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Ironic Processes in the Mental Control of Mood
and Mood-Related Thought

Daniel M. Wegner, Ralph Erber, and Sophia Zanakos

The mental control of mood and mood-related thought was investigated. In Experiment 1, Ss remi-
niscing about a happy or sad event were asked to make their mood positive, were given no instruc-
tions, or were asked to make their mood negative. Ss attempting mood control without an imposed
cognitive load were successful, whereas those who attempted control while rehearsing a 9-digit num-
ber not only failed to control their moods but also showed self-reported mood change opposite the
mood they intended to create. In Experiment 2, Ss attempting to control mood-related thoughts
under cognitive load showed increased accessibility of those thoughts contrary to the direction of
intended control in a Stroop-type color-naming task.

Ask yourself whether you are happy, and you cease to be so.
—John Stuart Mill, Autobiography (1873)

We have all tried at times to wrest ourselves from a bad mood,
perhaps by seeking out pleasant reminiscences or happy images
of the future. Our efforts may sometimes succeed, but we can
also find on occasion that this exertion sensitizes us to exactly
the bad mood we were determined to avoid. Our mood worsens
as a result. The same thing seems to happen when, in a different
circumstance, we are moved to squelch an inappropriate spirit
of light-heartedness. In the rush to replace our giddiness with a
more sober tone, we may actually become more attentive to our
own good cheer and thereby succumb to it. These instances al-
most make it seem that there is some perverse force that makes
us vulnerable to whatever mood is most precisely opposite the
mood we desire. A force of just this kind is suggested by the
theory of ironic processes of mental control.

The ironic process theory (Wegner, in press) suggests that the
normal operation of mental control is often successful, particu-
larly when there is adequate mental capacity to achieve control.
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The theory indicates, however, that when capacity is reduced
for some reason (e.g., cognitive load, stress, or time pressure),
the intended control does not merely decline to some uncon-
trolled baseline or "zero" level. Rather, mental control exerted
during mental load will produce ironic effects, resulting often
in mental states that are the opposite of those that are desired.
The present experiments were designed to test the idea that the
control of mood and mood-related thought operates in this
fashion.

In Experiment 1, we expected that people attempting to con-
trol their moods without the imposition of distracting cognitive
loads might be able to exert the control they desire; people at-
tempting to control their moods under conditions of load, in
contrast, were expected to show evidence of moods ironically
opposing the mood they intended to promote. In Experiment 2,
we anticipated that people attempting to think or not to think
about mood-related thoughts under cognitive load would show
an ironic reduction in cognitive accessibility for targets they
tried to think about and ironic enhancement of accessibility for
targets they tried not to think about.

Ironic Process Theory

Why would mental control sometimes backfire in these espe-
cially unfortunate ways? The ironic process theory suggests that
the potential for ironic effects exists because of the nature of the
processes that allow us the normal mental control we enjoy. The
theory holds that normal and successful mental control occurs
through two processes that work together to promote desired
mental states. These include an intentional operating process
that searches for the mental contents that will yield the desired
state and an ironic monitoring process that searches for mental
contents that signal the failure to achieve the desired state. So,
for instance, when a person is trying to be happy, the intentional
operating process searches for mental contents pertinent to hap-
piness, whereas the ironic monitoring process searches for men-
tal contents that indicate happiness has not been achieved.
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The intentional operating process is what we sense as our con-
scious activity when we try to achieve mental control. In trying
to be happy, for example, a person may deliberately and con-
sciously select happy thoughts from memory, review sensations
befitting happiness (such as own smile, laughter, and buoyant
posture or movement), or attend selectively to happiness-rele-
vant stimuli in the environment as a means of producing a di-
rect influence on the conscious mind. The registration of these
contents in consciousness may help to inaugurate the intended
state. This operating process takes effort, remains in awareness
during its operation, and may be intentionally initiated or in-
hibited. Thus, it has several of the properties normally associ-
ated with controlled or effortful mental processes (Bargh, 1984,
1989; Hasher & Zacks, 1979; Logan, 1988; Posner & Snyder,
1975;Wegner, 1992).

The ironic monitoring process is usually not part of our con-
scious awareness of what we are doing when we exercise mental
control. The process works in the background to check for when
mental control attempts should be renewed. Signs of unhappi-
ness or even of neutrality encountered in the pursuit of happi-
ness, after all, would indicate that the operating process should
be activated again. It makes sense that some part of the mind
would be tuned to notice these lapses and reinstate control. The
ironic monitoring process serves this function with relatively
less application of effort than a controlled process and without
awareness. It runs off autonomously and cannot be intention-
ally inhibited independently as long as mental control is inten-
tionally maintained. In these senses, the ironic monitor shares
some properties associated with automatic mental processes
(Bargh, 1984, 1989; Jonides, Naveh-Benjamin, & Palmer, 1985;
Shiffrin, 1988; Wegner, 1992).

As a rule, the operating and monitoring processes combine
to produce effective mental control. Like the operate and test
segments of control systems posited to underlie purposive activ-
ity (e.g., Miller, Galanter, & Pribram, 1960; Uleman, 1989), the
operating and monitoring processes for mental control function
as an interconnected unit.' Their functioning begins when con-
trol is intentionally undertaken and the processes are started.
The operating process begins its work, and the ironic monitor-
ing process seeks out any indication that the intentional operat-
ing process should be reinitiated. The intentional operating pro-
cess is effortful and conscious, of course, and thus it can be dis-
rupted over time by other effortful, conscious activities as new
stimuli impinge on the person and demand attention. The mon-
itor stays alert for indications that mental control has failed even
then, however, and it starts the intentional operating process
anew whenever it finds such indications. Thus, for instance, in
looking for happy memories during an attempt to gain a posi-
tive mood, a person might find some and then become dis-
tracted by a line of thought the memories suggest or perhaps
even by something else quite irrelevant to the intended mental
control. This new line of thought would not always remain
happy, of course, so the ironic monitor must continue to search
for any nonhappy items that might impinge on consciousness.
Should it find them, it will restart the intentional operating pro-
cess again.

A key feature of this system is that once mental control is
begun, the ironic monitor runs continuously. Unlike the oper-

ating process, the monitor does not come and go over time and
instead stands watchful of lapses in the intended control as long
as the intention to engage in control is in effect. This watchful-
ness is the source of ironic effects, and it is in this sense that the
monitor is an ironic process. Because the monitor searches for
mental contents that signal failure of mental control, it in-
creases the accessibility of such contents to consciousness (cf.
Higgins & King, 1981). Like an externally encountered prime,
the ironic monitor enhances the probability that the primed
content will enter the conscious mind and become available for
report (see Lombardi, Higgins, & Bargh, 1987; L. L. Martin,
1986). In the usual functioning of the operating and monitoring
processes, of course, the ironic monitor is relatively less effective
than the conscious operator in introducing items to conscious-
ness. The conscious operating process prevails by and large, and
the ironic monitor primarily serves its watchdog function.

