Finding the Control Key

A woman once shared a humorous experience that happened to her several years ago.  She said, “The kids and I were having a really tough day and I lost my temper with them.  I went upstairs to hide in my husband’s office until I regained control.  However, I still felt angry and I brought my fists down on his computer keyboard.  Several keys came loose and went flying.  I quickly tried to gather them up and put back in place so he wouldn’t notice the damage upon returning home.  I found them all, except one.  I searched and searched to no avail.  It was a large corner key, so I knew I’d have some explaining to do.  A few days later, my husband said to me “I found the missing key.”  He showed it to me and I felt a mixture of shame, laughter and inspiration as I realized it was the “Control” key that I had lost and couldn’t find.

As mothers, we’ve all lost control on one occasion or another.  Here is one of my journal entries from December 16, 2005.

This has been a difficult day – a typical motherhood day.  I decided to take the kids with me shopping in Pocatello.  I needed to look at some furniture because Doug and I are trying to get a sectional for the living room.  It was just an especially difficult shopping trip.  The kids and I sometimes get in a downward spiral where they’ll misbehave and then I’ll get really angry which makes them misbehave more.  Then I’ll get angrier and they’ll misbehave more. Eventually we all go ballistic and start throwing tantrums.  Anyway, today was kind of like that.  I felt so powerless.  I couldn’t even think of enough discipline techniques.  It was just one of those times when you want to throw up your arms and say, “Forget it!  I give up!”  We’ve had quite a few of those lately.  For a while it seemed like things were getting better, but today was a really discouraging day.

Losing one’s temper is probably the biggest obstacle to being an effective parent, for several reasons.  

1) It makes us feel guilty.  When we parent from a position of guilt, we are usually inconsistent and ineffective. 

2) Anger prevents us from thinking rationally and we make poor decisions. 

3) It can destroy a child’s self-esteem.

4) It causes the child to direct his anger at the parent instead of himself when he has misbehaved.

5) It causes us to lose the companionship of the Holy Ghost.

Even though we know this is true, we oftentimes lose our tempers anyway.  Why?  Probably because children do a lot of crazy things that make us angry.

My young niece once stuck a bead up her nose and her parents had to take her to Insta-care to have it removed.  That wouldn’t have been so bad, except that she did it again, because “she was worried that the first bead would get lonely.” Not to be outdone, my nephew ran into the corner of the tray holding the air conditioner and ended up with stitches on his forehead.  He was amazingly brave as they gave him his shots and stitched him up.  Unfortunately, he took his stitches out two hours later and so they returned to the emergency room (with another $75 copay.)  When they approached the nurses’ desk he whispered to his dad, Let’s not tell ‘em.”

When I was in high school, I drove to school and left my car lights on all day, which caused the battery to go dead.  Since my dad was out of town, my mom asked our bishop to pick up the car and take it to his shop overnight to charge.  Would you believe I left the lights on the next day and killed the battery again? My poor parents – we put them through so much!

When our youngest son Josh was about nine months old, he had surgery to remove a cyst above his left eye. As we left the hospital, the surgeon said, in all seriousness, “Make sure your son doesn’t touch his left eye for six weeks.”  I looked at him to see if he was joking, but he was dead serious.  I said, “My son is nine months old.  How do I prevent him from touching his left eye? Do you want me to tape his arms down to his side?”  He said, again in all seriousness, “That is one possibility.” He obviously did not live in the real world.

I know that each of you do live in the real world, and as a result, you have to deal with reality.  I would like to suggest several practical things that you can do to help get your temper under control. I’m not saying it will happen overnight, but if you consistently apply these principles, you will notice a difference.

Identify the source of your irritability. 

