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CHAPTER �. 
WHAT IS PASSIVE AGGRESSION 

At first glance, a passive aggressive individual doesn’t 

come across as angry or malicious. They appear quite friendly, unas-

suming and benevolent. However, after interacting with this style of 

behavior, you often feel frustrated, offended, guilty or angry. While 

not your intention, you may think you did something wrong, but 

aren’t quite sure what it was.

Many relationships, and most counseling professionals, have encoun-

tered this inconsistent behavioral pattern. It can be very confusing 

and often thought of as “crazy-making,” because passive aggressive 

behavior expresses negative feelings, resentment and anger in an 

unassertive, almost hidden and passive way.

Passive aggression is caused by a person’s learned and deep fear of 

expressing his/her anger directly to whoever is aggravating them. 

It’s a given that open aggression in work teams is openly discour-

aged and even punished, so this leaves for the PA person the door 

open to justify hidden aggression.

The passive aggressive person is a master at covert abuse. Covert 

abuse is subtle, and veiled or disguised by actions that appear to be 

normal, even at times loving and caring. 

A
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If you’re someone who deals with other people, then you have surely 

come across passive aggressive behavior. At the same time that at-

tention to team-building exercises has been reinforced and reward-

ed, passive aggressive behavior (PA) has become more noticeable as 

a contradictory way of relating to others by attacking the cohesion 

necessary for a group or couple to thrive.

Passive aggressive people have an ax to grind concerning past situ-

ations where their right to anger was not allowed to surface. There 

were threats of abandonment or any other punishment preventing 

them from being honest with their feelings and thus learning how to 

be able to express them in the most appropriate way. 

Now, as adults, their aim is to resist work, couple and other social de-

mands, because they identify them as coming from the hated enemy 

of their past: such as parents and authority figures. This unsolved 

anger business, a leftover from their past, is being re-enacted now 

on a daily basis against unsuspecting partners: bosses, roommates, 

spouses, parents, teachers, or anyone who has power or authority.

 

A passive aggressive can drive people around him/her crazy and 

seem sincerely dismayed when confronted with their behavior. Due 

to their own lack of insight into their feelings the passive aggressive 

often feels that others misunderstand them or are holding them to 

unreasonable standards if they are confronted about their behavior.

PA people take genuine pleasure here and now in frustrating others, 

seen as “stand ins” or replacements for the authority figures of their 

past. Any spouse can stand in the role of the absent parent, master 

or teacher, unknowingly “invited” to participate in this game while 

thinking that they are in a cooperative partnership among equals.

PA personality involves a set of behaviors—from innocuously drop-

ping things or seeming to forget tasks, to open task procrastination. 

It can escalate to all-out sabotage—in which case we recognize there 

is a passive aggressor’s intention to get back at another person with-

out that person being able to recognize their underlying anger. 
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WHAT IS THIS EBOOK’S PROPOSAL?

The basic proposal of this eBook is to answer the following 

question: what are all possible ways of stopping and cancel-

ing passive aggressive behavior? 

In order to do that, we need to move from being the silent ac-

complice of the PA person, (when we are so much confused by 

the behavior that we can’t identify the real effective sabotage 

that’s taking place) to denouncing this behavior as extremely 

damaging to personal and work relationships. 

We propose to move from a passive position, where you suf-

fer this behavior and can’t do nothing to counteract it,  to a 

real active intervention destined to frame, identify, and dis-

courage this behavior, by first recognizing it as the extremely 

hurtful behavior it really is. 

To be able to help the victim of the aggression and even the 

PA person from his own hidden aggression, we need to con-

sider more than isolating some of his responses. 

We need to propose active measures to:

 

• locate the aggression being expressed, from “hidden” to “open”

• identify the actor’s motivations for such aggressive act,  

• work on a plan to stop new instances of such aggression

• repair the damaging impact on the victim’s self-esteem. 
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Ellen: “Could you spare a bit of time? There is this bill that I can’t 

understand, they raised the amount, and is double what we used to 

pay…what can we do”?

Sam: “Oh, give me a break now, the game is just starting! You are al-

ways coming up with tasks just when I’m going to have a bit of fun”!

Ellen: “Please, we do need to solve this payment, which is due in a 

week…”

Sam: “Why is it that you need to spoil my fun? It’s because you think 

that I don’t work as hard as you do”?

Ellen: “I need to know who is going to pay this bill…”

Sam: “Again you are on my tail.. I’m outta here!”

He slams the room while leaving, begins to watch TV, and is com-

pletely silent for the next two days.

Ellen thinks to herself: “his being offended is not what I wanted to 

talk about now… when we are going to face our financial problem?”
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Finally Ellen feels trapped in the unwanted position of having to re-

pair the hurt feelings of Sam, -her passive aggressive partner- that 

are not even being clearly expressed.

She has never been asked to help with his unspoken emotional demand, 

and is being forced to deal with it by a mix of confusion and guilt. 

Of course, there are no further explanations or verbal comments about 

his state of mind. Only his actions (such as sulking or becoming sud-

denly mute or slamming doors while leaving the room) are offered. 

He expresses no acknowledgement of the core issues at the heart 

of his reaction, nor acknowledges the impact his behavior causes on 

her, such as saying something like this phrase:

“What you are saying about the money for the bill bothers me be-

cause I feel that I failed in providing enough money…I hear it as an 

accusation from you…”

Confusion sets in. Ellen, who wanted resolution to the financial issue, 

is left feeling derailed (“this is not what I proposed and wanted to talk 

about now”). 

Frustration soon follows (“when are we going to face the financial 

problem,”) while Ellen is being forced to deal with his silence by a mix 

of confusion and guilt. 

THE COUPLE MOVES ON, AS IF NOTHING HAPPENED IN THE SURFACE, 

BUT UNDERNEATH, DAMAGE TO INTERPERSONAL TRUST IS DONE.

Of course the original issue remains unresolved.
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Even when all PA behavior is obnoxious, there is a grada-

tion of examples, going from the simple annoyance to the serious 

attack; from the innocuous daily sabotage to hurting someone or self 

in a serious way:

a) Common episodes of simple, passive aggressive behavior:

• “Forgetting” on purpose to do something another person is counting on;

• Making a habit of putting off social and/or job tasks, or being late 

with them;

CHAPTER �. 
WHAT PASSIVE AGGRESSION LOOKS LIKE

E
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• Failing to do one’s share of the chores in the household; or doing 

sub-standard work on purpose, so spouse has to pick up the slack;

• Having a constant critical and obstructive attitude;

• Letting people down in important occasions by confusion or 

forgetfulness.

b) When passive aggressive behavior escalates out of control:

The path from lenient, obstructionist actions to actions that can cause 

real damage1 can be swift. Sometimes, passive aggressive actions 

can develop unintended consequences and hurt people not involved 

in the relationship.

Here are a few of the most serious offenses:

• Misuse of common elements. Angry people want to get even but 

the passive aggressive person does it silently, by not taking care of 

elements like plants or animals, using household tools or materials in 

the wrong way so they break, or ignoring the household maintenance 

chores up until appliances break or malfunction.

• Chronic tardiness and absenteeism. Showing up late can be 

a form of passive aggression. It’s a way of making a not-so-subtle 

statement: “I don’t want to be there,” or, “You can just wait for me, 

if you force me to go to your parent’s house!”

• Withholding help and information, needed by his partner at 

the same moment. A passive aggressive person will suddenly be “too 

busy” and be unavailable when the spouse needs them the most. Or 

they may play dumb (forget that her physician called her) or inade-

1 Lloyd, Joan: Workplace anger often expressed as passive aggressive behavior

http://www.joanlloyd.com/People-Skills/Workplace-anger-often-expressed-as-passive-aggress.aspx

 

http://www.joanlloyd.com/People-Skills/Workplace-anger-often-expressed-as-passive-aggress.aspx
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quate (I’ve never gone to that hospital so I can’t drive you there now) 

to frustrate his partner. Changing computer codes and not sharing 

this info with her who is also using the computer is a good example.

• Conveniently losing things, making inexplicable errors. Like of-

fering to send a spouse’s scholarship application on the deadline and 

misplacing it, totally ruining her chances for the present year.

• Sharing invented negative rumors or giving the person false 

information that undermines his or her confidence or performance. 