Ironic effects are more prone to occur when mental capacity
is diminished. When concurrent tasks or stresses are imposed
that tax attention, the intentional operating process is un-
dermined. Because the ironic monitor is less dependent on pro-
cessing capacity, however, it continues to perform its function
relatively unabated. Under conditions of mental load, then, in-
tentions to control the mind unleash an ironic monitoring sys-
tem that not only searches for the failure of mental control but
also then tends to create that failure. The subtle increase in ac-
cessibility of thoughts pertinent to failed control is sometimes
enough to invite such thoughts into consciousness and so to
subvert the intended control. In the case of mood control, the
theory predicts that trying to change one's mood during a cog-
nitive load should increase the accessibility of cognitive
contents representing the absence of that mood. This accessi-
bility, in turn, will generate a mood that is ironically the reverse
of the one that is being sought.

Mental Control of Mood and Thought

Research on mood control to date has shown only few clear
indications of ironic processes. Indeed, there is not even very
much evidence indicating that the intentional control of mood
can be successful. This is despite the fact that there now exists
a variety of theoretical statements to the effect that people do
attempt mood control—through selective attention to mood-
relevant stimuli and sensations, rehearsal of mood-relevant
thoughts, and performance of mood-enhancing, -suppressing,
or -maintaining activities (Clark & Isen, 1982; Erber & Tesser,
1992; Hochschild, 1979; Klinger, 1982; McCoy & Masters,
1990; Nolen-Hoeksema, 1987; Rehm, 1977; Salovey, Hsee, &
Mayer, 1993; Schaller & Cialdini, 1990; Wegner, 1989;
Wenzlaff, 1993; Zillman, 1988).

The principal evidence for the effectiveness of mood control

' The operating and monitoring processes themselves may also be
characterized as purposive systems, each with its own operate and test
subprocesses. In this sense, the model resembles hierarchical control
systems posited by theorists such as Carver and Scheier (1981), Miller,
Galanter, and Pribram (1960). and Powers (1973). The subprocesses
acting at these lower levels are likely to function in parallel, however, so
unlike the two processes we distinguish here, they are not easily differ-
entiated by the introduction of mental load.
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comes from studies in which subjects are asked to control their
moods in the laboratory (M. Martin, 1990). This has often been
an implicit or explicit part of mood-induction manipulations,
such as the Velten (1968) procedure (i.e., reading positive or
negative self-statements), or inductions that use happy versus
sad music (Sutherland, Newman, & Rachman, 1982). In re-
search by Slyker and McNally (1991), the Velten and musical
procedures were compared experimentally with the simple in-
struction to control mood in a positive or negative direction. As
it turned out, the instruction to control mood was as effective as
any of the inductions combined with the instruction. Although
none of the inductions influenced subtle mood measures, such
as psychomotor speed (counting time) or digit span, mood ad-
jective self-reports indicated that when normal individuals were
simply asked to control their moods, they were at least modestly
capable of complying.

There is also evidence that mood control can be difficult, and
it is in this arena that ironic effects themselves begin to surface.
Fluctuations in the effectiveness of mood control could be at-
tributed to the creation of ironic processes during control at-
tempts that then play havoc with intended change. Evidence
suggesting such ironies arises in studies showing how difficult it
is to overcome a depressed mood by suppressing negative
thoughts. Wenzlaff, Wegner, and Roper (1988), for example,
found that dysphoric college students who were asked to try to
suppress negative thoughts had severe difficulty with this task
even while showing no related deficit in the ability to suppress
positive thoughts. The dysphoric students ended up entertain-
ing more negative thoughts when they tried to suppress them
than when they did not try to control their thoughts at all (cf.
Conway, Howell, & Giannopoulos, 1991).

It is in the study of thought suppression more generally that
the most persuasive evidence for ironic effects of mental control
has been discovered. The ironic process theory suggests that
thought suppression functions through two processes like any
form of mental control. The intention to suppress a thought
should produce an intentional operating process that searches
for distracters from the suppression target and an ironic moni-
toring process that searches for the target. Thus, suppression
under load should promote the ironic effect of increasing the
cognitive accessibility of the suppression target. In experiments
by Wegner and Erber (1992), just such effects have been found.

Subjects in one experiment made associations to word
prompts as they suppressed thinking about a target word (e.g.,
house) or concentrated on the word. It was found that under the
cognitive load imposed by time pressure, subjects gave the
target word in response to target-related prompts (e.g., home)
more often during suppression than during concentration on
the target. A second study by Wegner and Erber (1992) focused
on Stroop (1935) color-naming interference effects as a measure
of accessibility of thought. This experiment found that reaction
times (RTs) for naming the colors of printed words (such as
house) were greater under conditions of cognitive load when
subjects had been asked to suppress thinking of the word than
when subjects had been asked to concentrate on the word. The
meaning of the suppressed word seems to have become suffi-
ciently accessible under load so as to interfere with color nam-
ing. These results suggest that an unconscious, relatively effort-

less search for the suppression target increases the semantic ac-
cessibility of the target during suppression under load.

These observations, as well as the intuition that mood control
is often difficult and capricious, come together to imply that the
mental control of mood may create ironic mood effects. If
mood control induces both intentional operating processes that
increase the accessibility of the desired mood and ironic moni-
toring processes that increase the accessibility of the opposing
mood, the contrasting influence of these processes should be-
come evident under differing conditions of cognitive load. Un-
der no load, the intentional operating process should prevail and
produce the intended mood. Under load, the ironic monitoring
process should surface to undermine this control, even to yield
ironic moods opposite the mood that is intended.

Experiment 1

This study examined the influence of attempted mood con-
trol on mood. Subjects were asked to recall either a sad event or
a happy event and to write down their thoughts as they remi-
nisced about it. Subjects reminiscing about sad events either
were asked to try not to be sad, were given no special instruc-
tion, or were asked to try to be sad. Subjects reminiscing about
happy events either were asked to try to be happy, were given no
special instruction, or were asked to try not to be happy. Some
subjects were also given the cognitive load of remembering a 9-
digit number during the session. The design was a randomized
factorial varying cognitive load (no load vs. load), to-be-con-
trolled mood (induced by the sad vs. happy memory), and
mood instruction (positive: don't be sad or be happy vs. no in-
struction vs. negative: be sad or don't be happy). Measures in-
cluded observer ratings of the mood that subjects showed in the
written reminiscence protocols and subjects' mood self-ratings
made after the reminiscence session.

Method

Subjects. Undergraduate students (184 women and 105 men) in in-
troductory psychology classes at the University of Virginia participated
in return for course credit. Eleven additional subjects who did not re-
member the 9-digit number at the end of the session and whose data
were thus not included in the analyses were run in the cognitive load
condition.

Procedure. Subjects participated individually, initially by reading
and signing a consent form that described the research as a study of
how a person's performance on one mental task affects performance on
another. The experimenter explained the following:

During the next few minutes, you will simply be asked to write
down your stream of consciousness, to indicate what is going
through your mind. Measures have been taken to ensure your pri-
vacy and to guarantee confidentiality concerning your participa-
tion in this study. I don't know if you have done any stream of
consciousness writing before, but basically this is free writing. It
doesn't have to be grammatically correct; it can be words, phrases,
or complete sentences. Just write down what you are thinking.
Your report might include, but is not limited to, descriptions of
images, ideas, memories, feelings, fantasies, plans, sensations, ob-
servations, daydreams, objects that catch your attention, and
efforts to solve a problem. There are no restrictions, qualifications,
conventions, or expectations. You may begin.

