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F o r e w o r d

My son, Matthew Shepard, was murdered in 1998 in Laramie, 
Wyoming, simply because of his sexual orientation. He was 
a caring and selfless young gay man with a bright future. His 
death brought to the public’s attention the horror of violence 
based on sexual orientation. I was determined that Matt’s life 
and death should have a more lasting meaning. Soon after 
Matt’s death, my husband, Dennis, and I started the Matthew 
Shepard Foundation, and we have since devoted our lives to 
ending hate-based violence and passing federal legislation 
that offers greater protection to LGBTI Americans who find 
themselves victims of senseless violence.

The process of passing a major piece of legislation was 
daunting, and the resistance we faced in Congress both sur-
prised and angered us. Yet Dennis and I persevered, working 
closely with the Human Rights Campaign (HRC) and its vi-
sionary leader, Elizabeth Birch. The partnership gave us great 
hope, support, and the will to carry on. When Elizabeth left 
her post at HRC, we wondered about the future and what it 
would mean to our important work. But when Joe Solmonese 
took the helm, we knew that we had a strong, empathetic, 
strategic leader and, ultimately, a good friend for life. Den-
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nis and I felt immediately comfortable and confident in Joe. 
Calm and poised, he had an aura of competence and clarity 
about the path forward. Confident that this legislation was 
something we could accomplish, Joe never took his eyes off 
that goal— not for one day. While he took the work very seri-
ously, he never took himself or his position too seriously.

Some people felt that Joe appeared too focused on the 
work, on the details of the plan, rather than on expressing his 
anger, given the gravity of the work. As an introvert, I think 
his disposition drew us closer. While I had more than enough 
reason to express my anger as I walked through the halls of 
Congress, I knew that to do so would likely keep us from ac-
complishing our goal. I would be lowering myself to the most 
base of reactionary behavior, and that was something I was 
unwilling to do. So I kept my anger in check. Recently I was 
surprised to learn from Joe that it was I, more than anyone, 
who had inspired him to channel his anger in ways that led 
to greater effectiveness and, ultimately, to write this book. I 
had never thought of it that way, but when I reflected back on 
the many difficult conversations I’d had over the years, the 
endless insulting, misguided, and erroneous things I had to 
listen to about our mission, I realized that I too had learned to 
channel my anger in a way that would create a lasting legacy 
for my son. With Joe’s guidance, patience, and help, the Mat-
thew Shepard and James Byrd Jr. Hate Crimes Prevention Act 
(HCPA) was passed and signed into law by President Barack 
Obama October 29, 2009. This legislation has helped millions 
of people live free from the hate-based violence that our fam-
ily faced.
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Today I consider Joe part of my family. He has been a 
blessing for me. He navigated the difficult world he found 
himself in, took the anger he felt at the injustices we faced, 
and became a thoughtful creator and leader of transforma-
tive and lasting change. We all have something to learn from 
him. I learned from Joe that politics, and accomplishing real 
change, is a tough and sometimes ugly business. I respect that 
Joe handled it with such grace. The fact that he is forthright 
and upfront with people is important and aligns with how I 
feel about the work that the Matthew Shepard Foundation 
accomplishes. The Gift of Anger brilliantly connects Joe’s 
unique experiences with life lessons that anyone can use. I 
love his no-nonsense approach to finding common ground 
and to creating alliances for mutually beneficial results. More 
important, Joe understands how people think. He shares his 
perspective on how to get the most positive outcomes in dif-
ficult situations. Joe’s ability to take the long view is anything 
but effortless, yet readers will find, as I have, that with careful 
attention, anything is possible.

— Judy Shepard 
May 2016
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I n t r o d u c t i o n

On the morning of December 22, 2010, I found myself stand-
ing backstage in an auditorium at the Department of the 
Interior, waiting for the president of the United States. Barack 
Obama was on his way to sign into law the bill that would end 
the discriminatory policy known as Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell 
(DADT). For seventeen years, brave men and women who had 
been serving their country in silence had been fighting to end 
this ban. As president of the Human Rights Campaign, the 
largest LGBT civil rights organization in the country, I had 
the privilege of leading the organization’s efforts and working 
alongside President Obama to get this landmark legislation 
passed into law. On that historic morning, I would have a few 
minutes backstage to chat with the president before I took my 
seat among hundreds of witnesses, including LGBT activists, 
journalists, bloggers, and service members most impacted by 
the discriminatory policy.

When President Obama walked in, he came right up to me 
and gave me a hug. With his hand on my shoulder, he said, 
“Wow, even I didn’t get kicked in the teeth on this one as 
much as you did. And I’m always the guy who gets kicked in 
the teeth in tough legislative fights.” The bill to repeal Don’t 
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Ask, Don’t Tell had come perilously close to failing more than 
once during the previous few months. As a result, there had 
been a great deal of anger within the LGBT community— 
anger that had been brewing since 1993 when DADT had been 
put in place. More recently, this anger had been directed at me 
and the other activist leaders who were working hard with the 
Obama administration to get this bill passed. To be honest, 
the moment of repeal was bittersweet for me. Even though I 
was surrounded by people, I was standing alone. The truth 
was, for the past few months I had spent just as much time 
responding to negative attacks from my own community as I 
had working the halls of Congress.

I had heard the anger and frustration from the LGBT com-
munity for as long as we had been working toward repeal. 
However, I was able to dissociate from it because I had a plan: I 
was resolved to channel my own anger toward a singular stra-
tegic end. I always knew that we would prevail, that DADT 
would be repealed— although I didn’t realize it would be just 
hours before the end of the 2010 congressional session and 
days before the holiday break. I was aware that not everyone 
in the LGBT community agreed with my strategy, but luckily 
there were many people who helped me achieve the ultimate 
goal. Others expressed their fury in unproductive ways. Al-
though dealing with all of this anger didn’t always feel good, 
and the path forward often seemed confusing and frustrating, 
my team remained laser focused on the six senators we needed 
to turn. Our strategy emphasized understanding what was at 
the heart of their resistance to supporting the bill. We spoke 
directly to that resistance in an incredibly effective way. Our 
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campaign spoke to their concerns, not ours. Ultimately, the 
plan worked.

Earlier in the day, one of the many LGBT bloggers ap-
proached me. He had been unrelenting in his criticism of 
HRC’s work; I believed he was stoking the fires of the com-
munity’s collective anger to keep his readership up. Instead 
of congratulating me, he simply said, “Well, you must feel 
vindicated.” Even on this day, when the bill would finally be 
passed into law, this blogger couldn’t let go of his anger. But I 
wouldn’t let him spoil my day. As Marine Staff Sergeant Eric 
Alva walked onto the stage in anticipation of the president 
signing the bill, he was beaming. Staff Sergeant Alva gave me 
the thumbs up, and I saw pure joy on his smiling face. In that 
moment, I knew that as a community we had channeled our 
collective anger into something transformative.

During this particular legislative fight, I learned a lot about 
what worked and what didn’t when it came to getting what 
I wanted for my community and myself. While much of the 
resistance we face throughout our lives has the potential to 
make us angry, it’s what we do about that anger that deter-
mines how quickly and effectively we can overcome the ob-
stacles and get to the place we want to be. Today, more than 
five years later, I reflect on what I learned about confronting 
injustice, dealing with the understandable anger that is a valid 
response to injustice, and channeling this passion toward cre-
ating positive change.

