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Anger in the field beyond “right and wrong” thinking 
 
“Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and rightdoing, there is a field. I'll 
meet you there.”  
~ Mevlana Jelaluddin Rumi, 13th century Sufi poet 
 
“Speak when you are angry and you will make the best speech you will 
ever regret.”  
~ Groucho Marx, comedian 
 
"Bitterness is like cancer. It eats upon the host. But anger is like fire. It 
burns it all clean." ~ Maya Angelou,  poet, memoirist, and civil rights 
activist 

“Anger is the deepest form of compassion” ~ David Whyte, poet 
 
“The person who is the most in need of empathy will make it the most 
difficult for you to give it to them.”  
~ Marshall Rosenberg, Founder of Center for Nonviolent Communication 
 
How to Use this Document 
 
This document contains many ideas and perspectives on anger. Depending on your previous 
experience it may be familiar information, and it may be full of new ways of looking at things – 
and hence potentially overwhelming. Some approaches to making this document as useful as 
possible in your real life: 

1) Keep this document handy and pull it out when you’re attempting to make sense of a 
recent angry outburst – yours or someone else’s. 

2) Each time you read it, including this first time, choose one particular idea or suggestion 
that you’d like to keep in mind during the coming period – perhaps something you’d like 
to put into action. There are lots of ways to keep something “front of mind” – from 
post-it notes by the bathroom mirror to reminders on your smart phone.  

3) Share this document with a friend and use it as a basis for discussion. What points 
resonate with you both? Where do you and your friend see things differently than 
expressed here? Or differently from each other? Do you have skepticism or “Yeah, but 
what if…” coming up for you? (If so, please let me know, you’ll be improving future 
versions of this document with your thoughts and questions). 
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Purpose of Anger 
v Anger seems often to be accompanied by changes in the body, including an adrenalin rush, 

that help you to fight or flee in the face of danger. However, most of the time anger occurs 
when there is no immediate physical threat to our well being, and then fighting or fleeing is 
often not the optimal way of responding to our actual circumstances. The physical benefit 
of anger might not then be needed, but there is still an underlying message the anger is 
trying to deliver, and we are well advised to pay attention to the message. 

v Meet your own anger with respect, curiosity and gentleness, and give it space – it is a 
powerful messenger trying to give you an important message. 

v If you ignore the message of your anger it will simply come back again, perhaps more 
strongly next time. 

v The primary message of your anger is: Be present and honest with yourself about what 
you’re thinking and feeling, and what is most important to you. 

v To be present with your anger means: 
1) Investigate what it is trying to tell you about your unmet needs (use Ladder Questions or 

Heart-Circle template, or speak to someone who knows how to listen with empathy and 
attention on your underlying needs) 

2) Notice the kinds of thoughts that come with your anger 
a. Ask yourself: “Will expressing these thoughts lead to my needs being met?” 
b. Look for the truth underlying the thoughts. For example, the thought “My boss is 

a tyrant” is a thought, a perspective, an idea. It will probably not serve you if you 
say these words to your boss, but still there is truth in the thought, which might 
include: (needs underlined) 

• I am unhappy at work.  
• I understand that my role and job description is different than my 

boss’s, but I still want equality in the sense of us both having an equal 
right to respect and dignity in the workplace.  

• I have ideas on what he could do differently. I have not voiced them 
because of fear – a desire to maintain financial security, ease (I don’t 
want to look for another job right now), and community (I like my co-
workers).  

• However, I’ve become angry because these needs for respect, dignity 
and equality have gone unmet for so long.  