The subject wrote for 3 min while the experimenter stayed in the
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room. Then, the experimenter gave further instructions (cf. Wright &
Mischel, 1982) that varied depending on sad versus happy memory con-
dition. For the sad memory condition, the experimenter said the follow-
ing very slowly, pausing along the way to ensure that the subject was
keeping pace:

Now I would like for you to think back to a sad event in your life.
When you think of one, let me know. . . . Imagine the situation
as vividly as you can. Picture the events happening to you. See all
the details of the situation. Picture in your mind the surroundings
as clearly as possible. See the people or the objects. Hear the sounds.
Experience the event happening to you all over again. Think of
what was going through your mind at the time.

Subjects in the happy memory condition received the same instruc-
tions but targeted toward a happy event. Following this, the mood con-
trol instructions were delivered. Subjects assigned to the positive in-
struction condition for the sad event were told, "However, don't let your-
self feel sad." Those in the no-instruction condition received no
instruction, and those in the negative instruction condition for the sad
event were told, "Feel the sadness you felt." The instructions varied
accordingly for subjects reminiscing about a happy event. Those in the
positive instruction condition were told, "Feel the happiness you felt,"
and those in the negative instruction condition were told, "However,
don't let yourself feel happy."

For subjects in the cognitive load condition, a further task was then
imposed (Gilbert & Osborne, 19&9):

One last thing—I want you to remember the following number:
741296835. It is absolutely vital that you indeed remember this
number; if you are not able to recall the number at the end of the
experiment, your data will have to be eliminated from the study.
Do not write this number down, as it is important that you keep it
in your head. If you remember nothing else, please remember this
number. I will ask you to write the number down again at the end
of this experiment, so when you feel you have it, let me know.

The subject was given a few moments to rehearse the number and
then was given a task reminder. For example, those in the sad memory,
positive mood instruction, cognitive load condition were told, "Now
think back to that sad event—however, don't let yourself feel sad, and
please remember the number." The experimenter told all subjects,
"Continue writing down your stream of consciousness. I am leaving the
room for a few minutes; I will return." The experimenter returned after
7 min and gave the subject a form that asked for 7-point self-ratings of
mood on 10 adjectives: happy, calm, gloomy, tense, blue, good, frus-
trated, inspired, sad, and apprehensive. Subjects in cognitive load con-
ditions were asked to write down the number after the mood ratings. In
debriefing interviews, subjects were asked their impressions of the study
and were given the opportunity to express any concerns about their
moods.

Results and Discussion

The measures included mood positivity during the task as
assessed by observer coding of the written stream-of-conscious-
ness protocols from the reminiscence task period and mood
positivity following the task as assessed by mood adjective self-
ratings.

Observer rating of mood during reminiscence task. The writ-
ten stream-of-consciousness reports that subjects made during
the 7-min reminiscence session were each rated for mood by a
trained observer. A global mood rating was made for each re-
port on a 7-point scale, with higher numbers signifying happier
mood. (Protocols by 2 observers were not sufficiently legible to

I I NO LOAD {Hi LOAD
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POSITIVE NONE
MOOD INSTRUCTION

NEGATIVE

Figure 1. Rated happy mood during task in Experiment 1. Observer
rating of happy mood on a 7-point scale for subjects who, either with or
without conditions of cognitive load, were instructed to change their
mood in a positive direction, were given no instruction, or were in-
structed to change their mood in a negative direction.

allow rating for this analysis.) A random sample of 60 protocols
was coded by another observer, and the ratings made by the 2
subjects were found to be highly correlated (r = .74). This cor-
responds to an effective reliability of .85.

An analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted on ratings
of stream-of-consciousness happy mood, with cognitive load,
to-be-controlled mood, and mood instruction as the indepen-
dent variables. The pattern of observed effects in the analysis
indicates several influences on mood during the reminiscence
period. First, as should be expected, there was a strong main
effect of to-be-controlled mood, F(\, 275) = 233.02, p < .001.
The mean rated happy mood of stream-of-consciousness pro-
tocols representing reminiscence about a sad event was much
lower (M = 3.14) than the mean for a happy event (M = 4.80).
Second, there was a significant main effect of mood instruction,
F(2,275) = 4.25, p < .02, indicating an overall tendency toward
effective mood control. The trend of happy mood means across
the three instructions—negative mood (M = 3.81), no instruc-
tion (M = 3.92), and positive mood (M = 4.09)—was signifi-
cantly linear, F(2, 275) = 7.94, p < .005.

There was also a significant interaction of cognitive load and
mood instruction, F(2, 275) = 5.70, p < .005, however, indicat-
ing that mood control was effective during the reminiscence
only for those subjects who were not under cognitive load (see
Figure 1). Analysis of the simple trend components showed a
significant linear effect of mood instruction only in the condi-
tion with no cognitive load, F(1, 275) = 19.30, p< .001. Happy
mood increased across the negative mood instruction (M =
3.54), no instruction (M = 3.88), and positive instruction con-
ditions (M = 4.37). With cognitive load, no linear trend was
found (F < 1). Individual contrasts performed within each load
condition also indicated that without load the mood instruc-
tions each differed from the no-instruction control. That is,
with no load, the negative mood instruction yielded less happi-
ness than no instruction, F(\, 275) = 12.14, p < .001, and the
positive mood instruction yielded more happiness than no in-



IRONIC MOODS 1097

struction, F(1,275) = 16.91, p < .001. With load, however, nei-
ther instruction differed from no instruction (F < 1 in each
case).

Another way to view this interaction is in terms of simple
main effects of load. By this analysis, subjects in the positive
mood instruction condition without load were marginally hap-
pier (M = 4.37) than those with load (M = 4.00), F(l, 275) =
3.54, p < .07. Subjects in the no-instruction condition without
load (M = 3.88) were no different in happiness from those with
load (M = 3.95, F < 1). Subjects in the negative mood instruc-
tion condition without load were less happy (M = 3.54) than
those with load (M = 4.07), F( 1, 275) = 8.93, p < .005.

In sum, the analysis of mood as evidenced in subjects' written
protocols during the reminiscence task revealed that cognitive
load had disruptive effects on mood control during the control
attempt. Although there was a general tendency for mood con-
trol to be effective, the load imposed by rehearsal of a 9-digit
number eliminated these otherwise robust mood control
effects. Clear evidence of ironic processes was not found at this
point, however, in that no tendency was observed for the occur-
rence of mood states under load conditions that oppose the
moods that the subjects were intending to create at the time.
The rating of the stream-of-consciousness reports does reflect,
of course, some average of mood over the task period rather than
any mood change mounting throughout the task that might be
aggregated at its conclusion. Self-rated mood after the task does
tap such cumulative change, so it is important to consider.