In May of 2009 I was feeling on edge.  My nerves were raw and I was frustrated.  Instead of just plowing forward, I stopped for a moment to assess why.  Was it just situational?  We had recently returned from a trip to St. George, Utah.  It had been a harsh adjustment for me and the children.  I had tended the neighbor kids for four days in a row, including one day with six children under the age of four.  We were enduring the last three weeks of school and had been cooped up in the house all winter long.  Another possibility was that I hadn’t been reading my scriptures or eating right or exercising.  Perhaps my irritability was simply a lack of the Holy Ghost in my life.  For some, irritability can come from a hormonal or chemical imbalance.  

On another occasion, I was frustrated with my kids.  I asked the other sisters in Relief Society for ideas.  A week later, a good friend of mine, who knows my personality well, stopped me after Sacrament Meeting and said “Shannon, I think the reason you are frustrated is that you try to control your children.  You get frustrated when that is not possible.”  She was exactly right!  That really was the source of my frustration.

Perhaps laziness is at the core of our troubles.  It takes energy to have self-discipline, to hold our tongue or be patient.  It’s a lot easier to just react in anger. Maybe we need to just require a little more of ourselves. 

Another possibility is that we haven’t built up enough reserves to deal with difficult times. On July 16, 2006 I wrote, “I guess the most interesting thing about the pregnancy is that I feel like I don’t have any reserves.  Sometimes when things get tough as a mother, you have to dig down deep into those reserves to get through it.  I feel like emotionally and mentally I don’t have any reserves.  As long as everything goes great and smoothly I’m fine, but if anyone even spills their milk, it’s almost enough to push me over the edge.  I’m not sure how to build up those reserves – I guess I’ll just keep trying my hardest.  

The nice thing is that once we identify the source of our anger, we can start to address the issues.

Structure your life to keep stress to a minimum. 

Sometimes when we yell at our children, it has nothing to do with our children and everything to do with the other stressors in our lives. In the spring of 2002 my life was absolutely crazy.  I was singing with a women’s triple trio; I was the campaign manager for a state representative candidate; I was serving as primary president; I had a preschool one day each week in my home and had just given birth to our third child.  What made me think that was a recipe for success? That’s not even realistic!  When we can identify other possible factors such as PMS, lack of sleep, too much sugar, marital stress, or financial concerns, we can begin to treat those underlying problems so that they don’t manifest themselves as anger toward our children.

Act, Don’t react. 

Remember that anger is always a choice. In her book Spiritually Centered Motherhood Sherri Johnson explains, “You cannot be something you have not become.”  “A person who reacts with anger had to become a person who reacts with anger.  At some point he or she had to choose to be that way.”  “When we admit to ourselves that we choose our own feelings and actions, we have taken a major step of progression.”

As a general rule, a man is about as big as the things that make him mad. Like Sydney J. Harris once said, “Nobody is unhappier than the perpetual reactor.  His center of emotional gravity is not rooted within himself, where it belongs, but in the world outside him.  His temperature is always being raised or lowered by the social climate around him and he is a mere creature at the mercy of these elements.  Serenity cannot be achieved until we become the masters of our own actions and attitudes.  To let another determine whether we shall be rude or gracious, elated or depressed is to relinquish control over our own personalities, which is ultimately all we possess.  The only true possession is self possession.”

Someone once said, “Speak when you are angry and you’ll make the best speech you’ll ever regret.”  The only way to avoid this is to make sure that there is a pause button between each stimulus and your reaction. This is oftentimes easier said that done.

Even when we feel angry inside, we can choose to stay calm on the outside. Ruth Hammond once shared this wonderful advice in Relief Society, “You young mothers with children – even if you’re exploding inside you can always whistle on the outside.  I’ve been doing it for decades.”  What a great role model.

Here are five steps with the acronym REACH that may help you stay calm.

R – Remove. Sometimes when things are escalating, you simply have to remove yourself from the situation. Don’t try to talk when tempers are high. “Teaching moments come at peaceful times when the spirit is there to help us communicate.  Remove yourself from the situation and write a letter or talk later. (Sherri Johnson, Spiritually Centered Motherhood, pg. 56) You can also remove a child to a different location – placing a crying baby in a safe crib so that you can go for a short walk outside to collect yourself.

