate 

coping, but may not work towards resolving the anger or prompting a more direct and 

reasonable conversation between angry individuals:  

“We’ve been able to, and mostly through kind of this rueful humour...Little comments 

that were made and we all kind of understand and we laugh...that’s sort of like 

loosening the cover a little bit on the pressure cooker. But in terms of full discussion, 

of how to deal with anger, you know our outlooks, or our anger, or our differences—

no. It just wasn’t a mechanism.” (Jack, line 297) 

Similar to Sharon, Amanda “release[d] emotions” by talking about anger-related situations 

with a trusted person: 

“I definitely release emotions by talking about it...I definitely need to call like one of 

my people who I trust, and just release that by talking through it and coming up with 

a plan.” (line 526)  

Amanda tried looking for a “resolution” to the anger, lest it build up. If this failed, she used 

the metaphor of turning into the Hulk, as if she became a different person as the anger 
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became a larger entity. She sensed that inability to release anger caused build-up of “negative 

energy” to the point of feeling explosive: 

“It’s something that I can’t necessarily find a resolution to...or some sort of release 

for it so it kind of just builds up….like when the Hulk turns into the Hulk from 

whoever he is before, it’s like you just get this big bottled up feeling of negative 

energy, negative feelings that you have no release for and it almost gives you that 

feeling of wanting to explode.” (line 47) 

Other participants described this explosive sense in similar terms. Megan perceived that 

social release is important to keep her sister from “blowing up” at home: “We’re probably 

more likely to see [Sister] blow-up at something at home because she doesn’t have a bar she 

goes to with friends or anything like that” (line 299). 

David talks about anger being “reactionary,” but also that anger “grows over time” 

until “someone snaps” (line 5/8). This suggests that anger can be additive (and possibly 

controlled to an extent) until it reaches a threshold, and then the behavioural response occurs. 

This ‘snap’ is the point at which the collected or avoided anger becomes too much to control, 

and ends up released, usually through behavioural means. Overall, participants seemed to 

view anger as not only negative, but also abnormal (“It feels different from the norm, it feels 

wrong”- Megan, line 38; “It’s something that isn’t normal”- David, line 14), evoking the 

desire to release or get rid of it.  

4.3.4 Theme 2: Discussion 

When asked what they experience when angry, participants described both internal 

aspects (feelings, physiological, and cognitive), as well as external reactions, expressions, or 

behaviours. Similarities existed, particularly in internal and sensory experiences of anger; but 

differences were also noted in subjective experience, intensity, and responses to anger. 
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It seemed that the point at which participants recognised they were feeling anger was 

during physiological or behavioural reactions, but these may have followed other 

unconscious processes. Levenson (2006) suggested that emotion occurs when one perceives 

bodily sensations, reflective of changes in the musculoskeletal, neuroendocrine, and 

autonomic nervous systems. This does not necessarily mean that physiologic and behavioural 

reactions start the emotional experience, but they may signal a point at which internal anger is 

brought to clearer awareness (Russell, 2009). 

4.3.4.1 Internal and External Experience  

Although each participant has a unique experience of anger and how it unfolds, a 

common thread seems to be the various aspects of anger experienced. This includes invisible 

physiological, cognitive, and behavioural aspects. Physiological components seem to be both 

internal (i.e., tension, pressure in head and chest, queasiness, heat) and external (breathing 

changes, bodily tension, and facial flushing; also reported by participants in Stemmler, 2010).  

Participants reported cognitive disruption: a ‘racing’ mind, feeling flustered, or 

feeling as if their brain was ‘turned off’ to rational input. with perceived loss of control over 

thoughts and a focus on negative aspects. Anger arousal primes neural and physiological 

responses for action and causes bias in cognitive appraisal (Garfinkel et al., 2016). When 

anger is too intense, cognitive appraisal can shut down (Panksepp & Biven, 2012). 

Participants also reported desires or fantasies to act out aggressively during their experience.  

Behaviours reported may or may not be within the participant’s control, but could be 

evident to both the participant and others. For example, clenched fists might be voluntary as a 

way of channelling tension, or related to more involuntary mechanisms, as anger induces 

increased neural activation in hands and arms (Nummenmaa et al., 2013), and increased grip 

strength has been associated with higher levels of anger (Demaree et al., 2002). Other 

behaviours may also help to manage the intense sensations in the moment. For example, one 
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participant picking at his nails, not intended as self-harm, but to help manage or distract his 

increasing anger. Crying was experienced by one female participant, while others mentioned 

female family members expressing anger through crying. Eatough et al. (2008) found crying 

to be a typical reaction to anger, especially for women, allowing a sense of release of tension 

during anger; but crying also brought a sense of powerlessness or helplessness to other 

participants in their study. 

More aggressive behaviours were also noted, such as stomping, slamming doors, 

profanity, insults, passive aggression (‘silent treatment’- Eatough et al., 2008), or gossiping. 

Interestingly, some participants mentioned anger-related actions, such as going for a walk, 

watching TV, or leaving the situation which might not be considered aggression. 

Participants described stages or levels of anger, which seemed to escalate in intensity 

along a perceived spectrum. Laing et al. (2019) differentiate ‘slow-burning’ anger and 

frustration (related to inability), from irritability (related to pain or fatigue), and from 

‘explosive’ rage and fury (p. 2). Others characterise anger ranging from “mild irritation or 

annoyance” to “full-blown rage” (i.e., Fabiansson & Denson, 2016; Muris et al., 2004, p. 

257). The idea of a spectrum was described differently, but was characterised in a distinct 

way by the majority of participants. Some authors (e.g., Thomas, 1991) argue that viewing 

anger on a spectrum creates an assumption that anger will escalate into aggression; however, 

some increasingly angry participants in this study did not resort to aggression. Some resorted 

to non-aggressive actions (e.g., going for a walk, leaving the situation). Therefore, viewing 

anger on a spectrum seemed to help describe the range and severity of anger experience. 

Another commonality between participants was the shared metaphors used to describe 

anger, which play a role in the description, understanding, and experience of anger. 

Participants described anger using heat metaphors, consistent with the culturally universal 

hot-fluid-in-a-container metaphor (Kövecses, 2010). Its descriptors, such as “boiling” 
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(Ekman, 1997), portray anger as a violent, roiling, and energising phenomenon that forces the 

individual to behave aggressively. Other terms used by participants, such as “simmer” and 

“seethe,” also give the sense of retained heat, pressure, and volatility. These low-heat 

metaphors suggest anger bubbling just below the surface, but not overflowing. Similar terms 

have been metaphoric to other feelings (e.g., “bursting” with happiness, or “hot” with desire); 

but the multiple descriptors for intensities of “heat” are mainly applied to anger (Kövecses, 

2010).  

4.3.4.2 Loss of Control / Displacement of Control 

As anger built up, a perceived threshold was commonly reported, beyond which anger 

escalation was too overwhelming and “spills over.” Terms like “explode” and “blowing up” 

suggested abrupt or intense loss of control. This may coincide with the idea of being 

“pushed” too far, from a “nice” side of anger to a “bad side” (Hulk, Jekyll and Hyde, etc. - 

similarly characterised in Fox, 2009). In disrupting self-perception, anger seems to alter 

identity into something more menacing and intolerable, incongruent to self-perception and 

the image one would like others to see. Anger also seemed to overtake participants, like an 

external force, “snowballing” into an abyss in which one must struggle for control. One 

participant framed accelerating anger as an “upward spiral,” anger rising out of reach, and 

presumably beyond one’s struggle for control. 

Some individuals feel disempowered as anger seemingly builds automatically (Yorke 

& Dallos, 2015). Along with feelings of self-doubt and helplessness, one’s “rational” 

perspective was lost beyond this threshold point, overriding the more remedial, perspective-

taking and self-evaluating aspects of cognitive appraisal. During this anger escalation and 

perceived loss of control, aggressive behaviours are often attributed to internal or external 

forces, serving to reduce responsibility for one’s actions (Eatough & Smith, 2006a). The 

potency of the anger-related event might be heightened by previous experiences of anger 
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arousal (Zillmann, 1988). Built-up or ruminating anger may further arouse (prime) future 

anger events (Novaco, 2016), especially events of similar context, accelerating the anger 

response and jumping over cognitive appraisal (Zajonc, 1980). 

Individuals tend to vividly recall who or what provoked their anger, rendering the 

perception that anger has a discrete external cause (Novaco, 2016), usually the fault or 

control of another person’s presumed deliberate behaviour (DeRivera, 2006; Dunn & 

Schweitzer, 2005; Procter & Dallos, 2007). In this case, the responsibility for anger is 

deflected or externally assigned. Displaced responsibility was apparent in participant 

descriptions, whether attributed to a provoking person, or to the anger itself (e.g., one 

participant’s anger ‘throws him down’). Attributing one’s anger or aggression to an outside 

source, rendering one a reactive bystander, is a socially common understanding of anger that 

is often unchallenged (Eatough & Smith, 2006a).  

An interesting variant is the participant who seemingly took on responsibility to 

remove someone else’s anger. This distinction is not often considered in Western society, but 

more acknowledged in others, such as a Zulu metaphor of pouring water on someone to 

extinguish their anger (Taylor & Mbense, 1998). One twist here is that responsibility and 

effort to help were taken on as long as the anger was not directed at her. Anger that was 

directed tended to “make” her withdraw.  

Although control has been discussed in other research, it has not been differentiated to 

consider the shifts in control that seem to occur for these participants. Control may be lost 

(Gardner & Moore, 2008), gained (Barlow, 2002), or displaced (as seen in participants here) 

depending on individual and situational factors. Anger may arouse feelings of powerlessness; 

but it can also invoke a sense of power or control (Eatough et al., 2008), even used to control 

others (Barber, 2018). It is ironic that individuals may feel internally out of control during 
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anger, but cognitively believe their anger can control (and be controlled by) the anger of 

others. 

4.3.4.3 Release or Get Rid of It 

Participants alluded to a need to release or get rid of anger to prevent it from building, 

but also to reduce the ‘uncomfortable’ associated feelings. Various ways of venting were 

mentioned, including speaking to someone who will share their perceptions, help process the 

situation and feelings, and down-regulate the anger to prevent more aggressive release. 

Although venting can lead to problem-solving strategies (Fabiansson & Denson, 2016), it can 

also keep anger inflamed by promoting rumination about the provoking person or event, 

keeping anger memories active, and delaying recovery from anger (Novaco, 2016; Samahita, 

2017; Zillmann, 1988). 

 Humour serves as a form of venting or release that uses more positive irony to diffuse 

anger (Chinery, 2007). While only one participant mentioned humour directly, most 

participants employed humour in their interview interactions, perhaps as a way of coping 

with talking about a somewhat difficult subject. Humour can be used to take charge (Bolton, 

2004), which might help reassert some control. How humour is used may be related to early 

experiences with family members, who might communicate difficult messages or emotions 

through humour (Cernerud & Olsson, 2004). For example, at least one participant learned to 

use humour with his family when discussions of anger were not acceptable. 

 All participants experienced anger as a negative force. Despite any advantages to 

survival, goal attainment or control, anger is still viewed as a negative emotion that can 

embed itself in memory and cognition, and manifest repeatedly in interactions and behaviour. 

Whereas we welcome happiness and may tolerate sadness, we tend to want acute anger gone. 

Towards this goal of controlling, releasing, suppressing or preventing it, it would help to have 

a better sense of how anger experience is ignited. 
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4.4 THEME 3: TRIGGERS  

There are conceivably countless triggers for anger within different settings, yet a few 

seemed to emerge repeatedly in participant accounts. Participants discussed how these 

triggers were also prevalent in family settings while growing up.  

4.4.1 Unfairness and Perceived Lack of Punishment  

Unfairness was named as a trigger for participant anger, especially within family 

settings. When unfair family circumstances were perceived, or the participant believed that a 

family member did not receive deserved punishment, anger was triggered.  

For example, Sharon and her boyfriend often “step up” to clean the house they shared 

with her parents and sisters. Sharon felt frustrated that her sisters did not join in cleaning, and 

she believed they should be punished for not helping. Instead, they get away with it (“but I 

feel like nothing really happens to them”- line 115), which adds to the sense of unfairness. 

David felt anger and resentment towards his family when they visited his 

grandparents’ home. It was a special, safe, calm haven where he spent time with his 

grandparents. He found his family's rare visits an undeserving and unfair intrusion, because 

they put insufficient effort into the relationship with his grandparents (and also, perhaps, with 

himself). Though he mentally wrestled to qualify it, David implied that visiting and spending 

time in this place must be earned: 

“When my family has been visiting the island at the same time, I – I almost get the 

sense of...why are you here...You haven’t spoken to my nan with Alzheimer’s for 

however long, you don’t seem to have done what you should have done. Where’s the 

love and what right do you have – they’re sort of extreme versions I guess, which I 

wish didn’t automatically come to me but it’s sort of like what right do you have to 

come to this island...” (line 220) 
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Jack’s anger could be triggered by “unfairness of the world,” but also the unfairness 

that he was unable to deal with his anger as well as he perceives others do: 

“My anger, compared to my sisters’, was more this inward complex dealing with 

how, on the one hand I didn’t like the outrage and the unfairness and the unkindness 

of the world, but at the same time, why wasn’t I able to deal with it, cope with it, turn 

it to my advantage...make it okay.” (line 317) 

He discussed being beaten up at school, making him feel “furious” at himself for not 

“deal[ing] with it,” but also furious that the situation was so unfair, partly centred around 

parental messages and attitudes. He felt unable to confront the person hurting him, and he 

was expected to “get over it” and accept fights as normal ‘boy’ behaviour. These messages 

contributed to feelings of unfairness:  

“I got beaten up a lot. That made me….furious in myself that I couldn’t deal with it, 

and furious that it was so unfair…So to this day, I mean, I don’t have to get beaten 

up, but...when situations are unfair and thoughtless...undesirable...I don’t convey it, 

but I feel anger inside sometimes that ‘why can’t people see this?...Why can’t people 

make it fair?’ without being able to go to the people and confront the situation 

because, when I was a kid, you didn’t do that.” (line 100) 

Jack received messages that he was ‘special,’ but these seemed ingenuine and incongruent to 

the treatment from peers at school. The message about anger within his family was “don’t” 

show, express, or feel it, and yet he did. He was not sure how to reconcile conflicting 

messages that did not align with the ‘unfairness’ he felt, and this contributed to his anger. 

Directing anger towards his parents was not acceptable, so anger was turned inward:  

“There was that, on one hand the parental message of...‘don’t show that side of 

yourself, don’t cross us, don’t—'...But at the same time, ‘oh you’re so special’...I knew 

in my heart that was never true. You know, why was I special? What made me 
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special? I didn’t seem to be special. But if I were special, why was I getting beaten 

up?...If I were someone special, why was there so much unfairness?” (line 116) 

He perceived unfairness when he behaved in the ways taught by his family, while others 

weren’t held to the same standard. Messages and beliefs imbued by his family are still a 

cause for his feelings of unfairness, anger, and frustration. 

4.4.2 Communication (Not Feeling Heard or Seen) 

Communication in families is about expressing, and also about feeling heard. Not 

feeling heard, with expression not acknowledged or validated, can trigger anger. Tom 

watched family members expressing anger through yelling, which he attributed to “wanting 

to be the loudest”:  

“Yelling, just being loud and aggressive, not so much degrading or trying to put 

anyone down, it’s just wanting to be the loudest...and assert themselves in one of the 

ways they can, which is being louder than anyone else to...voice their opinions in case 

they’re not being heard.” (line 233) 

Yelling might be viewed as an attempt to assert power when not feeling heard; but 

others are less likely to listen to yelling. Megan remembered her father shouting initially, and 

then becoming quiet when he felt that other family members did not want to hear from him: 

“First he’ll shout, and then he’ll get really quiet, and just stop talking and say, ‘nope 

I’m angry now, no one wants to hear from me. You’re all angry at me for being angry 

so I’m just not going to talk to you anymore’.” (line 184) 

These two extremes (shouting, then silence) seemed to be attempts to gain control; but the 

shouting was aggressive, the subsequent silence was punishing. His voice rose in the need to 

be heard, then was removed as if a privilege was taken away.  

