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Unhelpful Ways of Working with Anger

Just go with it!

Avoid it!

Beat ourselves up for 
having it!



Anger Can be Tricky
We can avoid working with it for lot of reasons:

We’re ashamed of it.
It feels powerful.
We don’t know what to do.

So we need a way to work with it that 
Helps us overcome shame.
Gives us a better way to be powerful.
Helps us figure out helpful things to do.



CFT Perspective on Anger
Individuals with anger problems didn’t choose to 
have anger problems.

A compassionate approach to anger involves 
shifting perspectives, 

   From blaming (“You’re doing badly and you 
need to do better!”) or avoiding,

  To compassion (“Let’s see if we can understand 
where your anger comes from and how it gets out of 
control so fast, and see what we can do about it.”)



Applying CFT to 
Anger



Applying CFT to Anger – General Outline
1. Deshaming Anger

• Therapeutic Relationship – respect; therapy as a co-created process.
• Exploration of how it makes sense that the client would struggle with anger.

• 3-systems; Tricky brains; Social Shaping of the Self

2. Working with Anger
• Unpack how their anger works – Spider diagram
• Identify and apply compassionate understanding to triggers
• Unpack process of how anger plays out in response to triggers

3. Compassionate Working with Anger
• Mindful awareness – noticing early is better!
• Compassionate Self Work
• Apply to triggers – Plan (SRB? Imagery? Letter? Rehearsal? Chair-work?  

Communication skills training?)
• Flows of Compassion – Assess and develop underdeveloped flows.
• Work with other emotions/unmet needs/challenges that may underlie the anger.
• Work to develop alternate version of lives, not dictated by anger/angry self.



 How do we bring compassion to life in therapy?

SUPPORT IT
Intentionally creating safeness through our relationships and in our 
lives.
Connecting with compassionate understanding.

MODEL IT  
Cultivating our own compassionate selves, and embody compassion 
processes in the therapy room and in our lives.

SHAPE IT
Create opportunities for it to arise in clients, and point it out!
Pointing out and reinforcing it when we see it – with genuineness.

TRAIN IT
Compassion Practices/Compassionate Mind Training
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The Therapeutic Relationship



Relating therapeutically with Angry Clients

Many people who struggle with anger 
Have strained relationships
Have anger that is interpersonally cued
Struggle with attachment (anxious/avoidant)
Have histories of being avoided, rejected, people 
“walking on eggshells” around them.

Consistently, the men in my anger groups reported 
that one of the most powerful parts of the treatment 
was the compassion they received from the 
therapist.



Connecting with Compassion for Angry Clients

Understanding anger problems as struggle 
and suffering (vs being an undesirable 
person)

 Considering own obstacles to connecting 
warmly and genuinely

Persona: being “the one who will help”

Willingness to see it from the client’s side.
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Layer 2:
Compassionate Understanding



Evolutionary Functional Analysis

Incentive/resource- 
focused

Wanting, pursuing, 
achieving, consuming

 Activating

Non-wanting/
Affiliative focused

Safeness-kindness

Soothing

Threat-focused 

Protection and
Safety-seeking

Activating/inhibiting

Anger, Anxiety, Fear, Disgust

Drive, Excitement, Vitality Content, Safe, Connected



Attention
Thinking 
Reasoning

Behaviour

Motivation Felt 
Emotion

Imagery 
Fantasy Anger



 Compassionate Exploration of Anger: Social 
Shaping

“Given what you know about you, your 
brain, and your history, does it make 
sense that you would struggle with 
anger?”

“How did the angry version of you learn 
to be this way?”



Make a plan to keep motivation high: 

“What would help keep you motivated to work 
compassionately with your anger?”

“How would your life be better if you succeeded?”
Considering “The person I want to be” – linking the 
effort to things that are important to them.
Get creative with client around reminders!
Use the therapeutic relationship to shape:

“It seems like you’ve really been working at this…”
“What’s it like to notice how you responded 
differently…”

Ongoing Socratic dialogue to increase awareness of 
reinforcers that show up when they do well (e.g. better 
interactions with family).
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Layer 3:
Mindful Awareness



Mindful Awareness
A core part of working with anger involves 
noticing the anger coming up, as early as 
possible.

Working with anger can have a rhythm:
Noticing it arising.
Working with the self (getting the safeness 
system online).
Coming back to work with the triggering 
situation.



Checking in with the 3 systems is a good 
way to quickly increase mindful awareness 
of emotions (and links the awareness back to 
the CFT model):

“What’s happening for me in terms of the 3 
circles?  Which system is running the show?”