It takes a really sophisticated passive aggressive person to subtly 

feed slightly tainted information to the target of his scorn. “I get the 

feeling your boss has a problem with your style…”

• Undermining the person’s identity, either by making not so 

subtle comments or open critiques about her in front of her friends or 

family or constant gossiping about her negative aspects. The purpose 

is to show that she is stupid, silly, and does not comply with the pas-

sive aggressive person’s standards. It can stretch as to share painful 

intimate aspects of the relationship to estrangers.

• Physical retaliation. Destroying “accidentally” her work left at home, 

breaking or discarding “unintentionally” personal stuff or valued objects, 

hacking private emails or allowing things to go rotten or moldy when in 

their custody are all nasty ways of expressing anger. Wrecking a spouse’s 

new car “accidentally” is a real occurrence. Once things escalate to this 

stage, passive aggression is crossing the line to real damage.

What is peculiar about the PA carrying out this kind of action is that 

they could even be disconnected from their own anger feelings, so it’s 

difficult for them to estimate the impact of their aggressive act and 

the damage inflicted.

When real damage happens and the victim realizes that the wreckage 

is not accidental, passive aggressive people are masters at getting 

others to act out their angry feelings-to explode and appear crazy 
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when they discover the hidden attack to their reputation, image or 

property that they have been victims of, while the passive aggressive 

individual sits back and watches the emotional outburst with satisfac-

tion, total control, and always with their own poise intact. This is their 

payoff moment!

 

There are Several (Escalating) Levels of PA Behavior

Depending on the levels of internal, repressed anger, and the pos-

sibilities of external expression without punishment while being a de-

pendent child, we can have an escalating show of passive angry be-

haviors. Usually PA people know all of them, and can go up or down 

in the severity scale, depending on what they need to do according to 

their feelings of being excluded or criticized or humiliated by others.

In The Angry Smile2, Long, Long and Whitson study specific de-

velopmental pathways to a passive aggressive personality as well as 

specific reasons that we all use passive aggressive behaviors from 

time to time and day to day. They also define five distinct and in-

creasingly pathological levels of passive aggression:

Level 1: Temporary Compliance, in which the passive aggressive 

person verbally complies with a request, but behaviorally delays act-

ing on it. Temporary, partial or disjointed compliance is the most 

common form of passive aggressive behavior, where the actions lag 

the words as in: “I’m cooooooming!”

Level 2: Intentional Inefficiency, in which the passive aggressive per-

son complies with a request, but carries it out in a manner that destroys 

the same purpose it is supposed to achieve. Intentional Inefficiency looks 

something like a husband unloading the dishwasher by putting everything 

out on the counter and claiming, “I wasn’t sure where these went!”

2- Nicholas J. Long  Judy Long, Signe Whitson: The Angry Smile: The Psychology of Passive Ag-

gressive Behavior in Families, Schools, and Workplaces, 2nd edition www.lsci.org 

www.lsci.org


Level 3: Helping a Problem Escalate, in which the passive ag-

gressive person applies her ability to utilize just the minimum effort, 

allowing a present problem to escalate into a real inconvenience for 

somebody else and takes pleasure in the person’s resulting anguish. 

Passive aggressive kids are at this level when they return a car with 

an empty gas tank, knowing precisely that their parent will be late for 

work if they have to stop for gas early in the morning.

Level 4: Hidden but Conscious Revenge, in which the passive 

aggressive person makes a deliberate decision-and takes hidden ac-

tion-to get back at someone. This more serious level could involve 

a student stealing field trip money from the purse of a teacher who 

they feel has mistreated them; leaving some drugs in another stu-

dent’s locker while telling a third student about it; slashing the tires 

of a resented step-father’s car, or sabotaging the presentation of a 

colleague that the individual feels was unfairly promoted over them.

Level 5: Self-destruction is when a passive aggressive person goes 

to self-destructive lengths to seek imaginary vengeance. From the 

teenager who dyes her hair blue before a college interview to signal 

her objection to family’s plans to send her to college; to the girl who 

starves herself to get back at her demanding father, this level is the 

most pathological and usually requires professional intervention.

Copyright (c) 2002-201Creative Conflict Resolutions, Inc. All rights reserved ��
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Dealing with passive-aggressive behavior is extremely 

challenging because a really good, effective passive aggressive be-

havior is very slippery. Often, too, you may not be sure if you have 

been the victim of passive aggressive behavior-or not. You may be 

feeling angry and upset, but not sure why or if it is justified.

How can you tell the difference? One way to identify it is to look 

for patterns in someone’s behavior - not just isolated incidents. For 

instance, if Robert generally is dependable and is home on time for 

Tina to attend her meetings, the one “miss” may not be motivated 

by passive-aggression. However, if he often only sabotages Tina’s 

attendance to a particular event (her therapy sessions or her female 

friends’ group monthly dinner) while denying he is intending to do 

so, a behavioral pattern is emerging.

Watch your feelings: even when this person protests that he/she is 

invested and happy to do this work, be with you, etc, you don’t feel 

any emotional connection. You don’t experience the feeling of being 

secure in his promise, or trusting his words and actions or the glow 

of a reciprocally supportive relationship. It is as if there is a cold wall 

in front of you, no vibration goes back and forth. 

CHAPTER �. 
HIDDEN INDICATORS OF A PASSIVE AGGRESSION ATTACK 

D
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More indications: you feel that you are shouldering all the respon-

sibility by yourself; perhaps when working alone or before, being 

single, you felt less lonely or burdened than now. 

You are astonished at thinking: after all this time, why do I have to 

tell him what needs to be done? Isn’t this his own job; isn’t this his 

marriage too?

Finally, you are looking around asking: what is he doing here? Does 

he belong here? If I do carry all the weight here, what is his role, and 

why is he tagging along and piggybacking on my efforts?

This is a form of reaction, exacerbated by your frustration, your tired-

ness at repeating the same arguments over and over again, and your 

realization that you keep doing 90% of the total share of work.

And if you yell at him, that’s confirmation that finally his strategy is 

successful, because not only are you doing what he wanted, instead 

of what needed to be done, now you are the mad person, and he is 

calm, collected and peaceful.

a) STEP BY STEP PROCESS: How to identify a PA attack:

The most important step is to separate words and deeds, and look 

only at the facts.

1.- Stop listening to words and watch the facts:

• Discrepancy between promises and delivery, causing delays;

• Non-acceptance of responsibility;

• “Good” words abound, but no deeds.
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2.- If there is no match between words and results:

• Suspect sabotage and resistance;

• Suspend expectations;

• Terminate project cooperation;

3.- Examine hidden anger indicators:

• Vengeful “accidental” actions;

• Lack of emotional commitment;

• Empty team relationship; increased personnel gossiping

4.- Learn to confront efficiently

• Collect proofs;

• Determine connection between proofs and damages;

• Establish responsibility

5.- What not to do:

• Do not respond emotionally, as in throwing a tantrum

• Outraged reactions to passive-aggressive behavior emotionally re-

ward the passive-aggressive individual.
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b).- WHAT DO YOU DO?:

• Work first on yourself, to sort out any deep feelings you may have 

towards this person;

• Examine the relationship and look for moments in which you gave 

control, responsibility or power to this person; 

Link the power applied with the results obtained and ask yourself: 

“Am I being shortchanged here”? 

• Watch carefully for your first reaction, the emotional one, because 

this is probably the most truthful. Of course, you are allowed to feel 

resentful, frustrated or angry at his skillful defection; it’s a natural 

reaction. And it is the reaction this person is setting you up to have. 

• Now, you want to confront this person in the most productive way, 

diverging from showing this person how much he can hurt you. The 

“emotional outburst” type of confrontation will not serve your pur-

pose. If you allow yourself to show your disappointment, then he has 

fulfilled his mission!

You might have a different approach if you are an employee, than a 

spouse. Decide what you want to accomplish: 

• Let the person know of your frustration?

• Have a cathartic show of your own hurt?

• Or get the person to finally deliver?
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Let’s review an example and see what your first reaction is?

 

John is going along with his in-laws because his wife, Sheila, needs 

more help due to her health problems. All the time, he talks about his 

gratitude at their efforts at cleaning, cooking and keeping the house, 

while Sheila is incapacitated. 