Self-rating of mood after reminiscence task. In pilot research,
mood self-ratings were made by a sample of subjects (« = 212)
on the mood adjectives used in this experiment. A principal-
components factor analysis with varimax rotation performed
on the ratings indicated a two-factor solution that accounted for
63.4% of rating variance. The factors were composed of adjec-
tives connoting happy mood {happy, good, and inspired, with
negative loadings sad, blue, and gloomy) and relaxed mood
(calm, and with negative loadings tense, frustrated, and appre-
hensive). This pair of dimensions is commonly observed in
mood research (cf. Russell, Weiss, & Mendelsohn, 1989; Sjo-
berg, Svensson, & Persson, 1979). To represent these factors in
the present study, indices were computed as mean mood adjec-
tive ratings in each group with the appropriate ratings reverse
coded. Reliability (Cronbach's alpha) was .90 for the happy
mood index and .71 for the relaxed mood index. The happy
mood index was moderately correlated with observer ratings of
mood during the task, r(287) = .32, p < .01, whereas the relaxed
mood index was not correlated with these ratings, r(2S7) =
.07, ns.

Separate ANOVAs were performed for each of these mood
indexes. No significant main or interactive effects were found
for the relaxed mood index, as would be expected given that
relaxation was not manipulated. The happy mood index, how-
ever, showed a series of significant effects, including effects re-
flecting the anticipated ironic processes.

As in the analysis of observer-rated mood, self-rated happy
mood was strongly influenced by whether the to-be-controlled
mood was happy (M = 5.07) or sad (M = 4.69), F(l, 277) =
8.49, p < .005. In contrast with observer-rated mood, however,
self-rated happy mood showed no significant overall effect of
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Figure 2. Happy mood self-rating after task in Experiment 1. Self-
ratings of happy mood (range = 1-7) on a six-item adjective scale for
subjects who, either with or without conditions of cognitive load, were
instructed to change their mood in a positive direction, were given no
instruction, or were instructed to change their mood in a negative direc-
tion.

mood instruction (F < 1). By this measure, then, mood did not
respond globally in the intended manner in response to at-
tempts to influence its direction.

Instead, a significant interaction indicated that the influence
of mood instruction was dependent on cognitive load, F{2,277) =
5.68, p < .005 (see Figure 2). Analysis of simple trends across
the mood instruction conditions revealed that mood control
was generally effective when no load was present. There was a
significant linear effect of mood instruction in the condition
with no cognitive load, F(\, 277) = 4.87, p < .03. Happiness
increased across the negative mood instruction (M = 4.55), no
instruction (M = 4.92), and positive instruction conditions (M =
5.04). With cognitive load, however, a significant linear trend
was found in the opposite direction, F(\, 277) = 6.61, p < .02.
Happiness was greater in the negative mood instruction condi-
tion (M =5.19), moderate with no instruction (M = 4.99), and
lower in the positive instruction condition (M = 4.61).

Individual contrasts were performed within each load condi-
tion. These indicated that without load, the mood instructions
each tended to differ from the no-instruction control in the di-
rection of intended control. That is, with no load, the negative
mood instruction yielded less happy mood than no instruction,
F(l, 277) = 4.88, p < .03, and the positive mood instruction
yielded marginally more happy mood than no instruction, F( 1,
277) = 2.59, p < . 11. With load, however, the differences from
no instruction were significant in the opposing direction. The
negative mood instruction under load induced more happy
mood than no instruction, F( 1, 277) = 4.04, p < .05. The posi-
tive mood instruction under load prompted less happy mood
than no instruction, F(l, 277) = 6.02, p < .02.

Assessing this interaction in terms of simple main effects of
load produced similar conclusions. Subjects in the positive
mood instruction condition without load reported marginally
more happy mood (M = 5.04) than those with load (M = 4.61),
JF( 1, 277) = 3.64, p < .06. Subjects in the no-instruction condi-
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tion without load (M = 4.92) did not differ in happy mood from
those with load (M = 4.99, F < 1), and subjects in the negative
mood instruction condition without load showed less happy
mood (M = 4.55) than those with load (M = 5.19), F( 1, 277) =
8.23, p<. 005.

One final set of contrasts that pertains to a more subtle class
of predictions suggested by the ironic process theory is worth
reporting. Recall the theory says that the ironic process makes
accessible whatever mental contents would indicate the failure
of the intended mental control. During the attempt to be sad,
for example, both happy and neutral thoughts should be made
accessible by the ironic process because either type fails to be
sad; during the attempt not to be happy, in contrast, only happy
thoughts should me made accessible by the ironic process be-
cause only happy thoughts indicate failure of the intended con-
trol. This also applies in the reverse case: The attempt to be
happy should focus the ironic process on both sad and neutral
thoughts, whereas the attempt not to be sad should focus the
ironic process on sad thoughts alone. The summary implication
of this reasoning is that instructions that emphasize not having
a mood should produce slightly stronger ironic effects under
load than instructions that emphasize having a mood. In the
first case, the opposing mood alone is targeted for accessibility,
whereas in the second case both the opposing mood and neutral
mood are likely to become accessible with load.

Tests of this hypothesis can be made by reorganizing the data
into a design examining conditions that call for suppressing a
mood (don't be sad in the sad memory condition and don't be
happy in the happy memory condition) versus the conditions
that call for generating a mood (be sad in the sad memory con-
dition and be happy in the happy memory condition). For this
purpose, the data were transformed into a control index. This
index was simply the happy mood index in those conditions in
which the subject was trying to increase happiness (or reduce
sadness); it was computed as the reverse of the happy mood in-
dex in those conditions in which the subject was trying to de-
crease happiness (or increase sadness). The reorganized design,
then, was a 2 (load vs. no load) X 2 (suppression vs. generation
of mood) X 2 (happy event vs. sad event) analysis, with mood
control as the dependent variable.

As would be expected in view of the overall results, this anal-
ysis revealed a significant main effect of load, F( 1,185)= 11.42,
p < .001. Subjects under load had less control (M = 3.72) than
those without load (M = 4.25). This tendency did not interact
significantly with the suppression-generation variable (F < 1),
indicating that the differential influence of load in the two cir-
cumstances was not significant. However, simple main effects of
load assessed separately for suppression and generation indi-
cated some support for the theoretical prediction. That is, sub-
jects suppressing mood showed significantly less control under
load(M= 3.57) than without load (M= 4.24), F(l, 185) = 9.24,
p < .005. However, subjects generating mood showed only a
marginally significant tendency toward less control under load
(M =3.86) than without load (M = 4.25), F( 1, 185) = 3.03, p <
.09. Although subjects under load who were suppressing moods
showed lower control (M = 3.57) than those generating moods
(M = 3.86), this difference was not significant, F(l, 185)= 1.79,
p < .20.