David discussed anger triggered by his parents’ incongruent efforts to create a “family 

home”; but the images they tried to create did not match his experience of family 
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relationships. He felt unable to talk to his parents about important things. Communication 

was an important family value for him, and its disruption resulted in anger: 

“[Parents]claim that they would try to make a family home for me and my sister...but 

everything was so pristine and uncomfortable...shiny photos put up on the wall, but if 

you try to talk to your parents about anything...like family relationships and stuff, they 

didn’t want to talk about it...if you want to build a healthy family then put the effort in 

where it matters, don’t try and make a clean house...I guess the house sort of 

represented decisions made that I didn’t respect, and that they weren’t willing to talk 

to me about.” (line 191) 

David mentioned time throughout his interview, becoming angry when he felt that 

time was being wasted. He related this to mortality, and how his anger might have been 

connected to this existential fear. His anger was directed at others for “wasting” his time. His 

father turning up late triggered his anger. Wasted time seemed related to others’ disregard for 

him, his time, his feelings, and the sense that he was unimportant; but there was also a lack of 

communication around this issue. Feeling angry and disregarded, he could not express this to 

the other person:  

“If they’re late to something, it pisses me off beyond anything...I don’t necessarily say 

anything, [but] I consider it rude...it makes me angry, you know, if people sort of 

think that they can waste my time.” (line 158) 

Sharon felt anger when she felt misunderstood by someone close. Similarly, Amanda 

felt anger when she had talked to someone about something, and they were “doing it again” 

(line 96), feeling that she was not heard the first time. She expressed anger when others 

“didn’t think of me” (line 64). She used an example of feeling ‘misunderstood’ by her mother, 

where an argument occurred and she believed her mother wanted to “sit and talk about it for 

an hour” but Amanda thought it could be “resolved in two seconds” (line 242). This lack of 
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understanding and (difference in) communication triggered her anger. However, her desire to 

not sit and talk about it seems contradictory to her desire for communication and to be heard. 

In her interview, Amanda emphasised “validation” of emotion in others, especially with those 

who are angry, as it helped them feel “comfortable” during a difficult emotional experience. 

Though she talks about others here, it seems that she is referring mainly to her own 

experience:  

“Everyone typically, I would say whether they’ll admit it or not, you want to feel 

validated when you’re angry. You want to be comfortable in that feeling because it’s 

usually not the most comfortable feeling. Or enjoyable.” (line 459) 

Several participants believed emotional validation (being heard) should start in childhood, 

and that parents were responsible for communicating how to manage anger. When parents 

fell short of this, participants expressed a sense of resentment. Amanda emphasised that a 

child’s emotion should be ‘valid’ and acceptable, even if the emotional behaviour might not 

be. For Amanda, this seemed age-dependent, with the expectation that anger expression 

would be less primitive over time (i.e., communicating anger through conversation rather 

than acting out):  

“I think it’s really important at a young age to instil in kids is that like your feelings 

are valid...as you evolve through your life, the way you deal with it is what becomes 

important, and I think that kind of starts when you’re younger, like having people 

around you that let you feel what you need to feel, and validate those feelings and 

help you work with that.” (line 134) 

David seemed to share the same sentiment about teaching children to manage anger, but 

described a transfer of responsibility to manage one’s own anger in adulthood:  

“As a kid it’s kind of unacceptable to not be taught by those around you how to deal 

with those kind of things and how to react...But as an adult...if you recognise it in 
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yourself that you get angry quite easily or frustrated or irritable...then it’s not 

acceptable to not try and work on something like that because it’s quite a core, deep 

down thing.” (line 101) 

Jack stated that he had “no guidance” on how to manage anger as a child. The main message 

he received was that anger was “bad character”; but he was not taught by his parents how to 

manage anger beyond holding it in:  

“[Anger] never was talked out well so that it could be resolved or that it could be 

better understood. It was almost...bad character or bad mannerisms...almost as if to 

be angry was to be….obnoxious. So you—you know ‘get over it!’, ‘deal with it’ – 

which meant internally. And that’s, as a kid you have no guidance in terms of how 

to...modify it or process it.” (line 278) 

4.4.3 Affront to Self-image / Self-image Questioned 

Participants identified how anger could be generated when there is incongruence 

between their own perceived identity and the image perceived by others. Tom reflected an 

ideal self-image that aligns with absence of anger. Value was placed on being “peaceful”, 

“so reserved” (line 252/330), which probably paralleled how he liked to be viewed. He 

stated, “It’s hard to get me to that point of anger” (line, 330), suggesting that others may 

have attempted to incite anger in him, but he tried hard to not show it. He used cognitive 

processes (“thinking and processing different ways of coming up with solutions”- line 332) to 

defend against “going right to anger” (line 333). 

Anger triggered when one’s self-image or self-identity are threatened may also mask 

feelings of fear, inadequacy, self-preservation, or self-doubt. Amanda perceived, as part of 

her self-image, that she “puts too much on my plate” (line 66), and believed she took 

responsibility for her anger. Anger was triggered by perceived judgment from others for 

being “looked at as less than or incapable” (line 196); however, she also held these 
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judgments about herself. She feared letting people down, and became angry with herself for 

not doing something ‘right’ (“I put myself in a predicament...then it’s like I’m just angry with 

myself for maybe not doing the right thing and not doing what I know I should have done.”- 

line 57).  

Like other participants, Amanda’s self-image was tied into her anger experience. 

Disappointment from others seemed to activate negative beliefs she holds about herself. In 

return, she became defensive and angry, feeling she had to “battle...someone’s preconception 

of me” (line 202), especially when the situation did not align with how she would view (and 

have others view) her “true self” (line 204). However, if she felt “secure” and “confident” 

in herself, “that I’m a good person and I didn’t have bad intentions” (line 273), this helped 

her anger dissipate.  

David stated that he doesn’t believe anger is “a reflection of a person’s real person” 

(i.e., true self), and does not define the person (line 18). He went on to clarify that “certain 

contexts….come into the reaction that they have in [an] angry state, but I personally 

don’t….see it as having been born from a person’s personality” (line 20). Perhaps this view 

was also developed from David’s reflection on parts of himself that he disliked. He discussed 

becoming angry with a friend, partially because she struggles with parts of herself which 

resonate with older “elements” of him (i.e., true self). These older “elements” were more 

prominent at a time when he believed (in reflection) he could have done more to help 

himself. Though speaking of others, he also implied that the older version of himself could be 

viewed as “entitled”:  

“There are elements of that that I saw in myself like from...who I consider myself to 

have used to have been...I think a lot of people are depressed and anxious and…could 

do a lot more to help themselves but don’t, because it’s either this entitled thing where 
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they think that they should be helped, without sort of doing it themselves. I’m saying 

this almost to myself…as well.” (line 444) 

Jack became angry at offenses to his self-image (i.e., “affront to my sensibilities”). 

When he felt creative and useful, holding a more positive view of himself, anger was less 

likely triggered. But with threats to self-image, the inability to live up to his own expectations 

contributed to anger. Once triggered, anger was turned inward:  

“I get angry with – internally – with situations where I’m trying...to be competent or 

good or a quality person, or a good co-worker, a good friend, a good spouse, a good 

father, and it’s not working out...For a number of reasons within myself, it’s just not 

happening, and then I get angry with myself...And other people get annoyed or angry 

with me...that doesn’t help because I’m having a hard enough time wrestling with 

myself.” (line 181) 

His anger or disappointment directed inward seemed to be exacerbated by a crisis of self-

worth, and he grappled with how to leave it or “confront” it: 

“When it’s driven internally, like I’m – the old joke – ‘I’m not worthy’ you know, 

that’s, that’s in a lot of ways worse. Because it’s just—it’s very discongruent to who I 

would like to be, how I would like to see myself, what I am trying to be, what I’m 

shooting for in the world, and it’s just not that. And that’s worse. That’s more 

internally disruptive when that happens. So the anger in those cases turns almost to 

like a – ‘how do I walk away from myself!’, ‘how do I confront myself?’” (line 198) 

However, if he felt that he could justify all he had done, and that their criticism or anger 

seemed unjustified, he allowed himself to feel anger directed outward: 

“The internal anger...taps into all those things about my worth, my competence, my 

abilities, my responsibilities, I didn’t measure up. All those things to me are...terribly 

self-deflating...they make me angry if, if I think to myself – ‘no I was really trying 
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here...there are so many other external issues here that people aren’t seeing. There’s 

so many other complexities’...So if I feel it’s unjustified, I get angry.” (line 481) 

4.4.4 Theme 3: Discussion 

Although individual triggers for anger are commonly researched, participants 

highlighted both individual and systemic triggers, involving family members and close 

relationships. 

4.4.4.1 Unfairness / Lack of Punishment 

Participants became angry when they perceived a situation as unfair or unjust, 

consistent with previous literature (e.g., Pillutla & Murnighan, 1996; Porath & Pearson, 2012; 

Procter & Dallos, 2007; Yorke & Dallos, 2015). Unfairness or injustice leading to anger 

usually violates one’s rules, expectations, identity, outlook, values, and personal integrity 

(Eatough et al., 2008), and may include an expectation of punishment for the offenders. This 

may come from past experiences of how anger “justice” was expressed with parents and 

siblings (Dunn & Munn, 1987). These expectations are then applied to life situations. For 

example, the participant who assumed that her sisters would be punished for not helping with 

housework, and also expected a colleague to be punished for similar reasons. When 

expectations are not met, anger can be triggered as one views the situation as unfair (Akerlof, 

2016; Fabiansson & Denson, 2016). 

4.4.4.2 Communication 

Though anger is sensationalised when it leads to confrontation or aggression, it is 

more generally a way of communicating and regulating human interaction (Yorke & Dallos, 

2015). As part of this interaction, participants described anger being triggered when they did 

not feel heard; and they also witnessed this in family members trying to communicate their 

anger (e.g., shouting). Anger may also be triggered by lack of or incongruent communication, 
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particularly when family messages do not match family behaviour. Anger in this context 

prompted thoughts about oneself and others, and interactive behaviours.  

Multiple participants also mentioned loss of time related to lack of communication. 

The sense of lost time, urgency, running out of time (in life or to get something done), and 

others wasting one’s time seem to be a common anger trigger. This relates to the concept of 

anger triggered when goal-directed behaviour is disrupted (Berkowitz & Harmon-Jones, 

2004). Although time with anger is not heavily-researched, it has been studied in the 

workplace. Anger is triggered by ‘wasting’ time, originating from “bad communication” that 

directs employees to unknowingly do work that is redundant; to fill in for incompetence of 

other employees; and to feel powerless from wasteful time pressures (Booth & Mann, 2005). 

This may be relevant to current participants, who felt anger from time pressure to complete 

daily tasks or manage work-life balance, powerless from limited time while alive, or upset 

from their time being wasted.  

Participants also suggested that anger related to time could be modified by time itself 

– i.e., that anger may be modified, suppressed, or tempered by time, age, and experience. 

This belief was shared by the participant in Eatough and Smith’s (2006b) study, who noted 

that, with age, one should be more responsible with anger expression. Family modelling 

around anger may not always be adaptive in broader social contexts. In this study, one 

father’s polar opposite display when not feeling heard was to first shout, then cease 

communication. The silence seemed used to gain control over the situation from a different 

angle. Families demonstrate to children what is acceptable in the expression of anger, and 

commonly suppress, avoid, or hide anger displays. This avoidance of anger seemed 

acceptable to participants, perhaps because they internalised this family strategy. Suppression 

may curtail aggressive behaviour, but it can also shut down everyday communication around 

anger (Procter & Dallos, 2007).  
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Participants expected parents to teach children about emotions, and some participants 

blamed their parents for perceived lack of guidance or conflicting messages around managing 

anger and frustration, whether this guidance be direct, or observed from parental behaviour. 

Referring to parenting styles (Gottman & DeClaire, 1997), these participants seemed to desire 

parents who are ‘emotion coaches’. However, most seemed to feel that their parents were 

more dismissive or disapproving.  

4.4.4.3 Affront to Self-image 

Merleau-Ponty (1945) believed that the body is inextricably linked with one’s sense 

of self. It would only make sense then that emotions, such as anger, which are embodied 

experiences (Maiese, 2014), impact one’s sense of self. When one feels rejected, diminished, 

or reduced in social image, this can impact one’s self-worth and cause anger (Beck & 

Deffenbacher, 2000; Novaco, 2016). Anger arising from feelings of inability or inadequacy, 

as described by participants, starts at an internally evaluative place (Eatough et al., 2008) but 

expression might be triggered relationally. When others point out perceived incompetence 

that one is already upset about, anger might arise as a secondary emotion, as a defence, 

covering feelings of fear, inadequacy, or self-doubt. 

 This seems partly related to incongruence between ideal self (how one would like to 

be perceived) and self-image (how one actually is perceived; Rogers, 1951). Anger can be 

directed internally for perceived inadequacy in one’s ideal self (Procter & Dallos, 2007), and 

then directed externally when this inadequacy is noticed by others. One participant discussed 

anger triggered when she believes someone views her differently from how she would like to 

be perceived. Another participant believed that anger does not fit in with the image of calm 

and peace that he would like to convey. Our ideal self is often informed by messages received 

in families about how to be good or bad, how to internally process anger, how to disengage 

anger from self-perception, and also by societal or cultural norms (Procter & Dallos, 2007). 
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Interestingly, a number of participants mentioned ‘good’ versus ‘bad’ polarities in their 

descriptions of self, and how anger was viewed in both self and others. The categorical 

definitions and meanings behind these seemed to harken back to family messages and 

observations.  

 Beliefs about self, others, and the world provide expected predictability and security. 

When questioned or challenged by a situation, these beliefs are violated, evoking anger. 

Similarly, one’s identity in the world may conflict with ideal images from the family. In 

therapeutic contexts, these beliefs are often explored, with incongruent core beliefs and 

discrepancies between ideal self-image and real self addressed and sometimes challenged. 

4.5 THEME 4: FITTING IN OR CATCHING - COLLECTIVE ANGER 

Although the negative behavioural expressions of anger often repel others, there 

seems to be a unifying aspect of anger for people who rally around a common belief as a like-

minded group. Megan explains this idea: 

“...There’s not much occasion where I get into conversations about that...unless I 

know the person I’m talking to agrees with me...I don’t like to invite argument, but 

I’m happy to be mutually angry with someone about the same thing.” (line 526) 

This seems to happen in families as well, with anger “collectively” uniting them, or creating 

separate alliances that compel family members to “take sides.” For example, Tom’s extended 

family “bonds” together to resolve anger situations, presumably supporting the individuals 

involved and reducing or preventing any escalation that might occur (i.e., they “alleviate the 

situation”- line 220). Amanda mentions a similar coming together of her extended family, 

who seem to unite and support her when she is “feeling the wrath” at home (line 371). Her 

extended family seems to show more “supportive” warmth, “not to ignore the problem,” but 

instead stating, “‘we’re still here for you, we love you, we’re supporting you’” (line 372). 

Within this idea of collective anger, participants highlighted a couple different dynamics.  
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4.5.1 Taking Sides  

Participants seemed to assume that when someone is angry with another person, there 

is a side to take. Some attempted to stay neutral and not become a target, while others felt 

obligated to take a side. It did not seem considered that a number of perspectives (sides) 

could be taken at once; but anger as a polarising emotion might have hampered any other 

perspectives, and cognitive appraisal might have settled on alignments as the most adaptive 

strategy. Alliances may be formed during collective anger in the family, generating patterns 

of family member involvement. Megan felt a lack of control in this process: 

“I think most people’s natural reaction, if they’re angry in a group setting, is to try 

and find people to side with, and then you wind up splitting into teams, and then I 

hate that because I don’t want to be on one side or the other, especially if the issue 

literally hasn’t affected me at all.” (line 605) 

Megan explained how she tried to remain “unreadable,” presumably to avoid becoming a 

target herself, alienating a family member, or suffering relational repercussions. She seemed 

to believe that either her sister or her father could be “right” in different situations, and she 

would silently and cognitively “side” with one of them while attempting to appear neutral. 

After the argument, she might tell her sister that she was “right,” but her main intent was to 

stay out of the conflict: 

“...I’m not willing to say in the middle of the conversation that I agree because I know 

it will make me a target for that same anger, so I might go up to [sister] later and be 

like ‘hey you were right just so you know, but I didn’t want to be involved so I didn’t 

say anything,’ and she gets that because she knows I’m not a confrontational person, 

but I know she would prefer if I had said something at the time of the argument.” (line 

424) 
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Avoidance seemed to allow Megan to fit in and remain part of the family unit, despite her 

internal beliefs that might have aligned her with one side or the other in a family argument. 

Anger or tension in the family during conflict caused her to “tuck into a ball,” making 

herself smaller to not be noticed:  

“...I probably tuck myself into a ball a lot...I’m like, ‘I don’t want anyone to notice 

that I’m still sitting here, I want them to pretend that I’m not involved in any of this’ 

so that they don’t ask me to side with somebody because both of them [father and 

sister] are very quick to be like ‘someone back me up’ and I’m like ‘I am not getting 

in the middle of any of this’. So I definitely try to physically be as passive as 

possible.” (line 234)  

There was fear that if she were to ‘side’ with someone, she would become the target of the 

other’s anger in the moment, and she could have faced later relationship consequences. 