The only worrisome part of this deal is that he likes so much the extra 

help that ends up asking that mother takes care also of his clothing 

and personal things, even cooking for him…when they call his atten-

tion, John says: “Well, anyhow, I always knew that you don’t accept 

me. I was always below the other guys you’d prefer your daughter 

to marry…” From that moment on, he moves around ignoring them, 

giving them the cold shoulder, not even saying an appreciative word 

to the old couple.

If you are Sheila, now you have an extra problem: how to keep your 

parents happy while they are helping you, at the same time they 

have to put up with his negative attitude, which now you need to 

explain away somehow…Now you know that you have two problems: 

your illness and your husband attacking your recovery by alienating 

your parents.

Probably you can experience a reaction that is a mix of frustration 

and impulse to move on quickly to weed out this kind of obstacle.

As his spouse, your first question is: Is he as innocent as it appears? Or 

are these examples of passive-aggressive behavior in our relationship? 
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• If you perceive such behaviors frequently, combined with your gen-

eral feeling of frustration/confusion, then it’s time to look at passive 

aggressive behavior as indirect aggression. 

• You have to be ready to stop passive aggressive behavior in your 

marriage by speaking up and speaking out.

• Passive Aggressive people rely on your silence about their mixed 

messages to work their deception. When you let them know you 

won’t be manipulated, because you have both the right message to-

wards them and the right frame of actions to deal with their behavior, 

you can stop passive aggressive behavior.
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CHAPTER �. 
INSIDE THE PASSIVE AGGRESSIVE MIND:
WHY DO I BEHAVE AS I DO?

L Let’s assume that we can have a peek at the internal 

world of the passive aggressive person. If we could ask him some 

questions, his thoughts concerning his relationships would be similar 

to the following:

Q: Why do you need to hide your anger under this cover of 

cooperation all the time? 

A: Because I know that people accept people who are cooperative, 

not upset or angry better; if I show my anger, I will be left out and 

my sabotaging plans cannot be implemented.

Q: How do you explain to yourself the reasons of your behavior?

HERE are some of the reasons about my behavior I give myself when 

I’m in opposition with others:

• This is the way I am; I’m different from them; I really don’t belong 

here, but can’t go anywhere else. I will look bad and wrong if I show 

my disagreement or rejection of their ideas; Even when they treat 
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me nicely, deep down, I suspect they think that I’m a loser anyway; 

then why bother gaining their respect? Even worse: If I show my real 

anger they will dump or attack me!

• Other people have more power and resources than I have, why 

bother confronting?

• It’s important for them to like and accept me so I’ll play the game 

and say anything they want to hear as they need to like me.

• I don’t like arguments or friction, so I will make the necessary 

noises to go along; I need to act on my anger so I can feel that I’m 

not less powerful than them.

• It’s good to be able to hide my feelings from others, so they’ll never 

know I’m angry and disagree with me. In this way I can be safe.

• I don’t like conflicts because the other always wins and I get humiliated, 

so I need to be sure that whatever happens, I get my sneaky revenge!

• When people get blown away by my agreeing with them and then 

my doing the opposite of what I agreed to do, there I get my fun! I 

have made them pay for the manipulation of my feelings and for all 

the pushing around trying to get me to feel like them, while ignoring 

that I’m not feeling like them at all. 

Q; Well, I can see that you are concerned about being safe and 

protected from conflicts, and you have decided to be a stealth 

attacker of other people who invade your space and force you 

to feel pushed around. Where did you learn those tactics? Do-

ing hidden aggression?

A.- I needed to do that in my home, my mother never found out how 

her parrot died, I covered myself so well, but she was dedicating too 

much time to the bird! Once I saw that people could not discover me, 

it was easy to do it.



��Copyright (c) 2002-2010 Creative Conflict Resolutions, Inc. All rights reserved

Q; But now, people watch you - it is not easy to hide your attacks. 

You are going to end up isolated!

A: That is the reason I need to be in groups, so I keep honing my 

techniques and learning new ways of being the invisible threat.

Q; Is there any way you would consider dropping this hidden war-

rior personality of yours? What is your worst fear?

A: Well, being in groups sometimes is nice. I hate when I have to 

stab someone in the back because even when I get my revenge, I 

end up lonely. 

Perhaps I would be nicer if people would not keep rejecting and criti-

cizing me so much. They see me as a non-player, a pest, and other 

things, and that is when I attack.

Q; What else could you share with us?

A: In this world we live in, being a positive person is a strong value. If 

a person has a sour expression, others will consider him sick, hostile, 

un-intelligent and antisocial.

The world doesn’t care about my inner reasons to be angry, resent-

ful, frustrated and lonely: I need to look happy most of the time! 

Q: So, what do you do with your anger, the lot of anger you have 

inside you from way back? 

A: You hate the speech about having to be honest with others be-

cause if you tell people how much anger you have inside, instead of 

being praised for your honesty, you will be feared and left alone…

That’s what my wife does…
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No - no honesty speech here: it’s best that you become a stealth 

fighter against the world. You are going to be a stealth fighter, hidden 

from the other’s view. Nobody can suspect you are an enemy! Some-

times, you need to do some “symbolic damage,” just to keep your 

oppositional skills sharp: act opposite to what others are expecting 

from you, or ruin something just for the heck of it.

The best trick is to make believe that you are a congenial, person-

able guy, so you become skilled at promising exactly what is needed, 

wished for. You seek revenge by agreeing and looking “good,’’ ac-

cording to their standards, knowing that it means nothing, because 

you will never follow through on promises. There is no serious prob-

lem there, because what they care about is to hear your promises 

- nobody will care about checking results, right?

Q.- What is your secret weapon?

A: It’s easy: watch for the most wished for aspect or event people are 

talking about, that aspect has to be your target. You need to target 

the aspect which is seen as bringing in the most fun, money or satis-

faction. That is your real target: the one that carries the most heavy 

pleasure/reward load.

All the time others plan and dream how to obtain this magnificent re-

ward, you are compiling obstacles and errors, and figuring out, “what 

is the worst thing that can happen to this project?” 

And here is your real fun: you have so much fun imagining how you 

will stop this project dead in its tracks without even showing your 

hand…and nobody will know what happened! Isn’t that the funniest 

thing you can do? 

When everybody is so sad because of the project wreckage, you can 

even go one better, by consoling your friends and encouraging a new 
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project creation on the spot. After all, if they don’t have a new proj-

ect, what will you sabotage in the near future?

Q.- We are assuming here that you clearly know what you are do-

ing, and only feign ignorance in front of your loved one, so you 

don’t ever get caught.

A: Well, I need to be careful I don’t delude myself, and end up really 

believing what I’m telling my partner: I need to say that I know noth-

ing about what happened and so I’m not responsible in the least…

This is a lot of work: on one hand you need to convince yourself in 

order to be able to convince others that you are innocent; at the same 

time, to rejoice in your sneakiness, you need to remember that it’s you 

who is doing the damage, and that it’s on purpose; no accident here!
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Some researchers think that these behaviors stem from 

certain childhood experiences. They believe that parents who were 

aggressive and exercised complete control over their child did not let 

the child express him or herself. 

This may have pushed the child into adopting passive-aggressive 

behavior patterns to survive. If, for example, the child openly dis-

agreed with the parent and was punished for doing so, the child 

learned to substitute passive resistance for active resistance. Now, 

his imagination is filled with revenge instances where he can see the 

hated parent suffering all kind of indignities, himself in a position of 

providing some help, and actively deciding to do nothing in order to 

make the hated parent suffer. 

These imaginary revenge acts are the blueprints that will shape his 

whole life later: getting the people who control him (using real or 

imaginary control) under adverse circumstances, and rejoicing about 

the role reversal. From here on, as he can imagine how to produce 

or enhance the difficulties the powerful figure endures, we can have 

an idea of the imaginary compensation for childhood humiliation he 

is implementing in the here and now.

Wenzler1,  discusses the family dynamics that sets up passive be-

havior. There are several childhood constellations which can produce 

this behavioral style but most often the family structure consists of a 

domineering mother and a father who is for some reason, immature 

or incapable of fulfilling his family roles. In other cases it could be 

a passive mother who escapes her conjugal responsibility under her 

emotional immaturity. Inevitably the balance of power between part-

ners is off, with one parent backing off into emotional withdrawal. 

3- Scott Wetzler, in Living With the Passive Aggressive Man: Coping with the Personality Syndrome 

of Hidden Aggression From the Bedroom to the Boardroom

CHAPTER �. 
WHAT LEADS TO PASSIVE-AGGRESSIVE BEHAVIOR? 