Overall, the results for self-reported mood following at-
tempted mood control suggest that cognitive load has a critical
influence on the effectiveness of control. Although self-rated
mood appears to be quite fully subject to control when no cog-
nitive load is present, the introduction of load produces signifi-
cant ironic reversals of intended control. Subjects trying to in-
fluence their moods in a negative direction under load subse-
quently reported more positive moods than subjects who were
not trying to control their moods at all. In addition, those trying
to influence their moods in a positive direction under load re-
ported more negative moods than subjects who were not trying
to control their moods. These findings were accompanied by
some marginal support for the idea also suggested by the the-
ory—that the suppression of moods could yield stronger ironic
effects than the generation of moods.

Experiment 2

The ironic process theory suggests that the intentional and
ironic effects of mood control observed in the prior experiment
are traceable to variations in the occurrence of mood-related
thoughts. The mediating role of such thoughts was not substan-
tiated in that experiment, though, as ironic effects were not
found for the content of the thoughts that subjects reported dur-
ing control attempts. Such stream-of-consciousness reports
represent only one of many potential methods for assessing sub-
jects' cognitive activities during mental control, and this second
study was designed to test for ironic effects of mental control
with a different approach to cognitive assessment—the mea-
surement of cognitive accessibility using the latency of color-
naming responses to mood-related thoughts in the Stroop par-
adigm (cf. Wegner & Erber, 1992). We wanted to see whether
subjects asked to control mood-related thoughts would show
ironic effects of this instruction under conditions of cognitive
load.

Subjects for this study were asked on two occasions to imag-
ine past events. On one occasion they reminisced about a per-
sonal failure, and on another they reminisced about a personal
success. In each case, some subjects were further instructed to
think about the event during a subsequent computer task,
whereas others were specifically asked not to think about the
event during the task. The task called for the subject to press
keys to indicate whether words presented on screen were red or
blue and at the same time to remember a number presented
before the word and report it after seeing the word. The num-
bers were either two digits or six digits, so as to give the subject
either a low or high cognitive load during color naming. Words
appearing on screen were either relevant to the mood-related
event (e.g., success or failure) or were irrelevant to it (e.g., tele-
phone).

We expected that the accessibility of mood-related thoughts
would be influenced in ironic directions on high-load trials.
Subjects trying to think about a success, for example, would
experience decreased accessibility of the thought and so would
name the color in which the word success was printed more
quickly than the color of other words. By the same token, sub-
jects trying not to think about success would show increased
accessibility of the thought in that they would name the color of
the word success more slowly than the color of other words.
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In contrast with these clear predictions for high-load trials,
we were not as prepared to offer strong hypotheses for low-load
trials. In the prior study, intentional effects of mental control
were expected and found under conditions of low load. How-
ever, the dependent measure for the present study, that is, word-
color-naming latency in the Stroop paradigm, is a measure of
the uncontrollability of a mental process (e.g., Logan, 1980;
MacLeod, 1991), such as the activation of an accessible mental
construct by relevant stimulation (e.g., Bargh & Pratto, 1986;
Higgins, VanHook, & Dorfman, 1988). Because Stroop effects
are often difficult to influence even through extensive training
(see MacLeod, 1991), it may not be that they are easily influ-
enced by attempts at mental control. Measuring cognitive ac-
cessibility in terms of amount of interference with an inten-
tional task (i.e., color naming) is not the same thing as measur-
ing conscious thought reports (as in our previous study).

An additional, empirical, reason for not expecting an effect
under low-load conditions in this study is that in prior research
intentional effects on the interference of word perception with
color naming under low load have not been found. Wegner and
Erber (1992, Experiment 2) observed that under low cognitive
load, color-naming RTs did not differ among words that were
targets of suppression, targets of concentration, or nontargets.

If, on the other hand, RT for color naming under conditions
of low cognitive load can be influenced by conscious effort to
retard or enhance attention to the word's meaning, we would
expect that low-load RTs might reflect the influence of an inten-
tional operating process. Faster color naming should then occur
for targets than for nontargets in suppression and slower color
naming should occur for targets than for nontargets in concen-
tration.

We were more confident in expecting effective mental control
of the stream of thought itself. The primary measure of the
effectiveness of intentional mental control, then, was simply a
count of self-reported thought occurrences during a time when
subjects were asked simply to write what they were thinking.
We expected that subjects suppressing a mood-related thought
would report fewer occurrences than those intentionally con-
centrating on that thought.

Method

Subjects. University of Virginia introductory psychology students (21
women and 26 men) participated in the study in return for course credit.
Additional subjects who were run but not used in the analyses included
6 who did not maintain a 95% accuracy rate on the Stroop task in both
sessions and 5 who, after volunteering personal experiences as examples
of a success and a failure, did not rate these as indeed representing suc-
cess and failure, respectively.

Procedure. All subjects were run individually in two sessions approx-
imately 1 week apart. Both sessions were identical except for the target
used (success or failure). Subjects were instructed to think of a recent
personal success (or failure) that was very important to them and to
write 5-6 sentences about it during a 5-min period. They then rated the
event on 9-point scales to indicate how much of a success or failure it
was (1 = great success, 5 = neutral event, and 9 = great failure) and how
happy or sad the event made them (1 = very happy, 5 = neither happy
nor sad, and 9 = very sad). As noted previously, subjects who did not
rate their success event as a success (4 or less on the first scale) or their
failure event as a failure (6 or more on the first scale) were not included
in the experiment.

Subjects were then asked to write a 5-min stream-of-consciousness
report under one of two instructions. They were either asked to try to
stop thinking about the success or failure or to try to think about the
success or failure; subjects were asked to follow the same instruction the
following week with respect to the contrasting event. Subjects were
asked to indicate with check marks in the margin of the stream-of-con-
sciousness report when they thought of the target. At the end of this
period, all subjects were instructed to begin a computer task. The fol-
lowing instructions were shown on the computer screen:

\bu will shortly see a series of numbers and words on the screen.
During each experimental trial, a number will appear first for a
short time, and you will be asked to memorize this number. Next,
a word will appear printed in either red or blue. If the word is in
red, press the key that is red on the keyboard. If the word is in blue,
press the key that is blue. Finally, you will be prompted to repeat
the number presented earlier. Repeat it aloud into the tape ma-
chine. Your task is to indicate the color of each word as quickly and
as accurately as you can, while still remembering the correspond-
ing number. Try not to make mistakes, but try to be fast. Your
reactions will be timed. An asterisk (*) will appear on the screen
before each number appears to show you where to look. Please
respond to each word as quickly as you can, without forgetting the
number. PRESS ANY KEY TO START

At this point, subjects did a practice session of the color-naming task
consisting of 9 trials. The experimenter reminded subjects to work as
quickly and accurately as possible and to try to keep thinking or not
thinking about the personal success or failure. He or she then started the
experimental session of 72 trials and left the room.

Stimulus presentation. Stimulus words were presented on a 14 in. 24
X 80-character EGA color monitor. Timing programs by Creeger, Mil-
ler, and Paredes (1990) were used to calibrate an IBM-compatible 286
PC for RT measurement in Microsoft Quickbasic 4.5. Each trial pro-
ceeded in the following sequence: white screen (3 s), centered asterisk (2
s), centered two-digit or six-digit number (4 s), white screen (3 s), and
word presentation. The word appeared on the screen until the subject
responded with a keypress to its color or for a maximum of 5 s. Finally,
the subject was prompted on screen to repeat the memorized number
aloud into an audiotape recorder with the instruction "Please repeat the
number memorized for this trial."