However, Megan would take sides when the closeness of the relationship obliged her to 

choose. For example, she chose her fiancé’s side in disagreements he had with his mother, 

because “it’s just the fact that he’s my fiancé so I’m going to side with him” (line 411). 

Sharon also mentioned taking sides in her family, creating a ‘right vs. wrong’ 

dynamic wherein the family came together against the person with whom they were upset. 

Her family believed that her sister’s behaviour was dangerous, and they aligned their 

collective anger against her: 

“When it came to my little sister and her promiscuous ways and her doing stuff that 

was dangerous...myself and my youngest sister, and my mom and dad kinda came 

together and was like, ‘what the heck is she doing?’ We were all upset with 

her...because it’s like we’re trying to look out for her, and she doesn’t want the help.” 

(line 254) 
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Participants also mentioned seeking support from others who would see their 

perspective and supportively join them when angry, which might be viewed as taking sides. 

For example, Sharon mentioned gossiping when angry, and Amanda contacted her ‘people’ 

to offload anger. When a friend was angry, Amanda tried to not “take sides”, as she had only 

“one side of the story” (lines 439/437). Instead, she tried playing “devil’s advocate” (line 

439) to question her friend’s viewpoint. She had probably already “sided” with her friend at 

this point, offering support but also giving another perspective. This seemed to be easier 

when Amanda was not the target of anger. 

4.5.2 Empathy / Joining 

Although empathy is not commonly associated with anger, empathy for someone 

angry was evident in participant responses, usually towards someone close to them. For 

Megan, her mutual feelings and closeness with her boyfriend seemed to circumvent anger. 

The ‘we’ used throughout Megan’s interview seemed to indicate empathic alignment of 

feelings and identification with her fiancé: 

“I am a very independent person and he’s a very independent person, so I know I 

would feel the same if I was in his shoes, if someone was trying to fix all my problems 

and trying to get me to talk in depth about every possible way to fix something, I 

would probably get pretty frustrated with them, so that’s probably more of a kind of 

kindred spirit kind of a thing.” (line 416) 

Megan’s empathy also extended to angry friends, showing support and helping to “distract”: 

“If it’s someone I know who's upset I feel bad for the fact that they’re upset and 

angry…like a friend who’s had a bad day and now they’re really angry at someone at 

work…I’ll try to take them out of that headspace and distract them with drinks, 

Netflix, food, whatever I have available...” (line 615) 
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Sharon described feeling empathy for her mother’s anger because she cared about her mother, 

and presumably because she related to feelings she assumed her mother was experiencing: 

“When my mom may say something about my dad being selfish about something and 

she shows herself being upset, I get upset…because the person I care about gets 

upset.” (line 270) 

Similarly, Tom picked up on his partner’s anger and became angry alongside her towards a 

perceived aggressor. This seemed to arise from empathy. Tom’s use of the word ‘with’ here 

implies that anger was shared, not directed at his partner: 

“Most days [Partner] comes home upset and angry because of what [co-worker] is 

doing...I quickly pick up on her anger and I begin to feel angry with her...” (line 311)  

There may be an element of empathic expectation during anger, the assumption that 

others should be angry at the same situation that one is also angry about – especially as it 

relates to a broader scale of outrage. For David, there was an expectation that politicians, 

whom have power and authority to make changes, were not visually expressing anger while 

describing injustices, and this aroused anger for him: 

“There’s an expectation that, like, why aren’t you also pissed off about this? It’s kind 

of like when you see politicians talk about situations in the world where people are 

suffering and they’ll say it with a….solemn kind of tone to it, but it’s like, why aren’t 

you angry?” (line 493) 

On a broader scale, participants brought up politics and/or driving as a source for 

anger. Driving was a more common, identifiable, and acceptable arena that allowed 

discussion of intense angry feelings, and elicited empathy or joining. Megan described this 

process of becoming angry, along with other drivers, at one particular driver who made a 

dangerous manoeuvre: “ I think you react to that kind of environment, if everybody else seems 

angry, you fit in with them...” (line 105).  



 85 

Other drivers are perceived as “self-absorbed” in their anonymous space; personal 

interactions between drivers are absent, and one can drive away (i.e., leave the situation) 

quickly. There is little chance to resolve angry experiences while driving. But this is partly 

mollified by other rational drivers, who signal agreement that the self-absorbed driver is 

driving poorly – thus a joining of anger around bad driving. 

Similar to driving, multiple participants mentioned politics as a topic for joining in 

anger. To David, political discussion “flicks a switch in me that’s like, I also am angry, but 

I’ve kind of picked which things to be angry at” (line 408), interestingly, a choice he thought 

politicians should not have. Megan explained a link of politics to anger, which resonated with 

other participant experiences: 

“Anytime I see certain political figures...on the general news and I actually listen to a 

couple sentences of what they’re saying, that’s the kind of thing that I’m quite quick to 

get angry about because I know they’re not there, and I know I don’t have to confront 

them about it. I can just be angry by myself in a room watching them.” (line 520) 

This absence of direct confrontation may also make political and driving-related anger not 

only socially acceptable, but also ‘safe’ to discuss and easier to empathise with. People in 

various contexts may join around anger or have empathy for the anger of others. It is 

especially easier for people to join or empathise when the anger is not directed at them. 

Empathy tends to falter when anger is on an individual level, too intense, and active in both 

directions – at which point anger-for-anger can take over. 

4.5.3 Anger-for-Anger (and Emotional Contagion) 

Anger-for-anger was a recurring theme for participants, in which people become 

angry in turn when other people are angry with them. Sharon responded to others’ anger in 

this way: “Sometimes, you know, if someone’s angry at me, I get angry back at them, but I 

think like it’s a defence thing so I can back them up off me” (line 396). David also talked 
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about anger-for-anger, which may have protected him from the opposite reaction – feeling 

“immensely sad”: “I either get angry in return or I feel immensely sad and alone and I think 

that’s how I tend to respond to people being angry at me” (line 527). 

Megan witnessed returned anger from her sister, who “‘would jump in there and...say, 

‘you being angry made me angry’” (line 197). Her sister’s response seemed more 

confrontational, whereas Sharon’s reaction seemed more self-protective (i.e., “back them up 

off me”). While not often, when Megan did become angry “at someone else being angry,” 

she would “retreat” (line 199), either physically or attentionally (e.g., wearing headphones), 

so that she was not involved. However, when Megan was supported by others who share in 

her anger, she might “address someone angrily about being angry with us” (line 472). 

Afterward, she would still retreat to calm down.  

Whereas anger-for-anger is returned anger, directed at the perceived angry aggressor, 

anger can also be spread more peripherally, especially when empathy-related. One’s anger-

related response may directly trigger a similar emotional response in others who are not the 

direct targets of the anger. These others “catch” anger from an individual, either implicitly or 

explicitly. This emotional contagion may recruit group empathy with the upset, as mentioned 

by Jack: “There can be this contagious process where...when others are upset and it’s just an 

upsetting thing, yeah, I’d get upset too” (line 468). 

Interestingly, emotional contagion may also work against anger. For Sharon, church 

was a place where she was least likely to become angry, as she absorbed positivity from 

others. Similarly, feeling “fully loved” and accepted “shuts down” Amanda’s anger: 

“Feeling fully loved, fully accepted, and fully understood as who I am, even if it’s 

some huge thing that I messed up...being supported through that in a constructive 

way...that’s where my anger can shut down because I feel appreciated, I feel loved, I 
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feel accepted, yet I’m still forced to face the mistake…in a place that feels like safe” 

(line 253) 

It is assumed that love and associated emotions were contagious when around people from 

whom she felt love, understanding and acceptance. In this way, loving feelings can prevent or 

dissuade anger, even if a person is answerable (i.e., she was ‘forced to face the mistake’, but 

did not become angered or defensive when she felt supported).  

4.5.4 Theme 4: Discussion 

Although anger is usually divisive (DiGiuseppe & Tafrate, 2007), participant accounts 

also reflected the phenomenon of how anger could bring people and families collectively 

together. Family members could also unite around the anger of one member in a collective, 

empathic way. Sometimes this is through emotional contagion (one ‘catches’ the anger of the 

group); and other times through behavioural joining, a way of fitting in and not being alone 

with anger. 

Anger may be triggered when one’s expectations, worldview, or sense of ‘right’ or 

‘truth’ feels challenged or affronted. This anger may result in separation, conflict, or anger-

for-anger. Alternatively, if the angry person aligns with one’s own worldview, then empathy, 

joining and uniting around anger may occur. This is especially relevant to groups which have 

become more vocal within current society, expressing anger surrounding perceived injustices. 

As Kay (2019) states, “Rage, it seems, is becoming all the rage” (p. 591). Individuals join 

together with like-minded others, using their anger in common cause to power a collective 

voice or action towards change (Van Troost et al., 2013; Van Zomeren et al., 2004). Anger 

predicts collective action (Iyer et al., 2007), and perhaps is even necessary for meaningful 

political or social change. Such anger has helped to facilitate the MeToo Movement (Kay 

2019), bringing awareness of sexual objectification, abuse, and harassment, while also 

helping individuals feel they are not alone, and the collective, positive impact from this is 
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ongoing (Shepherd & Evans, 2020). Other recent examples include Black Lives Matter, 

climate change groups, Pro-choice/Women’s Rights groups, and more. It seems that this 

aspect of anger is unique when compared with other negative emotions. For example, 

considering the issue of climate change, which was mentioned by a participant, anger is 

associated with both personal and collective action, whereas this is not the case for anxiety or 

sadness around climate change (Stanley et al., 2021). In this way, anger may be seen as an 

adaptive coping strategy (Stanley et al., 2021), but it also mobilises individuals, bringing 

them together around an anger-driven collective cause.  

4.5.4.1 Taking Sides 

The concept of taking sides is underexplored in anger research. This is the first time, 

to our knowledge, that participants have described this in relation to anger situations in 

families. Taking sides has been discussed in political literature (e.g., Andrzejewski & Askia, 

2018), and in the context of argument or conflict. For these participants, the relational act of 

taking sides during anger happened in their families, even if open confrontation was not 

present. The act of ‘siding’ and providing support was done by those around the angry 

person; and the angry person tried to recruit close allies as a way of seeking this support. 

Whether support was sought, offered, or withheld, who supported whom seemed to have its 

own situational contexts. How participants responded, and what side they took, seemed to 

rely on the level of their involvement (i.e., anger directed at them versus someone else) how 

much they felt aligned with the angry person (e.g., a close friend); moral judgments about the 

situation; and whether empathy was present. 

Although not solicited in the interview, most participants mentioned anger while 

driving. Driving anger can be expressed as anger towards other drivers, impatience in traffic, 

and aggressiveness on the road (Taubman-Ben-Ari et al., 2016). However, there also seems 

to be a socially cohesive component to this anger, a loose solidarity with other drivers who 
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have also experienced the “bad” driver. The same might be relevant to politics, in that 

individuals of similar political views can join against those with opposing views, and because 

(as one participant put it) judging politicians allowed for a “removed-ness,” was not 

necessarily confrontational, and did not (at least in non-autocratic societies) usually involve 

consequences.  

4.5.4.2 Anger and Empathy 

It might be argued that anger and empathy rarely occur together, as anger tends to 

inhibit or suppress empathy. Angry individuals are less likely to feel empathy for others, 

allowing them to engage in behaviours such as lying, and having less concern about others 

(Carver & Harmon-Jones, 2009; Yip & Schweitzer, 2016). Anger and empathy are inter-

relational in nature, and both emerge in childhood (Bloom, 2016). Empathy shared by early 

caregivers is related to attunement to emotions in self and others (Eisenberg et al., 2001); 

whereas exposure to frequent anger from caregivers is related to non-empathic response to 

others’ distress (Crockenberg, 1985). Anger can motivate behaviour, whether aggressive in 

nature or driven towards change (Silva, 2021); and empathy can motivate behaviour, whether 

helping in nature or also driven towards change (Eisenberg, 2007).  

Perhaps a main commonality between anger and empathy is their link with moral 

judgement (Bloom, 2016). This was raised by participants, who mentioned ideas about right 

or wrong either triggering anger or empathy towards another angry person. If an individual 

with whom one can relate is judged to be ‘wronged’, it is easier to feel empathy for that 

person and anger towards the perceived aggressor. In this situation, empathy might even fuel 

anger (Bloom, 2016). Empathic anger is different from emotional contagion or empathy, in 

that it is an anger response to another person’s suffering (Hechler & Kessler, 2018). It 

requires assumed understanding of the other’s experience, and a desire to protect them and 
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potentially punish the perpetrator (Batson, 2009; Hechler & Kessler, 2018; Vitaglione & 

Barnett, 2003). 

This seems resonant with participant experiences. For example, one participant who 

became upset at her mother’s upset due to perceived poor treatment from the father. In 

families with frequent conflict or hostility, children are more distressed by conflicts involving 

the mother, and more likely to feel responsible for the mother’s feelings or behaviours 

(Cummings, Pellegrini et al., 1989). These findings might relate to this participant feeling 

empathy and looking out for her mother, and directing her anger at the perceived aggressor 

(her father).  

Empathy can extend to issues or groups that one has never met, particularly with 

anger towards political or social justice issues. Anger is directed at perceived neglecters (e.g., 

politicians), and this anger is generated from empathic alignment with the individuals who 

are suffering or at a disadvantage due to neglect (Hechler & Kessler, 2018). Empathic anger 

seems relevant to many issues in today’s society (as mentioned previously), motivating 

individuals to protest for change, and joining in anger over a common cause or grievance.  

Participants regarded anger as negative, unless collective and shared. Collective anger 

seems more acceptable and motivating when accompanied by empathy for the anger 

situation, and by a collective goal. Empathy for individual anger encounters in the moment 

may be held back, and we tend to avoid unknown individuals who are angry, especially if we 

detect differences rather than similarities. In general, empathy for anger is easier towards 

someone with whom one identifies – and when one is not the direct target of the anger. 

4.5.4.3 Anger-for-Anger (and Emotional Contagion) 

Emotional contagion is the idea that emotions of one person or group can be ‘caught’ 

by another (Hatfield et al., 1993). One person’s emotional expressions may be mimicked and 

synchronised by another, until the other ends up feeling the same emotion. Emotional 
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contagion was initially characterised as a primitive automatic process (Hatfield et al., 1993). 

However, the underlying process may work differently with different emotions; and 

emotional contagion of anger involves an appraisal not necessarily involved with other 

emotions (e.g., happiness; Deng & Hu, 2018).  

Some assume that anger is ‘spread’ to others (Fox, 2009), like emotional contagion. 

This assumption, apparent in participant responses, seems to support the perception of anger 

as a disease that can be ‘spread’ and caught (like one participant’s mention of lack of 

‘immunity’), and the perceived responsibility surrounding this is sometimes displaced. 

Additionally, emotional contagion could reduce participants’ anger when those around them 

were happy, positive, and validating.  

Halberstadt et al. (2015) touched upon anger contagion in families, suggesting anger 

in one family member elicits anger (or suppression of anger) in other family members. They 

consider this contagion systemic in nature, and not present within or caused by any one 

particular family relationship. This is consistent with experiences of current participants, for 

whom this phenomenon occurred in family settings, work, friends, or church. 

Participants also discussed an anger phenomenon on an individual, episodic level, 

termed here as anger-for-anger. Participants responded to the directed anger of others by 

becoming angry back at them. Much like Deng and Hu (2018) suggested about emotional 

contagion, it does seem that there is a cognitive appraisal piece here. Unlike emotional 

contagion, anger-for-anger “catches”’ the emotion but returns it confrontationally, usually 

without empathy. Though anger-for-anger shifted a couple participants away from sadness or 

self-doubt, it is different from anger as a defence mechanism, and seems more of an 

emotional matching. Instead of joining, it is divisive and oppositional. As this phenomenon 

does not seem to be explained by existing terminology, the concept of anger-for-anger is an 

original contribution to the anger literature.  
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4.6 THEME 5: FAMILY MESSAGES AND ROLES IN ANGER  

Participants believed that expressions of anger were learned through family 

interactions. Beyond family, Megan could not recall other early memories of anger: 

“Probably first experiences of anger came from parents, because...I don’t really have 

any [anger-related] memories of like friends in preschool or anything like that.” (line 

68) 

This idea of learning about anger through parental interaction was shared amongst other 

participants. David believes that he learned to recognise anger and how to “douse the flames” 

from the “bitterness” he felt towards his parents while growing up (line 114). Sharon 

suggested that if one doesn’t see anger between parents, this could affect if and how one 

shows anger in other relationships: 

“It...comes from how you were brought up like who was around you, your 

environment...if your parents don’t – you’ve never seen them like show anger towards 

each other or towards you, I feel like you’re less likely to do the same in your 

response to other people.” (line 40) 

Overall, participants suggest that their anger while growing up was modelled by parents or 

other family members, and was an organising force in family roles. 