I came to public service with a very simple goal: to help 
people, to make their lives better in significant and tangible 
ways. I have a record of accomplishments that has helped 
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women, LGBT people, and others who have been marginal-
ized or discriminated against become more powerful both 
within the workplace and in their individual lives. Whether 
it’s helping to elect people to office who eventually helped to 
pass the Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act (2009), which states that 
everyone should make the same amount of money regardless 
of gender, or the Matthew Shepard and James Byrd Jr. Hate 
Crimes Prevention Act (2009), which protects us all from vio-
lence, I learned that there is a savvy, pragmatic, and replicable 
way to have your voice heard and get what you want. How was 
I able to deliver these tangible results, to create such signifi-
cant social change for all Americans? I relied on fundamental 
yet profoundly important life lessons that were instilled in me 
throughout my upbringing as well as during my early years of 
professional development. In this book I want to share these 
lessons, so you can create your own moments of change in 
your personal and professional relationships.

• • • •

I describe my upbringing as relatively average. I grew up in 
southeastern Massachusetts in an incredibly homogeneous 
small town. My parents were teachers who belonged to a 
union: they created a progressive, democratic household, 
typical of middle-class Massachusetts in the early 1970s. My 
father, a strict Italian American, died when I was thirteen. 
After that, my mother raised my siblings and me on her own. 
Like so many others, for me high school was not the be-all and 
end-all; I was often sad and scared. Despite being on the track 
team and in student government and having good friends, 
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like many young gay men, I was occasionally bullied. Some 
kids would call me names, throw things at me as I walked 
through the halls, or speak to me in a mocking feminine voice. 
Although I was never in a situation where I feared for my own 
safety, I searched for ways to survive and just make it through. 
In some ways, I relied on the New England sensibilities my 
parents had instilled in me— suppress your anger, keep a stiff 
upper lip, be tough, don’t let your emotions show.

In other ways, I did what many gay youth still do: imag-
ine a future far away from that high school environment. In 
my mind the story of my future success would take place in a 
glamorous, big urban city filled with interesting and diverse 
people doing interesting and diverse things. I often thought, 
Once I get out of here, I’m never looking back. I’ll show them 
who’s going to end up the real success story. Someday, I’ll get 
my revenge. Without really knowing it, I was taking the long 
view of life. I was also taking the long view with my anger. 
I had disciplined myself to channel my anger to propel me 
out of where I was and put me where I wanted to be. I didn’t 
suppress or ignore my anger— I never have— but I’ve always 
been very clear about what I’ve wanted for myself and for the 
people I’ve represented. Anger for the sake of anger, or rage 
that is directed at nothing other than feeling furious, gets you 
nowhere. I never let my anger keep me from losing sight of the 
ultimate goal: to get out and to one day make a difference.

When it was time to go off to college, I was attracted to Bos-
ton University, drawn to the danger, energy, and excitement 
of the big city. Boston was nothing like small-town southeast-
ern Massachusetts. I knew that I would meet interesting and 
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diverse people because the world goes to school in Boston. 
It was exactly what I had envisioned throughout those long 
high school years. BU was the perfect choice for me. I could 
have come out during college, but I didn’t. It wasn’t so much 
that I was hiding; my sexuality was simmering in the back 
of my mind. I was attracted to men, yet I had a girlfriend. I 
was trying to fit into traditional male roles that I’d grown up 
with. I wasn’t exactly being true to myself, but I was happy 
and carefree. For the first time in a long time, I put aside my 
anger about the occasional injustices I experienced in my own 
world.

In my junior year of college I landed the internship: work-
ing in the Massachusetts State House in the Governor’s Of-
fice, for Michael Dukakis, who was running for reelection as 
governor with an eye toward a presidential bid. In the gover-
nor’s scheduling office, as part of his personal staff, I vetted 
all the invitations that came in for the governor and the First 
Lady, Kitty Dukakis. I immediately connected with the en-
ergy in the State House. I thought it was just the coolest thing 
in the world. Mike Dukakis wasn’t just any governor. He was 
the progressive governor of a progressive state who was going 
to be running for president. I was surrounded by amazing, 
smart, passionate people. Some of them had just graduated 
from Harvard Law School and could have had any job they 
wanted, but they chose state government because they be-
lieved in reforming the healthcare system or helping to revive 
the state’s economy.

Although I didn’t set out to be in public service or to be 
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a role model or a leader, I found my way in and I embraced 
it. I worked hard and loved it. I made myself indispensable 
in the governor’s office, and when I graduated from college 
two years later, they offered me a full-time paid position: six-
teen thousand dollars a year. It was like a dream come true. 
There I learned that power could come with compromise and 
that being in the center of the activity as an integral part of 
a team working toward a common goal was inspiring and 
energizing.

Right about that same time I started focusing on myself, 
coming into some awareness of who I really was: a gay man. 
I moved in 1989 into the South End, an almost exclusively 
gay Boston neighborhood. I reconnected with a hometown 
friend, Jack Gorman, who introduced me to all of his friends. 
During those years, if you weren’t out at work and you weren’t 
out to your family, there was a tribalness to being gay, where 
your intimate circle of friends provided all of the support and 
love that you feared your family might not provide. My neigh-
borhood friends— a group of seven guys— became my tribe. 
We lived within blocks of each other. We went to work in the 
morning but talked on the phone throughout the day about 
our evening and weekend plans. We met at the gym after 
work, had dinner together, socialized, and made our summer 
pilgrimage to Provincetown (a coastal Massachusetts vaca-
tion destination for the LGBT community). If someone in 
our tribe didn’t have money, someone else lent them money; if 
one of us didn’t have a place to live, the tribe would offer shel-
ter. I felt unconditional acceptance and support, empowered 
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to be out at work and out at home. These days were a joyous 
celebration: I finally felt like I belonged.

• • • •

Then there was AIDS. AIDS changed everything for us. For 
the first time in a long while, I felt anger but also fear. I was 
just embarking on a new chapter in my life, happily living as an 
openly gay man, and the AIDS epidemic was affecting every-
one I knew and cared about. I became very committed, as most 
people in the LGBT community were, to raising both aware-
ness and money to support the fight. I came to understand the 
greater importance of my work in public service. The commu-
nity was called upon to do many things. Hospitals all over the 
country were turning gay men away, so we had to channel our 
anger over this injustice to find a solution. In response, the 
community galvanized to create such organizations as the Gay 
Men’s Health Crisis (GMHC), the world’s first and leading 
provider of HIV/AIDS prevention, care, and advocacy.

Other men and women were mobilizing their anger in a dif-
ferent way, through direct-action, grassroots advocacy orga-
nizations like ACT UP (AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power). 
From the outside, ACT UP looked to be a manifestation of 
anger, fueled by rage and best remembered for bringing atten-
tion to the injustices of the AIDS epidemic. On the surface, 
the organization appeared to be a leaderless anarchist net-
work, because their activities often involved disruptive civil 
disobedience. They were known to chain themselves together 
across bridges to stop traffic, forcing people to pay attention 
to their message. Other tactics were aimed at pharmaceutical 
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companies or government agencies that had turned a blind 
eye to this disease that was killing thousands.

Yet even while their rage was boiling, at its center ACT UP 
had a laser sharp and brilliant strategic focus. Each and every 
act of passionate civil disobedience was undertaken for a rea-
son, with a strategic goal in mind. Because people were dying 
every day, including many members of ACT UP, those heroic 
warriors simply didn’t have the luxury of projecting anger 
for the sake of being angry. They understood keenly that in 
order to answer a higher calling, their moral obligation was to 
express their fury and rage to create change. And it worked. 
Regarding research funding for understanding the disease 
and developing effective treatments, access to clinical trials, 
and other key measures of progress in fighting the HIV/AIDS 
epidemic, the needle was in fact moved. Today, untold num-
bers of people continue to live because of these brave activists 
on the frontlines in the 1980s and 1990s.