The 72 color-naming trials included words in success, failure, and
neutral categories. Words and frequencies for the success category were
success (15), triumph (3), victory (3), and achievement (3). Words and
their frequencies for the failure category were failure (15), defeat (3),
loss (3), and misfortune (3). Words in the neutral category (each appear-
ing 3 times) were chestnut, basket, rocket, tape, golf, telephone, car, and
newspaper. The words appeared in one of two randomized orders, and
word color and memory load were counterbalanced across subjects for
each word.

Results and Discussion

Ratings of success and failure events. Means for the two ques-
tions subjects were asked about their success and failure experi-
ences were examined initially. Given that subjects who did not
rate their success as successful or their failure as failing were not
included in the analyses, it is anticipated that subjects on aver-
age rated their success event as significantly more successful (M =
2.00) than their failure event (M = 6.90), f(45) = 33.01, p <
.001. For the rating of whether the event made subjects sad or
happy, the success event was rated as significantly more likely to
have made subjects happy (M = 1.69) than the failure event (M =
7.06), *(45) = 24.61,p<.001.

Thought during stream-of-consciousness reports. After sub-
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Figure 3. Color-naming reaction times (in milliseconds) in Experi-
ment 2. Two-choice color-naming reaction times made for target and
nontarget words when subjects were suppressing or concentrating on
the target under low or high cognitive load.

jects had selected their success and failure events, they either
thought about them or suppressed them for 5 min as they wrote
reports of their stream of consciousness. Counts of the check
marks they had been directed to make indicating the occur-
rence of the thought showed that suppression subjects reported
target thoughts less often (M = 2.11) than the concentration
subjects (M = 5.24), F(l, 50) = 5.54, p < .001. This result indi-
cates that mental control of these thoughts was indeed quite suc-
cessful without load, as measured by self-report of thought oc-
currence. They also indicate, though, that the intention to sup-
press a thought still prompts the regular intrusion of the
suppressed thought.

Number recall. The numbers presented to subjects as mem-
ory loads on these trials were generally recalled correctly. Over-
all, subjects made a mean of 1.49 errors across trials, with more
errors on high-load trials (M = 2.52) than on low-load trials (M =
0.46), /(51) = 4.05, p < .001. The task for the high-load trials
was more difficult than the task for the low-load trials, suggest-
ing that the high-load task took more cognitive capacity than
the low-load task.

RTs. Mean RTs for correct color-naming responses to target-
relevant words (success words for the success target and failure
words for the failure target) and target-irrelevant words (neutral
words) are shown in Figure 3. These were examined in an
ANOVA with mental control instruction (think vs. suppress) as
a between-subjects variable and mood-related event (success vs.
failure), cognitive load (the six-digit memory task vs. the two-
digit memory task), and target-relevance of the word (target-
relevant vs. target-irrelevant word) as repeated measures. Pre-
liminary analyses that included sex of subject and order of
mood-related event in the two experimental sessions as inde-
pendent variables revealed no significant main or interactive
effects that would qualify the observed results, so these variables
are not included here.

A significant main effect was observed for cognitive load, F( 1,
45) = 37.19, p < .001, indicating that subjects responded with

the colors of all words more slowly under conditions of high load
(M = 503 ms) than under low load (M = 466 ms). The more
noteworthy effect was the significant interaction of cognitive
load, instruction, and target relevance of the word, F(\, 45) =
6.38, p < .02. The pattern of means for this interaction reflects
what would be expected if mental control of mood-related
thoughts under cognitive load influences cognitive accessibility
in the direction contrary to the intended direction of control.

In particular, the analysis of simple main effects showed that
subjects attempting to think about a mood-relevant target un-
der cognitive load showed faster RTs for naming colors of target-
relevant words (M = 490 ms) than for naming colors of target-
irrelevant words (M = 512 ms), F(l, 45) = 7.40, p < .01. This
finding suggests that intentional concentration on the success or
failure under conditions of cognitive load ironically makes that
success or failure less accessible than other, irrelevant thoughts.
The simple main effect of target relevance was also significant
for suppression of the target under conditions of high load, F( 1,
45) = 5.34, p < .03, and this effect was in the expected reverse
direction. Subjects attempting to suppress thoughts of a success
or failure under high cognitive load named target-relevant word
colors more slowly (M =514 ms) than target-irrelevant word
colors (M = 496 ms). This result suggests that the intentional
suppression of a success or failure under cognitive load ironi-
cally makes that success or failure more accessible than other,
irrelevant thoughts.

These significant simple main effects in the high-load condi-
tion were not accompanied by significant simple main effects
in the low cognitive load condition. There was no differential
influence of thinking or suppression—either intentional or
ironic—on target-relevant versus target-irrelevant words with
low load. As in Wegner and Erber (1992, Experiment 2), then,
subjects did not show an ability to control color-naming RTs in
response to instructions asking them to suppress or concentrate
on target words. The explanation of this effect must await fur-
ther research on intentional influence over color-naming mea-
sures of accessibility and perhaps on intentional influence over
cognitive priming more generally. It is known, for example, that
priming effects occurring when subjects are conscious of the
prime can sometimes take the form of judgmental contrasts to
those words (Lombardi et al., 1987; L. L. Martin, 1986). It may
be that consciousness of primes in the low-load conditions of
this experiment produced judgmental contrasts that un-
dermined indications of effective mental control.

Finally, it should be noted that there were no other significant
main effects or interactions in the ANOVA. The absence of any
interaction with the mood-related event variable indicates that
the ironic accessibility of mood-related thoughts under mental
control did not differ significantly between success and failure
thoughts.

Summary. These results reveal several aspects of the control
of mood-related thoughts. First, it was found in subjects' self-
reports during attempted mental control without cognitive load
that suppression indeed provoked fewer occurrences of the
target thought than did intentional concentration. The second
and more remarkable aspect of these findings is that at least by
one measure of cognitive processing—interference of the se-
mantic processing of words that are related to the thought target
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with RTs for naming the color of the words—the exercise of
mental control under cognitive load produces effects diametri-
cally opposed to the direction in which control was intended.
Subjects trying not to think about a personal success or failure
showed more interference in perceiving the colors of words re-
lated to that event, and subjects trying to think about these top-
ics showed less interference, as compared with the interference
shown for words unrelated to the topic.

These results can be compared with the results of the Stroop-
type experiment performed by Wegner and Erber (1992, Exper-
iment 2) that used neutral words as targets for suppression and
concentration. The present results replicate the hyperaccessi-
bility of suppressed thoughts observed in that study in that
color-naming RTs were increased in both cases to suppressed
thoughts encountered under conditions of cognitive load. The
earlier study did not show the significant ironic effect for
concentration that was observed here, however, in that color-
naming RTs were not increased under load for irrelevant
thoughts compared with target thoughts. Although it is tempt-
ing to draw the inference that ironic effects of concentration are
more likely to occur with the mood-related thoughts examined
in this study than the neutral thoughts examined in the prior
research, this conclusion would be highly premature. There are
a variety of specific procedural differences between studies that
might account for the observed disparity, and further research
will be necessary to investigate this.