4.6.1 Developing Family Roles  

Participants described their family dynamics and identified different family roles 

around anger. Each family member seemed to take on a different role with anger. This role 

could be different from the rest of the family, but worked within (and sometimes balanced) 

the family unit.  

Megan identified her father as most outwardly angry, and her sister may have also 

learned this way of expressing anger from him. Her father’s observed anger behaviour was 
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more predictable and frequent. Her sister’s anger behaviour was more “openly emotional” 

and sporadic:  

“I would usually try to just stay very quiet and not be in the way. Versus my sister’s 

reaction….would be very confrontational and she would go in and say, ‘no I think 

you’re wrong’...‘no what you said just made me very upset’...She was not someone 

who would say, ‘oh you’re angry, I’m going to leave you alone to seethe with your 

thoughts and calm down for a little while.’” (line 192) 

Though her father was the most angry, her sister’s anger was more confrontational, especially 

with her father. Her mother took a passive or mediator role, trying to fix or defuse escalating 

conflict. Her brother was unavailable, avoiding conflict by putting on headphones, escaping 

to his room, not seen or heard. While her sister and father engaged in open conflict, Megan 

took on a self-protective role, keeping her anger a secret and going to her room, preventing 

her direct involvement. Megan took on a hybrid role in this process. Though she partially 

mirrored the roles of her mother and brother, she also partly adopted this role from her father, 

who would go to his room to decompress after an outburst. Megan did not align with the role 

of her sister, even though she might have agreed with her sister’s reasons for anger. Having 

taken on this withdrawn, silent family role, Megan used a similar model with others, 

including her fiancé and friends. She explained the contrast in roles between her father and 

sister: 

“[Father] we would see angry most often, and after that I would probably say my 

sister, because she has always been a very openly emotional person. So if anything 

did upset her, it would never have been a secret. She would never have gone to her 

room and then calmly come out a couple of hours later and then told you about it. She 

would be ready to jump down someone’s throat right away.” (line 167) 
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Megan talked about watching her sister and father take anger out on others, releasing anger 

by finding a target:  

“My dad and my sister are more likely to look for something to set them off, as kind of 

like an outlet; versus I’m much more likely to say, ‘Hey I had a really bad day, I’m 

going to go to my room. Please nobody talk to me.’” (line 268) 

For David’s family, negative feelings were avoided; and when anger arose, so did 

roles of avoidance. Anger expressed from his mother was viewed as manipulative or 

“emotionally abusive”: “She would hysterically cry down the phone to get you to do what 

she wants” (line 344), or she would not speak to David. David’s father was identified as the 

most angry and tried to use alcohol to sublimate emotions. However, alcohol was 

disinhibiting, allowing his father to express anger through aggressive behaviours and 

occasional violence. David’s sister avoided her father’s anger by hiding, mostly out of fear. 

In the past, she argued with her mother; but as her role developed, she now avoids anger by 

choosing not to speak with people when angry (“silent treatment”- line 352). David often felt 

fear with anger and withdrew in response to his own (or his father’s) anger, going for a walk 

to down-regulate. Compared to his father’s smouldering and sometimes violent anger, David 

considered his mother’s anger more subdued, but just as abusive, and more manipulative:  

“...In terms of how I think my mum raised me – it was borderline emotionally abusive. 

It’s very very controlling. But you grow up, you don’t seem to understand it and 

subsequently kind of forgive it and my dad drank a lot and was subsequently a very 

angry man...occasionally violent in the anger, but certainly the anger was always kind 

of bubbling away.” (line 117) 

Following anger episodes, triggers, feelings, and interpersonal interactions were not 

discussed, but the family moved on. David’s avoidant role was maintained in the outside 
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world, and he displaced anger by getting angry with safer targets, such as his cat or 

politicians.  

In Tom’s family, anger and aggression were unpredictable. He saw arguments as a 

normal exchange between family members; but anger, in his mind, was not differentiated 

from aggression or violence, which “[came] out more often than expected” (line 184). He 

identified his mother as the most angry, displaying violent or aggressive behaviours. Yelling 

outbursts between family members were common. He justified his mother’s behaviour by 

saying she was stressed by her own family of origin, and she had “a certain way of raising 

me” (line 183). Extended family would come together to alleviate and reduce conflict. In 

contrast to Tom isolating, his brother would rebel, avoid, or leave the situation, getting 

involved with drugs and gangs. After one violent argument, Tom remembered his brother 

leaving the house and never coming back. Tom did not remember getting angry as a child, 

but experienced much sadness. When he rarely felt anger, he sometimes experienced intense 

emotion, and focused on de-escalating thoughts. While angry, he abruptly closed people off 

to escape, a metaphoric “door slam” (line 26).  

Tom seemed to avoid conflict or rejection by developing a calm, passive, cognitive 

way of dealing with anger, a more positive link to his self-perception, reportedly identifying 

with Gandhi and Martin Luther King, Jr. He may have learned early to go to thoughts and 

develop this quiet, peaceful exterior in order to avoid trauma and his own intense feelings 

with yelling and aggression around him. His statements included not showing his true self to 

the world, and how his friends were surprised that he was “not mad” (line 246) at anger-

provoking situations. When others were angry at him, he became sad, escaping to his room or 

into nature. 

 Jack, who was articulate throughout the interview, became vague as he talked about 

his parents expressing anger: 
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“My mother was more expressive of it, more dismissive, more controlling, and more 

commanding. My father was more passive and withdrew. But you could tell when he 

was angry.” (line 237) 

He elaborated on how his mother’s anger would “come out”: 

“More directly aggressive, insulting. In subtle ways. Controlling...if things didn’t go 

her way...But she was more externally demonstrative of the anger [than my father].” 

(line 256) 

Jack’s father responded in a passive, simmering withdrawal, dismissive of issues he couldn’t 

handle. His anger manifested as “nervous...focus within himself, shutting other things 

out...irritability, impatience” (line 264), and most incongruently, denial (‘everything’s fine’- 

line 271) which did not match his nonverbal behaviours. Jack learned to avoid his father 

when he noticed these signs.  

Jack described early parental messages of “knock it off” or “get over it” (line 93/281) 

when he was angry, but felt that he lacked guidance on how to do this. Things were not talked 

out, so they could not be resolved. Anger (and other emotions) were unacceptable to express 

(“you have no business conveying bad emotions”- line 94), viewed as obnoxious, and had to 

be sublimated and managed internally. Arguments in Jack’s family were brief and unsettled, 

and resentment built between family members. Humour was used to “loosen...the pressure 

cooker” (line 300). Jack’s older sister took on the confrontational role of challenging parents. 

His younger sister was described as having a “lack of internal identity”, absorbing anger and 

displacing it towards non-family others. Jack found all this “internally upsetting,” and he 

became “the quiet one,” struggling to make sense of his anger: 

“My older sister...had an easier time expressing her anger, disdain, upset...therefore 

she’d go head-to-head with my parents more often. I didn’t like the head-to-head 

thing. It was very internally upsetting to me so...I was the quiet one. And my younger 
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sister, kind of a mixture. But I think she was angry at a lot of things, but at the same 

time also had this lack of internal identity so the anger turned toward others...I was 

better among the children in figuring out in my mind that others had a perspective 

too, and maybe some of my anger was unjustified. But because anger wasn’t 

discussed, I didn’t know what to do with it.” (line 306) 

Amanda envisioned anger as “abuse” (line 330), and she found it difficult to identify 

anger without associated aggressive or abusive behaviour. She discounted anger in “sibling 

frustrations” or an “outburst of a big discussion” (lines 342/350), but she knew others were 

angry at her when she thought, “Oh, crap, I’m in trouble” (line 366). The fear of 

disappointment or anger from others resulted in anxiety and a role of anger avoidance. Her 

mother’s disappointment, which Amanda perceived as anger, was expressed as distance (not 

speaking and withholding warmth, seemingly as punishment). Amanda’s anger became 

associated with disappointment she felt towards and from others: 

“I don’t really feel I experienced a lot of anger outside of disappointment, which I 

don’t know if like by definition that falls under anger?...The biggest thing that was 

instilled in me was disappointment. Like being scared to disappoint my mom, scared 

to disappoint my family…it felt like I was letting them down…by disappointing them.” 

(line 315) 

Age was a theme throughout Amanda’s interview. At an early age, she felt she lacked 

parental guidance around anger, and she tried to “shove down” feelings (line 393). She 

believed older people should teach younger people how to manage their emotions. She later 

learned to deal with emotions through multiple non-family relationships. Amanda did not feel 

validated by her mother; and she now believes adults, including herself, have the obligation 

to validate young people. If someone was angry (but not towards her), she took on a helping 

role, trying to empathise with their anger. If people were angry directly at her, she wanted to 
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help them see where their anger came from (and possibly ensure she was not a target). She 

felt sadness turn to anger when she perceived people trying to make her upset by not 

considering her (“You didn’t think of me”- line 64). This anger could also be self-directed, 

especially when she feels she has agreed to too much for others (i.e., not considering herself). 

When she felt she did not do something as she should have done, she became overwhelmed. 

When angry, her “rational” thinking broke down, and she felt she became a different person, 

finding it difficult to talk about at times.  

Sharon knew her parents were angry by raised voices and her father’s cursing. She 

identified her father as most angry, mainly through physical aggression such as punching 

walls, throwing objects, or hitting. She recalls her mother teaching her to use her words, not 

her hands; and yet her mother sometimes spanked when angry. This was interpreted by 

Sharon as not “abusive,” “just how she was raised,” “I didn’t have a black eye or anything” 

(line 169), exonerating her mother possibly because Sharon identified with her. Sharon 

watched her father hit her mother, and she felt she needed to look after her mother. She 

described times she felt guilty for making her mother angry, and later having empathy, which 

resulted in her joining her mother’s anger (e.g., at her siblings for not helping, at her sister for 

making poor choices). This joining role in anger and siding with her mother may have been 

to recruit a needed response. When others were angry towards her, Sharon believed they must 

not really be angry at her, but at themselves, and she became angry back at them. 

4.6.2 Anger is Managed Alone (Isolate / Withdraw) 

Participants identified family members who isolated or withdrew from anger (in most 

cases, the participants themselves). This isolation seemed related to the belief that one must 

leave an anger situation and internally manage it alone. 
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If Sharon were angry, her mother would send her to her room. She learned to hide 

there when family members were angry, shutting down until the situation resolved. Sharon 

still takes on this isolated role, withdraws, and “bottles up” her anger: 

“I don’t know why I bottle it up now. I think I’d just rather….handle it by myself 

or…want the situation to…end. So instead of responding, I just kind of shut down.”  

(line 249)  

Megan also learned from her family to withdraw, leaving the room when angry or 

after a bad day. She announced, “‘look, didn’t have a great day. Don’t ask me about 

it...nobody talk to me’” (line 273). She then closed the door, keeping others at a distance and 

processing her anger alone. 

Jack talked about wanting to “escape and lick my wounds” (line 42), evoking the 

metaphor that anger was a battle that inflicted pain, and he needed to be alone to heal. Jack 

also viewed his father as taking on a withdrawing, denying, or dismissive role when 

confronting an anger-related situation. Although this role attempted to hide anger, it became a 

clear signal for anger to Jack: 

“[Father’s] main mechanism was to...withdraw within himself. Hold it in. And deny. 

So whenever he said things like ‘I’m the healthiest kid in America’...you knew 

something was wrong...” (line 250) 

When angry, David also isolated (“hide myself away”- line 383), not wanting to talk 

to others. However, he noted a more recent change in this role: “I wouldn’t really want to talk 

to anyone about it, and now I do” (line 384), possibly a desire to discuss or resolve the anger 

situation.  

In order for participants to stay in the situation, and express anger openly, it seemed 

that a strong element of trust was required, as Megan explained: 



 100 

“...I’m more willing to express I’m angry about something if I’m somewhere private 

like my home, friend’s home...not in public...if...someone here in the coffee shop was 

making me angry...I would probably just quietly seethe…because I don’t know any of 

these people.” (line 123) 

Attempting to resolve anger seemed difficult for most participants, and withdrawing seemed 

easier, allowing them to process the situation alone. David, Jack, and Sharon seemed to 

retreat or hide without letting others know, handling their anger in isolation. Megan was 

somewhat different, actively appealing to others to not speak to her and to give her space. 

These participants shared the belief that anger should be processed in isolation, without 

involving other family members to help downregulate, resolve the situation, or offer 

empathy.  

4.6.3 Avoidance  

As a corollary to the belief that anger needed to be managed alone, participants 

seemed to believe that anger itself, and the situations or people provoking it, should be 

avoided. Megan believed that avoiding anger is somehow inborn or automatically learned 

when young: 

“I think it’s an instinct you have from a very young age that anger means bad, 

whether it’s directed at you or...at someone near you. So anything I can do to not be 

near it is what I tend towards.” (line 635) 

Tom discussed “shutting out” (line 28) his emotions and “clos[ing] people off” (line 26) to 

avoid anger situations. In a similar way, Megan observed that her brother took on a role of 

avoidance during angry family situations, pretending that he couldn’t hear:  

“My brother’s very much not involved...He barely participates in any human 

conversation...always in a corner with his headphones on, no matter what’s 
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happening. But if somebody is angry, he’s much more likely to pretend he can’t hear 

you...” (line 202) 

Jack avoided situations that elicited anger, despite the awareness that he was avoiding 

“learning” from the situation: 

“I avoid the situation that would make me angry, potentially...see nothing’s black and 

white of course, so these—these situations may have sort of a richness, in spite of the 

nastiness that is coupled with it, where you could learn something...I just avoid it.” 

(line 158) 

Jack watched similar behaviour from his father. His father’s anger was perceived when he 

would not listen and used statements of denial, avoiding both anger and discussion (“...if he 

couldn’t handle something he wouldn’t listen, if it was making him angry”- line 253). 

Growing up, Jack often took on a withdrawing role, as modelled by his father and reinforced 

by family messages. Jack now takes on a more avoiding role; but when caught up in an anger 

episode, he still withdraws and attempts to manage this alone.  

Many participants mentioned avoidance of situations where anger might be triggered 

or escalated. David would “quickly get out of the situation” and “remove” himself when he 

started to feel angry (line 48/51). However, this also avoided letting the other person know 

that he was upset, which potentially prolonged feelings of anger. Some families offset this by 

avoiding topics known to prompt anger. Megan’s sister and father avoided conflict over 

political arguments: 

“[Sister] is very much a reactionary kind of person...when you combined her and my 

dad that’s a lot of anger potential all in one room because he has very different 

political beliefs...as soon as she realised that, that became a very taboo subject in the 

house because it would immediately lead to anger in one or both of them.” (line 176) 
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Anger escalation may be avoided through interpersonal cues. Amanda and David 

mentioned that their mothers used silence when angry; and David’s sister also used this 

“silent treatment.” Prolonged avoidance of the person with whom one felt angry, and 

keeping the anger unclarified and internal, was a drawn-out interchange learned in family 

dynamics. Avoidance of anger in these families reduced confrontation, but also seemed to 

inhibit understanding and communication, which might have otherwise helped to resolve 

anger.  

In those who generally avoided anger, discussion of anger tended to involve someone 

trusted, but not the person with whom one was angry. Megan differentiated anger towards 

strangers versus someone close to her. She might tell a family member about an anger 

episode; but she would not talk about how she felt with the person who triggered her anger:  

“If I’m actively angry at a stranger, like a driving stranger, then I’ll come home, chat 

about it for a second and move on with my life. But I don’t usually ever address the 

person that made me angry, whether it’s a stranger or someone I know.” (line 242)  

In contrast, Amanda wanted to talk through what happened, but only when she was angry at 

someone. If this was not possible, she turned to an uninvolved but trusted person: 

“I definitely jump at things by trying to talk through it, and then if that’s not the 

solution then I...pick someone different who I can confide in and talk through it with 

them. To find my own peace with the situation if I can’t find that with the people 

involved.” (line 543) 

However, when the other person was angry at her, Amanda found confrontation challenging, 

because she felt the other person was not always able to “honestly face the anger” (line 480). 