• I’m also angry at my own lack of self-expression and honesty about this 
when speaking to my boss. 

v Anger arising from love or compassion.  
o We get angry about things that matter deeply to us - we get angry when that which 

we most love and have most compassion for appears to be, or is at risk of being, 
harmed, diminished, lost etc. What is it that we most love? Ourselves, our partners, 
our children - our fundamental human needs and those of the people, animals, or 
land we are closest to or identify most strongly with? However, what we do with 
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that anger, which is born of love and compassion, is often to express it in ways that 
appear to be totally lacking in love and compassion. The "problem" is not so much 
with anger, then, but with the way we habitually express it. The love or compassion 
under the anger is then obscured and the person we are addressing will probably 
not even realize it’s there.  

o There is something existential about the connection between anger and the love we 
feel. If you’re a parent, for example, you might have felt rage at the thought of your 
child being harmed. In fact, loving another person or thing so deeply is a very 
vulnerable experience. It appears that everything and everyone is impermanent, 
subject to change, illness and death. This can bring about anger and rage and the 
internal cry of “How can this be!? This is not fair!” In this way our deepest love can 
fuel an upwelling of anger. And yet, there is the possibility of holding the deep 
vulnerability of loving deeply, without allowing harmful expressions of anger to be 
the result. 

 
Dangers of Expressing Yourself when Angry 
v If you don’t get present with your anger it will typically be expressed by means of “pointy” 

(aka in “Jackal” in NVC jargon) communication: blame, criticism, judgment, demand, threat, 
should, right/wrong etc. AND/OR self-blame; self-criticism; and demands, threats, should, 
right/wrong thinking about yourself. 

v Fear of, or refusal to deal with, your own anger might also lead you to withdraw, go silent, 
“stone-wall,” and/or disappear into addictive behaviors. 

v If only one person is angry, and not self-connected, it might not be long before both people 
are angry – it’s contagious, and “pointy” communication from one person will frequently 
stimulate anger in the other person. 

v Violent words or actions are form of expression chosen more readily by someone who is 
angry.  

 
“Secret Benefits” of Pointy Communication while Angry 
v The habit of expressing while angry can become rather “addictive” since there are benefits, 

even if they’re “secret” benefits that we don’t want to acknowledge, or might even be 
unaware of: 

o It’s fun to “let someone have it” 
o It gives a sense of strength, or “being in control,” watching others panic and react 
o I get to “teach them a lesson” 
o I get a sense of justice – I’m giving out punishment for a perceived wrong against me 
o I win 
o It gives me a justification to binge or enact other addictive behaviors afterwards 

(substances, activities etc.) 
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o There’s a mental high, a sense of excitement that accompanies the dramatic 
exchange 

o I avoid more vulnerable or uncomfortable experiences or feelings like “backing 
down” or feeling shame 

o I enjoy “making up” after a fight 
o Fighting gives me a bigger sense of connection to the other person than anything 

else we do 
o I feel inferior to the other person so if I can get them to lose control it levels the 

playing field 
v No matter the benefits, it seems that the costs will outweigh the benefits soon enough, 

although some people don't realize or notice this, or they notice but don't know what to do 
instead. This document hopefully starts to answer that question. 

Responding to Anger 
v If someone is unleashing a storm of anger in your direction it might help to imagine yourself 

to be a net rather than a sail. A sail catches the furious wind of the storm and gets violently 
battered around by it. A net allows the wind through and is largely unmoved. This is not 
meant to suggest that you not pay attention to what the other person is trying to tell you. 
On the contrary, the suggestion is that the net allows the fury to pass through but catches 
the underlying feelings and needs.  

v Set the intentions of CONNECTION, KINDNESS and AUTHENTICITY. Just like you would if 
you were doing the Connected Conversation Process with this person.  

v Connection means whatever it means to you. For me it means I want to understand deeply 
what is leading to the other person’s anger. Even if I don’t agree with what they’re saying, 
and I’m not willing to do the things they’re asking of me, I still care about their needs and 
want to support them in meeting those needs. Connection also means I’d like them to know 
what’s important to me…but if they’re angry I understand that may have to wait a while 
before they’re ready to listen.  

v Self-connection includes  
o Watching your own anger level 
o Noticing if you’re resorting to “pointy communication,”  
o Staying aware of your emotional state in general 
o Pausing to check in whether you’re meeting your own needs in the moment e.g. 

need for connection, kindness, authenticity, self-expression, empathy for the other 
person, self-care, and whatever other needs are coming up.  

v Kindness includes remembering that there is almost certainly fear, pain, panic, vulnerability 
or a sense of powerlessness under the other person’s anger. It also means remembering 
that after (or during) this angry outburst they will likely experience some kind of shame or 
guilt, in addition to the fear, pain, panic, vulnerability or powerlessness that was already 
there. 