General Discussion

Our findings provide a glimpse into the mind of the person
who is trying to gain control over mood. From the vantage point
of these results, we can imagine that mood control is quite pos-
sible when the mind is otherwise unencumbered. Individuals in
these experiments who tried to control their moods and mood-
related thoughts were able to exert control to a significant de-
gree. However, those subjects who were assigned, in addition, to
perform the distracting mental task of rehearsing a number
failed resoundingly in these mental control exercises. In the first
experiment, subjects under load reported moods that were sig-
nificantly in opposition to the ones they had tried to achieve. In
the second experiment, subjects under load showed by their RTs
on naming the colors of mood-related words that trying to think
about these topics made the topics less accessible and that trying
not to think about them made them more accessible. These
findings, taken as a whole, suggest that the mental control of
mood can have ironic effects when the mind is preoccupied with
other things.

Considering Alternatives

To what degree do these observed effects compel us to con-
clude that there are indeed ironic processes operating in the
mental control of mood? Further research will be needed on
several points, but the present results do offer some persuasive
reasons to posit an ironic process. In particular, they seem to
dispel several alternative explanations that might be attractive
at first blush. It might be attractive to attribute the findings of
Experiment 1, for example, to the operation of some social de-
sirability motive on the part of subjects. After all, one of the key

findings of the research is simply that people self-report mood
change after having been asked to change their moods. This is
only half the story, however, as any stretch of an experimental
demand or desirability motive explanation would not account
for the significant reversal obtained in the load conditions. It is
fundamentally unclear why load should undo demand, let alone
reverse it. Moreover, the accessibility measure used in Experi-
ment 2 showed a clear parallel with the self-reports of Experi-
ment 1—and RTs are not as likely to be affected by demand or
desirability motives.

The same logic applies to the application of psychological re-
actance theory (Brehm, 1966) to these findings. It might be ap-
pealing to suggest that the ironic effects observed here represent
the operation of reactance, as this does seem to be an instance
in which subjects are doing quite the opposite of what the ex-
perimenter wants. To the degree that instructed mood control
limits subjects' freedom in Experiment 1, for instance, reactive
moods might be expected. However, reactance-like effects only
happened under conditions of cognitive load, and there is no
provision in reactance theory for the idea that a concurrent task
might enhance reactance. Moreover, the absence of any react-
ance-like effect in the no-load conditions makes it difficult to
apply the theory to the first experiment in any general way. The
results of Experiment 2 are difficult to assimilate to a reactance
explanation for the same reasons and are yet more perplexing
for a reactance explanation in view of the fact that subjects ap-
pear to have little voluntary control over the interference effects
they exhibit.

There is also a superficial similarity of these results to ones
that might be expected in a study of opponent process theory
(Mauro, 1992; Solomon &Corbit, 1974). The opponent process
theory, like the theory of ironic processes, suggests that forces
opposing affective states may develop that can reverse the direc-
tion of felt affect. For example, opponent process theory indi-
cates that a positive event such as an opiate injection could pro-
duce negative affect. Although there would be little in the way
of an opposing negative affective state after the first injection,
with many injections an opponent process develops such that
eventually negative affective states will predominate without the
occurrence of an injection. The accumulation of an opposing
affective force over time, then, is the central observation of op-
ponent process theory.

The ironic process theory offers a different idea that should
not be confused with the opponent process account. Although
opponent processes would be expected to develop whenever
there are repeated deviations from affective neutrality, ironic
processes should follow only when there is an intention to devi-
ate from affective neutrality (or when there is an intention to
change any other state of mind). Another difference between
theories is in the conditions that promote the reverse affect. Op-
ponent processes are likely to be provoked by the stimulus con-
ditions that are associated with the initial affective event that
gave rise to them; the opiate-addicted person who expects an
imminent injection, for instance, will experience strong crav-
ings and negative affect. The conditions that prompt ironic pro-
cesses, in contrast, are specific to cognitive load rather than
learned associations. In short, although it is easy to appreciate
resemblances between the theories, opponent process theory
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does not offer an account of the intentional control of affect, or
of the influence of cognitive load on this undertaking, and so
does not represent an alternative view of the present results.

Considering Process

These results offer a first look at the processes that underlie
both mood control and ironic reversals of that control. It seems
fair at this point to suggest that mood control in Experiment 1
was achieved by subjects through a process of selective con-
scious rehearsal of mood-relevant information. The subjects
who successfully controlled their moods—because they were
not given a cognitive load—were found to report conscious ma-
terial consistent with their intended mood during the reminis-
cence session. Thus, they were apparently retrieving memories
and expressing feelings consciously that helped to substantiate
the mood they were intending to create. Their subsequent self-
reports indicate that this activity was successful.

The results of Experiment 1 do not indicate a similar role
for mood-related conscious thought in the production of ironic
effects on self-reported mood. That is, observer ratings of the
think-aloud protocols generated during the reminiscence ses-
sion for subjects under cognitive load showed merely a lack of
the intended mood, not a reversal. This may have occurred be-
cause conscious thought is not the key mediator of ironic mood
effects; it might be, for instance, that increments in cognitive
accessibility of mood-related thoughts occurring as a result of
the ironic monitor do not surface in conscious thought reports.
Another possibility, though, is that the conscious ironic
thoughts might have been accumulating over the course of the
writing session, perhaps to reach higher levels near the end of
the session. Our global observer ratings of the think-aloud pro-
tocols were not sensitive to such a progression, and more precise
thought-sampling techniques might be usefully applied in fur-
ther research in the attempt to uncover ironic effects in con-
scious thought.

The results of Experiment 2 also speak to the cognitive pro-
cesses underlying intentional and ironic effects, but their contri-
bution is again a partial one. It is important to note first that
this experiment did not call for subjects to control their moods
but rather for them to control their mood-related thoughts. Al-
though the control of mood-related thought is a very common
strategy for mood control in everyday life (Wenzlaff, 1993),
there are other strategies that also might be used (e.g., choice of
settings or interaction partners and control of facial expression;
see Clark & Isen, 1982; Gross & Levenson, 1993; Rippere,
1977). To the degree that people do not enlist thought control as
an aid to mood control, Experiment 2 may misrepresent the
influence of mood control on the accessibility of thoughts.

his in our study of mood-related thoughts, however, that fur-
ther evidence appears regarding how ironic mood effects might
be produced. Subjects in Experiment 2 who attempted mental
control under load showed increased accessibility for the mood-
related thoughts they were trying to suppress and decreased ac-
cessibility for the mood-related thoughts on which they were
trying to concentrate. If such accessibility causes frequent con-
scious accessing of ironic mood-related thoughts, it should pro-
mote the occurrence of exactly the ironic moods observed in
Experiment 1. Although the progression from mood control to

thought control, then to accessibility and then to mood, is only
glimpsed in pieces in these studies, the parallel ironic effects
observed in the two settings lend some credence to this proposed
causal sequence. In uncovering the ironic effects of mood-re-
lated thought control on the accessibility of mood-related
thoughts, Experiment 2 represents what may be nested compo-
nents of the path found in Experiment 1 from mood control
to ironic effects on mood. This path is proposed here and not
demonstrated, and further inquiry will be necessary to assess its
validity.

