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Research on depression has shown that people can have quite a bit of control over their own mood. This mood control is achieved by using certain skills on a daily basis, as part of one's lifestyle. The skills can be learned. 

Of course, even good mood control skills cannot make you feel great if there are real and serious problems in your life, such as illness or unemployment. But even in such difficult situations, mood control skills can make a difference between coping, or falling into deep depression. 

The simple idea behind mood control seems obvious: the more positive and pleasant things that happen in your life each day, and the fewer negative or unpleasant things that happen, the better you will feel. But the trick is learning to look for all the little things you can do, each day, to increase the positive and decrease the negative. It adds up, and it helps your mood! 

For example, imagine a busy day with many errands to do. Imagine the day is very cold, and you must go in and out of doors many times. If you are not dressed warmly enough, you feel tense and uncomfortable every time you're outside. If you are dressed warmly, you feel more relaxed during each errand. Imagine how different your mood will be at the end of the day, just depending on whether or not you dressed warmly enough.  Mood control skills mean finding all these little ways of making sure you feel as good as you can. Look for ways to increase the positives and decrease the negatives in each of the following areas: 

ACTIVITIES: Do as many little pleasant things as you can each day. Step outside for a minute to breathe fresh air and notice the cloud formations. Take a hot bath. Smell a flower. Rent a funny video. Find things that take just a few minutes, yet give you a little lift. At the same time, avoid frustrations and hassles when possible. Leave enough time to drive to an appointment so you aren't tense about being late. Put oil on that squeaky door hinge so you don t have to hear it every morning. Put the cereal box on a lower shelf so you don't have to stretch every time you want it. 

THOUGHTS: Learn to limit habitual negative thinking and worrying. Try choosing certain times of the day when you will not allow yourself to brood about negative things. Perhaps from noon till 6 P.M., or after dinner, you can stop yourself every time you catch yourself thinking something negative, and switch to a different track. If there is nothing you can do right this moment about a difficult situation, then stop thinking about it, and focus instead on the present moment. Also, take a few minutes each day to think about and focus on the positive things you have done. Count your blessings, whatever they may be. There is no need to be a “pollyanna,” to pretend that things are fine when they are not. But it is important to cultivate the habit of limiting endless negative thoughts, and being “in the present moment” at least part of the time. 

PHYSICAL COMFORT: Make yourself comfortable. Wear comfortable clothing. After work, change into something comfortable. Find comfortable sitting positions. Learn and use relaxation techniques such as deep breathing or muscular relaxation or stretching or listening to relaxation tapes. Don't allow yourself to go through the day in a tense, uncomfortable condition. 

SOCIAL ACTIVITIES: Positive social contacts are powerful mood improvers. Get together with people who make you feel good. Call them on the phone and chat briefly. It doesn't have to be a big deal or a long visit. The important thing is to have at least some positive social contact as often as possible. Don't feel you need to make dinner if that would be stressful; go out for pizza or just have tea. And don't keep spending time with people who tend to make you feel bad. 

PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER:  The skills described above work together. You won't get much good out of visiting a friend if you are thinking negative thoughts the whole time. Your pleasant trip to the park won't be so pleasant if you’re not dressed warmly enough, or not wearing comfortable walking shoes. So try to do pleasant things, avoid negative thinking, and stay physically relaxed all at the same time. Remember, even the tiniest little positive things will add up to a better mood. 

NOTES AND CAUTIONS: 

1) These skills take time and practice. Do not try them a little, then beat yourself with guilt because you've “failed." If you find it hard to do these things on your own, there are many classes around town that teach similar skills. Check with the behavioral health departments of hospitals, parks and recreation departments or community colleges. 

2) If you have any type of persistent depressed mood for more than a week, and are felling “stuck” or having trouble eating, sleeping, or getting through the basics of your day, obtain professional help. These mood control skills will not cure a depression and you should not expect yourself to be able to “snap out of it." 

3) Learning to control negative thinking is especially hard for most people. If this is a problem that bothers you, consider the kinds of classes noted above, or seek professional counseling. 

4) Keep trying!  If you are persistent in trying to increase the positives and eliminate the negatives (even the little things), over a period of time you may well notiice a difference. 