This suggests that she viewed the other person as avoiding responsibility for anger. Being the 

target of anger may also be difficult, and avoidance much easier. This was the case for 

Megan, who found anger directed at her “uncomfortable”: 
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“I definitely don’t like people being angry with me, it makes me very 

uncomfortable...I probably just get upset in the moment and wind up avoiding 

whoever it is that I made angry for whatever length of time makes sense for the 

situation...” (line 575) 

Avoiding someone who is angry may have roots in family experience. Avoidance paralleled 

Megan’s view of how family should deal with an angry family member. When her brother 

was angry, she suggested that the rest of the family not talk to him.  

Participant families may be supportive towards an anger recipient, but mainly to 

assure love and belonging rather than to guide resolution of the episode. For Amanda, this 

seemed to be a comfort, but also a mechanism to avoid dealing with conflict, as other family 

avoided discussion of ‘the problem’ (“they would kind of brush it off a little bit more and be 

more warm”/ “it wouldn’t be brought up unless I brought it up”- line 370/374). David also 

talked about his family becoming “more affectionate” to offset an anger episode; but they still 

avoided talking to the angry person, or dealing with the argument: 

“We’d be a little bit more affectionate towards each other for a couple days after, and 

there might be like a little pep talk between us all and all this kind of stuff but 

otherwise it would be let’s continue on and then – the same argument may pop up...it 

wasn’t really dealt with…” (line 296) 

Megan referred to this collective avoidance of anger in her family as the “elephant in the 

room.” Her family avoided debriefing of anger episodes or talking to the person who was 

angry, in hopes that everyone would “simmer down on their own” (again, anger managed 

alone): 

“It was one of those kind of elephant in the room things where if there was a big 

fight… the rest of us would try to not address it, and hope that the participants 

simmered down on their own...if someone came home in a bad mood and you could 
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tell that they would be more likely to snap into anger...we would definitely start 

watching what we would say around them...Avoidance is probably a big tactic in 

general.” (line 250) 

Interestingly, her family learned what not to say around other angry family members, rather 

than talking about what to say, or talking directly to the upset person. For most participants, 

family coaching was absent or subdued, defaulting to unspoken recognition of anger cues. 

Jack recognised nonverbal cues of anger in his father, to know when to avoid him. This 

avoidance could also pass from one family member to the next. While Jack avoided his 

angered father, his father avoided the person arousing his anger (usually Jack’s mother). 

Overall, family avoidance of expressed anger was prominent in most participants’ 

experiences. 

4.6.4 Fix or Leave 

There seemed to be a perceived choice for participants during anger: either fix the 

situation or leave it. Megan allowed for both choices. Throughout her interview, she 

mentioned avoiding or leaving anger situations, suggesting a preferred avoidant role. 

However, at times she ambivalently took on the “fix” role (e.g., by offering “distraction” 

through “drinks, Netflix, food”):  

“I don’t like negative emotions. So as much as I can do to either not be near them or 

to get rid of them….that’s probably my first instinct. Either leave, or fix it somehow.” 

(line 620) 

Tolerance for anger as a feeling, and whether or not to fix it, seemed partially learned in the 

family. Megan may have learned the “fixing” role from her mother: 

“[Mother] tries to be a...calming influence kind of person, usually mediating between 

my dad and my sister. But she I think has learned over the years when to back off and 

not say anything versus when to attempt to verbally calm someone down. Sometimes 
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there’s a line where that will work or...not work and will make things worse.” (line 

207) 

As mediator, her mother afforded Megan the opportunity to watch from afar and stay 

“neutral.” However, with a one-on-one interaction with an angry family member (e.g., her 

sister), Megan could attempt the “fixing” role. If this failed, she would withdraw. 

Roles may vary depending on who is angry and the direction the anger takes. Both 

Tom and David talked about wanting to “fix” the situation if the other person’s anger was 

directed at them; but they recognised that this could be difficult and might not work. Tom 

tried to “fix” others’ anger by talking and changing his own behaviour: 

“...If they’re angry and upset with me, the first thing that I want to do is find a way to 

fix the situation so they’re no longer upset with me, rather than mirroring their anger 

and getting angry as well.” (line 339) 

Similarly, David talked about the difficulty he experienced apologising, but tried to rectify 

the situation – either by reinforcing his stance (i.e., “make my position very clear”- line 535) 

or apologising to “draw a line under it” (i.e., fix it and move on). David felt “impatient” 

towards anger, and attributed this to watching his father become violent, and the effect this 

had on the whole family. In trying to fix the situation (“help people”- line 132), he aimed to 

restore a more rewarding life away from anger (“…because there’s a better life to be away 

from [anger]”- line 133). As much as participants wanted to fix the situation, most talked 

about leaving instead, avoiding intolerable feelings and consequences of anger.  

4.6.5 Anger Needs to be Productive or Beneficial  

Although anger is viewed as overwhelmingly negative, some responses reflect a need 

for anger to be productive or beneficial to be acceptable. Jack believed that anger is a 

motivator for him, and that he was seen by others as “more effective” when angry at work. 

Yet, he is a “good soldier in life” when he suppresses anger. This seemed to tie into his self-
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perception of feeling ineffective when angry. But if he could channel his anger into 

productivity, then others might find his anger more acceptable: 

“If anything, I work harder when I’m angry. That helps at work, and people observe, 

‘boy you seem really upset but if anything it makes you more effective’ –not inside, 

but outside.” (line 112) 

The belief that anger has “purpose” suggests an inherently productive or beneficial side. 

Megan saw anger as a signal that “something is not okay,” and needs to change to diminish 

anger: 

“I believe it serves a purpose internally, in that you need to either change the 

environment you’re in, or change something about what you’re doing because that’s 

a signal, if you feel angry, that something is not okay with you…” (line 33) 

This belief was particularly apparent in Megan’s interview, as she used words like “effective” 

and felt that her own anger needed to be dealt with “productively” (lines 340/56). This 

assessment also included her father. She talked about her father going to the bar with friends 

or golfing with colleagues “to make sure that he wasn’t getting angry at people” (line 285). 

In Megan’s view, this was productive in preventing his expressions of anger at home. 

Megan also discussed sports releasing or venting anger. For her father, golf was 

productive, as he would channel feelings of anger into hitting the ball harder and improving 

his score. Though distraction, golf helped channel anger into an “acceptable” activity. 

Similarly, her father enjoyed watching sports on TV, another acceptable way to release anger 

without feeling guilty for aggressive behaviour: “He uses sports to get angry at, like doesn’t 

really matter what the sport is. If he can shout at it, and not feel bad about shouting at it, then 

he’ll go with that.” (line 296) 

Tom associated anger with passion and purpose: “The only time I really feel anger is 

about something that I’m passionate about, that...could be beneficial” (line 327). He only 
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allowed himself to feel anger when it could be beneficial. As an energising force, passion 

could be viewed as similar to anger, but with positive social connotations. Though negative in 

connotation, anger could still be beneficial when supporting passion in beliefs, goals, or 

activities.  

4.6.6 Theme 5: Discussion 

Anger is linked to one’s whole-life experience, including past, present, and future 

(Eatough & Smith, 2006a), making family memories relevant to current anger in one’s life. 

These experiences contribute to the narratives, beliefs, and meaning-making of anger 

(Eatough & Smith, 2006a). For example, supportive responses from parents encourage 

children to explore their emotions and teach them to cope with distress; but non-supportive 

responses minimise the child’s experience, punish the child, or send the message that 

negative emotions are unacceptable (Fabes et al., 2002). These messages influence 

interpretation and response to emotionally evocative situations, as emotions are shaped in 

childhood and modelled between family members (Caprara et al., 2013; Debaryshe & 

Fryxell, 1998; Procter & Dallos, 2007). 

While roles in family systems are well researched, (i.e., scapegoat, hero, etc.; Alford, 

1998; Sanders et al., 2014; Vernig, 2011), there is a paucity of literature on anger roles 

between family members. Participants in this study seemed to take on roles learned from their 

parents, but complementary to others’ roles in their family. Most participant roles involved 

withdrawal or isolation; but some described their role as mediator or fixer, confrontational 

challenger, silent punisher, or aggressor. These roles may be influenced by temperament, 

personality, interactions, and observations of family members internalised during childhood. 

The manner in which anger is expressed, modulated, and soothed may be learned as the child 

acquires an adaptive role that dynamically complements other roles in the family. When 

anger escalates, these complementary roles may develop towards predictability and a return 
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to collective homeostasis (Lloyd-Hazlett, 2017). For example, one family member might 

become passive to the demands of the more angry one, instead of fighting back (Bateson, 

1972). Adopted family roles involving the expression and reaction to anger may be 

maintained by the individual when later interacting with the rest of the world. For example, 

these dynamic roles also seemed present in anger interactions outside family, but changed 

slightly depending on who was present and the roles of other involved individuals.  

Common messages experienced by participants, perhaps as a reflection of their family 

roles, included the need to isolate when angry, suppression of the anger experience internally 

(emotion) or externally (expression), avoidance of anger-related situations, the need to “fix” 

anger, and the inclination to make anger beneficial or justified. Almost universally, anger was 

conveyed as negative and unacceptable, unless justified or joined in empathy. 

In most cases, adults express anger to children, but the reverse situation is much less 

acceptable. However, in participants’ recollection of family, there was occasionally one child 

who took the role of directing anger expression to parents. While these roles may develop to 

bring family affect back to homeostasis, it seems this sometimes inadvertently reflects to 

parents a mirror of their impact on children. 

Family systems theories developed in the 1980s and 1990s, such as genetic 

inheritance of temperament (Plomin, 1989) and social learning theories (i.e., Patterson et al., 

1990) suggest that children will react to events in the same or similar ways as their parents. 

Halberstadt and Eaton (2003) suggest that this is because children model their parents’ style 

of emotional expression. However, this current research challenges this view. Not only did 

these participants express anger differently from their parents, but their anger expression 

seemed to depend on their roles in the family-emotion event (i.e., their anger expression 

differed depending on the roles of specific family members present at the time). Instead of 

modelling the anger expressions of parents, they instead took on an interactive anger role 
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shaped by how they fit into the family (or group) dynamic. This may be tied to the strategy of 

how a family member adapts and gets needs met within the family.  

Family emotion roles in anger have rarely been explored in the way this study 

examined them. Previous research makes assumptions about emotions based on family roles, 

but in a different way. For example, Larson and Richards (1994) propose that, since fathers 

are presumed to hold more power in families with traditional gender roles (Youniss & 

Smollar, 1985), their emotions might be shared with other family members in a process 

similar to emotional contagion. However, emotions of any family member might just as well 

be “caught” by the others, potentially bestowing any one of the family with this “power.” 

However, for these participants, the response to a family member’s anger seemed more 

dynamic and influenced by many factors, including who else was involved; the perceived 

instigator, target, or aggressor; and what roles other family members took on in the anger 

situation. This is supported by the idea in Systemic literature that if one piece of the system 

changes, all other pieces shift (Walker, 2012).  

4.6.6.1. Withdrawal and Avoidance  

The most frequently-taken role by participants was one of avoidance or withdrawal, 

while other family members were perceived as taking a more active approach role. 

Avoidance and withdrawal have been discussed in previous qualitative literature (e.g., Fox, 

2009; Panksepp & Biven, 2012), termed “disengagement” by Yorke and Dallos (2015), 

involving isolation, distraction, and avoiding anger-related situations. This role or reaction to 

anger is sometimes an attempt to prevent provocation of conflict or rejection from others, as 

explained by participants in this study and others (i.e., Fox, 2009).  

For these participants, avoiding someone who is angry seemed to have roots in family 

experience and messages of emotion management. Avoidance of anger may reduce 

aggressive confrontation; but it also inhibits understanding and clarity of communication, 
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which might otherwise help to resolve the anger. It seems easier to avoid anger-triggering 

events, rather than learning to navigate anger by communicating differences. Avoidance 

potentially prolongs feelings of anger, and families that avoid internal anger may be complicit 

in perpetuating it. For these participants, communication aimed at softening, validating, and 

empathising with anger was generally not well practiced, and there was no revelation that 

multiple family members might have responsibility for anger. Avoidance was simply an 

easier (not necessarily better) option. 

Several participants mentioned that silent avoidance could also be used by other 

family members to convey anger. Cummings, Vogel, and colleagues (1989) considered the 

“silent treatment” as nonverbal anger expression in families; and Eatough et al. (2008) 

classify this tactic as covert aggression. Though reinforcing avoidance, silence may also 

convey disapproval, rejection, or emotional punishment, withholding one’s voice as one 

would withhold a privilege.  

4.6.6.2 Fix or Leave 

Another role for family members involves “fixing or leaving” anger. The idea that 

anger might be “fixed” suggests a perceived sense of control over the situation. Some 

participants reported impromptu attempts to resolve anger, sometimes by distraction or 

supportive gestures. The previously discussed “displaced responsibility” subtheme seems 

relevant here, as those not directly targeted believed they might be able to change the anger in 

the other person. However, if this was not possible, they would leave. It seemed easier to 

attempt to ‘fix’ others' anger when the participant was not the target. However, one 

participant did mention wanting to “fix” anger when aimed at him.  

Dismissing anger in others might be viewed as “fixing” it in the moment. Gottman 

and DeClaire (1997) state that parents who are dismissive of emotions often feel the need to 

“fix” the anger, perhaps to mitigate their own uncomfortable feelings, or to regain 
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homeostasis in the family emotional climate. This might help explain why some participants 

felt that parents were quick to dismiss or distract from anger. As much as participants in this 

study wanted to “fix” anger, dealing with their own apprehensions and feelings of anger 

stood in the way. Most talked instead about leaving the situation instead, as “fixing” anger 

was far more daunting. 

4.6.6.3 Anger Needs to be Productive 

Although widely considered a negative emotion, anger can serve a positive function, 

enabling one to acknowledge problems and work towards one’s goals (Laing et al., 2019). 

Multiple participants alluded to anger being a signal for needed change, and felt they needed 

to channel their anger into “productive” outlets, which might also include more socially 

tolerable topics (e.g., driving interactions or politics). Reframing anger as socially positive 

can be a coping strategy (Laing et al., 2019), and may decrease the dysphoric impact of 

accompanying feelings, such as disappointment, shame, guilt, embarrassment, or sadness. It 

would seem that any beneficial view of anger would have to be acceptable or compelling, to 

overcome its perceived negative polarity. We do not assume that happiness, sadness, and fear 

need a “beneficial” purpose to be more acceptable. But it was assumed by participants that 

anger was more socially acceptable if it generated outcomes deemed productive by others. 

4.6.6.4 Family Messages 

From childhood family experiences, roles in anger are formed and tend to carry into 

adulthood. For these participants, anger processing and messages, tolerance for anger, the 

meaning of anger experience, and the interpersonal dynamics around it were learned in the 

family. When family messages or behaviour around anger are intolerant, incongruent, non-

supportive, dismissive, suppressing, or punishing, anger processing is likely to be impacted. 

Family cohesion around anger may soften this; but offering empathy is not the same as 

guiding anger resolution, a skill which some families might find difficult. 
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Learning about anger can be complicated by parental expressions of anger that do not 

match family messages. Genuineness of expression is critical for children learning from 

parental emotions; and incongruities are difficult for children to reconcile if, for example, 

parental verbal expressions contradict their nonverbal expressions, or if the parental 

expressions seem forced (Saarni, 1990). Some participants experienced this incongruence, 

with one discussing maternal anger manifesting as disappointment; another experiencing 

paternal anger enshrouded in denial; and still another being told that anger had to be held and 

managed internally, even though his parents were openly aggressive. 

The channelling of anger into more socially “productive” outlets (i.e., group anger) 

may mollify, but not process or resolve, the anger experience. Individual anger, as viewed by 

society, is still perceived as a “negative” and generally “unacceptable” avenue of expression. 

Failure to normalise and effectively process anger experience in an interactive and mutually 

empathic manner may allow anger to overflow into behavioural confrontation or aggression 

which, through social and cultural perception, mistakenly takes on the very meaning of anger 

as an emotion. 

4.7 THEME 6: ANGER CONFUSED WITH AGGRESSION OR VIOLENCE 

With the intent of exploring the feeling of anger, none of the interview questions 

enquired about aggression. However, most participants talked about aggression or violence 

experienced in their families. It was typical from participant responses that anger was 

commonly equated with aggressive behaviour. A couple participants disclosed experiences 

they believed to be ‘anger,’ but were actually physical violence or abuse. 

For example, Tom disclosed that his mother was abusive growing up. When asked 

about his own experience of anger, he couldn’t “recall…having anger like that” (line 214), 

suggesting that his definition of anger mostly involved physical aggression or violence. 