v Authenticity means you say what’s true for you – on the level of your 
o OBSERVATIONS (as distinct from judgments and other pointy communication) 
o FEELINGS (from feelings list and/or Q1&2 of Ladder Questions) 
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o NEEDS (from needs list and/or Q3&4 of Ladder Questions) 
o REQUESTS 
even if you don’t think the other person will like hearing what you’re saying.  

v Be Curious The words you hear are like wrapping paper around a gift. Once you’ve opened 
the gift you no longer need the wrapping paper. The gift is information about the feelings of 
the person speaking, and an indication of what they’re longing for – specific fundamental 
human needs. Don’t take what they’re saying literally, no need to agree with it or disagree. 
If you take their words literally it might be like keeping the wrapping paper and ignoring the 
gift contained within it, or even leaving the gift unopened. “Be curious not furious” - open 
the gift. Translate their words into the beautiful expression of human feelings and needs 
that they are.  A few examples: 

o The words: “I hate you!” might contain the gift “I’m so angry and disappointed. I’m 
convinced that you have deliberately taken actions that show no care or 
consideration or love for me, after telling me how much you cared and loved me.” 

o The words: “It was the middle of the night you idiot!” might contain the gift “I am 
really stressed at work and I’ve been sleeping poorly lately. The sounds you were 
making in the kitchen at 3am woke me up, and my day has been even more difficult 
because of that. I’m feeling desperate for sleep and so wish that you had honored my 
request to be unusually quiet when you came in.” 

v Acknowledge the truth in what you’re hearing.  
o If someone says: “You don’t even care what I think” and the truth is that, actually, 

you don’t really take much notice of what this person thinks – then seriously 
consider telling the trust about this. Let it be the start of an honest conversation. If 
you choose to deny what they’re saying, even though you actually think it’s true – 
take some self-connection time to get clear on what needs you’re hoping to meet by 
denying it. Is it possible to meet these needs in some other way than denying what 
they’re saying? 

o When someone points something out about me that I actually agree with, but am 
not at peace with, perhaps something I wished were not the case, then fear and 
shame or embarrassment might flare up in me, and anger might be quick to follow. I 
can become like the child who's been caught doing something forbidden - flooded 
with emotion and desperately trying to make this situation not be happening - 
through angry outbursts and denial, for example. However, my life seems much 
easier if take some deep breaths instead and say. "Wow. I don't agree with 
everything you're saying, but I think I agree with you when you say (for example) 
that my heart is not really in this job.” This can steer the conversation into the 
direction of much greater truth-telling, connection to self and other, mutual 
understanding and refreshing new actions.  

 
Pushing the Pause Button 
v If both people in a conversation are angry, and not self-connected, the chance of the 

conversation leading to a mutually satisfying outcome is very small. So…PAUSE, STEP AWAY 
(if necessary), SELF-CONNECT (self-empathy, and guessing what’s going on for the other 
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person, with Ladder Questions or Heart-Circle), then return to the conversation to tell each 
other what you discovered in your self-connection, and to check your guesses about the 
other person’s experience. 

v When you take a PAUSE give: 
1. Your REASON for pausing in the form:  “I want to pause because I….” (remember it as “I 

because I”)  
e.g.  “I want to pause because I can’t hear you right now in the way I want to, and in the 
way I think you want me to. I’m too hungry / angry / tired / overwhelmed right now OR I 
am distracted by another commitment right now OR I’m becoming very defensive and 
it’s preventing me from hearing you...etc.” 
You might be tempted to say “I want to pause because you…” 
e.g. “I want to pause because you are angry; you are out of control; you are impossible 
to talk to etc.” – This kind of you-statement is not the deepest truth 
 of the moment, and will simply throw fuel on the fire. 