Another way that the LGBT community galvanized 
during this time was through their involvement with the 
Human Rights Campaign (HRC). Formed in 1980 by Steve 
Endean, the organization existed solely as a progressive po-
litical action committee to build a donor base to influence 
elections and the legislative process. They called themselves 
the Human Rights Campaign, in part to reach a more expan-
sive audience but also because frankly back then having an 
envelope in your mailbox from the Human Rights Campaign 
was less problematic than receiving an envelope that had the 
word “gay” on it. But make no mistake: the goal was to ad-
vocate for and protect gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender 
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Americans. Playwright Tennessee Williams wrote the orga-
nization’s first fundraising letter in 1981. Today, HRC is the 
nation’s largest LGBT advocacy organization. As the AIDS 
epidemic became a reality, HRC’s first fight was to help elect 
members of Congress who would support decisions around 
funding and research to find a cure. For the next ten years, 
that is all the organization did.

After Dukakis lost his bid for the presidency, I left the Mas-
sachusetts State House and in 1990 went to work for Barney 
Frank, the first openly gay man in the U.S. House of Repre-
sentatives. Even against the backdrop of AIDS, I was living 
the life I had imagined for myself during those dark days of 
high school. I left Congressman Frank’s office in 1993 to work 
at the newly formed political action committee EMILY’s List. 
My friend Mary Beth Cahill was the political director and 
she told me to pack up my car and come along. I didn’t know 
much about the group, but it didn’t take me long to realize 
that I had arrived at a very special place.

EMILY’s List was started in 1985 by Ellen Malcolm and a 
group of women who had pushed for the Equal Rights Amend-
ment and were leaders in the reproductive rights movement. 
Their mission is to raise money and elect pro-choice, Dem-
ocratic women candidates to office. Their strategy was to 
financially support women early on in their political career 
by creating letter-writing campaigns and raising money na-
tionally. It was a revolutionary idea at the time: the notion of 
raising small amounts of money from lots of women across 
the country. Because of the strength and commitment of the 
women involved, the amount of money these candidates were 



Introduction • • 11

able to gather for their initial campaign filings more than 
often changed the dynamics of the race. Women with lots of 
early money were taken more seriously, becoming successful 
at raising even more money from the typical donors in their 
own home states and districts. Malcolm coined the phrase 
upon which the organization’s name is based: “Early money is 
like yeast [EMILY]: it makes the dough rise.”

My arrival at EMILY’s List followed 1992’s historic Year of 
the Woman, when more women had been elected to Congress 
than at any other time in history. The energy of that election 
cycle was fueled by the public outcry in support of Anita Hill, 
an African American law professor from Oklahoma. Hill had 
testified in opposition to Clarence Thomas before the Senate 
Judiciary Committee during his Supreme Court nominating 
hearing; she testified that Thomas, as her supervisor at the 
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, had sexually 
harassed her. Many on the white male committee treated 
Hill with disrespect and hostility, enraging many American 
women, who turned out in record numbers later that year to 
vote for female candidates. These women channeled their 
disgust and anger into action, ensuring that in the future, 
Congress (and subsequently its committees) would be more 
representative of the electorate. Their success— and the abil-
ity to channel their rage into the electoral process— inspired 
me to think seriously about how I might be more effective as a 
change agent for the LGBT community.

In 2004, Elizabeth Birch, who had served as the legend-
ary head of HRC for almost a decade, decided to leave the 
organization. She was replaced by Cheryl Jacques, a former 
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state senator from Massachusetts. It soon became clear that 
Jacques wasn’t a good fit for HRC. At the time I wasn’t looking 
for a new job, but I found myself in the same Boston hotel as 
the HRC staff during the August 2004 Democratic National 
Convention. Elizabeth and her partner, Hilary Rosen, were 
sitting in the hotel lobby. I knew them through their involve-
ment with EMILY’s List. One of them asked, “How do you 
think things are going at HRC?” Never one to mince words, 
I told them exactly what I thought: Frankly, as an HRC sup-
porter, I was angry. The LGBT community had just won the 
fight for marriage equality in the Massachusetts Supreme 
Court the year before. As a result, thirteen states had put con-
stitutional bans on marriage equality on their ballots during 
the 2004 presidential election. HRC had put all its efforts and 
resources into the marriage fight in those thirteen states; con-
sequently, the organization wasn’t offering the community 
any additional paths toward achieving other forms of LGBT 
equality.

HRC had been the fastest, most impressive, social change 
organization in the country, but now it needed to communi-
cate an agenda broader and more diversified than the battle in 
those thirteen states. I told Elizabeth as much. If we lost every 
one of those thirteen states, it would appear as if HRC had no 
other reason to exist. On Election Day in 2004 we did lose, 
and those losses became the measure of how the public judged 
HRC’s effectiveness. In the aftermath of those elections, the 
LGBT community was actually blamed, even by some of our 
allies, for the Democrats’ loss of the White House. Someone 
at HRC must have heard about my impromptu chat with Hil-
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ary and Elizabeth that day, because after the election I was 
called in to interview for the position of HRC president. I got 
the job.

It quickly became clear to me that the anger in the LGBT 
community was intense. There was just as much frustration 
directed toward HRC and the ineffectual leadership that 
had come before me as was projected at those we were sup-
posed to be fighting. I had walked right into the middle of 
a complex, contentious scenario. At the time, LGBT issues 
were effectively the third rail of American politics. HRC had 
plenty of money, but we weren’t spending it effectively to cre-
ate change on the individual or societal level. As president, I 
had to address the community’s anger, then figure out how to 
communicate a more diversified agenda. I wanted to present a 
more multidimensional, diverse portfolio of goals that, when 
achieved, we could measure as successes, so the whole ball 
game wasn’t hung up on one important yet single issue: mar-
riage equality. Our constituents needed to know that HRC 
was going to continue to fight for full marriage equality while 
also fighting for equality in every institution we could— the 
workplace, schools, hospitals, religious settings, and so on. 
Change anywhere would ignite greater change everywhere.

I also had to figure out how to present HRC to elected of-
ficials and politicians who had the potential to help us. They 
needed to see us putting our anger aside, to become a much 
more sophisticated ally. We needed a strategy that allowed us 
to advance our agenda with both our friends and our enemies. 
After the 2004 election, the White House as well as Congress 
was controlled by the Republican Party, whose leadership was 
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unwilling to move any measure that would advance LGBT 
equality. In 2006 the Democrats took charge of the House 
and the Senate; we now had the opportunity to advance our 
long-sought-after legislative goals.

• • • •

During my eight-year-tenure with the Human Rights Cam-
paign, I was able to take the organization from a deeply chal-
lenged body to a well-respected and effective political pow-
erhouse. HRC oversaw the discriminatory Federal Marriage 
Amendment defeated in 2006 and the passage of marriage 
equality in eight states. Working alongside Judy and Dennis 
Shepard, we passed the Matthew Shepard and James Byrd Jr. 
Hate Crimes Prevention Act in 2009, after eleven long years of 
trial and effort. In 2010 we were able to repeal the discrimina-
tory Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell policy. We achieved other smaller 
and lesser-known legislative and administrative victories that 
made significant change for LGBT people and their families. 
These successes were the result of a community-wide effort; 
together we channeled our collective passion over injustice, 
hatred, and violence to achieve the “impossible”: full equality 
under federal law.