Because he generally did not identify internal anger, he had little memory of it, instead 
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designating the experience as sadness. Similarly, David was physically abused during his 

father’s angry outbursts, and he characterised this behaviour as “anger”: 

“I got hit a few times. That I know was obviously anger. I got thrown a few times, sort 

of throttled a few times...I got kicked down the stairs once. Like you know there are 

things that are kind of more obvious physical acts that I knew he was angry…” (line 

249) 

“...but then immediately after each time...he wouldn’t cry but he was sad and he’ll 

come up to me and apologise and he was so sorry for it. That’s what I mean by 

reactionary. Like I know that it’s a snap.” (line 253) 

This confusion with aggression was also apparent through language used by participants 

when relating experiences of anger, often using words that denote aggressive behaviour or 

violence (i.e., “conflict” - Tom, line 337/338; “fight” - Megan, line 144/151). Megan’s 

general assumption that “everyone fights” seemed to be normal and expected:  

“...[it] definitely freaks friends out, they’re very confused by the fact that we [fiancé 

& Megan] say we never fight. Cause everyone’s like ‘everyone fights’ and we’re like 

‘no we really don’t’. Like—but I think that’s just how we’ve come up personally.” 

(line 143)  

Amanda alluded to anger being synonymous with abuse (“Abuse is where I like 

picture anger and I didn’t have that in my immediate family”- line 330). She talked about 

abusive partners who had “uncontrollable anger” (line 108). She considered at one point that 

“the other person ultimately was extremely emotionally and mentally abusive because of their 

anger” (line 160), implying that abuse comes from anger; but the distinction between the two 

was not consistently clear in her narrative. Amanda’s beliefs around anger seemed to be 

grounded in family experience, as she equated “smacking” with “anger,” usually done by 

fathers. However, she differentiated this form of hitting from physical or emotional abuse, as 
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it was “deserved” as a form of punishment. Amanda explained that anger was not expressed 

much in her family growing up, but her interpretation of anger as “abuse” or something to 

escape left little room for the emotional experience: 

“There had to have been some experience where like I was like ‘oh shit someone’s 

angry’ but I don’t really….remember….there being a time where anyone was like, 

‘okay everyone run. Like, Uncle [name]’s angry’.” (line 321) 

Tom talked about anger being the “most seen” and “witnessed” emotion, seemingly 

confusing it with observed aggression, but attesting to the pervasive experience of anger 

perceived in society: 

“Anger is everywhere...I want to say it’s one of the most prevalent of the main 

emotions that we all feel...it seems to be most, not celebrated, but the most seen. 

Anger seems to be witnessed more than joy or sadness or any of the other basic 

emotions that we tend to have.” (line 65) 

4.7.1 Expected Response to Anger is Action  

There was a common expectation among most participants that one’s response to 

anger should be an action. Megan observed that her father was more aggressive at home 

when he was not playing golf: 

“He didn’t have a golf course where he could go and hit things and that was what you 

were supposed to be doing was hitting things very hard.” (line 289) 

When anger is synonymous with its physical expression, the issue of severity creeps 

in, and what “counts” as anger may increase as individuals become more inured to aggressive 

behaviour. As Tom implied, less aggressive actions tend to be discounted: “There are small 

times here and there but nothing that really like angers me often” (line 154). Tom recalled 

aggression by other family members, and as he was not aggressive growing up, he may have 

learned to discount instances where he felt internal anger.  
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Terms like “frustration” were sometimes substituted for (and used to discount) anger. 

Amanda used this substitution to discount potential anger when there was no “screaming” 

involved: “There was never anything where people were screaming at each other 

or…anything beyond like sibling frustrations between like my aunts and uncles” (line 340). 

Tom and Sharon remembered witnessing arguments between parents, equating these 

interactions with anger. As verbal “action,” the argument was considered an obvious sign of 

anger; but feelings leading up to the argument were overlooked or disregarded. Interestingly, 

Jack alluded to arguments ‘bringing out’ anger so that it could be (tenuously) “resolved”:  

“What I mean by ‘bring out’ is this, this process of resolving it – you know, like 

having an argument. [Parents] would have arguments but they would be very brief 

and they devolve into this sort of receding into oneself, and just sort of letting things 

smoulder…building up resentment.” (line 285) 

As participants generally believed that anger manifests as action, it would follow that the 

perceived resolution of anger would be the cessation of action, and the prevention of anger 

would be avoidance of action.  

4.7.2 Anger as Punishment 

Most participants talked about aggression used by other family members as 

“punishment.” Like aggressive action, punishment was inferred to be “anger”; but 

punishment can also be passive (withdrawal), and just as angry. Another aspect of 

punishment, as a subset of anger expression, is that it may be viewed as acceptable. 

Anger when perceived as undeserved feels punishing and unacceptable. Megan felt 

“indignant” when someone became angry at her, and she did not feel that she “deserves” the 

anger (line 568/569). This sentiment was shared by Amanda, who found “the hardest part of 

anger” was when someone “allocates their anger on me or on something that doesn’t deserve 

it” (line 476).  
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Alternatively, anger (aggression) perceived as justifiable punishment is seen as more 

acceptable. For example, Sharon talked about getting “a whooping” from her mother; and 

although this could well be classified as abuse, Sharon rationalised that she “did [something] 

that probably was not good or nice” (line 58). To her, the aggression seemed justified. 

Similarly, David could justify getting hit, as it was viewed as “deserved”: “I think I got a 

smacked bottom once when I was like three and I probably deserved it” (line 339).  

Amanda remembers that when her cousins were “naughty” (line 306), they would get 

smacked by her uncles: 

“Nothing like even borderline abusive...our family is very old school Italian so it was 

just like that old-school, like, smack them on the booty, don’t do it again.” (line 307) 

Although smacking is viewed as abuse in Western societies, there is a perceived cultural 

component here (“old-school Italian”), and perhaps a gender role component, in that men are 

the ones in her family to smack. For other participants, it was usually their mothers who 

smacked them.  

Both Amanda and David talked about the subdued punishing anger from their 

mothers. Amanda noted her mother’s silent “disappointment,” withholding warmth and 

attention, and making Amanda feel “in trouble.” The unstated message was that Amanda’s 

behaviour was not acceptable:  

“In the situations where I...didn’t make that change in my choices and my 

behaviour...I could just see the disappointment. Like that would mean my mom barely 

talking to me, my mom not being as warm as she usually was. Like there just kind of 

gave off this feeling of ‘oh crap I’m in trouble’” (line 361) 

Similarly, David talked about his mother “ignoring” him and withdrawing warmth as a way 

of conveying her anger, in a passive way that felt punishing: 
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“It was almost like she’d ignore you…it would be facial expressions as well but it 

would be almost like...when people sort of just like look down their noses at people 

kind of thing...it’s kind of like a disgust or a disrespect aimed towards the person, the 

person being her son.” (line 333) 

Interestingly, although a couple participants fantasised about punishing others when angry, 

only Jack mentioned using “passive aggression” to punish others who won’t help him: 

“In situations where it’s not professionally dangerous, sometimes I deal with it 

passive aggressively…‘oh you won’t do this for me, so I won’t do this for you’...I 

don’t think I sabotage situations anymore but...I’m not helpful...” (line 169) 

Anger as punishment may have contributed to participants’ ideas that anger is 

dangerous, insofar as anger-related aggression can be applied to punitive retaliation: 

“I will more often than not opt to do nothing because I’m scared of what might 

happen if I do something.” (Megan, line 597) 

“It...feeds from the fear again...if someone’s angry at me I think a part of me is 

scared...that I’m gonna, I don’t know get fired or kicked out of my house, or I’m 

gonna lose a friend...or I’m not going to see my family again or something like that.” 

(David, line 522) 

To the extent that anger can generate repercussions, consequences, and retaliation, it is 

another potent way that anger is seen as punishing and potentially dangerous. 

4.7.3 Theme 6: Discussion 

All participants alluded to the common misperception that, in order to be identified, 

anger must be an action, usually aggressive or violent. It seems that the observable actions 

are more impressed on interpretation and memory. Aggressive behaviour, then, becomes the 
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threshold for what is commonly considered “anger.” The internal complexity of anger as an 

energetic and interactive emotion is minimised or overlooked. 

Verbal aggression, for example, is often used in close relationships; but some 

individuals viewed shouting and swearing as a “normal” part of their daily lives, not 

considered aggressive (Eatough et al., 2008). This was consistent with experiences of 

participants here: non-violent aggression was downplayed, and physical aggression was 

considered one and the same with anger. The implicit misconceptions are that anger is 

removed when aggression is removed; and anger is only present when aggression is present. 

It is not surprising that anger, in the public mind, is so interwoven with aggressive 

behaviour, when the same is true in the psychological literature. In 1977, Izard stated that 

anger should be differentiated from aggression, yet the two are still muddled in the literature 

today. For example, Chen et al. (2020) characterise anger as a ‘destructive emotion,’ with 

‘destruction’ suggesting violent action. Cox and Harrison (2008) argue that separating 

aggression from anger only causes further confusion and ambiguity in the literature. 

However, there are clear contexts in which aggression can exist without anger (such as 

sports-related or fear-related aggression). The two can, and perhaps need to be differentiated, 

in the interests of better understanding and potential intervention of the anger process and 

experience.  

There was an interesting juxtaposition where anger was viewed by participants as 

negative and dangerous, but aggression was more acceptable when viewed as “justified.” In 

most participant accounts, spanking or hitting (i.e., “violence”; Citizens Advice, 2021) was 

justified if applied as punishment. Interestingly, this raises an age-related moral question, as 

this form of abuse was perceived as justified for children, but would be perceived as assault 

between adults. As a form of aggression, punishment enters the realm of retribution, which is 

more sanctioned in the public mind. There is a willingness to punish the perpetrator, viewed 
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as “deserving” it, often with more severity (e.g., spanking) than the actual transgression (e.g., 

misbehaviour; Hechler & Kessler, 2018).  

Punishment, however, can also be passive (ignoring, not speaking, withdrawing 

warmth or support, expressing “disappointment,” threatening loss). Interestingly, passive 

punishment was attributed to parental anger by participants – a testament to its hurtful effects 

– even though other forms of non-violent aggression were not. 

Participants’ beliefs around anger being “dangerous” seemed to originate in the 

family. Anger is equated with “bad” because of the punishment received after expressing 

anger (Procter & Dallos, 2007). In one study (Oolup et al., 2016), children believed anger is 

dangerous and leads to violence. This can be learned from parents, who might have the same 

outlook, potentially leading children to mask their own anger over time (Dunsmore et al., 

2009).When reinforced, these beliefs may lead children to fear anger, suppress it, or 

normalise aggression, and may shape the expression of anger into adulthood (Deffenbacher et 

al., 1996). These participants alluded to the dangerous nature of anger, sensing that it 

threatened relationships if expressed, or afraid of what might happen if anger were to get out 

of control. 

Societal concepts of anger may be linked to norms that influence how anger is 

displayed, facilitated, and characterised. The anger process may be socially viewed as 

“automatic,” (Kövecses, 2010), taking over the individual and suppressing any rational 

cognitive processing. The implicit assumptions are that anger is dangerous, manifests as 

violence or aggression, and propels the individual to irretrievable loss of control. In societies 

where outward expression of anger is the norm, this “automatic” view might be compelling in 

the cultural narrative of anger.  

These societal views overlook or dismiss the concepts that aggression manifests in 

multiple forms and is influenced by multiple variables; that aggression is a behavioural 
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expression of anger; and that anger may be present as an internal emotion without aggression. 

For example, planners of destruction or violence may cognitively piece together their 

intentions over time. Arguably, these intentions arise from a core of prolonged anger 

(“seething”) – but no violent or physical aggression has yet been displayed. The violent plans 

may be modified or abandoned, and so cannot be part of an “automatic” and relentless 

process, though they are still the product of anger. In keeping with this idea, Hechler and 

Kessler (2018) found that anger was more likely to emerge around the intention to harm, 

rather than the actual harm done to someone.  

If the emotion of anger is not validated or defined in childhood, and instead, anger is 

defined as aggression or violence, then conceivably one might not even remember or identify 

the emotion. If experienced, the emotion might have some other designation. As with one 

participant’s “sadness,” these other feelings may still link themselves circuitously to observed 

aggression. Internal anger might be unconscious or labelled as something with less negative 

connotation – the metaphoric wolf in sheep’s clothing. 

Therapeutically, Fonagy et al. (2004) points to an indicator of progress in 

psychotherapy, the ability of a client to express affect inwardly. This inward management of 

anger, for example, differs from impulsive outward expression, and suggests that the client 

has a choice in (and control over) how anger is conveyed. It is a choice that must be more 

broadly explored and developed, lest society perpetuate the view of inseparable linkage 

between anger and aggression. 

In summary, although a common emotion, anger is difficult to define, and can arise in 

response to other emotions, like sadness or disappointment. It is sometimes experienced as a 

separate entity or something to get rid of, unless viewed as beneficial, and is often confused 

with action, punishment, or aggression. These views are present within family settings, where 

anger is managed by different family members taking on roles within anger episodes.   
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CHAPTER 5 PROPOSED MODEL OF ANGER: THE LAYERS MODEL 

There is a need for a model that emphasises the individual experience of anger, while 

simultaneously integrating components of anger process and aggression, based on theory and 

evidence from the literature. 

Proposed here is a model of anger (Figure 2) composed of eight layers – four internal, 

and four external. These layers might occur simultaneously or sequentially. Behavioural 

expressive layers may or may not involve aggression; and aggression may be present without 

the concurrent experience of anger. Aggression can also occur with, or be the motivating 

force from, many of these layers. 

The innermost centre of this conceptual model is the ‘core emotion’ of anger, 

generally having intense negative polarity (Krueger, 2014), and defined, for the purposes of 

this model, in section 2.12. The arousal of anger is usually sudden and involuntary (Frijda & 

Mesquita, 1998), described as switched on by several participants in this study. 

The next internal layer, physiologic invisible, includes anger-associated 

physiological changes and sympathetic nervous system arousal (Deffenbacher et al., 1986; 

Fava & Rosenbaum, 1998). This includes increased heart rate, blood pressure, temperature, 

breathing, specific brain activation, pupillary changes (Kassinove, 1995), hormonal changes 

(Krueger, 2014), chest tightness (Fava & Rosenbaum, 1998), or other internal bodily 

sensations. These physiological changes are considered more automatic and adaptive, 

preparing the individual for action, defence, escape, or confrontation (Wilkowski & 

Robinson, 2010). Participants described experiencing tension (clenching, wrenching, 

shaking), pressure (welling up) in the head and chest, queasiness in the stomach, and heat 

(consistent with hot-fluid-in-a-container in Kövecses, 2010). 

The next two layers involve cognition. The first internal cognition layer involves 

automatic thoughts. These thoughts might involve fight (aggression), flight (avoidance), or 
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repeated negative thoughts and memories (Berkowitz, 1993), also characterised as “hostile 

rumination” (Gardner & Moore, 2008). These memories might include past offenses or 

grievances by an offender (Thomas, 1991). This layer may disrupt cognitive appraisal and 

control or thought clarity (Eatough & Smith, 2006b). Participants perceived a loss of control 

over thoughts (e.g., racing mind, flustered, brain ‘turned off’ to ‘rational’ thinking), with a 

focus on negative aspects of the situation. Neurobiologically, this might be consistent with 

left frontal activation and intense focus, and transient right frontal inhibition affecting global, 

contextual, and interactive nuances (Lindquist et al, 2012). Anger can also negatively impact 

latency and accuracy in facial emotion recognition (Harrison et al., 1990), suggesting 

disruption in perspective-taking processes, and in the “rational” way one might think to 

modulate or dispel anger intensity. 

The second internal cognition layer involves fantasy and active thought. This layer 

is different from the cognitive automatic layer, as it encompasses ideation (fantasies) around 

specific and directed actions or behaviours. This includes cognitive visions or fantasies about 

the perceived offense, and the desire to hurt, upset, or otherwise retaliate against the offender 

(Eatough et al., 2008; Procter & Dallos, 2007). “Cold anger” is a more controlled and 

calculating cognitive state that may contemplate aggression or retaliation, but does not 

activate aggressive behaviour (Kövecses, 2010). Reasoning and appraisal may play a part 

here, suppressing or modulating fantasy through social or personal concern, consideration of 

consequences, or imagining how the situation could be avoided or play out differently 

(Solomon, 1976). Participants described urges to shout or act out aggressively, and thoughts 

of insulting or lashing out at the perceived instigator. However, they also had fantasies about 

diffusing the situation or escaping, suggesting non-aggressive active thought.  