S
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As a consequence, the boy feels trapped between choosing loyalties 

at home. He is afraid to compete with his father who is absent ei-

ther physically or emotionally or perceived as being inadequate. This 

leaves him into the power sphere of his mother. In the typical mother 

dominant-father passive relationship, the boy learns that the job of 

being a man in relationship is to escape the woman’s needs and sub-

sequent demands by whatever means necessary.

The young boy is not allowed to express his feelings (if he expresses 

needs, he can be identified with the inadequate father figure) and 

thus he can’t develop a sense of self. He wants his mother’s attention 

and care, but what he gets is her continual intrusion. 

His anger grows but he cannot express it so it becomes submerged 

and is expressed in an unconscious ‘You can’t tell me what to do.’ He 

is not allowed to get his way by direct confrontation and competition 

so he learns to displace his anger through resistance and sabotage. 

He learns to use charm, stubbornness, resistance and emotional 

withdrawal to self-protect in power struggles. 

He rebels by becoming moody, being an underachiever or develop-

ing behavior problems. His self protectiveness and duplicity from the 

squelched anger and hostility becomes a habit that he plays out with 

other women he meets. He desperately seeks a woman to meet his 

needs of being accepted for who he is, only to put her off with small 

and continuous acts of rebellion. 

In this way of being, the PA person needs to replay the distancing 

drama of his original family. The reason he is often irritable and uses 

low-level hostility is to create distance at home. 

The hidden assumption of this relationship, of course never ex-

plained clearly to the other side and always denied, is that the 

game is one of keeping the partner at bay. He needs to push people 

away first so he won’t be rejected.  Burdened by a partner’s requests 

for more closeness, this game is implemented by setting up experi-
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ences to get others to either reject or deprive him. So, the only logi-

cal conclusion after “confirming” that the others in his life are control-

ling, imposing or demanding, is to go back to the cave to feel safe, 

ignoring completely the feelings of the other side.

HERE IS THE ONLY QUESTION THAT MATTERS: The PA person 

is inside a cocoon of fears (Fear of authority; Fear of competition; 

Fear of dependency; Fear of intimacy; Lack of trust) and depends on 

a set of behaviors to protect him from parental over-control. This is 

the arsenal of defensive mechanisms around him: Need for Control; 

Obstructionism; Procrastination; Resentment; Sarcasm; Stubborn-

ness; Sullenness.

If this is the set of “tools” which he needs to feel safe while 

connecting with other people in a very personal, intimate way, 

what are his chances at a mature marriage partnership? Obvi-

ously he is not able to maintain respect, parity and reciprocal care if 

he is still learning how to break out from an oppressive childhood. He 

can’t trust the other side enough as to be as open, relaxed, confident 

and loving as a marriage needs!

HOW MUCH IS IT POSSIBLE TO MAINTAIN A HEALTHY RELA-

TIONSHIP WITH A PA PERSON? It depends on the PA person, and 

also on the partner’s dedication, patience and ability to sustain a lot 

of loneliness while married. 



��Copyright (c) 2002-2010 Creative Conflict Resolutions, Inc. All rights reserved

Here we can offer the general map of choices:

THREE STRATEGIES TO ANSWER PA BEHAVIOR

There are three kinds of strategy you can choose to deal with the PA:

a) You can decide to put severe limits on his behavior in an opposi-

tional manner, which runs the risk of an all-out war and divorce;

b) You can support his need for his problem to be understood: he is 

using old, antiquated defense mechanisms (“play dead with your own 

emotions; deny anger; go along to belong,” etc) in a new different 

situation that is addressing him as a grown up person, on a temporal 

basis. If he is not at all evolving, any change on your side can pre-

cipitate a crisis.

c) Balance the need to protect yourself from his real aggression, 

with a compassionate attitude towards his immature feelings; accept 

the loneliness of the single parent having to raise a child and hope 

for the best. This can lead to long time marriages sustained by an 

unconscious deal:  she fears loneliness, so she stays, and he can be 

who he is for ever, denying the time passage and the fact that people 

mature with age.

In short: the PA person is battling the wrong war: he is defending 

himself against the perceived intrusion of his father/mother in his in-

ner selfhood and does not see you, his partner, as a different person 

in a different relationship;

He cannot distinguish between different kinds of humans and dif-

ferent kinds of relationships, so his reaction is always as if he was 

back in the past, having to protect himself from that person who op-

pressed him.

How do you make him understand that you are NOT that person from 

his past, and that your marriage is NOT the concentration camp he 

imagined his childhood home was?  
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Passive aggressive behavior does not happen in a vacuum; 

it requires an adequate partner to play the game with. This interac-

tion is created between two people—one person who resists proxim-

ity and responsibility and the other one who accepts too much frus-

tration to feel a minimum of “love,” “acceptance,” or “company.”  

How this dynamics does get engraved in the little girl’s mind? She 

learns this pattern in her childhood observing her parents, of course! 

The need for a woman to choose and stay with a passive aggres-

sive partner is a dynamic that is set up in her childhood. One parent 

withdraws and frustrates the other spouse who in turn becomes pro-

gressively more and more angry and resentful. When she grows up, 

the woman unconsciously chooses men who will play out the familiar 

patterns of withdrawal and attack of her childhood. 

She falls for the man’s charm, his sweet neediness and fast search for 

togetherness (he is talking about marriage in the first month of court-

ship) and ignores his real lack of connection with others. It would be 

easy to ask: “why he is not having any friends around him”? But it is 

too painful to reach a conclusion: that she is conditioned to search for 

people more damaged than she is, so she can “help them.”

If the man’s hostility and withdrawal behavioral cycle is left unchal-
lenged, the woman begins to doubt herself. His failures become her 
failures, and she feels that she is not doing enough to make him 
happy. The harder she works on the relationship, the deeper is his 
need to escape and elude her. 

Her life is in continual unbalance as she navigates the inconsisten-
cies in daily connection events. As much as he feels threatened and 
insecure, he withdraws; this leaves her lonely so she gets angry. 

CHAPTER �. 
WHAT KIND OF FEMALE PARTNER DOES THE PA MAN NEEDS?

P
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The more she gets angry at him, he has to withdraw in his cave and 
the unresolved conflict boomerangs between then. They get locked 
into their own needs, not expressed enough, but acted upon. He will 
not show his anger at her persecution, but will do a lot of little ven-
geance acts which will drive her more crazy.

Living with the passive aggressive man pushes the woman into frustra-
tion and anger as the major dynamic in daily conflict. When she cannot 
get her needs met, she becomes the person who can blame him with 
intensity or have an anger attack, which then makes the man confirm 
his worst fears and feel very insecure in the relationship. 

She rides an emotional roller coaster as she is always stuck hoping 
for more from her man--more commitment, more cooperation, more 
attention and love, and more doing what he says he will do -- as a 
signal that he really loves her. 

With continuous cycles of this dynamics, her self-esteem erodes more 
and more as her frustration and anger turn to rage; getting to feel 
lonelier and more abandoned than when she was a single person1.
   
To avoid repeating the choosing of passive aggressive men in several 
successive relationships in her future, she needs to learn a better 
way of reacting to his passive aggression in a way that teaches him 
what does she need, and what the limits for his procrastination and 
sabotaging are.

In short, she needs to remember that she is now a grown up and can 

limit the damage other people can do to her in several active ways. 

4- http://www.angriesout.com/couples8.htm. Lynne Namka, Ed. D © 1998

4

http://www.angriesout.com/couples8.htm.
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There are endless possibilities of displaying PA behavior in 

a couple’s interaction. The most innocuous is the daily “tug of war” 

between the two partners. It begins with one of the side expressing 

a deep desire of need to the other, opening so a space of vulnerabil-

ity. The assumption is that they are safe as to open up and express 

a need, while not being attacked or sabotaged and while being sup-

ported by the other person. This goes to the heart of the marriage 

agreement: a partnership to help each other achieve needs and wish 

satisfaction. 

What can go wrong? If this partnership is not honored, we have a 

sense of violation of expectations. This kind of harm comes as a sur-

prise to the victim, which is still basing her expectations on a sense 

of mutual support and reciprocity. The victim simply doesn’t see it 

coming, and often refers feeling confused or stunned by the harm. 

