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Anger Under CoverPassive Aggression-Part Two
Changing Behavior
Passive-aggression is anger that is subtle or indirect.
Reacting passive-aggressively is based on the
individual’s inability or unwillingness to express anger
directly, causing behaviors aimed to intimidate, upset,
hurt, and sabotage other people. Hidden anger also
hides feelings such as shame and fear of intimacy,
failure or uncertainty. For example, a passiveaggressive worker will blame an error on someone
else. A family member will do a chore he resents, but
won’t completely finish, leaving a pail of garbage to
rot in the garage.
Initial work with someone who is passive aggressive
requires an understanding of the immediate angry
feelings causing the behavior. In therapy or self-help,
work filling out anger logs is a way to understand
triggers and responses. Keeping passive-aggressive
behaviors in mind when working on anger
management skills can bring out secret dynamics of
anger.
Change often happens when people feel undesirable
consequences. Because of the subtlety, the hidden
anger can go unrecognized or be misunderstood by
others for years. Part of the manipulation is to make
others feel as if they are the ones doing something
wrong. Recipients can be reluctant to confront the
person, even if the dynamics are seen, because of
concern of direct or indirect retaliation. Eventually,
however, consequences will emerge, whether it is
complaints by coworkers and disciplinary action at
work, or loss of friendships and broken family
relationships.
Strategies
What are specific strategies for dealing with people
who act passive-aggressively? (Flora, 2006b) :

• Direct confrontation does not usually work,
given the hidden nature of the behavior and the
fear of anger that is at the root of passiveaggressive behavior.
• Consider your behavior. People who don’t
want to get into a conflict or who appear vulnerable can easily become recipients of passiveaggressive behaviors.
• As a coworker, document your communications when someone “forgets” to forward an important email, or insinuates to your boss that you
never followed up on an issue.
Dealing with Family Members
Murphy and Oberlin (2005) describe strategies for
family members:
• Find good boundaries, be firm but flexible with
the passive-aggressive person (you don’t want to
box them into a corner).
• Be aware of your own feelings, and that you
may be picking up anger from the other person.
• Be clear about responsibilities of family members – don’t do what they can and should be doing
for themselves.
• Use “I” statements, be direct and ask others to
be direct with you. Instead of “Why don’t you
ever do…” say “I’d like it if you……”
• Know when to move on.
Dealing with One’s Own Passive-Aggressiveness
And what are successful strategies for those of us
who engage in passive-aggressive behaviors?
Most people do at some point! (Flora, 2006a)
•

Take a look at how you express, or don’t express anger. Learn the difference between passive, aggressive, and assertive behaviors. Mentally and behaviorally rehearse how to handle
difficult situations.
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FROM THE FILES:
The “Enjoyment of Anger”
Research from Vanderbilt University Brain Institute
has show that the brain processes aggression as a reward. According to Maria Couppis, who conducted
an anger study as her doctoral thesis, “It is well
known that dopamine is produced in response to rewarding stimuli such as food, sex, and drugs of
abuse. We’ve now found that it also serves as positive reinforcement for aggression.”

alcohol or a saline solution intravenously. The subjects
were then shown images designed to evoke a fear response while their brain patterns were monitored via functional MRI scans.
The study showed that alcohol increased activity in the
reward centers of the brain but depressed activity in areas
involved in fear response. “You’re less likely to feel
afraid, and you’re less likely to run away or to avoid conflict,” said study co-author Daniel Hommer of the National Institute on Alcoholism and Addiction..
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Women’s Anger Management Group
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