The next four layers are external, meaning that others can perceive them. These 

involve reactions and behaviours that we generally conceptualise as “anger.” 
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The first external layer is physiologic visible, meaning observable physical reactions 

to anger. Examples include muscle tension (Deffenbacher et al., 1986; Ruggieri & Giustini, 

1991), facial flushing (Stemmler, 2010), breathing changes, tears, sweating, shaking, and 

flared nostrils (Kassinove, 1995). These may be triggered by and occur simultaneously with 

internal physiological aspects.  

The second external layer is observable voluntary or involuntary behaviour, 

which communicates anger nonverbally, and may or may not be within one’s control. This 

might include changes in vocal volume and tone, posture, facial expression, clenched fists, 

furrowed or raised eyebrows, leaning in, rearing back, shaking, crying, etc. (Cordaro et al., 

2016; Eatough et al., Krueger, 2014; Schyns et al., 2009). These behaviours express anger, 

and may also evoke anger in the recipient (Geltner, 2013). They may appear threatening, but 

are not necessarily aggressive, and one may learn to control them (Scarantino, 2017). 

 The third external layer is interactive or interpersonal behaviour. This involves 

intentional, active behaviours towards another person, including words, expressions, and 

gestures, which may be considered verbal or symbolic aggression (Averill, 1983; Geltner, 

2013). These behaviours communicate emotional upset more directly, including talking with 

the aggressor (Averill, 1983). These behaviours are not automatic, can be modified by 

cognitive input, and mediated by social situations (Krueger, 2014). Participants mentioned 

stomping, verbal “lashing back,” sarcasm, ‘silent trearment’, or profanity when angry. 

Overall, these observable behaviours communicate anger to others; and whether considered 

aggression or just impulsive expressions, they are less “automatic” and seem to be more 

receptive to cognitive input, prompting some to reconsider the situation and its consequences, 

and promote perspective-taking, interpersonal awareness, empathy, and regret for words or 

behaviours. 
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The final external layer is behaviour involving intent, including aggressive 

behaviour and violence as we commonly conceive it. Aggressive behaviours, if they are 

linked to anger, would follow emotion and cognition (Cox & Harrison, 2008), and might 

include verbal insults, shouting, and physical violence. However, this layer also includes 

mitigating behaviours, such as walking away, or channelling anger into productive activity. 

Goldie (2002) distinguishes the emotional experience from the emotion itself. In the 

same sense, this proposed model focuses on the “core” emotion (anger) as conceptually 

central, and incorporates elements from different theoretical backgrounds. It does not fixate 

on which component of the anger process “happens first,” since reported emotional and 

biologic activation seems rapid and complex, and there may be individual variation. Instead, 

this model depicts layers of the anger process emanating from the core emotion and its 

activation. 

Emotions manifest as internal and external integrated processes, which Krueger 

(2014) considers to be “dynamically unfolding” (p. 343). In the conceptualisation of this 

model, “layers” of the anger process represent discrete functional stages (e.g., physiologic, 

neurobiological, cognitive, behavioural, aggressive, etc.), both conscious and unconscious, 

around the core emotion of anger. Though each designated layer is distinct, it variably 

interacts with others as the anger process unfolds. Any one layer may influence and be 

influenced by others and cannot be completely considered in isolation; yet any may be a 

springboard for investigation or intervention.  

The visual representation of the model’s layers around the central, internal emotion 

are not meant to be “fixed,” but fluid in occurrence, sequence, and interaction with one 

another. As more processes of anger may be proposed in future research, additional layers 

may be included and integrated within the model. Each layer, within the context of the whole 
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model, may be amenable to research or therapeutic intervention. The model may potentially 

have universal applications in some respects, but it is meant to be applied individually. 

The core emotion and its expression may be shaped by attachment, childhood, and 

family experiences. Provoking or offending events or thoughts are envisioned to trigger the 

core emotion and feelings; and the core affects how other layers are triggered and expressed. 

In turn, the layers can also affect core emotion, as anger expression escalates or is modulated. 

The core may also hold persistent feelings of anger for an extended time, until a similar 

experience ignites the anger and prompts (or primes) its expression to other layers. In this 

sense, the core emotion could include a repository of anger experiences that are held, 

recalled, or unresolved. 

Some layers might not be perceived by each individual with every anger episode; and 

any layer is heavily influenced by previous experience, reactions, judgements, personal 

beliefs, cognitive biases, values, and assumptions that are held in memory. Most layers may 

be conscious, but emotional thoughts and experience may also be sustained unconsciously 

(Pulver, 1971; Smith & Lane, 2016; Winkielman & Berridge, 2004), and may “ruminate” 

over time, without overt physiological or behavioural manifestations (Reddy, 2001). Some 

layers not reported by the individual may be perceived by others or uncovered through 

therapy. The behavioural layers in particular make internal anger outwardly evident to others 

(Krueger, 2014), and may foster the perception that the behaviours are synonymous with 

anger itself.  

This proposed model may help integrate other current models, and research may be 

focused on or between specific layers. The model is fluid and dynamic, considers that any 

facet may be conscious or unconscious, may differ between individuals, and acknowledges 

other factors that may influence the anger experience. It allows for multiple interactions 

between layers. Most critically, it revolves around anger as a core emotion, separate from, but 



 126 

central to, the entire process. If we instead semantically conclude that anger is equivalent to 

observed aggression, the two cannot be untangled, making it conceptually meaningless in 

research or interventions to focus specifically on emotional experience or behavioural act.
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Figure 2  

The Layers of Anger Model  

*Layers where aggression can occur
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CHAPTER 6 GENERAL DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

This research aimed to better understand how individuals experience anger, and 

explore how individuals perceive and experience the anger expressions of other family 

members. This is the first known study at the time of writing that qualitatively explores how 

individuals experienced the anger expression of other family members, and how anger 

expression was managed in the family.  

6.1 ANGER IN FAMILIES  

Many family studies ask parents about their children’s expression of anger, unable to 

tap into the experience from the child’s viewpoint. Instead, this study asks adults about their 

perceptions and childhood memories of family anger, roles, and messages. This is the first 

study to note the phenomenon of individuals taking on roles within the family during one-on-

one or collective family anger episodes. These roles appear dynamic, as they change and 

adapt depending on who is present, what roles the other players assume, and at whom the 

anger is directed.  

While participants felt out of control of their own anger, they seemed to believe that 

their anger could be controlled by others, and, in turn, they could control the anger of others. 

While control is discussed within the anger literature, the displacement of control has not 

been differentiated in this way. This perceived influence or control seems to depend on the 

participant not being the target of that anger. Within the family setting, this seems related to a 

duality in anger response, termed here as “fix or leave.” Some individuals feel obligated to 

directly address anger in others in an effort to de-escalate it and even offer empathy. This is 

far more likely when the individual is not the target of the anger. Individuals are inclined to 

leave (withdraw), which requires less confrontation, aggression, apprehension, and energy. 

However, withdrawal also abandons the opportunity for communication, understanding, and 

de-escalation. The desire to ‘fix’ anger also resonates with the belief that participants 
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generally shared that anger is ‘bad’ or wrong, with an urge to get rid of it within themselves 

and in others.  

Another new contribution is the phenomenon of anger-for-anger, in which directed 

anger from one individual is reciprocated from the target individual. This phenomenon is 

similar in concept to other defences or emotional contagion, except that it oversteps cognitive 

and empathic processes and directly confronts the angry person. It is commonly observed, but 

its reciprocal features are not clarified by existing terminology. This might be better 

understood through future research, but might be challenging to authenticate, as it is 

situationally and energetically triggered. Perhaps this could be overcome in future research 

by understanding an individual’s triggers to use in a provocative design or enquiring about 

instances of one’s anger due exclusively to someone being angry at them. 

 Current participants seemed to believe that responses to anger had to be an action. 

This is an original finding, and might help explain why the emotion of anger continues to be 

confused with aggression, and why other non-action forms of aggression are downplayed. 

Future research might better approach anger experience by differentiating the feeling of anger 

from aggressive behaviour.  

6.2 THE LAYERS MODEL 

The anger literature is lacking an agreed-upon and adaptable view of anger. A more 

dynamic model might help bring clarity to the anger experience for researchers and 

individuals alike, bridge the gaps between differing psychological perspectives, and allow for 

a visual and conceptual representation that can be used to find common ground when 

exploring the anger process. 

Though many theories and ‘models’ of anger exist, the Layers Model proposed in this 

study is the first model of anger experience. It attempts to help delineate and interrelate anger 
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experience and process, including physiological, cognitive, behavioural, conscious and 

unconscious layers. It draws upon existing literature, and participant accounts in this study, to 

help identify and specify various layers of anger experience. The model assumes individual 

differences, influenced by many situational and personal factors; but it emphasises common 

functional themes of the anger process. 

The proposed model more clearly separates, by process layers, the internal emotion of 

anger from its external behavioural responses, which can include aggression. This allows 

specific consideration of the internal anger experience, which can aid research, but also 

therapy, helping clients isolate, tolerate, and process their anger experience. Differentiating 

internal experience from external behaviours, and considering unconscious versus conscious 

components, may also help guide individuals and therapists alike towards better 

understanding and descriptions of anger, and its differentiation from other associated feelings 

(e.g., disappointment and fear). The efforts towards this understanding may hopefully dispel 

common misperceptions that anger and aggression are synonymous, that the “acting out” of 

anger is inevitable, and that anger will escalate to aggression if not effectively prevented. 

The model layers are conceptualised as functional stages of experience and expression 

in the anger process. They are meant to be open to (and even challenged by) interpretation, 

formulation, and intervention from multiple perspectives. The layers are not delineated purely 

by psychological outlook or discipline, but by commonly described or objectively observed 

phenomena. Conscious and unconscious distinctions are not based on relevance to any 

particular discipline, but instead reflect experience of which the individual may or may not be 

aware. The model is meant to be more ‘generic’, potentially open to any perspective, 

amenable to alteration or analysis as new evidence emerges, and hopefully useful as a 

framework for exploration, formulation, and focused intervention. 
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The proposal of a “core emotion” of anger is a conceptual tenet of this model, distinct 

from anger expression and aggressive behaviour. The core experience may be conceived as a 

mixed repository of memories, developmental antecedents, and smouldering negative 

emotions that may be largely outside of immediate awareness. Without some concept of a 

distinct core emotion, anger may become semantically and conceptually interwoven with its 

expression and behaviours. In this case, any research or intervention directed at some level of 

anger expression, say, to modify or resolve it, would logically have to conclude that ‘anger’ is 

also being resolved. Temporary resolution of behaviour may suppress the expression, but not 

necessarily “resolve” nor validate the experience of anger. Without addressing this core based 

on the individual’s insight and understanding, anger expression might recur and continually 

affect daily interactions and relationships.  

Arguably, as a conceptual (not structurally demonstrable) phenomenon, the core 

emotion must be perceptually felt, identified, and recognised by the individual. Only the 

individual, then, can “define” the core emotion of anger through self-exploration and 

description, even if this is a novel process for the individual. Just as conceptually, the internal 

experience must be identifiable, tolerable, and relatable before anger expression can be 

addressed and modified on a long-term basis. Modification may then be approached from a 

number of psychological perspectives; but the main point is to first identify, acknowledge, 

and explore the core emotion.  

Just as the core emotion may influence the other layers, the outer layers may ease, 

inflame, or suppress expression from the core anger experience. Normally and adaptively, 

anger experience would energise the pursuit of interpersonal relationships and outlets to 

discuss or express anger. These relationships could intimately “feedback” to the individual 

with empathy, validation, perspective-taking, and soothing of anger intensity. This would fall 

into the interpersonal behaviour layer of the anger model, which may be considered through 
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multiple psychological methods and perspectives, but may not always be approached with 

skill or understanding by some individuals within society. As noted by participants in this 

study, the typical social reaction to expressed anger is apprehension or fear; and the reception 

given to a person expressing anger is avoidance. The outer layers, in situations like this, may 

suppress expression of the core emotion, forcing anger to perpetually smoulder, and its 

expression to intermittently erupt in maladaptive behaviours. Therefore, understanding the 

layers of anger may help one learn to respond to earlier internal layers before acting (i.e., the 

behavioural layers), and responding from a place that ends up hurting relationships. 

6.3 ANGER VERSUS AGGRESSION 

Participants seemed to, at times, confuse emotion (anger) with behaviour 

(aggression), and this also parallels the confusion that exists in the literature, suggesting that 

this could be a more common societal belief. As discussed, while anger and aggression can 

occur in the same instance and be related to one another, this is not always the case. It makes 

sense why this confusion might be made, as from a biological or evolutionary perspective, 

physical aggression is fundamental to anger when viewing anger as a response to threat 

(Averill, 1982). Aggressive behaviours are usually the most obvious to an observer, and 

perhaps more memorable when recalling others’ apparent anger episodes, potentially due to 

the observer’s heightened arousal and awareness (Kennedy, 1992).  

However, by confusing the emotion with behaviour, we may end up discounting or 

ignoring the internal aspects of the emotion until it manifests physically. This may also raise 

the threshold of what anger ‘is’ to a physical and behavioural level, making it seem that one 

must act out their anger. If emotion equals behaviour, then every time individuals feel 

something, they might believe they must act it out.  
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This could be related to participants discounting ‘smaller’ and assumedly internal 

feelings of anger, in favour of examples of aggression when considering their anger 

experiences.  There’s an interesting juxtaposition, where ‘anger’ (aggression) is acceptable 

when used for perceivably productive purposes (i.e., sports), or when deemed to be ‘justified’ 

as punishment. By comparison, anger, the ‘basic’ (yet complex) human emotion, is generally 

believed to be not acceptable. So it’s no surprise that aggression continues to be increasingly 

prevalent in the world today (e.g., Snethen & Van Puymbroeck, 2008; Spelten et al., 2020).  

An interesting caveat is the acceptance of anger expression through collective 

empathy or identification (e.g., multiple participants discuss driving) or a perceived group 

goal (e.g., political uprising, etc.). People join around emotions, including anger; and similar 

perspectives may foster collective empathy. Participants felt that it was easier to express 

anger if it was collective, empathic, or righteous. This may, in no small part, have something 

to do with collective anger not being “personal,” not having intent towards the individual, and 

not threatening the individual’s sense of self-image. One can readily join with any anger-

driven event or movement, as long as one is not responsible and relatively anonymous. 

6.4 CLINICAL IMPLICATIONS 

The findings from these participants’ experiences could be relevant to clinical settings.  

It is important to explore how emotions were discussed, expressed, labelled, understood, and 

experienced in family settings. By extension, it seems crucial to better understand how one 

experienced anger in his or her family of origin, as well as how anger is experienced in the 

current family environment. To help facilitate the exploration of anger dynamics, perhaps 

genograms could be used with clients, exploring different anger episodes and highlighting 

family roles within them. Genograms have been used to map emotion patterns in families, as 

well as attitudes and beliefs (Duba et al., 2009). Genograms generally look at patterns in 
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relationships, or areas of unresolved emotions (Milewski-Hertlein, 2001), but they have been 

used to explore other emotions with clients (e.g., anxiety – Gatfield, 2017), and therefore 

could be used with a focus on anger. Family dynamics, such as taking sides or joining in 

anger could also be discussed, understanding how others in the family react to the ‘angry’ 

individual, and how anger unfolds as a process. In this way, the client’s experience of anger 

could be explored, and various instances could be compared, while also noticing how these 

patterns might be impacting current difficulties and relationships.  

To an extent, one learns how to ‘do’ emotions from the socio-cultural environment in 

which one exists (Hedges, 2005). The findings presented here could help individuals develop 

an awareness of how they ‘do’ anger – where their conceptions and expressions of anger are 

developed from, but also what role they take in others’ anger and the relational impact that 

they have on others or others have on them. By better understanding the dynamics of their 

role(s) in different anger situations, therapists could work with clients to understand how they 

come to take on this role, what roles others take on around them, and how this role can or 

does change. Additionally, by helping to differentiate anger from aggression, we can 

normalise anger as an emotion, while acknowledging that aggression is not automatic and can 

be controlled. When someone gets angry, one might escalate the situation by becoming angry 

back (anger-for-anger). Instead, individuals could learn that they have the ability to escalate, 

but also diffuse, join, or empathise as these participants highlight.  

On a societal level, anger seems to be viewed as a problematic emotion, mainly 

because of its expression. However adaptive the anger process may be for survival, it can be 

maladaptive in human interaction, and not well understood by individuals or society. Many 

clients enter therapy having little knowledge about the internal experience, perceptions, and 

process of anger. Depending on upbringing and family experience, some clients struggle to 

internally identify anger until it culminates in aggression. Additionally, the findings presented 
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here might be relevant to, for example, Systemic Therapy, which focuses on influence of 

anger in family dynamics and development (Fabes et al., 2002; Steinmann et al., 2017).  

