
define control in psychology

define control in psychology. This term encapsulates a fundamental concept within the field of psychology,
referring to the ability to influence or regulate one’s own behavior and the behavior of others. Control can
manifest in various forms, including self-control, emotional regulation, and behavioral control, and it plays a
critical role in decision-making, emotional health, and interpersonal relationships. Understanding control in
psychology not only sheds light on personal behaviors but also provides insights into social dynamics and
therapeutic practices. This comprehensive article will explore the definition of control in psychology, its
types, its importance, and its application in various psychological theories.
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Definition of Control in Psychology
Control in psychology refers to the capacity to manage one's thoughts, emotions, and behaviors, as well as
to influence the behavior of others. This concept is pivotal in understanding how individuals navigate their
environments and how they react to various stimuli. The ability to exert control can lead to better mental
health outcomes and enhance an individual’s quality of life. In a psychological context, control can be
categorized into individual control over oneself and social control over others, reflecting a dual aspect of
this concept.

When discussing control, it is essential to distinguish between internal and external control. Internal control
refers to the belief that one can influence the outcomes of their life through their own efforts and decisions. In
contrast, external control suggests that outside forces or other individuals predominantly determine the
outcomes. This dichotomy is vital for understanding personal responsibility and agency in psychological
practice.



Types of Control
Control in psychology can be further dissected into several specific types, each having distinct implications for
individual behavior and mental health. The three primary types of control are self-control, emotional control,
and behavioral control.

Self-Control
Self-control is the ability to regulate one’s impulses, emotions, and behaviors in the face of temptations and
urges. It plays a critical role in achieving long-term goals and maintaining personal discipline. Individuals with
high self-control are often better at managing stress, resisting unhealthy habits, and making thoughtful
choices.

Research indicates that self-control is linked to numerous positive outcomes, such as better academic
performance, healthier relationships, and improved physical health. Strategies to enhance self-control include:

Setting clear goals

Practicing mindfulness and meditation

Developing coping strategies for stress

Limiting exposure to temptations

Emotional Control
Emotional control refers to the ability to manage and respond to one’s emotions in a healthy manner. This type
of control is crucial for emotional intelligence, which influences interpersonal relationships and overall well-
being. Individuals with effective emotional control can navigate emotional challenges without becoming
overwhelmed.

Strategies for improving emotional control include:

Identifying and labeling emotions

Practicing deep breathing and relaxation techniques

Engaging in cognitive restructuring to challenge negative thoughts

Seeking social support when needed

Behavioral Control
Behavioral control is the ability to modify one’s actions in response to situational demands. This type of
control is critical in various settings, such as the workplace or social environments. Behavioral control
involves understanding contextual cues and adjusting behavior accordingly to achieve desired outcomes.

Effective behavioral control can be achieved through:

Setting specific behavioral goals



Monitoring one’s actions and progress

Rewarding oneself for positive behavior changes

Utilizing behavioral interventions and strategies

Importance of Control in Psychology
The concept of control is central to many aspects of psychological research and practice. Understanding
control can lead to several important insights:

1. Mental Health: Individuals with a strong sense of control often experience lower levels of anxiety and
depression. They are more resilient in the face of stress and adversity.
2. Motivation: Control is linked to intrinsic motivation. When individuals feel they have control over their
actions and outcomes, they are more likely to pursue goals passionately and persistently.
3. Relationships: Control dynamics can affect interpersonal relationships. Understanding how control
operates in relationships can lead to healthier interactions and conflict resolution strategies.
4. Behavior Change: Many therapeutic approaches focus on enhancing an individual’s sense of control as a means
of facilitating behavior change.

Thus, control is not just a theoretical construct but a practical element that can significantly impact
various life domains.

Control in Psychological Theories
Control is a fundamental concept within several psychological theories, each providing a unique perspective on
how control influences behavior and cognition.

Cognitive Behavioral Theory
Cognitive Behavioral Theory (CBT) emphasizes the role of cognitive processes in shaping behavior. This theory
posits that individuals can exert control over their thoughts and, consequently, their emotions and behaviors.
By identifying and challenging negative thought patterns, individuals can regain a sense of control over their
mental health.