Other initiatives included launching HRC’s Religion and 
Faith program to provide innovative resources for LGBT 
and supportive people of faith who want to stand up to those 
who use religion as a weapon of oppression. We created the 
All Children– All Families program for adoption and foster 
care agencies across the country. The Welcoming Schools 
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initiative provides administrators, educators, and parents/
guardians with resources to create welcoming and respectful 
learning environments for all families. HRC’s Healthcare 
Equality Index rates U.S. healthcare facilities on all policies 
and practices related to the LGBT community, including pa-
tient nondiscrimination, visitation, decision making, cultural 
competency training, and employment policies and benefits. 
Today HRC has more than one million members and sup-
porters, including professional athletes, actors, television per-
sonalities, musicians, politicians, and countless straight allies.

Again, the successes of the Human Rights Campaign were 
not accidental. We implemented real tactical approaches to 
create social and legislative change, and I share these tactics 
throughout this book. Other movements for social change 
have not had nearly the impact and success HRC has enjoyed. 
Many such organizations now seek my guidance about the 
lessons I learned and the strategies I employed while at the 
helm of HRC. My success was the result of using incremen-
tal building blocks to motivate and cause palpable cultural 
change. These building blocks included channeling anger into 
action to achieve positive change; finding common ground 
with unlikely allies; making policy decisions based on shared 
humanity; knowing when to compromise and recognizing 
when you cannot give up; building coalitions; developing pa-
tience; and creating consensus. While these might not sound 
like radical concepts, when these sometimes counterintuitive 
ideas are implemented in specific and measurable ways, they 
can bring about profound societal change or minor personal 
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changes, such as garnering a promotion. These processes have 
worked for me in the workplace, in my home life, and on the 
floor of the U.S. Senate. I know that these strategies can be 
equally effective for others.
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Channeling Anger 
into Action1

These days the world seems to be an angrier place than it used 
to be. Let’s face it: we’re stretched in a million different direc-
tions, yet the world is getting smaller, more interconnected, 
and our relationships are rapidly changing. We used to com-
pete against the business across the hall or across the coun-
try; now we must think about a global economy. Social media 
has provided a platform for anyone to express anything and 
everything they want and, democratically speaking, that’s a 
good thing. Yet the sheer volume of it, the unfiltered nature 
of the content, and the anonymity available on these plat-
forms create echo chambers for anger and hurtfulness to be 
exacerbated. This stress can generate an emotional reaction, 
and sometimes we choose anger over other emotions so that 
we don’t appear vulnerable. We often use anger as a defense 
mechanism to get us through life’s daily battles. As we’re 
getting angrier, however, we can become less able to work 
together— to create social change or just to get along in the 
office. This anger can close us off from one another.
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Our A nger Problem

Anger, rage, fury—whatever you want to call it—is an emo-
tion inherent in all people. Like other human emotions, we 
have the capacity for anger for good reason. Sometimes, it’s 
okay to be furious. When you’re confronted with a truly frus-
trating reality, the most useful thing you can do is to figure 
out how to use that anger: do you suppress it or find a way to 
use it to your advantage? Anger is something that you sense, 
that you legitimately and justifiably experience in the face of 
injustice and in moments when anger is called for. There are 
moments throughout U.S. history when righteous fury has 
been the source for creating positive, necessary, and strate-
gic social change: Martin Luther King Jr. and the civil rights 
movement, Gloria Steinem and the fight for women’s rights, 
the Stonewall riots and the struggle for LGBT equality. In all 
of these instances, constructive anger has been used as the 
fuel to build, not destroy.

The key is to understand in ourselves and in our communi-
ties when anger can be a productive resource or a destructive 
one. If you want to make change happen, use your anger as 
a gift, not a curse. Take the 2016 presidential election cycle, 
one filled with very different characters, from very different 
backgrounds, on opposite ends of the political spectrum who 
tapped into Americans’ collective anger. They acknowledged 
it and fed it back to people in a way that served only to el-
evate and amplify the anger. The three prevailing voices in 
the 2016 presidential election cycle (that of Senator Bernie 
Sanders, real estate mogul Donald Trump, and former Secre-
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tary of State Hillary Clinton) addressed what each candidate 
perceived as voter anger. Throughout their campaigns, their 
messages reflected back the cause of Americans’ anger, what 
each candidate believed voters were feeling.

Senator Sanders took the mantle of the Occupy movement 
and engaged voters with his message that a tiny wealthy 
minority has all the power, that the economy is rigged, that 
it’s stacked against most Americans. He created a have-and-
have-not dynamic, where his scapegoat was Wall Street, 
wealth, and high-income earners. Sanders gave validation 
to the have-nots for their anger at the haves. And while the 
anger and the sentiment he reflected was certainly warranted, 
he was never able to channel that rage toward a pragmatic or 
believable outcome. His own anger left doubts in the minds 
of too many voters about his ability to work as president in a 
collaborative way across party lines toward any solutions that 
had the possibility of becoming reality.

Donald Trump, on the other hand, did throughout his 
campaign what the United States has seen historically and 
politically in times of economic uncertainty. He tapped into 
the well of rage from America’s working middle class, particu-
larly white men who feel that life is unfair. Trump introduced 
something that is foreign to them (the “other”— in Trump’s 
case, immigrants), something unknown that gives them 
someone to blame. He reflected a more dangerous point of 
view: You’re angry because life hasn’t worked out the way you 
thought it would. The country doesn’t look the way it used to. It’s 
being overrun by immigrants who are taking your jobs, bringing 
the economy to its knees, and threatening your personal safety. 
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Where Trump and Sanders are similar is that they recognized 
this well of anger throughout America; they mirrored some-
thing cathartic, a message that made people feel validated. 
In Trump’s case, his message made them scared; in Sanders’s 
case, it made them hopeful. Yet in both cases, the candidates’ 
messages did not really do anything except regurgitate anger 
for the sake of anger.

The third point of view, which gets to the crux of this 
book, is that of Hillary Clinton— the only presidential can-
didate who channeled Americans’ collective anger toward 
a realistic outcome. Throughout her campaign, she showed 
that she understands people are angry about injustice, but 
instead of reflecting that frustration back to Americans, she 
channeled the anger and used it to create a platform that pro-
vided people with a hopeful future. She gave them a sense of 
confidence that they can get to a better place. The outcome 
of the 2016 election will depend on whether voters are able 
to channel their anger and choose a candidate who works for 
them or are blinded by their anger and choose a candidate 
who works against them. The successful candidate is almost 
always one who is able to see that anger (passion) is a gift 
that can be channeled toward a greater good (creating posi-
tive change).

Tur ning A nger Around

Instead of shutting things down, however, anger can be used 
in another way. It can be the energy source that propels us to 
overcome systemic social injustice or the fuel that helps us to 
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get what we want in a personal or professional situation. Pro-
cessing anger and channeling it toward a positive outcome is a 
multistep process. The first step involves determining whether 
anger is even an appropriate response to something. If it is not 
valid, then you will learn what the appropriate sentiment, and 
course of action, should be. For example, if we demand that 
our legislative leaders take immediate action on an issue that 
is really important to us, but we hear that Congress won’t be 
back in session for several weeks, that response— and that 
delay— is hardly a reason to burn down the buildings.