2. Your GUARANTEE that you going to return to this point in the conversation 
3. A TIME until you’re ready to CHECK-IN about resuming the conversation. This time can 

vary from a few seconds “I just going to sit here and take a few breaths before checking 
in with you about continuing the conversation” up to much longer periods “I’m going to 
check back in with you after work today.” 

v If you asked for the pause it will be more trust-building if you make it your job to get the 
conversation started again (and probably erode trust if you leave it to the other person). If 
you’ve ever paused a conversation in the past and not restarted it later it will often be hard 
for the other person to TRUST that you’re doing something different this time.  

v If the other person has any history of what they might call “rejection” or “abandonment” 
then it’s likely to come up strongly for them when you ask to pause. If they’re already angry 
it might be very hard for them to “let you go” even if the alternative is a familiar experience 
of fighting. However, continuing to try to communicate with no listener and escalating 
anger is very likely to accelerate and increase the damage being done to the relationship. 
Eventually the damage can reach a point where it becomes impossible to recover. Follow 
the guidelines on how to ask for a pause and what to do in the pause and trust will start to 
grow that your pauses are not “rejection” or “abandonment,” but actually a way of building 
and maintaining a strong connection and rebuilding trust. 

v If you’re talking to someone who is angry and unable to listen to you right now, listen to 
them with empathy for as long as you’re able to do so. If you stop being able to listen, and 
they also cannot hear you, then you now have a conversation with no listeners – and that 
means a fight. Don’t stay in that phase for long – take a pause. 

 
What to do during the pause 
v Spend some or all of the pause doing self-connection (Ladder Questions or Heart-Circle for 

you and the other person) 
v With practice a pause might actually just consist of you going quiet for a while and doing 

self-connection in your head. Just might say something like: “I’d like to be quiet and think for 
a minute before hearing more of what you have to say.” 
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v Self-connection strategies: 
1) Heart-Circle Template 
2) Ladder Questions 
3) Talk to someone who knows how to empathize WITHOUT TAKING SIDES!! Your 

supporters will often side with you, out of a desire to show their love and support, or 
because they don’t like the person you’re angry with, or some other reason. And, for a 
while, it will feel good to be told you’re right and the person you’re angry at is wrong. 
Unfortunately, your supporter is simultaneously, and perhaps unknowingly, making your 
conflict bigger by siding with you. 

4) Work with an NVC coach or therapist, or in with some other kind of therapy that works 
for you. 

v Be Curious also means that you question and investigate your own thinking – especially 
“should” thoughts and other “pointy” thinking. Your own thoughts, no matter how welcome 
or unwelcome they are, no matter how convincing or questionable, are very often just like 
wrapping paper around a gift. Once you’ve opened the gift you no longer need the 
wrapping paper. The gift is honest connection to your true feelings, and the direction and 
the guidance you get from connecting with your fundamental human needs. “Pointy” 
thoughts especially are rarely the whole truth of the matter. Simply believing such thoughts 
is like keeping the wrapping paper and ignoring the gift, or leaving the gift unopened. If you 
want to be authentic, and to meet the needs for connection and kindness, open the gift.  

v Here are a few commonly occurring thoughts when angry: 
a. They should apologize. 
b. They should agree with what I’m saying. I’m right!  
c. They should change how they act/speak. 
d. If they’re not willing to fight it means they don’t care. 
e. They started this, so they deserve whatever I throw at them!  

All these thoughts contain valuable information for the one thinking them – so they are 
worthy of your investigation. Use the Ladder Questions. “How do I feel when I believe this 
thought? How does that feel inside? What is this thought telling me that I want? What 
would that give me that I value?” 

 
v There may be physical methods of dissipating the energy of anger, although some studies 

suggest that the “hit a punching bag” approach can actually result in much deeper and more 
frequent bouts of anger in the long run. Investigate it for yourself though – perhaps 
something nonviolent like running up a hill, vigorously shaking your body, or screaming into 
a pillow might help you to calm yourself to the point where you can start doing the work to 
understand and make sense of your anger. There are many body-focused therapies that can 
help including somatic therapy, EMDR, EFT (Emotional Freedom Technique), person-
centered therapy, NVC-based therapy, NVC coaching, or other therapy or coaching 
approaches that work for you. 
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Two sides of a conversation involving anger: 
 

If you’re the person feeling 
ANGER 

If you’re the other person in the 
conversation 

Conventional thinking: “Something is 
wrong. The other person is wrong. They are 
making me angry. They deserve punishment. 
They deserve pointy communication, or even 
physical violence. I have a right to speak to 
them however I want.”  