The trust in the marriage pact has been broken because the attacks 

destroy the integrity and honesty that really loyal partners can expect 

from each other. We expect that our spouses, having been selected 

because we expect them to treat us with dignity and respect, be our 

defenders against the challenges of the world. When this trust is vio-

CHAPTER �. 
DEALING WITH PASSIVE AGGRESSIVE BEHAVIOR 
IN THE FAMILY

T
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lated by the passive aggression, perceived as extremely unjust be-

cause it is hidden and covert, then very strong emotions can appear. 

Let’s talk about the simplest way of attacking good intentions: many 

wives have had their diets sabotaged by a passive-aggressive husband 

who suddenly started bringing home candy or encouraging the wife to 

have dessert “just this one time.” You are now torn between feeling 

that you are appreciated because he cares for you, bringing you a gift 

of candy, and then feeling shocked when the hidden purpose of the gift 

appears: please keep eating, and don’t lose any weight.

Whatever the hidden motivations of this sabotage can be, like fear 

of the changes brought about by the spouse becoming too attractive 

and being noticed by other men, or losing control over a motivated 

wife, etc. this behavior carries a heavy punch.

On the surface, the husband may sound supportive, but he is re-

ally working to sabotage the wife’s efforts to improve her looks and 

well-being. He is threatened by it and doesn’t want her to succeed, 

because this change will alter the interaction in which both feel con-

firmed in their identities.

The passive-aggressive spouse knows the weak spots of his partner 

and is often very well practiced in using sarcastic and cruel remarks 

about them under the guise of “humor.” He’ll say afterwards that the 

spouse is “too serious or doesn’t have a sense of humor” if she ob-

jects, but the “humor” is barbed with hostility and criticism - another 

indirect way of getting back at a partner instead of expressing feel-

ings directly and looking for solutions.
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Kayla’s husband Jim is an expert at getting out of things he doesn’t 

want to do. He “forgets” to stop by the store on the way home from 

work when he doesn’t want to be bothered. If he doesn’t want to help 

Kayla with the house cleaning, he does such a poor job that she ends 

up redoing his part.

Outwardly, Jim is agreeable and compliant. When Kayla asks him to 

do something, he’ll generally say “okay” or nod in agreement. Kayla 

has been let down so many times now that she’ll generally grill Jim 

on whether he will really remember to pick up the milk on the way 

home or drop off the cleaning.

Each time he promises to remember, and sometimes he actually does 

follow through. But much of the time he never has any intention of 

doing what he doesn’t want to be inconvenienced by. He has found 

that it’s easier to say “yes” when asked and then offer an excuse.

Jim has become an expert at sabotaging Kayla’s efforts to get him 

to take on more responsibility with the kids and housework. He has 

“taught” her that he can’t be depended on and that if she wants to be 

sure something is done right, she’ll have to do it.

Kayla has begun thinking that she doesn’t really have two children, 

but instead that she really has three, counting her spouse. Behavior 

that was age-appropriate when Jim was five and deliberately “forget-

ting” to put his toys away after being asked isn’t appropriate or helpful 

now as an adult. In fact, a pattern of passive-aggressive behavior can 

destroy intimacy and happiness in any marriage, Kayla’s included.
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LET’S LOOK AT HER POSSIBLE STRATEGIES:

A) Kayla has to evaluate if Jim’s contributions to the family on his 

own are so important and a better use of his time that she can do 

without his household help: If he is a genius at making money, his 

time is better spent than at home helping with the dishes;

B) Kayla can use a logic-rational approach to make him realize that 

he is able to help more, and he needs to take some tasks on his 

shoulders, with no supervision;

C) Kayla can confront him with all her anger and make sure he knows 

how frustrated she is with his childish behavior; 

D) Kayla can do a “scorched earth strategy” with Jim, which with-

draws any support for his PA behavior, antagonizes him and opens 

the door for further battles and eventually divorce.

What would some guerrilla tactics with Jim look like? 

Defining what “a guerrilla strategy” mean?

Here we use the term “guerrilla strategy” as the keyword to describe 

a reversal of power situation. If the passive aggressive partner is 

imposing by his behavior a certain style of interaction, where he 

keeps the upper hand and controls what and how communication is 

done (either by withdrawing, giving the cold shoulder, diminishing the 

other by too critical comments or put downs or sick “jokes”),  here 

the weaker party seeks to balance power in an active way.

By changing the nature of the engagement, naming the present in-

teraction without denying its harmful nature, or reframing the inter-

action as unhealthy, abnormal or hurtful, the weaker party regains 

control of the interaction and can establish the terms under which 

she wants to continue engaged in this relationship.
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What would some guerrilla tactics with Jim look like?

First, it has to deny Jim any satisfaction at seeing her frustration at 

his non-compliance of tasks already agreed on. If he “forgets” to 

bring the bread on the way back home, she doesn’t give him the sat-

isfaction of being angry or upset! She is not recognizing that he can 

hurt her in any way. She has already prepared herself to do without, 

so it will not be a surprise, or a new unexpected hurt.

What matters here is to serve Jim with a “total indifference re-

sponse” showing him that either if he does what he promised or he 

tries to frustrate her, it doesn’t change her answer. It deactivates the 

impact of his intentional behavior destined to frustrate her.

Kayla’s daily resistance plan:

Every day, make the list of things that she can’t do; and that Jim can 

do. Separate those tasks that are impossible to avoid (taking a child 

to the dentist, for example); distribute the remaining tasks between 

Jim and her. 

Make the “Jim list” with the issues that can have an impact on his life: 

paying the subscriptions to magazines he enjoys; or paying his car 

tag renewal, etc. There has to be a connection in such a way that his 

non-compliance will hurt what he loves or needs most.

On the other hand, Kayla is taking care of the issues she doesn’t want 

to risk by allowing Jim the possibility of “forgetting” the mortgage or 

credit card payment. She is taking care of the things she loves, en-

joys and needs to have done. 

NOW: when the deadline is passed and his car tag is not renewed, 

now he is the person driving with this risk. Nobody else but him will 

get stopped on the highway and given a ticket! What is really illus-

trative of the degree of childish behavior is when he tries to use his 

“malicious compliance trick” with the police officer.
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Kayla’s PLAN “B”:

If she is planning to go to a job interview, and this time it is really 

important for her to get this job, while she depends on her PA partner 

to drive her there, she needs to have a backup system ready:

a) Needs to call a friend and ask for her car, or to give her a lift;

b) Call the taxi cab company and get an estimate of the trip cost;

c) Make a more general plan (going to spend the night at her moth-

er’s) and the job interview is packaged inside the trip; no need to 

mention it);

d) Save/borrow the money for the cab, the babysitter or any other 

help she can need in advance. 

If she can’t come up with a good Plan B, then she needs to detach 

herself emotionally from the battle and let the PA win this time. Kayla 

needs to stop fretting about the lost opportunity but prepare for the 

next one.

Meanwhile, she needs to continuously train herself in different an-

swers for the situation she is in. 
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Up until the minute when you realize what is really going 

on, you can be deep in a mess of confusion. Constant, stubborn pas-

sive aggressive behavior can take its toll on you, slowly altering your 

personality until you barely recognize your own self. 

The main point here is that marriage, instead of being a partner-

ship to support each other to accomplish your life goals, becomes 

a battlefield where your confidence and self-esteem are daily under 

attack. Somehow the contract got changed without your permission, 

and now it’s a deal between a grown-up (you) and a resentful and 

vengeful child masquerading as an adult (him).

Living day by day with a PA person is like being confronted with a 

situation with no maps and a changing scenario: if you listen to his 

words, he sounds like the adult partner you think you have. Then 

something happens and the reality of your situation hits you again. 

As an inevitable consequence, you feel more and more isolated, per-

haps you might cry or yell more often than before, and perhaps you 

could feel completely out of control. 

CHAPTER 8. 
THE BATTLE HITS HOME

U
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Have you been in a situation like this?

There is an important deadline for both to be fulfilled; like filling passport 

forms for air travel for vacations or buying a house. You rely on your 

partner to do his share, thinking that there is a mutual interest. Things 

get postponed beyond deadline; the project in fact, gets sabotaged, but 

you get a lame excuse and an angry reaction when you confront your 

partner about the lost opportunity, and your broken dreams.

