
	
Anger,	Irritability	&	Avoidance	Covers	Up	Vulnerable	Feelings	

(add	‘Frustrated	Desire	to	Connect’	to	left	side.)	
	

	
	

Why	People	Get	Nasty	Or	Run	Away	
	

The ‘Hurt People… hurt people’ graphic above shows the underlying vulnerable feelings that 
fuel most peoples’ aggression and withdrawal behaviors.  In the middle of hot arguing, the feelings 
on the right arise most quickly.  When it’s not safe to show or feel vulnerability, we show aggression 
or withdrawal behaviors. 

 

The	dysfunctional	behaviors	in	red	on	the	right	side	of	this	graphic	are	because	of	a	hormone	

called	epinephrine.		Also,	know	as	adrenaline.			Adrenaline	stimulates	the	‘fight	or	flight’	reaction.		This	is	

a	suvival	function	of	the	nervous	system	and	it	is	very	difficult	to	manage	thoughts	and	feelings	when	one	

is	dealing	with	body	sensations	that	are	related	to	survival.		The	first	three	red	behaviors	on	the	right	side	

are	about	fighting	behaviors	.		The	last	four	red	behaviors	are	about	flight,	withdrawal,	and	avoidance	

behaviors.	

	



When	under	the	influence	of	adrenaline,	it’s	very	difficult	for	people	think	rationally	and	to	own	

up	to	what	they	may	done.		Think	of	when	you’ve	been	very	angry	or	scared	with	someone	in	a	conflict.		

Do	you	easily	admit	you	are	responsible	for	part	of	the	problem?		Or,	to	have	empathy	for	how	what	you	

did	offended	or	hurt	partner.			In	the	interest	of	self-protection	the	effects	of	adrenaline	and	the	nervous	

system	are:fighting,	arguing,	running	away,	deceiving,	emotionally	withdrawing,	judging,	blaming	and	

trying	to	control	other	people’s	thoughts	and	feelings.			

	
							If	I	can	experience	and	express	the	vulnerable	feelings	on	the	left	side	of	the	graphic	above,	the	ones	

on	the	right	side	tend	to	disappear.		It	helps	us	translate	harshness	or	withdrawal	into	it’s	underlying	

vulnerable	feeling.			Translating	one	language	of	emotions	into	another.				It	takes	safety,	trust	and	

compassion	to	do	this	translation	for	yourself…	or	your	partner.	

	
Imagine	you	just	got	a	dose	of	your	partner’s	harsh	‘tone	of	voice.’			Do	a	TRANSLATION:	

	

Ø By	seeing	pain	rather	than	anger,	you	can	speak	to	the	vulnerability	rather	than	the	fear.					

Ø Learn	to	identify	&	translate,	then	share	these	feelings	to	avoid	unnecessary	conflict.			

Ø When	you	understand,	in	yourself	or	others,	the	vulnerability	underneath	aggression	or	

withdrawal	reactions;	you	will	have	the	key	to	resolving	most	conflicts.	

Ø Express	your	vulnerable	feelings.		Speak	to	the	vulnerable	feelings	of	your	partner.	

Ø Compassion	for	self,	and	others,	is	more	powerful	than	hostile	anger.	



	

You	may	have	just	had	a	small	blow-up	with	your	partner.		Later,	when	you	are	more	calm,	you	

realize	you	were	actually	pretty	mean	or	that	you	avoided	meeting	your	partner’s	needs.		Do	the	

translation	for	yourself.		What	vulnerable	feelings	was	I	covering	up?		Ask	yourself,	“What	was	at	stake	

for	me	at	the	time?”	

	

	 Once	a	couple	is	engaged	in	an	adrenaline	fueled	argument,	there	is	very	little	chance	that	a	

mutually	satisfying	outcome	will	result.		There	is	no	responsibility	and	no	empathy	available	for	making	a	

connection.	

	

Powerlessness	is	a	difficult	experience.		When	you	accept	that	you	are	powerless,	you	might	then	

surrender	to	the	impossibility	of	continuing	to	try	to	make	your	points,	in	the	midst	of	a	‘hot	conflict.’			

This	is	the	path	to	eventually	reconnect	later	when	the	adrenaline	is	flushed	out	of	the	system;	along	with	

the	thoughts	of	attacking	and	running	away.		When	you	cannot	admit	that	you	are	powerless	to	manage	

your	own	feelings,	not	to	mention	your	partner’s	feelings	when	agitated,	separating	briefly	is	the	only	path	

to	eventually	connecting	and	communicating.		You	can	choose	to	stop	the	escalating	arguing	and	

defending	and	find	a	bit	of	time	to	think	about	what	feelings,	other	than	anger,	you	are	feeling.			The	way	

to	separate	without	more	conflict	is	to	use	a	mutual	agreement	called	‘Time	Out.’				

	



Do	you	see	that	it	is	insane	to	think	that	you	can	get	a	red-faced,	arms-waving,	yelling	partner	to	

calm	down	and	see	a	different	point	of	view?		Good!			Then,	stop	trying!		Learn	about	taking	a	Time	Out.		

Learn	how	to	express	yourself	when	you	are	angry	or	hurt.		Learn	about	how	to	respond	constructively	to	

a	partner	who	is	upset	with	you;	so	that	you	can	express	your	experience.		You	earn	your	right	to	speak	

about	your	experience	of	an	issue,	or	incident.			

	
												Translating	harsh,	rejecting,	or	withdrawing	behaviors	is	difficult	to	do	while	the	harsh	energies	

are	present.		It	can	be	done	however!		If	you	can’t	see	the	vulnerable	feelings	underneath	the	

hostile/withdrawing	attitudes	of	your	partner,	then	take	a	time	out	and	think	for	a	moment.		What’s	

going	on	in	my	partner’s	life	at	this	moment….	today…	or	this	week…	or	this	month.		Try	to	connect	with	

one	of	the	vulnerable	feelings,	underneath	your	partner’s	anger	or	distance.		Speak	to	that	vulnerable	

feeling	tenderly.		If	you’re	not	acting	defensively	by	explaining	or	avoiding	your	partner’s	feeling;	you	

may	find	that	you	are	now	the	magician/therapist	who	helps	your	partner	really	let	go	of	some	more	

difficult	feelings.		If	your	partner	feels	alone	or	unsafe	to	talk	about	the	vulnerable	feelings,	then	the	

defensive	hostile,	rejecting	and	withdrawing	attitude	remains.	

										Please	remember	that	you	can	do	a	translation	for	YOUR	OWN	harsh	or	rejecting	behaviors.		Often	

after	an	incident.		If	you	connect	to	a	vulnerable	feeling,	that	was	fueling	a	withdrawn	or	harsh	attitude	

you	displayed.			If	you	can	speak	about	the	vulnerable	feeling	being	masked	by	your	irritability	or	

withdrawal,	your	partner	may	come	to	understand,	accept,	or	forgive	more	quickly.			

											Many	couples	eventually	get	to	the	vulnerable	feelings,	but	for	at	least	one	partner	is	just	getting	

tired	of	all	the	trouble	it	takes	to	get	there.		Stating	the	vulnerable	feeling	is	not	an	excuse	or	justification.		

It	is	simply	a	better	understanding	of	the	source	of	disturbance.				

Marc	Sadoff,	MSW,	BCD				Marc@RealHope.com							www.RealHope.com																	310-444-1951	

	

	

	

 
	