Techniques used in CBT to enhance control include:

Cognitive restructuring

Behavioral experiments

Exposure therapy

These techniques empower individuals to take charge of their mental processes, fostering greater emotional and
behavioral control.

Social Learning Theory
Social Learning Theory, developed by Albert Bandura, highlights the importance of observational learning,
imitation, and modeling in behavior acquisition. Control is reflected in the concept of self-efficacy, which is the



belief in one's ability to succeed in specific situations. Higher self-efficacy is associated with greater control
over behaviors and outcomes.

Bandura's theory underscores the importance of role models and the social context in developing a sense of
control. Key components include:

Observation of others

Reinforcement and punishment

Self-reflection and evaluation

By understanding how social influences affect control, individuals can harness these dynamics to improve their
own behavior.

Applications of Control in Therapy
The concept of control is integral to many therapeutic approaches. Therapists often work with clients to
enhance their sense of control over their lives and choices. Some common applications include:

1. Cognitive Behavioral Therapy: As previously mentioned, CBT focuses on improving control over thoughts
and behaviors through structured interventions.
2. Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT): DBT emphasizes emotional regulation and interpersonal effectiveness,
helping individuals gain control over their emotions and relationships.
3. Motivational Interviewing: This approach seeks to enhance an individual's motivation to change by fostering
a sense of autonomy and control over their choices.
4. Mindfulness-Based Therapies: Mindfulness practices encourage individuals to become aware of their thoughts
and feelings, promoting self-control and emotional regulation.

Therapists often empower clients to reclaim control over their lives, leading to healthier coping mechanisms
and improved psychological well-being.

Conclusion
Control in psychology is a multifaceted concept that encompasses self-regulation, emotional management, and
behavioral adjustment. It plays a crucial role in mental health, motivation, and interpersonal relationships. By
understanding the different types of control and their implications, individuals can work towards enhancing
their personal agency and improving their overall quality of life. The application of control in various
psychological theories and therapeutic practices illustrates its significance in fostering resilience and
promoting positive behavior change. As we continue to explore the complexities of human behavior, the concept
of control remains a fundamental pillar within the realm of psychology.

Q: What does control mean in psychology?
A: Control in psychology refers to the ability to manage one’s thoughts, emotions, and behaviors, as well as
influence the behavior of others. It encompasses various forms, including self-control, emotional regulation,
and behavioral control, which are essential for mental health and interpersonal relationships.

Q: Why is self-control important?
A: Self-control is crucial because it helps individuals resist temptations, make thoughtful decisions, and



achieve long-term goals. People with strong self-control tend to experience better mental health and are more
successful in various life domains.

Q: How can emotional control be improved?
A: Emotional control can be improved through techniques such as identifying and labeling emotions, practicing
mindfulness, deep breathing exercises, and cognitive restructuring, which helps challenge negative thought
patterns.

Q: What role does control play in cognitive behavioral therapy?
A: In cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT), control is emphasized through the identification and modification of
negative thought patterns. By regaining control over their cognitive processes, individuals can influence their
emotional and behavioral responses.

Q: How does social learning theory relate to control?
A: Social Learning Theory highlights the importance of observational learning and self-efficacy in developing
control. It suggests that individuals learn behaviors through observing others and can enhance their sense of
control by believing in their ability to succeed.

Q: Can control be learned or developed?
A: Yes, control can be learned and developed through various strategies, including setting goals, practicing
mindfulness, and engaging in therapeutic practices that enhance self-regulation and emotional management.

Q: How does control impact mental health?
A: A strong sense of control is associated with lower levels of anxiety and depression. Individuals who feel in
control of their lives tend to be more resilient and better equipped to handle stress and adversity.

Q: What are behavioral interventions for enhancing control?
A: Behavioral interventions for enhancing control include setting specific behavioral goals, monitoring
progress, rewarding positive behavior changes, and employing strategies that promote accountability and self-
discipline.

Q: Is there a difference between internal and external control?
A: Yes, internal control refers to the belief that individuals can influence their outcomes through their
actions, while external control suggests that outcomes are largely determined by outside forces or other
people. Understanding this difference is crucial for fostering personal responsibility and agency.
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