Conventional thinking: “They cannot talk 
to me in this way. They are wrong. I have a 
right to defend myself, to retaliate. I have a 
right to walk away, to dismiss them. Or, I 
might submit to them – resentfully – because 
I’m afraid to stand up for myself.” 

Reality check:  
Expressing yourself in “pointy” communication 
will almost never get you what you want. Very 
few people can really listen with an open 
heart to you when you express yourself this 
way. It might give you temporary relief, a 
moment of lashing out, a hope of being 
understood…but true understanding will 
rarely happen. You are most likely wasting 
your time and your breath. I would say you 
are not showing respect for your own time 
and energy if you do this – because you’re 
doing something that you know is unlikely to 
get you want you want. 
 
There are exceptions, of course, where the 
force of your angry expressions actually 
“wakes the other person up” so they actually 
start to hear you. Check for yourself though, 
how often has that happened? And even when 
successful, was it the only possible strategy? 

Reality check:  
If I’m able to  
(1) listen with an open heart to the person 
who is angry, to give them my empathy and 
presence, to show curiosity about what is 
happening inside of them (EMPATHY) 
(2) speak from the heart (i.e. no “pointy” 
communication) if they want to hear from me 
(NVC SELF-EXPRESSION) 
– then those are probably the most 
connecting choices I can make at this moment.  
 
If they seem unable to hear me, and I cannot 
listen and speak in this way then the best 
choice might be to ask for a pause so that I can  

1. figure out what is preventing me from 
listening in this way 

2. to self-connect in general 
 
I could try to get the angry person to express 
themselves differently, or to see things 
differently – but past experience has shown 
me that this might not work if I try it when 
they’re already angry.  
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If you’re the person feeling 
ANGER 

If you’re the other person in the 
conversation 

NVC thinking: I am angry. This means:  
I am trying to get  

my own attention! 
It also means that I am probably thinking and 
talking in a way that risks doing damage to this 
relationship, and eroding trust, without 
actually meeting many, or any, of my needs at 
the same time.  
 
It would be wise for me to pause and give 
myself attention – to figure out what 
fundamental needs this anger is trying to tell 
me about, and to figure out why I’m not 
currently willing/able to listen to the other 
person. 
 
Destroying trust can happen very quickly. 
Rebuilding trust can take a long time. So, out 
of respect for my own time and energy it 
might be better to stop talking for a while. 

NVC thinking: The “angry person” is almost 
certainly experiencing pain, fear, and a sense 
of powerlessness. It’s hidden under their 
anger and angry expressions. Does knowing 
this help you find more compassion for them? 
They might desperately want: 

1) understanding, to be heard 
2) relief from the pain, fear, 

powerlessness 
3) to meet other needs related to the 

content of what they’re saying 
 
Their pointy communication is an attempt to 
meet these needs.  
 
They probably have other unmet needs, 
probably chronically unmet – repeatedly, 
persistently unmet – that they want you to 
help them meet. 
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NVC thinking on cause of anger, and 
responsibility: 
• My unmet needs and my thoughts are the 

cause of my anger 
• My emotional system is designed to tell 

me if my fundamental needs are being met 
or not – anger is a strong indicator that 
some important needs are not being met. 

• The other person can trigger anger in me if 
it’s there to be triggered. It’s there to be 
triggered because I have unmet needs, 
probably chronically unmet.  

For example: “My need for love is not met in 
my primary relationship. Each day this is true, 
each day I choose to stay in a relationship 
where love is an unmet need. There are also 
other areas of my life where love is an unmet 
need…both in terms of receiving love from 
others and giving it to others. And when I look 
back at my history I see many other times 
when love was an insufficiently met need. I’m 
angry at myself for not finding ways to have 
more love in my life, I’m angry at reality, at the 
universe, for putting me in this position. On 
top of all this, my partner just said something 
that connects me with my unmet need for 
love. I got angry because I have a chronically 
unmet need for love. I say my partner is the 
cause of the anger – but my partner is a part 
of a much larger picture.”  
 
