
Control Skills: Self- Discovery 

69

HEIGHTENED MENTAL- CONTROL EFFORT

Effort is a critical feature of self- control. You can put a lot of effort 
or none at all into controlling your intrusive thoughts. The next exercise 
will help you evaluate what you are doing now.

EXERCISE: How Hard Do You Try to  
Inhibit Intrusions?
To determine your mental- control effort, review the intrusive thoughts 
recorded in your mental- intrusion diary. Then respond to these ques-
tions in terms of your experience with unwanted intrusions.

1. In comparison to other thoughts that pop into your mind, how 
much effort do you put into actively inhibiting distressing intru-
sive thoughts? How hard do you try not to think about the mental 
intrusion? Place a tick (√) next to one of these responses:

    Try really hard

    Try moderately hard

    Put slight effort into thought inhibition

    Do not try to inhibit the intrusion

2. How often do you engage in active mental control of intrusive 
thoughts? Place a tick (√) next to one of these responses:

    Every time I have the intrusion.

    Only when I’m feeling distressed or upset.

    Usually I don’t try to control the intrusion.

    I never try to control the intrusion.
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3. How difficult would it be to completely stop efforts to inhibit, 
dismiss, or not think about your distressing intrusive thoughts? 
Place a tick (√) next to one of these responses:

    Almost impossible

    Very difficult

    Somewhat difficult

    Not at all difficult

If you were inclined to check one of the first two options in this set of 
questions, it’s likely you are putting considerable effort into mental control.

The more invested you are in mental controllability, the greater the 
risk of falling victim to the paradox of mental control. To help you over-
come this problem, this workbook places a great deal of emphasis on 
learning to let go of intentional control efforts. Chapter 5 offers exer-
cises that will help you learn to be more accepting and less invested in 
suppressing unwanted mental intrusions. In the meantime, being aware 
that you may be overextending yourself in the pursuit of mental control 
is another important step in transforming your approach to unwanted 
thoughts and feelings.

MENTAL- CONTROL STRATEGIES

It’s also important to consider the strategies that you use to inhibit 
unwanted intrusive thoughts. Research shows that once a mental intru-
sion is deemed highly significant, it’s only natural to use some strategy to 
divert attention away from the thought (Clark, Purdon, and Byers 2000; 
Wegner and Pennebaker 1993). So what mental- control strategies do you 
use to shut down thinking that’s making you feel anxious, depressed, 
guilty, or frustrated? The next exercise will help you figure this out.

First you’ll need to review your entries in your mental- intrusion diary 
as well as the thought- feeling record in chapter 1. As you consider your 
experiences with unwanted thoughts and feelings, can you remember 
your response to those episodes and what you did to help yourself feel 
better?
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