E – Express. People get physical when they run out of words.  It’s better to call a trusted friend, speak to a spouse or write your feelings in your journal.  There were times when our children were young that I would go upstairs to my den and sit in a room by myself.  I would cry and talk and complain to no one in particular. Surprisingly, I felt much better when I was done.  You may want to try it. Sometimes you just have to get it all out.

A – Alternatives. I am a nurse. When a patient has an abscess drained, the doctor cannot leave the space empty.  He must pack it with gauze or it will fill back up again with infection. In the same way, when we decide not to yell anymore, we cannot simply create a void.  We must replace it with something else.  One thing to consider is taking a course in Parenting with Love and Logic.  It taught me several things I could say or do in tense situations that really made a difference.  Have a plan in mind of what you’re going to do instead of losing your temper. You may need to rehearse it over and over until it becomes your default mode.

C  - Call for Support.  This is where women friends become very important.  They are an instant source of validation, empathy and support.  They may even take your kids for a couple of hours.

H - Help Long Term. One of the truths I’ve discovered over the past fifty years is that the only true long-term solution to overcoming one’s temper is the constant companionship of the Holy Ghost. Let me share a journal entry from 2007.

I’ve done a great job not losing my temper.  Three out of the last four days I didn’t lose it at all.  The couple of times I did on the other day were minor.  It’s just been so wonderful having the spirit in my life.  I think that’s the number one difference - and what a difference it makes. Before I was ornery, I was spending too much; I was eating too much.  Now I’ve got our budget under control, I’m eating right and exercising.  I’m not losing my temper – I just feel in control of my life.  I guess that’s where the joy in my life is coming from right now.  I am looking forward to the future so much.

In Galatians 5:22 we read “But the fruit of the spirit is love, joy, peace, longsuffering, gentleness, goodness, faith, meekness, temperance.”  Isn’t that what we’re trying to achieve?  Yes, there are short-term fixes to losing one’s temper – like physically closing your mouth so that no bad words can escape.  But long-term success is more likely to be achieved when, like King Benjamin said, “We have no more disposition to do evil but to do good continually.” Our hearts are literally changed.

If you do find yourself in a downward spiral with one of your children, consider this experience.  I had returned from a 3-day BYU women’s conference.  Our youngest son was having a major adjustment.  At first I recognized the adjustment and stayed calm.  After two weeks, I was tired of the tantrums, hitting, and destructive behavior.  I started acting like him - yelling for yelling, tantrum for tantrum.  I found myself avoiding interaction with him to minimize problems.  It became a vicious cycle.  Someone needed to stop it.  I was 41-years-old, he was three.  I realized it would have to be me.  I had tried everything else - time out, spanking; removal of privileges - all to no avail.  I determined that I would stay calm no matter what.  The next morning he woke me up at 5:55.  I sat and read to him for a long time.  I stayed calm all day and spent time with him.  His behavior significantly improved.  Moral of the story: Don’t wait for a three year old to deescalate the situation.  You’re the adult in the room.  

Just a couple of other things to consider.  They say it takes one month of good parenting to undo one year of bad parenting.  If you’ve been a “bad” parent for six years, it may take six months of calm, effective parenting to turn things around.  Don’t get discouraged; just keep working on it.

You may also want to change the way you keep score.  Instead of seeing how many days you can go without losing your temper, which is difficult to achieve, count how many times you could have lost your temper vs. how many times you actually did.  Celebrate each victory.  

I’ll finish with one funny experience.  My husband once told our six-year-old daughter to stop being ornery.  She replied in all sincerity, “But Dad, being mad is part of being a kid!”   I would suggest that being mad is also part of being a mom.  It just comes with the territory.  What we do with that anger will determine not only our own happiness, but the long-term happiness of our children as well.  I testify that the enabling power of the Savior’s atonement along with the companionship of the Holy Ghost can help us overcome not only this weakness, but any weakness we may face.
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