• It’s my responsibility to find ways to meet 

my needs. 
• Others will enjoy helping me meet my 

needs if they have a sense of being at 
choice about doing so.  

• If I cannot find ways to meet my needs, it’s 
my responsibility to mourn – to connect 
with my deep sadness at not being able to 
meet my needs. Mourning is itself a need 
in this case.  

 
 

NVC thinking on cause of anger, and 
responsibility vs responsiveness: 
• I am not solely responsible for the anger of 

another person, I am not “to blame,” I am 
not the sole cause.  

• Something I said or did may be the trigger 
or stimulus for their anger, but not the 
cause. (Look to the left column to see the 
NVC thinking on the causes of the other 
person’s anger.) 

• If I know the common triggers of the other 
person’s anger I can possibly learn 
different ways of speaking to help me 
avoid triggering their anger. This is a 
learning process best achieved if we 
communicate about it. 

• The person who is angry does not want to 
hear that I am not the cause of their anger. 
Lecturing the other person on the true 
cause of their anger, when they are angry, 
is usually not going to achieve anything. (If 
you’re not convinced of this try it and 
see!) 

• Trying to educate the other person in any 
way when they are angry is likely to 
stimulate more anger. They want 
understanding, empathy, relief from pain – 
they don’t want education – evidence, 
opinion, persuasion, and they certainly 
don’t want pointy communication, even if 
that’s what they’re using.  

• Marshall Rosenberg: “You are not 
responsible to the feelings of the other 
person, but you can be responsive to 
them.” Respond with NVC: empathy for 
them and honest self-expression from the 
heart, while pausing as needed to stay self-
connected. 

• It’s not your responsibility to meet their 
needs – that’s their job. 
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• “Should” thinking is very likely to generate 
anger, because “should” thinking and 
expressions of “should” generally reduce 
the willingness of others to help me meet 
my needs. This results in fewer met needs, 
and anger will arise to inform me of this. 

• “Should have” thinking is extra likely to 
generate anger. The thought “X should 
have happened” or “…should not have 
happened” is an unwinnable argument 
with reality. The past already happened. 
You are powerless to change it, and 
“should have” reinforces that sense of 
powerlessness. Anger usually follows 
quickly when there’s a feeling of 
powerlessness. 

• “Should” and “Should have” thinking is a 
container, just like all other thinking. Inside 
the container, if you look, you will find 
information about your feelings and 
needs.  

• Once you get the message about your 
needs you can start to apply yourself to 
finding ways to meet them.  

Invite others to help you meet your needs, 
including the person you previously thought of 
as the cause of your anger.  
 
Secret Agreement 
Fierce anger often arises when you don’t like 
what the other person is saying to you, or 
seems to be saying, and yet you secretly agree 
with all or part of it. 
 
The other person says “You’re so selfish!” and 
you become angry and defensive. Later you 
might notice that this is a judgment you 
actually throw at yourself frequently. 
Investigate what this message is trying to tell 
you about your needs! 

• If you have a sense of choice, and a sense 
that your needs are being equally valued, 
you will likely get great joy from helping 
them to meet their needs. Let them know 
this. 

• If you love them and you think they’d like 
to hear that, remind them. 

• If you respect them, if you value this 
relationship, if you’re glad they’re speaking 
up even though it’s hard to hear or 
contains “facts” you don’t agree with, if 
you know that you’ve contributed to the 
current disconnection in some way – let 
them know. 

• Try not to hear what the angry person 
expresses as the whole story…it’s not. 
They’re trying to tell you, and themselves, 
something very important about their 
unmet needs. They’re saying “I have 
unmet needs, and I’m hoping you’ll have 
the desire and capability to help me meet 
them.” 

Listening to someone does not mean you’re 
agreeing with their opinions, demands, 
suggestions for change etc. – it just means 
you’re trying to understand deeply what their 
life is like at this moment.  



Communication Dojo            Anger_INFO4                              www.communicationdojo.com 

Copyright 2016 Newt Bailey   www.communicationdojo.com 

 

I don’t like their NVC response… 
• In Nonviolent Communication courses we 

learn and practice ways to connect that do 
not make use of “pointy” communication. 
However, if you are angry and the other 
person is sincerely attempting to connect 
in this way, you might actually like it even 
less than fighting and “pointy” 
communication.  