But if your anger is justified, the next step is to determine 
whether to express that anger and, ultimately, to what extent 
and how. When pressing for social change, you regularly meet 
resistance, which almost always results in justifiable anger. 
Your path forward depends on channeling that frustration 
and figuring out how to use it to get the outcome you want. In 
interpersonal relationships as well as in professional settings, 
there are many examples where anger is not a valid response. 
In these situations, it is best to consciously restrain your 
emotional reaction. Once you’ve stepped back a bit and taken 
anger out of the equation, and had an honest conversation 
with yourself and perhaps with your allies, you will realize 
that the decision you make about what to do with your pas-
sion will be the right one.

The key to navigating through anger and your initial emo-
tional response to resistance or adversity is to be honest with 
yourself. If you can’t do that, find people around you who can 
help. For instance, if you asked your boss for a raise, and she 
responded that she’d been meaning to talk with you about 
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your poor performance, you might react to her criticism with 
defensive anger. You may feel that you and your boss are far 
apart in terms of evaluating your work. But who is right? If 
she is, then your anger toward her is misplaced. If you can’t 
be honest with yourself and get past that anger, you’re not 
going to chart a productive course forward. Sometimes 
trusted friends and coworkers can help you understand how 
you’re viewed at work, so you can figure out how to move in a 
positive direction. However, if you find yourself in a situation 
where you’ve done the work and determined that your anger 
is justified, you still have to learn how to channel that frus-
tration toward a positive outcome. Whether it’s finding com-
mon ground, overcoming differences, or being able to listen 
strategically without the haze of anger filtering what you hear, 
we all have the potential to change any situation into a win. 
That’s what this book is all about.

• • • •

On April 29, 2009, the U.S. House of Representatives passed 
the Matthew Shepard and James Byrd Jr. Hate Crimes Pre-
vention Act (HCPA). The passing of the HCPA meant that 
thereafter the category of “hate crime” would cover not only 
crimes in which a victim’s race, color, religion, or national or-
igin were a factor but also those relating to a victim’s actual 
or perceived gender, sexual orientation, gender identity, or 
disability. For the first time, gay and transgender individuals 
would have the same legal protections as everyone else.

In this case, protection for all came at someone else’s 
tragic expense. Eleven years earlier, in 1998, two horrific hate 
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crimes had been committed. Matthew Shepard, a young man 
living in Laramie, Wyoming, was tortured and killed simply 
because he was gay. James Byrd, an African American man, 
was singled out, tied to the back of a truck, and dragged to his 
death. I had the privilege of sitting in the congressional gal-
lery alongside Judy Shepard, Matthew’s mother, as the House 
of Representatives passed this landmark piece of legislation. 
She, along with her husband, Dennis Shepard, had spent the 
past ten years advocating, lobbying, and speaking out on be-
half of this legislation that would give local law enforcement 
agencies throughout the country the tools they needed to 
more effectively investigate and prosecute hate-based crimes.

No one had been more courageous or committed to seeing 
this bill become law than Dennis and Judy. With their justi-
fiable rage, through their grief, they saw that the perpetrators 
who had murdered their son went to jail for life. Then they 
took the next step and channeled their anger into action to 
create lasting social and legislative change. Judy wanted to en-
sure that no other American family would ever experience the 
pain and suffering hers had. They started the Matthew Shep-
ard Foundation to replace hate with understanding, com-
passion, and acceptance. Working directly with the Human 
Rights Campaign, they toiled to get a federal hate crimes bill 
passed into law. The Shepards walked the halls of Congress 
for ten years trying to garner support and change the hearts 
and minds of legislators. Beginning in 2005, I stood with 
them. We worked together closely, and it was a true honor to 
be with Judy on the day we realized we had the votes to pass 
the bill through both the House and the Senate. President 
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Obama, who had worked alongside us for the bill’s passage, 
was committed to sign it into law.

Before there can be a vote on any piece of legislation in 
either the House or the Senate, all sides (proponents and op-
ponents) are given time to debate their various points of view. 
On that April day we sat through an entire morning of floor 
debate in the House. Although we had heard some misguided 
resistance to this bill over the years, most of the speeches 
that day were supportive. In their remarks many members 
of Congress paid tribute to Judy and her tireless work. I dis-
tinctly remember civil rights icon Congressman John Lewis 
commenting on Judy’s steadfast dedication. Eventually Con-
gresswoman Virginia Foxx of North Carolina chose to speak, 
in opposition of the bill. The fact that Matthew Shepard was 
murdered because he was gay, Foxx said, was simply a hoax. 
Everyone knew, she went on, that Matthew was the unfor-
tunate victim of a robbery. Those of us seeking to pass hate 
crimes legislation, she explained, continued to perpetrate this 
hoax simply to gain support for the bill. She rambled on about 
how nothing that had been reported about the incident was 
actually true.

As I processed Foxx’s hateful words, I was in complete 
shock. All of her claims were categorically false. I don’t know 
if it was the adrenaline from the emotional roller coaster we all 
had been on leading up to this moment, but Foxx’s comments 
enraged me like nothing had ever upset me before. Shaking, 
I turned to Judy. I thought we should put out a statement re-
futing Foxx’s comments and get other members of Congress 
to immediately take to the floor and do the same thing. I was 
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rising out of my seat with anger when Judy put her hand on 
mine. Quietly but firmly, she spoke: “This discussion isn’t 
even happening. What’s happening right now is that we are 
on our way, after eleven years, to winning. That’s what is hap-
pening. Let’s not let our anger or our emotions get in the way 
of our true goal. Our job is to see this bill through to victory.”

Judy was right, of course. We had the votes we needed. 
Once the clock on the floor debates ran out, the bill would 
pass no matter what lies Virginia Foxx spewed. Our message 
in response would be to shine a light on the supporters of the 
bill. We would not give one more minute of airtime to the 
bigoted and misguided rhetoric of Virginia Foxx. She took 
her seat and was followed by Sheila Jackson Lee, a congress-
woman from Houston and a civil rights pioneer. I expected 
that Congresswoman Lee would counter Foxx’s argument, 
but she didn’t even acknowledge it. Instead, she placed both 
Matthew and James Byrd as great civil rights pioneers in the 
tradition of Dr. Martin Luther King and Bayard Rustin. Like 
Judy, she channeled her anger over Foxx’s vitriol into some-
thing positive. Her uplifting speech made all the people in the 
gallery forget about Foxx entirely. As we predicted, the bill 
passed in the House with a final vote of 249– 175. The Senate 
went on to pass the bill in the fall, and on October 28, Presi-
dent Obama signed the HCPA into law. I was there. He com-
mented to all of those attending that he had promised Judy 
and Dennis Shepard this day would come.

I recently spoke to Judy about our experience of getting 
HCPA passed. I thanked her for the lessons she taught me 
and told her how much I admired her grace during some very 
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challenging moments. She reminded me that her grace and 
inner will didn’t always come to her so easily. In the early days, 
just after Matthew’s death, when she began visiting members 
of Congress and lobbying them, she was often overwhelmed 
and felt defeated by the intolerance and ignorance that some 
displayed when discussing hate crimes legislation. She won-
dered aloud to members of HRC’s legislative staff whether 
she was cut out for the daunting task of garnering support for 
the bill. She often heard offensive and maddening comments. 
These conversations frequently brought out some of the 
worst vestiges of antigay sentiment. However, with the help 
of such brave allies in Congress as Senators Ted Kennedy of 
Massachusetts and Gordon Smith of Oregon, Judy was able to 
channel her anger into action. She never lost sight of her goal.