Every time we invite the client to turn toward 
their present-moment experience with kind 
curiosity, we help them develop the habit of 
mindful awareness:

“What came up for you just then?”
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Layer 4:
Working Compassionately with 

Anger



Three Flows of Compassion

Self                   Other
Other Self
Self Self



Compassion from Self to Others
Want to help clients connect with their 
motivation to work with their anger:

How do I want others to feel in my 
presence?
How do I want others to feel about 
themselves when I am around?
What impact do I want to have on 
the lives of others?



Compassion from Others to Self

Want to help clients understand how their anger/hostility 
can be an obstacle to receiving help from others, and to 
work with that:

How would I like others to treat me when I’m 
struggling with anger?
What might be helpful for me to experience from 
others when I am struggling with anger?
What keeps me from being able to rely on others for 
help?
What might I need to do so that they will be able to 
help me in that way?



Self-Compassion: Helping our clients support themselves in 
working with anger

A lot of working with anger has to do with what we do 
when we’re not angry:

Basic self care:
Exercise (20-30 minutes, 5-7 days per week)
Sleep (7-8 hours/day)
Eating relatively healthily
Building experiences of safeness into our everyday lives
Refraining from shaming/attacking ourselves when we 
fall short.
Developing soothing, distress-tolerance, and emotion-
regulation skills



A CFT approach to anger isn’t 
about getting rid of the angry self, 
it’s about cultivating a strong, 
wise, kind, confident 
compassionate self.



CFT and Working with Anger

Recognizing vs Avoiding/Running with it

Accepting vs Denying

Soothing vs Escalating

Understanding vs Attacking 

Supporting vs Criticizing

Strengthening our Compassionate Selves vs  Angry or 
Ashamed Selves



Old, Emotional 
Brain

New Brain

 Body

Threat Trigger



Mindfulness – 
“I notice I’m getting      

angry”
Compassionate 
Thinking and 
Imagery

 Soothing Bodily 
Arousal
Soothing Rhythm 
Breathing

Social Skills – Compassionate Relating to 
Others



Anger Monitoring Form

The purpose of this homework is to help you become familiar with the 
situations that tend to provoke your anger and the ways in which you tend to 
respond, and to generate compassionate alternatives.  Pick one time during the 
week that you experienced anger, rage, or irritation.

Situation/Trigger: 

Emotions:

Thoughts:

Behaviors (What did I do?)

Outcome:

What does my Compassionate Self say?

What would my Compassionate Self do/have done?

 



Practicing: Planning for Threat Triggers

When not angry, bring to mind a threat trigger, and 
consider how your compassionate self would approach the 
situation:

How would your compassionate self understand what 
was happening?
What would your compassionate self care about in the 
situation?
What would your compassionate self say to your angry 
self?  (i.e. It makes sense that this would make you angry 
– let’s see if we can figure out a helpful way to respond.)
What might your compassionate self do in that 
situation? 



Practice: Using Imagery 
Slow down your breath, and enjoy the slowness for a bit.

Bring to mind your compassionate motivation to work with 
difficulties in kind, courageous, wise, and helpful ways.

Now imagine one of your threat triggers.  Imagine this trigger 
happening, and imagine that you notice anger arising in you, as it 
always does.

Now, imagine stepping in as your compassionate self.  
Slowing down your breath, imagine what you care about in this 
situation – what is most important?
Consider how you might soothe and support your angry self in the face 
of this trigger.
Imagine stepping in and handling this situation from a place of 
compassion – what do you do?  



Compassionate Working with Anger
Once triggers are identified, plan for how to handle 
from perspective of compassionate self:

Connect with compassionate motivation – how would my 
compassionate self want to handle this?  What would s/he 
understand?
Distress Tolerance - Soothing/Safeness practices that this 
individual finds helpful

SRB?   Imagery?
Nonjudgmental noticing of what is happening
Sympathy – recognition of difficulty/discomfort/struggle
Empathy – what am I/they feeling?  How does this make 
sense?
Behavior – what would be helpful

In managing my emotions
In addressing situation



Compassionate Chain Analysis

Extend the functional analysis to examine the chain of 
antecedents, behaviors, and consequences.

Consider, “Where could I bring compassion into this 
process?”

Particularly target:
Experiences of shame, threat
Opportunities for mentalizing/perspective taking
Old-brain/New-brain loops
Spots where soothing would be helpful
Points of resistance/blocks