You are feeling sick, or perhaps only tired, worn out and in need of a 

little TLC. When you express this need, your spouse runs away, has 

an urgent incident or otherwise disappears, all while telling you that 

he/she loves you. 

If and when you decide to confront, you get the cold shoulder: silence 

for two weeks, up until you capitulate out of loneliness, and begin 

talking to him/her. No mention of what happened, of course...
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Let’s review the main aspects of the passive aggressive be-

havior, as they could appear in your intimate relationship:

- Isolating or rejecting you without an obvious reason

- Stopping you from expressing your feelings or ignoring them

- Preventing you from getting your family or friends’ support

- Showing sensitivity and caring one minute; hostile and resentful the next 

-  Making negative jokes about you with his friends, while smiling at 

you the next minute

- Unexpected, unprovoked anger attacks, not related to the issue 

being discussed, but related to the experience he is having of you 

through his distorted “over-controlled child” lenses

- He never takes responsibility for his own actions, and keeps blam-

ing others for whatever happened and shows negative emotions like 

resentment and anger at others

- As a way of frustrating you, and retain control of the relationship 

mood, he will show no interest in sex exactly when you feel that the 

two of you are connecting and happy together!

- Attacking you with descriptions as “nagging” “controlling” “abusive” 

“coercive” and other words linked with abuse and control, in public
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In order to understand what is going on, what you need to look for is 

not the occasional response that blocks cooperation while saying that 

it is forthcoming, but look for the passive-aggressive behavior which is 

ingrained and the habitual way of dealing with the world, you included.

Here’s an exercise you can do to see what his answer would be: If 

you suggest something that interests you alone, not both of you, 

notice how he never will say: “wonderful, let’s do it!” Instead, he will 

edge and hum and haw, give evasive comments and change the con-

versation, or ask you about something unrelated, (like the weather or 

the time), in order to throw you off. So, now that you know, you can 

feel more in control of reality, and even could have some fun pushing 

the PA person buttons! 

Winning over someone with this behavior, in other words, by chang-

ing or transforming the impact of his behavior on the other person, 

or persons on the team is extremely difficult. 

You are probably not going to be able to change this person, (this 

person can change only by his self-determination) but you can pro-

tect your own self-esteem and the projects you love by using Guer-

rilla strategies.



��Copyright (c) 2002-2010 Creative Conflict Resolutions, Inc. All rights reserved

Depending on your own cultural background, your religious 

environment and your personality type, let’s evaluate if the recom-

mendations of the logical approach are for you.

• You have been schooled in the tradition of being supportive and 

tolerant. The idea is: “you’ll catch more flies with honey than with 

vinegar.” So you tell your husband that you appreciate being married 

a lot and that together both can overcome this situation.

• Ask for his own response to the question: “why do you think you 

have so many difficulties doing what you promise to do?” You will 

then receive the verbal story that he has been telling you all the 

time, without catching the discrepancy between his rosy story and 

your carefully compiled list of failures: “things forgotten to do,” “plain 

lack of attention” or worse - sneak attacks on your self-esteem.

• If you can move the conversation ahead without having an explosion 

1. mention again the inconsistencies between words and actions; 

2. give suggestions on how he can manage his hidden anger without 

using it against you; 

3. Suggest ways in which he can express anger or frustration in a 

more appropriate fashion. 

4. Try to engage him in finding solutions like coaching, or therapy.

Some of the unexpected consequences of applying this logical ap-

proach to the problem can be:

If you push, and ask about the meaning of his communicative be-

havior, what you will get is a maddening mixture of evasiveness and 

contrition, agreeability and resistance, connection and aloofness.

CHAPTER �. 
THE TRADITIONAL APPROACH TO DEAL WITH 
PASSIVE-AGGRESSIVE PARTNERS IN MARRIAGE

D
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If all of this fails, and you force him into a serious conversation about “Final-

ly, what can I expect from you?” he will appear getting severely depressed, 

turning the tables so now you feel guilty and need to console him, being 

again the caretaker of the child, which leaves you in the same place! 

When you decide to talk about this behavior, this person acts resent-

ful and sullen at you. You end up thinking that you are stupid and 

incapable of making your partner happy.

The classic description of passive aggressive behavior in an intimate 

relationship includes a person who could be described as, “some-

one who passively resists fulfilling routine maintenance tasks, has 

frequent complaints of being misunderstood and underappreciated, 

unreasonably scorns authority and voices exaggerated complaints of 

personal misfortune.” Now, it’s getting personal because he is doing 

all those actions directly to you, while he protests that he loves you.

Sometimes you can even perceive him as doing a very sly, covert 

sabotaging of all your plans to move ahead, progress and develop 

new experiences for you both, so scared is he of change, and your 

role in any change happening to him. In the end, one day you will 

realize that you don’t have an equal partner to face married life to-

gether, but a stubborn, unhappy child bent on taking revenge on you 

for the mistreatment he received in his past childhood as partner, and 

what he considers your relentless pushing him for your own ends, like 

having a home, vacation plans or home repair.
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UP UNTIL HERE, THE LOGICAL APPROACH. HOW MUCH DO 

YOU THINK IT CAN WORK?

You are talking to a resentful child as if he were an adult. He can 

go along with the charade, but inside he is resentful because when 

invited or prompted to behave in a grown-up way, without any recog-

nition of his old anger, his resistance to oppression and his personal 

need for revenge against grown-ups, who he believes try to control, 

manage or educate him is directed towards YOU.

If this deep, old, rooted in childhood situation is not finally addressed, 

an innocent spouse can spend years:

• Getting to understand the situation she is in and attempting to find 

a name for the problem;

• Giving up and grieving her “happily married couple” dreams;

• Resigning herself to the situation she has been dealt with;

• Coming up with a survival plan, and either making it happen (in which 

case they stay married and he learns to trust wife as a non-mother 

figure) or she gives up and finally leaves him to his own devices. 

First, we need to accept that there is a definitive process by which 

you will respond to the unexpected surprise of finding yourself mar-

ried to a PA person:

• Recognize that your beloved spouse cannot stop attacking you;

• Recognize that there is nobody else protecting you from his snide 

attacks on your self-esteem and dignity;

• Accept you are the lonely partner in this marriage, like a widow;
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• Learn to neutralize or cancel the PA negative influences in your 

whole life.

This is hard work….whatever you can find to make your life 

happier, as in developing your own skills, having your own 

friends, projects, etc. will help you survive the amount of frus-

tration involved in this relationship.
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You need to take a basic decision now: 

• stomp out the induced confusion, by eliminating his sabotages 

• look only at his actions; ignore his words

• evaluate your situation without self-pity or commiseration.

What is to be done with all this drama caused by being married to a 

PA person? Well, the first thing is to learn to distinguish what behav-

ior you expect and what is the real behavior you get from him 

The second thing is to declare this kind of grief unnecessary and a 

burden in your life. Make the resolution that you will not accept this 

systematic destruction of your better qualities, which should be em-

braced and celebrated by the person nearest you.

The third is to declare a war on induced confusion: From now on, you 

will watch what this person really does; and ignore his words.

Now, attach the corresponding feeling to each action he did to you (re-

gardless of what he calls this action himself): how does it make you feel? 

This “catalogue of grief” can be sad, but illuminating for your future.

CHAPTER 10. 
GUERRILLA TACTICS IN MARRIAGE

Y
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To be able to perform Guerrilla Tactics you need to have a plan. 

The plan consists on a series of thought of beforehand answers, and 

ways of talking to him that will convey the message:

a) “Stop trying to confuse me saying things that cover what you’re 

really doing, which is attacking me, my ideas and my projects.”

b) “In the future, I will not believe what you say, only what you do”

c) “When you make attacks that hurt me in some way, I will call your 

attention. You have the choice of walking out, yelling at me or talking 

about the issue in a reasonable way. It’s your choice, but my choice 

is to call you every time you do it, either in private or in public.”

d) “While we are married, I have a right to be treated with care and 

respect. I’ll continue giving you that care and respect and I expect 

no less from you.”

HOW CAN YOU APPLY THIS MENTAL APPROACH TO HIS PA 

BEHAVIORS?

Here are some suggestions, and remember that they work better if 

you keep your calm all the time. Regardless of the grievous behavior 

he showed you, there is no way you can reach him if you yell. You will 

only show him that you are out of control, his inner child will confirm 

again that you are to be feared, and you will get more resistance, 

obstructions and delays. 