When we won and the bill was passed, Virginia Foxx’s chief 
of staff called me. “Look, Joe,” he said. “My boss wants to find 
a way to apologize to Judy Shepard. How can she reach her?” 
I called Judy and her response was clear. “To me, she doesn’t 
exist,” Judy explained. “Those statements don’t exist. None of 
that exists. I will not be talking to Virginia Foxx. What will 
remain in people’s memory is Sheila Jackson Lee’s speech 
and President Obama’s remarks as he signed the act into law. 
Those events are all that exist.” I realized that Judy Shepard 
and Sheila Jackson Lee were wiser than me; they knew how 
to channel their anger and keep their eye on the bigger prize, 
the signing of the HCPA. While both women were smart and 
strategic, it didn’t mean that they weren’t filled with anger, 
even in that circumstance.

This was the moment when I understood that the emotion 
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of anger is a reality in all of our lives, and it has the potential 
to be a great gift. Anger was the primary emotion Judy had 
been carrying for over a decade, yet it had become a source 
of energy that kept her moving forward. For Congresswoman 
Lee, anger was like an adrenaline force, compelling her to be 
nimble and fast on her feet as she spoke so eloquently off the 
cuff. She never addressed Virginia Foxx; rather, she spoke 
above and around Foxx to get her point across. She channeled 
her fury toward attaining a positive outcome.

A nger Is Part of the Job

The ability to resolve conflicts and get what you want without 
causing ill feelings, disparaging others, or creating drama is 
the single most important trait for success in any workplace. 
It’s an indicator of successful relationships, both profession-
ally and personally. It’s not enough to get your job done; it’s 
how well you play with others that really counts. When we en-
gage with others, there is the possibility that something they 
do or say will anger us. There are the small insults, the large 
transgressions, the feelings of being left out, or various emo-
tional states of frustration, disappointment, and rage. In the 
heat of the moment, we tend to respond with hostility, blame, 
victimhood, or whining. These counterproductive reactions 
are unacceptable in the workplace because they are “conver-
sation enders”— that is, they will not advance your argument 
or move the needle toward getting you what you really want.

A hostile reaction assumes that you’re going to bring the 
offending person around to your way of thinking by hammer-
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ing home your point. In other words, you are meeting anger 
with anger. This strategy is without merit in most situations. 
For example, if I were engaged in a formal debate, it is not out 
of the realm of possibility that I could win over my opponent 
to my way of thinking by providing well-researched facts. 
Yet heated discourse and argumentative conversation with a 
colleague or supervisor typically does not have that effect. In 
fact, there aren’t many instances where an intense argument, 
whether it’s about politics or cleaning up the break room after 
lunch, ends with somebody thoughtfully saying, “Wow, he 
directed so much anger at me that I completely concede the 
point. Joe is right.”

In a formal debate some might strategically provoke their 
opponent, intentionally trying to anger them because an 
angry response is an unproductive response. When you’re 
coming at someone with hostility, you’re inadvertently put-
ting them on the defensive, no matter how right you are. This 
strategy invariably entrenches an opposing faction into their 
position. In the best-case scenario the person you are attack-
ing is calm enough to respond and explain their position. In 
the worst case, however, you have ratcheted up their anger. If 
this happens at work, you may possibly be fired. Either way, 
this strategy of provoking an opponent rarely works to your 
advantage.

Being wrongly accused of something is another situation 
where you may react with anger. You may try to resolve the 
accusation by placing the blame on someone else. Yet no one 
wants to hear anyone say, “That wasn’t my fault.” The truth 
is, when we think whatever bad thing happened wasn’t our 
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fault, there’s a chance that it might have been. While there 
are real victims in the workplace of abuse or harassment, 
there is a possibility that you might have been at fault, or 
you might be viewing the situation in a completely wrong-
headed way. If your natural reaction is to blame someone 
else— “I did my job; Joe didn’t file the paperwork correctly” 
or “He hates me and I don’t know why”— try to leave just 
the tiniest room for doubt. If your boss says, “I don’t think 
you’re committed to this job in the way you need to be,” be 
open to the possibility that you may have in fact given that 
impression. It may not be true: perhaps you are committed 
to the job, and you may be very passionate about your work, 
but for one reason or another that passion isn’t coming 
across in a way others see.

There may be instances where none of this is the case, where 
you actually have a sexist, bigoted boss, and you’re the most 
brilliant person to walk through the door, yet she is going to 
bring you down. I’m not suggesting that every boss is always 
right. However, before you cry “victim,” at least consider her 
point of view before you play the blame game. You need the 
maturity and the self-awareness to pause and ask yourself the 
question, Does the possibility exist that I am contributing to the 
problem in some way? Most often, the reality of the situation is 
typically somewhere in the middle.

Whining is a manifestation of blame. My friend Tom’s wife 
is a classic un-self-aware whiner. Since I’ve known them, she 
has had three jobs and she is always working for “the worst 
boss.” Nobody ever utilizes her talent, she complains. But 
she never pauses to stand in another person’s shoes and ask, 
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“Do I own any of my problems?” A typical office whine is: 
“Management never thinks about including me in the con-
versation. They have a meeting and they bring lots of other 
people together, but my boss forgot to include me again.” I can 
assure you, it is rarely the case that the boss achieved his or 
her higher level by not recognizing the extraordinary talent 
in the office. There are certainly times when some managers 
don’t give young people the deference that they should. And it 
is important to bring young, diverse voices to the table. How-
ever, the invitation is usually extended to those whose views 
will add to the conversation, not to those who complained 
that they weren’t included last time.

Using A nger as Motivation

When things don’t go our way, it’s easy for someone to say, 
“Don’t be angry.” But, honestly, that isn’t a realistic expecta-
tion. Few of us live completely Zen lives. More important, we 
need our anger to motivate us to take action, create change, 
and get more out of life. It’s the discipline of putting our pas-
sion into action that helps us make the impossible possible.

When it comes to deeply interpersonal relationships, we 
are often counseled to not react with anger, but rather to be 
vulnerable and to express our hurt. This strategy might be ef-
fective in a relationship, where it’s okay to say, “What you said 
hurt my feelings.” However, it doesn’t work in the office or 
when you set out to create sweeping systemic social change. 
Unlike personal relationships, where intimacy is achieved by 
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being vulnerable, a professional, interpersonal dynamic is 
completely different. Office relationships are more transac-
tional, the goal of which is for workers to demonstrate their 
value and in the process achieve self-satisfaction. The key to 
forming effective relationships at work is to stifle the instinct 
to respond with anger in a combative way and instead to find 
the most productive line of communication.

The instinct to react with anger can be difficult to overcome. 
But if you view every interaction with an eye toward getting 
what you want, using your anger productively can become 
one of the most powerful tools you have for creating enduring 
change. In Judy Shepard’s case, for example, she used her fury 
positively to propel her cause. She was completely focused on 
the win and kept her eye on the prize. My immediate reaction 
was to lash out, but Judy used her rage as the energy source 
that powered her through eleven years of tireless lobbying. 
I imagine that every time something like the Virginia Foxx 
incident happened, Judy had a flash of anger. It’s not that she 
had conditioned herself to no longer be upset, to no longer 
feel fury and despair about losing her son. Rather, she had the 
discipline to take the anger and put it somewhere else to be 
used constructively. Because she and all of us were ultimately 
able to keep calm and carry on, the hate crimes act victory 
was just the beginning of a new chapter in the fight for LGBT 
equality. This victory became the stepping-stone to HRC re-
pealing Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell (DADT) and, ultimately, the 
Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA) and achieving full mar-
riage equality for all Americans.
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R epea ling Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell

When HRC stepped up its lobbying against the Don’t Ask, 
Don’t Tell policy following our hate crimes victory, it was 
the first time I heard utter indifference directed toward gays 
and lesbians from members of Congress. I saw how many 
members of Congress are motivated solely by what their con-
stituents think (or what they think their constituents think). 
Already angry that LGBT people couldn’t openly serve in the 
U.S. military, I became enraged at the indifference that some 
members of Congress showed about doing what I thought was 
so important. It was never easy for me to hear a representative 
say, “I don’t care if gay men or women serve in the military; 
it’s not my issue. I’m only concerned about keeping my seat 
in Congress, and what my constituents want.” I didn’t under-
stand how they could be so unresponsive to such a key issue. 
I would have understood their position more if they had told 
me: “I have a very strong point of view about this, and I don’t 
think that gay men and women should serve in the military.” 
At least that was an opinion.