Additionally, the layers model presented here has potential clinical and research 

applications. Counselling Psychology is rooted in the fundamental values of taking a non-

judgemental and non-pathologising stance, and acknowledging subjective and intersubjective 

experience and the inter-relational nature of emotion. In this way, the Layers Model could be 

used as a conceptual and psychoeducational guide in therapy, offering a visual representation 

to help clients identify and explore their own internal and external experience of anger, and to 

guide or ground client insight. If clients can identify and understand their emotions, and the 

process of these emotions, they might feel more in control of their emotional experience as a 

consequence. This model might also assist therapists in conceptualising where formulated 

interventions might fit in the shared visual representation of the client’s anger experience. 

Worksheets and diagrams are often used in CBT (such as the ‘hot-cross-bun’ 

formulation model; Greenberger & Padesky, 1995) to help clients learn about how their 

emotions and behaviours are interrelated. The Layers Model is a dynamic representation of 

anger that may be amenable to CBT on a number of levels. Cognitive layers in the model are 

designated as points in the process where verbal interaction, self-evaluation, perspective-

taking, and cognitive appraisal may take hold. Adjustments might then involve modification, 

suppression, enhancement, or replacement of thoughts, and may play a critical role in 

preventing maladaptive behaviours in the moment. It might be difficult for individuals see 

their own role in anger (Procter & Dallos, 2007), as the responsibility for anger is often 

placed onto others. This model provides a visual and “objective” representation of anger 

experience, almost like a map or manual, potentially normalising anger and framing 

therapeutic exploration as less personal or shameful. 
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This model may also be of conceptual use in other therapeutic modalities. Narrative 

therapy emphasises a non-pathologising approach, with individuals as experts of their own 

lives (Bjorøy et al., 2016) and this model could assist clients in relating their own anger 

experience. Psychodynamic practitioners could draw upon this model as a framework to 

guide client insight, conceptualise the anger process as it relates to the direction and intention 

of behaviour, and acknowledge unconscious and conscious experiences. It could also be used 

in work with children, perhaps more simply formatted in a pictorial and colourful way, to 

help children understand the differences between sensations, thoughts, feelings, and 

behaviours, and how these interrelate, while differentiating anger from behaviour. This could 

be especially helpful when working with children labelled as having “behavioural or anger 

problems” by parents or schools. 

Overall, this study contributes new terminology, and new aspects of family messages, 

roles and dynamics that influence individual anger experience and adaptation. It also 

introduces a proposed “layered model” that interrelates complex phenomena of the anger 

experience; conceptualises a “core” emotion that is poorly objectified but universally 

experienced; and designates layers of the anger process based on discrete experience or 

function, any of which may be approached from various theoretical or interventional 

perspectives. Each layer of the model may be explored individually, or the interrelations of 

the layers may be considered for intervention or research. Though behavioural aggression 

may interplay with other expressions simultaneously, it is conceptually placed in the 

outermost layer to emphasise that other layers may be approached in a potential effort to 

prevent more destructive and harmful aggressive behaviours. Most of all, the model 

distinguishes anger emotion from aggressive behaviour, promoting more focused recognition, 

insight, and understanding of the emotional experience of anger itself. If, for example, we can 

learn to empathise more with expressed anger, and make it more socially acceptable, this 
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might increase shared language and interpersonal cohesion around interactive anger, and 

decrease behavioural displays. Hopefully, this understanding might ultimately reduce 

destructive outcomes of anger-related aggression. 

6.5 LIMITATIONS 

Perhaps one difficulty with using IPA in a mostly quantitative-dominant area of 

research (i.e., anger research) is that quantitative studies use larger participant samples and 

often apply validated and recognised measures. Outcomes with these similar measures can be 

compared. While IPA is not amenable to the same statistical analysis, and requires more 

time-consuming interpretation and analysation of data, it also has its strengths. IPA, by 

nature, requires smaller participant samples, which allows for a depth of understanding of 

experience that is not possible in other research methods. Additionally, as demonstrated here, 

phenomena may be uncovered or further explored, which might not be easily accessed by 

previously established questionnaires or numerical reporting.  

Some argue that investigating one portion of a family is ‘incomplete’ (Fosco & 

Grych, 2012); but individuals’ descriptions deal with salient memories of family interactions 

that have shaped participant perceptions of anger. Such memories are bound to be selective, 

but arguably most influential for the participant. This parallels the challenges in a therapeutic 

setting, where there is little opportunity to engage with a client’s entire family. Therapy 

mostly explores client perceptions through their more memorable family interactions, and this 

process probably does not need to be exhaustive in order to identify and relate main themes 

of the internal experience. 

Actual lived experience might be different from stated family practices or responses 

(Gabb, 2009), but there is value in both of these. It might be argued that relying on memories 

is tenuous and unreliable, as they may erode over time or be distorted to suit cognitive 
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adaptations and defences (Schacter et al., 2011). But the influence of perceived memories on 

life experience is the focus, rather than the accuracy of recalled events. Despite these 

potential difficulties around memory, participant descriptions still shared several common 

themes within anger experience. It would also be extremely difficult to interview participants, 

to gain potentially more “authentic” experiences, during anger “in the moment.” All 

participants, in some manner, describe cognitive “loss of control” as the anger process 

activates and shifts attention to a provoking source and the initial response to it. During these 

intensely energising and negatively perceived moments, descriptive capability for the internal 

experience may be at a minimum. Even retrospectively, all participants had difficulty 

describing the early moments of anger activation in words.  

Additionally, participants often mentioned aggressive action when asked about 

emotion, suggesting confusion with emotion and behaviour. Perhaps this could be seen as an 

inherent limitation when investigating anger as an emotion.  Although questions were 

phrased to tap into anger experience, since anger and aggressive behaviour were confused, 

this might have prevented a more thorough investigation of anger itself. Asking participants 

about emotion, they might comment on behaviour, for example. However, applying a 

qualitative approach where participants could fully explain themselves in interviews might 

have helped here, compared to a questionnaire approach, as participants could elaborate on 

personal definitions and meaning-making of anger so that the researcher could better 

understand how ‘anger’ was understood by each participant.  

Finally, while the Layers Model, like any new model, has not been tested yet in a 

clinical or nonclinical environment to assess versatility and range of application, it has been 

developed from existing literature, which presumably has some validity and generalisability, 

and is also supported by current participant accounts. Other models have been developed in 

this way, relying on existent information within the literature (e.g., Cox & Harrison, 2008; 
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Wilkowski & Robinson, 2010). Although only six participants described their experience of 

anger, this model seems to accommodate their experiences and future research could aim to 

test or apply this model further.  

6.6 OPPORTUNITIES FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

Phenomena highlighted here could be further explored, such as anger-for-anger, 

taking sides, emotional contagion of anger, and time as a trigger for anger. Future research 

could also explore family interactions in anger by interviewing each family member, to better 

understand the dynamics of roles, how they develop, and how they are viewed between 

family members. This might offer a lens into the family environment, while considering 

family messages, roles, and how anger is perceived, expressed, and experienced by all family 

members.  

Additionally, further studies could incorporate quantitative measures (mixed 

methods), allowing for a larger sample size. This would be beneficial, as mixed methods 

studies are rare in the anger literature, and might allow for integration of quantitative and 

qualitative investigations of anger, while ensuring that anger and aggression (though related) 

are differentiated. A mixed methods approach could be used to further test the 

generalisability and fit of the proposed Layers Model. This model has many potential 

applications, but future research could also test, adapt, or amend it as needed. For example, 

do the layers of this model exist for other participants? If pointed out, can participants 

identify them? Is there a developmental component to these layers? If tested, are there 

additional layers, or sublayers? How does family influence these layers or their development 

within individuals? Are there any populations or individuals for whom this model might need 

to be adapted? For both understanding anger and for intervention, research might also explore 
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each layer individually with individuals, as well as how anger experience involves the 

interaction of multiple layers.  

In some participants’ perceptions, the conceptualisation of anger seemed to border on 

abusive behaviour. If participants in further studies are not interviewed thoroughly enough 

about aggression and abuse, this perception may not be revealed. It would be interesting to 

see if this perception is widely held, and if individual definitions of anger align with actual 

perceptions. 

Perhaps individuals could use the proposed model as a visual framework, allowing 

more conceptual focus (and clear verbal descriptions) of what is felt as the core internal 

activating experience. It would be interesting, as data is gathered, if these descriptions could 

be more clearly generalised among participants, and by eventual consensus, the “experience” 

of internal anger could hopefully be more widely understood and expressed. 

6.7 CONCLUSION 

With the goal of better understanding the experience of anger, as separate from 

aggression, this study proposes a model that integrates current findings with previous anger 

literature. The model aims to differentiate anger from aggression, and considers the different 

layers of physiological response, emotion, behaviour, and cognitive processes that can be 

present and make up the individual anger experience. While this study employs IPA, future 

research may extend the findings presented by testing the proposed Layers Model with 

different populations, and perhaps also further exploring phenomena experienced by these 

participants.   
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CHAPTER 7 REFLECTION 

The idea for this research on anger was developed while working on my master’s 

dissertation on narcissism and empathy. While reading articles, I noticed that anger was 

repeatedly mentioned, as anger is often related to narcissism when self-esteem is threatened 

(i.e., narcissistic rage; Williams, 2017), or because narcissistic anger frustrates and alienates 

others. Initially, I was interested in quantitative methods for this study. However, once 

embarking on my Counselling Psychology doctoral journey, I soon questioned a purely 

quantitative approach, especially if trying to explore the emotional experience of anger, as 

this is individually personal and subjective. Qualitative research is also more similar to 

working with clients as a Counselling Psychologist, and the reflexive approach to therapy that 

I learned could now be employed within the research process.  

I felt more comfortable with quantitative and statistical methods throughout my 

training; and I had very little training in qualitative methods, and no experience conducting 

qualitative research. As previously discussed, my initial stance might have been more 

positivist due to my prior research experience. However, my training as a Counselling 

Psychologist has taught me the importance of individual experience and perception of 

personal meaning, which aligns more with social constructivism. Although I see the value in 

both stances, I am aware that a tension exists, both within this research and the literature as a 

whole. This was tough for me to navigate initially. However, this was managed through 

further learning about IPA, self-reflection, reflexivity within the research process, and 

through guidance from my supervisors. There were also few qualitative studies to draw from, 

perhaps partly because of the logistic demands in constructing them, and partly because 

quantitative findings are more transferrable and generalisable to larger populations.  

Trying to juggle my own strengths and interests, gaps in the literature, and 

Counselling Psychology underpinnings, I initially considered a mixed methods investigation 
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of anger experience, which would use well-established measures from the literature, while 

also incorporating interviews to foster deeper understanding of experience. This would allow 

me to put qualitative methods into practice and help me to grow as a researcher. 

It was decided early in the research process, at the advice of my supervisors, that I 

start with the qualitative piece and then move on to the quantitative piece. IPA turned out to 

be more challenging, time-consuming, and initially slowed by second guessing. Eventually I 

made most progress when I just pushed through, following the Smith et al. (2009) guidelines 

and trusting the process. The plan was to incorporate quantitative measures on anger and dark 

triad narcissistic traits (a strength for one supervisor), and conduct interviews with a 

qualitative analysis (a strength for the other). However, due to time constraints and 

feasibility, my research has since morphed into a purely qualitative investigation of 

individual experience of anger in self and family. This was not only a new methodology for 

me, but also a somewhat new research area for my supervisors.  

I learned a lot about anger, the research process, the participants, but also about 

myself as a Trainee Counselling Psychologist and Researcher. Although there are many 

parallels between qualitative research and therapy (i.e., reflexivity, participant/client-led, 

staying within the client/participant’s frame of reference, etc.), I also found it challenging at 

times to not intervene as a therapist might, or enquire more about certain experiences 

participants shared, as I might do with a client in order to develop a more detailed 

formulation. I also purposefully did not enquire about any violence or abuse (even though 

this is usually done in therapy), for ethical reasons, but also because the focus of the research 

was on the experience of anger. However, almost every participant mentioned abuse or 

violent interactions from parents while growing up. As I was also working in NHS settings as 

a Trainee concurrently throughout this process, I became more aware of anger in my clients 

and felt progressively more comfortable working with angry clients as I learned more about 
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anger, how to manage it, and individual differences in the experience of anger through the 

research process. 

Anger has always interested me from a young age, as I watched different family 

members deal with anger. Some acted out anger behaviourally, some were passive-aggressive 

in their response, and others were able to talk about what was happening. My own experience 

of anger seemed to evolve as I grew up, as I sometimes would hide my anger, and other times 

become frustrated with someone who had not done anything (similar to displaced anger). As I 

got older, I was able to talk about why I was angry and tried to resolve it. I was able to 

cognitively process situations and try to make sense of what was happening to me in the 

moment, reflecting on my own bodily sensations and reactions. Other emotions sometimes 

followed, such as guilt or shame. I do not believe that my parents ever made anger taboo in 

the way that some participants experienced; but there was a learned sense that anger was bad, 

especially in public places. 

Reported incidents involving aggressive behaviour or violence often generate shock 

and upset. Barber (2018) talks about this in regard to knife and gun attacks in London. Anger 

seems to automatically manifest as aggression and violence all over the world; and societies 

seem resigned to this linkage, paving the way for violence, brutality, and destruction for 

millennia, at incalculable cost to lives, broken families, human effort, resources, iconic 

treasures, landmarks, creative and inventive progress, governments, and social stability. A 

few participants mentioned politics as a topic where they could join like-minded others in 

anger. Anger might bring people together to ‘fight’ for a common cause; but (as discussed 

previously) anger can also be perceived as out of control, igniting aggression and violence, as 

more rational and reasonable thought processes are impaired. 

This was especially apparent in 2020, a year filled with anger-generated socio-

political protests, such as the Black Lives Matter protests, carried out differently in the UK 
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versus parts of the US. Such public protests were largely peaceful in the UK, occasionally 

accompanied by a violent and destructive few. Anger-generated mass protests leading to 

more violence and destruction included the mass attack on the US Capitol in January 2021, 

and the UK COVID-19 anti-lockdown protests. 

The impact of COVID-19 struck me most during the writing phase of my thesis. As I 

just started to feel more confident with the research process, COVID-19 hit, and life routines 

were uprooted. The university shut down, moving all correspondence and classes online. 

University resources were no longer accessible, as I lived two hours away and train travel 

was banned for months. One might assume, with the internet and modern technology, that 

shifting to online might be easier, but this was not my experience. People were more isolated, 

and it became harder to reach them. Wi-Fi service was overwhelmed by millions of people 

trying to access it. Staring at a screen for hours became more exhausting than doing the same 

work in person. I had planned to attend workshops and seminars on IPA to learn more about 

the process and defending it at the viva voce. These workshops were cancelled due to the 

pandemic. 

In addition to completing this research, I still had coursework and an NHS placement 

to worry about. For months, this became the focus, as clients were struggling with the 

pandemic, and paperwork and meetings moved online. This was quite an adjustment, took 

much of my time, and temporarily placed my research on the back burner. On top of this, 

close family members fell ill, which was at the forefront of my mind.  

In some respects, I was lucky with the timing of COVID-19. I had completed my 

interviews, so I did not need to navigate interviewing participants online. My research topic 

also resonated with many life and loss experiences during the pandemic. For the first time in 

my experience, no one, not even medical experts, knew what might happen in the foreseeable 

future. Many felt angry about the uncertainty, angry that the government was or was not 
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doing what they believed was right, angry about lost jobs, angry while grieving lost family 

members, angry at others who they believed weren’t acting responsibly in a public health 

crisis, and angry at the ever-changing public health rules. I tried to stand back and observe, 

noticing how and why people experienced their anger. What was triggering it and how? How 

was anger expressed? Were there other emotions, affecting and modifying the anger, that 

were being expressed as well? This was somewhat easier to do with friends and clients, as 

discussion was possible, and a relationship already developed. This also allowed me to 

remain aware of and reflect on my own emotional responses.  

Part of the problem is that we, as a society, relate aggressive and violent events to 

anger, not considering that internal anger, an otherwise normal emotion, can be processed 

maladaptively. Instead, we seem resigned as a society that anger is a relentless conduit to 

aggression and violence. Admittedly, anger as an approach-motivated response can be 

compellingly energetic in the moment, seemingly out of control. But we need to devote more 

energy and research towards the proposition that anger-driven aggression is different from 

anger, and controllable. It is probably open to intervention in several layers in the anger 

process, prior to the acceleration towards aggression. My hope is that we can move towards a 

better understanding of anger and its related experience, while acknowledging that anger 

itself is not inherently ‘bad’. It is, after all, a basic human emotion. 
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