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and less distressed when you’re in complete control. No doubt there are 
times when you’re in a positive mood and you also feel a strong sense of 
self- control. However, many variables influence our mood. And while a 
heightened sense of self- control certainly contributes to overall life satis-
faction and well- being, the influence that our mental- control effort has 
over momentary mood changes may be less than we think. Could you be 
giving too much weight to the contribution of strong mental control in 
creating a positive mood?

Leah, for example, noticed that often her mood improved when she 
shifted her thoughts from the past and focused on a current work task. 
However, sometimes she just felt good for no apparent reason or without 
conscious effort to feel better. And there were other times when efforts 
to focus on the moment or think more positively utterly failed. What 
Leah learned from these experiences is that mental control has a more 
precarious impact on mood than she had assumed. More mental control 
was not always the answer for mood repair.

If you’re like most people, you’ve probably never examined whether 
making a greater mental- control effort actually produces a better mood 
state. Often the beliefs we hold about our thoughts and feelings are 
assumptions that we’ve adopted serendipitously. However, given the neg-
ative effects of the mental- control paradox, it’s important to have an 
accurate understanding of the connection between mental- control effort 
and mood. The next exercise is designed to help you carry out an inves-
tigation to determine whether you might be overstating the influence of 
your mental- control effort on your daily mood.

EXERCISE: Mood- and- Control Record
Over the next week, take note of times of significant positive or negative 
mood. In the column on the left, indicate whether it was a positive mood 
or a negative mood, and rate its intensity. In the column on the right, 
rate the extent that your mood was due to a conscious effort to sup-
press, inhibit, or direct attention away from your thoughts. If you need 
more space, visit www.overcoming.co.uk to download other copies of 
this mood- and- control record.
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Mood- and- Control Record

Mood State
(Label whether mood positive or 
negative; rate mood intensity from 
1 = mild, 2 = moderate,  
3 = strong.)

Rate Mental- Control Effort
(0 = no effort, 1 = slight effort, 
2 = moderate effort, 3 = strong 
effort)

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

If you kept a mood- and- control record over the last week, congrat-
ulations! Rarely do we systematically test our beliefs about the mind. 
Instead, we tend to assume we know what affects our thoughts and 
feelings.
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So what did you learn about the effects of mental- control effort on 
your mood fluctuations? Respond to these questions:

1. What’s the relationship between your mood state and how much 
you try to control your thoughts? Did you only feel good when 
your mental- control effort was high and worse when mental- 
control effort was low?

 

2. How effective were you at changing your mood state by exerting 
greater mental- control effort?

 

3. Did a calm or positive mood ever happen without conscious 
effort on your part?

 

4. Did you have spontaneous positive thoughts or daydreams that 
made you feel good without any effort on your part?

 

 

5. How often did you feel like you had strong mental or emotional 
control without much conscious effort on your part?

 

 

Intuitively, we all believe that more self- control is better. But greater 
control effort is not always the answer to better mood. Recall the life 
experiences you noted at the beginning of this chapter. Often, greater 
control effort is associated with more distress, whereas letting go of 
mental- control effort can have beneficial effects on your mood state.
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