Don’t give him the pleasure of making you upset, because then he 

wins and gets his sick pleasure seeing you emotionally wrecked. Per-

haps you can read the suggestions, visualize the opportunities, figure 

out when and where you could apply them, and imagine yourself at 

the same time calm, collected and determined.
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�. When your spouse makes a snide remark or uses sarcasm 

or barbed humor, calmly tell him that you don’t find that way 

of communicating his feelings acceptable. Stop what you’re do-

ing and sit down with him.

State that he must be having some strong feelings to have made a 

remark like that and you’d rather he just come right out and tell you 

what he’s feeling.

Whatever you do, don’t ignore the barbs or pretend you didn’t hear 

them when you did. Confront him with what he’s doing but without be-

ing drawn into an argument or becoming sidetracked by the excuses.

�. Know that when your intuition or “gut feeling” is that you’re 

being manipulated or taken advantage of by the excuses and 

rationalizations or lack of response, you probably are right.

Trust your intuition about this. It will help you to resist falling into 

the trap of taking on blame that’s not yours and thinking that it’s “all 

you”. Tell him: “even when you keep saying that you did this, up until 

you produce a proof I will follow my gut. You need to produce proof 

or stop offering lame excuses to really make me believe you.”

�. When your spouse uses passive-aggressive behavior, state 

what you see happening and how confusing that is for you. 

Tell him that it’s harming your marriage relationship for him not to be 

direct with you.

Say that what he is doing is dishonest and manipulative and that you see 

through it, and if he values the marriage, he’ll make an effort to change.
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NOW, link it to some concrete reward he will miss: “If you keep con-

fusing me with this double talk of yours, I don’t see any point in going 

along with you and your friends to the game. If you want to go, we 

need to have a declared truce: you WILL NOT do any of this behavior 

this weekend.”

�. This is one time to take a tough stand on the necessity for 

marriage counseling. There are many issues that the two of you 

need to work on, including communication and anger.

�. If your spouse absolutely refuses to go to counseling, then 

make an appointment for yourself. Individual counseling can give 

you the resources and strength to confront your spouse’s passive-ag-

gressive behavior and pave the way for more direct communication.

�. Remind yourself that you didn’t cause the passive-aggres-

sive behavior. It’s not your fault. This pattern was in place before 

you married.

If your husband exhibits this behavior with you, you can bet that 

you’re not the only one who sees this side of him. You can suggest 

counseling, but in the final analysis, it’s your husband’s problem.

�. The decisions you have to make are how to respond to the 

passive-aggressive behavior and what to do if your husband 

refuses to change or seek help.

The counselor you are working with can help you to handle these 

hurdles and to decide if a marital separation might be an appropriate 

way to get your husband’s full attention if nothing else works.
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Below are suggestions for dealing with a passive aggressive 

husband who withholds sex as a way of controlling and punishing you:

�.- Do not assume his behavior is an evaluation of you: it isn’t about 

your worth or sexual attractiveness. It is about him and his inability 

to express anger. Do not get totally upset about this lack of sex in 

your life. Besides being always in your own decision to find alterna-

tives for your own sexual needs, showing that you get frantic when 

he puts you on a sexual diet is giving him a lot of power, and he will 

do it again only to see you suffer. Remember, inside, he is a child 

looking for revenge opportunities to make adult people in his life suf-

fer. If you suffer when he denies you sex, then he gets his fun!

�.- Call him on his behavior. Tell him you know he is upset and angry 

for some reason and you deserve to be told what is wrong instead of 

being punished like an enemy. “I can see that you are angry about 

something: is that reason enough as to punish yourself and me? 

While you think about your answer, I will find other things to do than 

waiting for you.”

�.- Keep in mind that his behavior has to do with fear, fear of getting 

too close to you, fear of being abandoned by you and probably years 

of hidden anger toward you. This information is helpful for you 

to be able to understand some of what he is going through, 

but be very careful when raising this issue with him. 

CHAPTER ��. 
EXTRA HELP FOR THE SEXUAL BATTLE

B
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You can express: “I wish we could have a good sexual life as we used 

to. I miss being near you, and I miss the person you were when we’re 

close.” If you accuse him of fearing you, (“what happens is that you are 

not man enough, because you are afraid of me being a grown-up wom-

an”) he can resort to the opposite feelings of fear and aggression as an 

automatic reaction, and become physically aggressive to you.

�.- Call his attention: make an appointment to get into therapy as a 

couple. A passive aggressive man can change part of his behavior if 

there is motivation and a commitment to his marriage. Reassure him 

in therapy that he is important to you, that you love him and hope 

that he loves you enough to want to change the unhealthy relation-

ship dynamics. When he stops going to therapy, then try to find a 

new therapist for yourself alone.

�.- When all else fails, make the decision to either stay and accept 

his behavior, or leave the marriage. If, after expressing your desire 

to save the marriage by going to counseling and helping him change 

his destructive behaviors, the odds of him ever changing are slim to 

none…remember that you deserve better!
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Magic formula to get the PA out of his cave        

“I understand that you might have issues that influence your way of 

looking at life, at our marriage, and at me. I understand that you can 

be a little wary of sharing those issues with me….

The thing is: if you continue attacking me in little ways and prevent-

ing us from being happy in this marriage, you not only get your wish 

of stopping me…you destroy also my good will towards you.

I don’t know how we got really together; what I know is that the 

time is now to make an agreement between us to help each other. 

NOW you have the opportunity to trust me and this marriage a bit, 

come out of your cave and share with me what we can do to make 

you happier.

You have a choice: come out, face those old issues once and for all; 

talk with me, and ask me to provide what can make you happier, or 

stay in your cave.

If you decide to mistrust me and our marriage and stay in your cave 

where from to sabotage everything, there is very little I can do. 

It will be very sad, but anyhow I will find a different way of living 

that gives me real company. At this point in my life, I’m finished with 

accepting you behaving as a stubborn boy who is bent on make me 

isolated and sad. This is not the kind of marriage I deserve.”
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1.- To manage behavior always focused on negative 

aspects of life: The basic premise here is that life is a miserable 

experience and there is no joy to be expected, so we are victims of 

a cruel destiny. In this regard, others (including you) are responsible 

for the circumstances he is in, and little can be done to change. In 

order to continue piling up misery and rejection, positive aspects are 

thoroughly ignored or rejected.

TACTIC NUMBER �: To counteract the effects of PA behaviors you 

need to be sure of your own accomplishments, and be proud of 

them. To keep the mindset of victim-hood, your partner will diminish 

or ignore them, remind yourself constantly about your good quali-

ties, before it’s too late and you begin to accept your partner’s mis-

ery framing as the mirror with which you perceive yourself. Catch 

yourself diminishing your merits and tell yourself to STOP! Do some 

breathing exercises and tell yourself how good you are at what you 

do, and how happy you can be.

Keep your good friends around, so they can also remind you of your 

good qualities and your shiny personality.

2) To stop behavior that induces a constant confusion in your 

brain. The main problem with passive aggressive behavior is how to 

identify the unhealthy interaction. This is difficult because your mind 

needs to observe and evaluate the situation while it is simultaneously 

being confused by a barrage of contradictory messages. He’ll say his 

actions stem from good intentions and that he wants to provide sup-

port, while at the same time he abandons any commitment at the 

least opportunity. Moreover, he is always going to rationalize his hurt-

ful behavior, afterwards, producing more confusion in your brain.

CHAPTER ��. 
SOME EXTRA GUERRILLA TACTICS

T
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TACTIC NUMBER �: Accept confusion and emotional pain as indica-

tors of being in a relationship with a passive aggressive (PA) person. 

Another kind of person would make you feel totally different; the 

truth now is that another person is confusing and manipulating you! 

DO take your confusion seriously: go for a walk; do something alone; 

write in your diary; learn breathing exercises to calm your brain and 

center yourself in your heart; watch a positive romantic movie in TV; 

anything that fills you with clarity and peace is welcome!

3) Prevent him sabotaging your best projects: If you show enthu-

siasm and excitement for some personal project, it is sure that you will 

receive negative opinion, criticism and putdown comments. Because 

your partner will perceive your projects as threatening the amount of 

attention now allocated to him, she/he will sabotage them.