• Whatever crosses your mind is worthy of 
your attention and I encourage you to look 
into your thinking as soon as you get to a 
moment of calm to investigate. 

• Investigation will yield valuable 
information about your needs, which you 
can share with the person next time you 
talk. E.g: 
o If you’re thinking “Cut the NVC and just 

apologize” ask yourself “What would 
apology give me that I value?”  

o If you’re thinking “He’s trying to get 
the moral high ground by not fighting 
back” or “I want to fight right now” ask 
yourself “What does fighting give me 
that I value?” 

Reflecting exact words 
o If you’re reflecting what the other 

person is saying – or using any other 
communication strategy – get clear on 
what needs of their and yours you’re 
attempting to meet by doing this – and 
maybe even let them know.  

o When someone is angry they often 
really want to know you’ve heard their 
exact words….even if they’re saying 
something you dislike or disagree with. 

o So, if someone says “Living with you is 
like living with a zombie” you might be 
tempted to do some paraphrased 
reflection like: 

Ø “I hear that you’re really 
frustrated and want more 
communication with me.”  

and that might give them a sense of 
being heard, and hence create 
connection …but it might not. You 
could try instead reflecting their own 
words without agreeing or disagreeing: 

Ø “I hear that you experience me 
as being like a zombie.”  

Then go quiet and let them continue        
to speak. Reflecting exact words like 
this might give the person who’s angry 
a sense of being heard, and might also 
alert them to the fact that they’re 
saying things that are hard to hear. 



Communication Dojo            Anger_INFO4                              www.communicationdojo.com 

Copyright 2016 Newt Bailey   www.communicationdojo.com 

Is there an alternative to taking a pause?  
• You being angry does not automatically 

mean I’d recommend a pause, but if the 
other person is unable to continue hearing 
you then a pause is highly recommended. 

“Screaming in Giraffe” 
• You can help the other person to keep 

hearing you even if you’re angry. Marshall 
Rosenberg suggested that if you’re 
screaming, try “Screaming in Giraffe” i.e. 
screaming while still expressing yourself 
with Nonviolent Communication as a 
better idea than resorting to “pointy 
communication.” 

• An example of “Screaming in Giraffe” 
would be to shout: 

o “I am so angry right now, and really 
disappointed because I’m not 
getting any sense of respect or care 
in how you’re speaking to me!”   

o Notice that you’re still sharing your 
feelings and needs – even if you’re 
doing so with a raised voice, or 
shaking with anger as you speak. 

If the other person reacts to your words when 
you’re angry with “Don’t talk to me that way!” 
or “Stop blaming me!” or some other way of 
asking you to speak differently – try 
“Screaming in Giraffe” instead. 

“Matching energy” 
o When listening to someone who’s 

worked up, you need to be relatively 
calm to listen with empathy. The 
mismatch of emotional intensity can 
be off-putting though. To try and 
“match energy” with the other person 
you can put some intensity into your 
reflections. Imagine saying the 
following a little louder than usual, and 
with emphasis: 

• “I think I get it - living with me is like living 
with a zombie for you, and you’re pissed 
about it…am I getting it?” 

“Screaming in Giraffe” 
• Nonviolent Communication is sometimes 

called “Giraffe language.” Marshall 
Rosenberg came up with the expression 
“Screaming in Giraffe” for when you speak 
(or scream), so as to match the other 
person’s intensity, while continuing to 
actually hold the consciousness of 
compassion, connection, kindness, 
authenticity. E.g imagine “screaming” 

“I love you and I’m not willing any more to 
fight, to criticize you, to tell you lies, even 
though I’ve done all those things so many 
times before, because doing that is killing our 
relationship.” 
 
Surfing 
Using NVC in the face of “pointy” 
communication is like surfing a wave – where 
the other person is the wave. Just like in real 
surfing, there are some waves you’re not 
ready to surf yet. It’s no failure to try and stay 
with it then to call for a pause if you run out of 
the skill, resilience or willingness to continue – 
and want to take self-connection time instead.  

 