When I heard such a response, my instinct was to argue 
the point. I couldn’t say, “What kind of an idiot are you?” That 
kind of conversation-ending hostility would get me nowhere. 
These congresspeople weren’t interested in engaging on the 
issue, so I couldn’t say, “Let me explain why it’s important 
that gay people serve in the military.” Putting my anger aside, 
I really listened to what they were expressing at the heart of 
their resistance. They were revealing that they just didn’t care. 
HRC’s legislative director, Allison Herwitt, kept reminding 
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me: “You can’t lose sight of what your job is. We’re here to re-
peal this awful policy.” She taught me that we could build on 
small victories if we keep our eyes on the ultimate goal. With 
that in mind, I channeled my anger, took a deep breath, and 
focused on the long game.

“All I care about is what my constituents think,” I heard 
over and over again from the legislators. “All I care about is 
doing the thing that is going to ensure that I don’t lose my 
seat.” I needed to better understand this apathetic response. 
Once I realized that it wasn’t personal— it was about their 
constituents—we go to work. “Fine,” the HRC team decided, 
“we’ll go out to your district, your state, and we’ll do the work 
of showing you that your constituents want you to vote with 
us— or, at the very least, that they don’t care if you vote with 
us.” From this, I learned that if you can win on the merits of 
the first interaction, every following interaction is likely to 
be a better, more effective one. This strategy transformed the 
way we lobbied. For example, even when I was angry about 
legislators’ indifference, we could eventually get congressio-
nal representatives to a “yes” vote. Instead of wasting time 
arguing around the merits, we would come to meetings with 
our polling numbers. “You need to vote this way,” we’d ex-
plain to an opponent, “because that’s what your constituents 
want you to do.”

Once the representatives saw the polls, they would often 
respond affirmatively: “I didn’t care whether gay people serve 
in the military. But this meeting was a positive experience, 
getting to know you gay people, and working with very dif-
ferent people that I never knew before. Maybe I’m open to 
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the idea that gay people shouldn’t be discriminated against 
at work either.” These conversations changed their perspec-
tives, and ultimately we garnered just enough votes to repeal 
the DADT legislation. Better still, at the next meeting, the 
same representative would tell me, “I voted with you and I’m 
stunned that my constituents didn’t throw me out of office.” 
These members of Congress were then emboldened to open 
the door to more positive change. They asked, “Okay, what’s 
next on your agenda?”

W hen A nger Is Expected

Sometimes the people you represent expect anger. The com-
munity is looking to their leaders who advocate on their 
behalf to validate their frustration. By validating it, leaders 
assure their constituents that their rage is understood and 
that they are taking the anger and using it toward advocat-
ing for change. This is why former President Bill Clinton was 
widely seen as such an empathetic leader. When he said to the 
American people, “I feel your pain,” we believed him. We un-
derstood that he carried our collective pain with him. When 
people think an angry, forceful, combative pushback is war-
ranted and you don’t deliver it, you’ve let down your constit-
uency. When I was the head of HRC, for example, I was often 
criticized for being less than passionate in the expression of 
my anger. There were many people in the LGBT movement 
who approached everything with a combative attitude, and 
there was all this pressure for me to demonstrate my anger in 
a specific way. Many wanted me to express the community’s 
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collective anger, but I chose to channel it into less hostile and 
more productive statements.

Yet there were other times when some suggested that my 
speeches came across as if I was too angry. Early in my HRC 
tenure, I was counseled: “Be careful of using too much angry 
rhetoric.” Striking the right balance proved difficult. I tried 
moderating my tone and sounding less combative. This tactic 
worked in terms of finding more common ground with some 
in the LGBT community, but it left others feeling like there 
was no passion behind my words. I had to learn that different 
settings and situations demanded different messages. There 
would be many ways of reflecting back an audience’s anger, but 
choosing the right tone to match the specific audience was a 
constant challenge. There are times when you can rail against 
injustice in a very public, cathartic way. This validates your 
feelings about your point of view, but may merely make you 
feel better in the short term; it usually doesn’t have the effect of 
creating the lasting social or legislative change you seek.

In the LGBT rights movement at the time, some members 
of the community strongly believed that during every interac-
tion, the opponent should feel our anger, and our only strategy 
should be to beat them on the actual merits of the point. The 
line of thinking was that if you fail nine times out of ten, but 
you win on one occasion, you’ve made real progress because 
you’ve changed one heart and one mind. However, I believed 
that we didn’t have the luxury of time for that strategy— and 
I wasn’t interested in losing the other nine votes. Some ar-
gued that my strategy was manipulative, the ugly business 
of getting the sausage made, because sometimes you’re try-
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ing to get people who don’t actually ever change their mind 
about LGBT rights to vote with you. I disagreed: we had to 
win any way we could. The victories were vital in the process 
of opening the door to creating a relationship with many of 
these members of Congress. Working this way allowed us to 
eventually change their hearts and minds.

I learned that simply saying that something has made you 
angry or offended really doesn’t do much to change any situ-
ation. In fact, when someone says something that angers you, 
they often do so knowing full well what they are doing. To tell 
them that they’ve made you angry is not likely to get them to 
change their point of view. Instead, it is much more powerful 
to respond in these cases in a way that makes them under-
stand that angering you was a mistake. Let them know that, 
rather than upsetting you, their anger has provided the energy 
and the drive you needed to win your point. In her testimony 
for the hate crimes legislation, for example, Congresswoman 
Sheila Jackson Lee used Virginia Foxx’s anger to deflect the 
oncoming fury and to intensify her own message. Lee made 
her outrage felt loud and clear that day on the House floor. 
The strength and the power of her message— and the fact that 
she completely ignored her colleague’s offensive remarks— in 
and of itself demonstrated just how furious Lee was. But the 
testimony sent her adversaries an equally important message: 
“You should think twice before you make those kinds of of-
fensive statements again.”

There were times when I was counseled to put my anger 
aside, be gracious, and just give thanks for something that I 
felt was a pretty low bar in terms of being deserving of my 
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gratitude. These were the occasions where we would get 
something tiny. The LGBT community would say, “It’s like 
we’re begging for crumbs and we’re thanking these people 
for not very much.” For instance, at one point before same-
sex marriage became legal, HRC was lobbying to eliminate 
the federal taxes that same-sex couples had to pay when they 
received domestic partner benefits. Married couples did not 
have to pay this unfair tax. A gay radio show host who was 
interviewing me at the time rolled his eyes when I discussed 
this tax. “Come on,” he pressed, “what can that amount to? A 
few hundred dollars a year? It should be all or nothing. Forget 
about taking these crumbs they throw our way that then make 
them feel like they’ve done something big for us.” Well, unlike 
this interviewer, I had met many men and women across the 
country who genuinely could not afford to pay that tax, who 
chose not to provide healthcare for their partners because 
of this tax. So while a strategy that led with anger and made 
clear we wouldn’t take anything short of full equality may 
have felt good to hear on the radio, it did nothing to advocate 
for people whose economic circumstances were significantly 
worse than the interviewer’s.