TACTIC NUMBER �: Don’t expect or want anything important, funda-

mental, or vital from a PA partner, at least at the beginning. The more 

detached you can be from the final outcome of any conversation with 

him, the more protected you become from manipulations that will even-

tually disappoint you. So, you need to present your heart’s desires in 

a way that is detached from the emotions they produce in you. If you 

show enthusiasm and high expectations, any project will be nipped in 

the bud. If you can present the most fabulous ideas with a blank face, 

then you’ll likely get what you want without sabotage. Learn to control 

any visible emotional connection or desire, (like when playing poker!) 

while you move ahead with your projects simultaneously.

4) Answer the moment when he is giving you the “Silent Treat-

ment” Maintenance of aloof silence toward another as an expression 

of one’s anger or disapproval: a deliberate discourteous act. Are you 

getting the cold shoulder, but you don’t know why? Is someone who’s 

normally eager to speak to you now keeping your conversations to 

the bare minimum? This can be hurtful, frustrating, and confusing.
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TACTIC NUMBER �: Asserting yourself in light of the silent treat-

ment. If you remember that he uses this way of controlling you, with-

out a clear reason that would justify his detachment, then you can be 

safe. Think again that this reaction is his choice, that he could behave 

in a different way, and that this behavior is not revealing or confirm-

ing anything about your value as a person. You are not responsible 

for his behavior, he is deciding to be cold and distant and controlling. 

Again, detaching yourself, having your own projects and friends, can 

help you protect your core from the isolation forced unjustly on you. 

When you feel stronger, perhaps you would try to confront him ex-

plaining the impact that this behavior has on you, and on the future 

of the relationship.

5) To block his attitude of “not being completely there” In a 

time of need, the PA person will always be, as the saying goes: “an 

hour late, a dollar short, or a block away.” He backs off at the right 

moment, doing nothing when something is expected from him. He 

hides behind a curtain of good intentions.” I tried to, but...” He “was 

meaning to go with you to the doctors...but something else came up.” 

He can give you a dozen reasons why he could not do what he prom-

ised. The first excuse is that he forgot about the deal. This leaves you 

confused between believing him, and listening to your hurt feelings.

TACTIC NUMBER �: Every time you receive this excuse, each time he 

says that he “forgot”, substitute the words: “didn’t want to” instead of 

“forgot.” You then can properly realize what is going on, and can move 

on with your decisions. You put an end to the confusion and paralysis 

provoked by his mix of good intentions and omissions. And can go back 

to Guerrilla Tactics that advise you of providing your own backup sys-

tem, so you are no longer dependent on him to achieve your goals.
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If you are expending much time and energy in relationship 

damage repair then you need to face some hard questions. Honestly 

ask yourself, ‘Am I seeking intimacy from a man who is incapable of 

closeness? Am I expecting cooperation and compromise from a man 

who cannot give it? Is this man workable? Is he putting energy into be-

havior change or does he put his effort into avoiding his problems?’ 

If the above suggestions don’t work and you are constantly upset and 

raging at him, take a good look at your need to live with conflict. If 

you have done all you can do to correct the situation with no avail and 

it is affecting your health, consider leaving. Or accept that things will 

not change and try to carve a happy life from the situation anyhow.

Perhaps the hardest skill in life for all of us is to deal with arguments 

and conflict in productive ways. It’s hard to be straight and acknowl-

edge our irritation, frustration, anger and hostility. Yet dealing with 

conflict up front, even the kind of conflict presented by the passive 

aggressive person is a challenge that can increase self-esteem and 

help us lead healthier lives.

CONCLUSION

I
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Most of us didn’t learn how to settle disagreements from our parents and 

very few of us take a course in conflict resolution and problem solving. 

Investing some time and energy in anger management and safe an-

ger expression will pay off in benefits tenfold. In the long run, how 

the man works out his conflicts about his dependency needs and 

misdirected anger and how the woman learns to counteract passive 

aggressive behavior determines the success of their relationship. Al-

ways you can both learn to discuss your differences in a better way 

by using the strategies presented in the ebook: 

Fair Fighting for couples 

Straight communication is the key in having a happy life. In a mature 

relationship both partners interrupt their aggressive and passive ag-

gressive stances and deal with each other in more direct and hon-

est ways. They own their reciprocal duty to keep the other informed 

of their own emotional state, so adjustments can be made in time. 

Straight communication can bring out a depth of intimacy that is 

comforting and nurturing for both, while helps both to grow and fulfill 

their individual needs.

http://www.positiveconflicts.com/FairFightingForCouples/
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Fair fighting for couples:

http://www.positiveconflicts.com/FairFightingForCouples/

Recovering from passive aggression

http://www.passiveaggresive.com

CREATIVE CONFLICTS BLOG

www.creativeconflicts.com

Coaching by COACH NORA

Visit Coach Nora’s web site and claim your special gift: you will be

able to email her and ask specifically what you need help with, 

www.norafemenia.com/coaching

Turning conflicts into true love 

http://www.myrelationshipsaver.com

Healing emotional abuse

http://healingemotionalabuse.com

Recover from anger

http://www.recoverfromanger.com

RESOURCES

Test to know if you are passive aggressive:

Passive Aggressive Test

http://survey.nationalrelationshipsmonth.com/index.php?sid=63529

http://www.positivecon
http://www.passiveaggresive.com
http://survey.nationalrelationshipsmonth.com/index.php?sid=63529
http://www.myrelationshipsaver.com
http://healingemotionalabuse.com
http://www.recoverfromanger.com
www.creativecon
www.norafemenia.com/coaching
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ARTICLES

Are You Getting the Cold Shoulder from Your Loved One, and You 

Don’t Know Why?

http://ezinearticles.com/?Are-You-Getting-the-Cold-Shoulder-from-

Your-Loved-One,-and-You-Dont-Know-Why?&id=380824

Fight Back Passive Aggressive Actions With 5 Guerrilla Tactics!

http://ezinearticles.com/?Fight-Back-Passive-Aggressive-Actions-

With-5-Guerrilla-Tactics!&id=1778172

Top 5 Indicators of Passive Aggressive Behavior

http://ezinearticles.com/?id=1735443

How do you know it is PA behavior?

http://passiveaggresive.blogspot.com/2008/04/how-do-you-know-

it-is-pa-behavior.html

How do you know if this Person is Passive Aggressive?

http://www.passiveaggresive.com/articles/how_do_you_know.php

PASSIVE AGGRESSIVE BOOKS

Sexless Marriage:
http://www.amazon.com/Nora-Femenia/e/B008N1VSJA

Silent Marriage:
http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00DAGYN9A/ref=rdr_kindle_ext
_tmb

Emotionally Abusive Relationships:
http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00D0UXGXU/ref=rdr_kindle_ext
_tmb

When Love Hurts:
http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00MFVYCJ2/ref=rdr_kindle_ext_
tmb

http://ezinearticles.com/?Are-You-Getting-the-Cold-Shoulder-from-
http://ezinearticles.com/?Fight-Back-Passive-Aggressive-Actions-
http://ezinearticles.com/?id=1735443
http://passiveaggresive.blogspot.com/2008/04/how-do-you-know-
http://www.passiveaggresive.com/articles/how_do_you_know.php
http://www.thingsarelookinup.com/Abuse/test.shtml
http://www.mcg.edu/students/mentalhealth/PAbehavior.htm
http://www.amazon.com/Nora-Femenia/e/B008N1VSJA
http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00DAGYN9A/ref=rdr_kindle_ext
http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00D0UXGXU/ref=rdr_kindle_ext
http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00MFVYCJ2/ref=rdr_kindle_ext_
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Angry reaction to PA behavior:

http://www.angriesout.com/couples8.htm

The 4 Steps Relief Plan for Passive Aggression

http://passiveaggressivetest.com/parelief/

How to identify if you are Passive Aggressive: 

http://passiveaggressivetest.com

How to build up self-esteem: 

http://www.amazon.com/dp/B008LV2D6O/ref=rdr_kindle_ext_t

mb

http://joy2meu.com/Dynamics.htm
http://www.angriesout.com/couples8.htm
http://www.passiveaggressive.homestead.com/Prevention.html
http://www.getnewvisions.com/se/10crse_immediate_help.html
http://passiveaggressive.homestead.com/Success.html
http://passiveaggressivetest.com/parelief/
http://passiveaggressivetest.com
http://www.amazon.com/dp/B008LV2D6O/ref=rdr_kindle_ext_t