If the aim is to get something done, you have to measure 
the response that elicits the outcome you want against the re-
sponse that might make you feel good in the short term (like 
getting angry) but isn’t productive. The people who reach their 
goals are practiced at putting their rage aside and channeling 
their fury into smart, strategic, measured responses. The cost 
of leadership, as I learned through experience at the helm of 
the HRC, means never losing sight of the desired outcome 
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even if it comes at a personal cost. Sometimes winning and 
the glory and gratitude that come with victory are mutually 
exclusive.

While working for social and legislative change, I didn’t 
lose sight of my anger, nor did it diminish. Rather, I under-
stood that if I could put the anger aside and meet my oppo-
nents where they lived, I would eventually bring them around 
to my way of thinking by removing the hurdles that existed 
for them. Channeling my frustration into a strategic plan— 
by demonstrating to members of Congress that the people 
who vote for them actually supported what we were working 
toward— enabled me to come back and fight another day. The 
positive experience of the first round actually opened their 
minds to think differently about the circumstances of LGBT 
people’s lives. Next I outline two strategies that can improve 
the chances of that first round going well.

Str ategy #1: Be Pr epar ed

Perhaps the first and most important step in channeling anger 
toward productive action is simply allowing for the passage of 
time. Don’t react in the moment. Process what you’re feeling, 
breathe deeply, and collect your thoughts. Your initial off-
the-cuff response is almost never the most productive route 
toward a victorious outcome. To confront someone’s position 
that you would like to change, or someone who says some-
thing that is so contrary to what you think is appropriate, 
requires a conscious act of actually pausing, acknowledging 
your natural emotional and frustrated response, and then 
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identifying the more useful one. You might even have to write 
down how you really feel and throw out those notes, then 
clear your head and prepare to respond civilly.

For example, if you asked your boss for a raise or a promo-
tion during your annual review, but your boss responded nega-
tively, you’d be pissed. What if your boss told you: “I can’t give 
you a raise because I think your attitude isn’t what it should 
be. I don’t believe you’re as committed to the job as you could 
be.” How could your view of your work and his perspective 
be so far apart? Understandably, your initial response would 
likely be an argumentative one driven by anger and shock. 
But if you instead pause after hearing this assessment, putting 
aside your anger and shock, you could find something to say 
that might salvage the situation. Take a measured, rational, 
intellectual evaluation of what your boss just said to you. Your 
response, more than anything else, needs to be one that ac-
knowledges the boss’s perspective. You could say, “Wow, this 
is news to me. We obviously have very different perspectives. 
Thank you for sharing this with me. I respect your opinion 
and am committed to getting this situation back on track so 
that we can be discussing a raise at some later point.” This 
response demonstrates that you respect your boss’s authority 
and that you are committed to participating in the solution. 
By responding productively, and less combatively, you’ve also 
acknowledged that there will likely be future conversations 
about a possible raise. You may be wondering, “What about 
the part where I stick up for myself or make the case that I 
think I do a great job?” All of that can happen, but only if and 
when your boss agrees that there is a path forward. When 
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your position is more solid, when you are on a better path to-
ward job security and ultimately a raise, you will be in a much 
better position to highlight what you have historically seen as 
your strengths.

If you know that you are going to be in a situation where 
something could provoke anger, prepare yourself ahead of 
time. For instance, when I was lobbying Congress with Judy 
Shepard for the hate crimes legislation, she accepted the 
strong likelihood that she would hear something that was 
going to enrage her. Going into a contentious scenario emo-
tionally prepared may be half the battle. Prepare for the pro-
cess of navigating the situation in a productive way. Expect 
the anger and prepare to put it aside. Then you can actually 
hear what is being said, work your way through the rhetoric, 
process what matters, and find inside yourself the appropriate 
and most useful response.

You might go into a situation where you are looking for 
several results, only some of which you’ll be successful at 
achieving. For example, in meeting with your boss, if you 
ask for three things and he or she agrees with you on only 
one point, you’ll be disappointed. The reasons your boss 
may give for not agreeing with your other two points will 
undoubtedly make you angry. But ask yourself, If I wanted 
three things and I’m going to get one (as opposed to none), is 
that still a victory? The answer is probably “yes.” You lived 
through the ask to fight another day. You walked away with a 
positive outcome, which creates the opportunity to go back 
later and prove to your boss that you deserve the remainder 
of your requests.
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Str ategy #2: R eplay W hat You Hear d

The second strategy is put into play in the moment. You have 
to truly think about what’s been said in a measured, thought-
ful, intellectual way. Take a step back and figure out what’s at 
the heart of what your opponent (boss, friend, or whomever) 
is saying. It might be hard to believe, but people had said to 
my face, “I’m okay with gay people serving in the military, but 
getting married? Never gonna happen.” And this: “You want 
a raise? I think you’re a deadbeat.” Even when the vitriol is 
utterly offensive, try to put yourself in their shoes, then figure 
out a way to navigate a response that’s going to create some 
movement toward getting what you want. What’s at the heart 
of their disagreement? What do you know about this person? 
How have you prepared for the meeting? How can you con-
tinue the conversation? After all, the most unproductive thing 
you can do is to end the conversation.

As an advocate of LGBT rights, I carried the fate of many 
people on my shoulders, including many soldiers who wanted 
to serve in the military. That inspired me to not lose sight of 
the goal: I needed a vote count for repealing DADT. Keeping 
your eye on the desired outcome can be useful in all sorts of 
settings, particularly true in the workplace, when you have to 
evaluate your boss’s opinion. Ask yourself, Did I just get what I 
wanted, or did I get enough of what I wanted? Or did I get nothing 
of what I wanted? Did I go in looking for a raise but now feel like 
I’m going to get fired? How do I take that anger and channel it into 
something productive? Discipline yourself to stand in the other 
person’s shoes, to gain some sense of where they’re coming 
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from and what is at the heart of their opinion that contrasts 
yours. If you’ve asked your boss for a raise because you think 
you deserve one, and the response is, “You’re not committed 
at all and your future here is uncertain,” the truth probably 
lies somewhere in the middle.

You have to do the work to understand why your boss feels 
this way. The situation might have nothing to do with you: it 
may be that another employee is getting a raise and there’s no 
room in the budget, or perhaps the company is having financial 
trouble. But with a greater level of understanding and a clear 
picture of your own strengths and weaknesses, you can stay in 
the conversation, not be combative, and eventually return to 
the discussion with your boss. One of my favorite rejoinders 
is, “This is the first I’m hearing of these concerns.” This useful 
ploy brings the other person’s guard down. By turning down 
the volume and having a more measured, thoughtful conver-
sation, you might end up hearing something that gives you an 
accurate sense of what’s really going on and gets you closer to 
getting what you want.

If you’re going to successfully turn these circumstances 
around (or any other professional situation), you have to be 
open and honest about your own strengths and weaknesses. 
This involves strategic listening and overcoming sometimes 
long-held differences with others that you may not even real-
ize you have. Once you can let go of the anger, you can create 
a measured, thoughtful, and detailed plan to get what you 
want. You’re now ready to find common ground, which is the 
necessary first step to closing the gap between two disparate 
points of view.
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