One further comment on process in these studies is prompted
by the findings regarding conscious thought protocols. In both
studies, it appears that intentional effects occurring without
cognitive load are captured well in subjects' reports of ongoing
thoughts. Mood-related thoughts were indeed influenced in the
intended direction by control attempts in both observers' rat-
ings of subjects' reminiscence protocols in Experiment 1 and
subjects' self-reported thought occurrences in Experiment 2.
Ironic effects did not appear in these protocols in Experiment 1
(and were not measurable in the thought reports of Experiment
2 given the within-subject manipulation of load). The ironic
effects in these studies occurred for subjects under load who
self-reported their moods (Experiment 1) and exhibited acces-
sibility of mood-related thoughts (Experiment 2). Accessibility,
meanwhile, did not show effects of intentional control under
low load in Experiment 2. These observations suggest that
thought reports, mood reports, and levels of cognitive accessi-
bility are relatively independent indicators of processing at
different points in the interaction of the intentional operating
process and the ironic monitoring process and should not be
treated as undifferentiated measures of some global construct
of mood. The relationships among these variables over time in
the mental control process would be worthy of investigation.

Considering Extensions

The ironic process theory of mood control has implications
for the control of chronic mood disorders. It is possible to sug-
gest, for example, that depression might be understood in terms
of this theory. Imagine that an individual has some transitory
sad mood and resolves rather than waiting it out to try to make
it better. Normally, this is feasible. However, perhaps there is
some stressor present that confounds the effort and introduces
the ironic effect: The person becomes yet more sad. If this
mood, too, is met with control attempts in the face of continued
load or stress, the eventual result could be yet more severe de-
pression. It could be argued, of course, that the relatively small
effect sizes for ironic mood phenomena observed in these stud-
ies fall far short of providing an explanation for the massive
mood changes that mark depression. Ultimately, however, the
negative mood itself could become a mental load of sorts (cf.
Sullivan & Conway, 1989), which then could again promote the
production of ironic effects. A "self-loading" cyclic system
might thus fuel ever-more serious ironic effects, such that trying
not to be sad could over time engender severe sadness (see Weg-
ner, in press).

This line of thinking is consistent with studies of the en-
hanced cognitive accessibility of negative mood-relevant
thoughts among dysphoric individuals (e.g., Gotlib & McCann,
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1984). Reasoning backward from the findings of our Experi-
ment 2, it seems possible that such accessibility is the result
of the chronic attempt to suppress unhappy thoughts among
individuals in dysphoric states. Indeed, this possibility seems
more likely than the supposition that depressive individuals ac-
tively practice their negative thoughts, thereby increasing their
automatic accessibility.

This conceptualization is compatible with the repeated find-
ing that paradoxical therapy is effective in the treatment of de-
pression (Beck & Strong, 1982; Feldman, Strong, & Danser,
1982). Telling depressed people that they ought to try to be de-
pressed, or that their depression is likely to be good for them,
seems on the surface to be almost cruel and potentially danger-
ous. However, it does help depression to lift. It may be that in
offering paradoxical advice, therapists have happened on a pro-
cedure to obstruct the ironic processes that people standardly
bring on themselves in their personal crusade to overcome their
depression. A person who is fighting bad moods may find, quite
ironically, that a release from suffering comes only when the bad
mood is welcomed. Perhaps paradoxical treatment is fitting if
irony is part of mental control.

References

Bargh, J. A. (1984). Automatic and conscious processing of social infor-
mation. In R. S. Wyer, Jr., & T. K. Srull (Eds.), Handbook of social
cognition (Vol. 3, pp. 1-43). Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Bargh, J. A. (1989). Conditional automaticity: Varieties of automatic
influence in social perception and cognition. In J. S. Uleman &
J. A. Bargh (Eds.), Unintended thought (pp. 3-51). New York: Guil-
ford Press.

Bargh, J. A., & Pratto, F. (1986). Individual construct accessibility and
perceptual selection. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 22,
293-311.

Beck, J. T., & Strong, S. R. (1982). Stimulating therapeutic change with
interpretations: A comparison of positive and negative connotation.
Journal of Counseling Psychology, 29, 551-559.

Brehm, J. W. (1966). A theory of psychological reactance. San Diego,
CA: Academic Press.

Carver, C. S., & Scheier, M. F. (1981). Attention and self-regulation: A
control-theory approach to human behavior. New \brk: Springer-Ver-
lag.

Clark, M. S., & Isen, A. M. (1982). Toward understanding the relation-
ship between feeling states and social behavior. In A. Hastorf &
A. M. Isen (Eds.), Cognitive social psychology (pp. 73-108). New
York: Elsevier/North-Holland.

Conway, M., Howell, A., & Giannopoulos, C. (1991). Dysphoria and
thought suppression. Cognitive Therapy and Research, 15, 153-166.

Creeger, C. P., Miller, K. R, & Paredes, D. R. (1990). Micromanaging
time: Measuring and controlling timing errors in computer-con-
trolled experiments. Behavior Research Methods, Instruments, and
Computers, 22, 34-79.

Erber, R., & Tesser, A. (1992). Task effort and mood regulation: The
absorption hypothesis. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology,
28, 339-359.

Feldman, D. A., Strong, S. R., & Danser, D. B. (1982). A comparison of
paradoxical and nonparadoxical interpretations and directives. Jour-
nal of Counseling Psychology, 29, 572-579.

Gilbert, D. T, & Osborne, R. E. (1989). Thinking backward: Some cur-
able and incurable consequences of cognitive busyness. Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 57, 940-949.

Gotlib, I. H., & McCann, C. D. (1984). Construct accessibility and de-

pression: An examination of cognitive and affective factors. Journal
of Personality and Social Psychology, 47, 421-419.

Gross, J. J., & Levenson, R. W. (1993). Emotional suppression: Physi-
ology, self-report, and expressive behavior. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 64, 970-986.

Hasher, L., & Zacks, R. T. (1979). Automatic and effortful processes in
memory. Journal of Experimental Psychology: General, 108, 356-
388.

Higgins, E. T, & King, G. (1981). Accessibility of social constructs:
Information-processing consequences of individual and contextual
variability. In N. Cantor & J. F. Kihlstrom (Eds.), Personality, cogni-
tion, and social interaction (pp. 69-121). Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Higgins, E. T, VanHook, E., & Dorfman, D. (1988). Do self-attributes
form a cognitive structure? Social Cognition, 6, 177-206.

Hochschild, A. R. (1979). Emotion work, feeling rules, and social struc-
ture. American Journal of Sociology, 85, 551-575.

Jonides, J., Naveh-Benjamin, M., & Palmer, J. (1985). Assessing auto-
maticity. Ada Psychologica, 60, 157-171.

Klinger, E. (1982). On the self-management of mood, affect, and atten-
tion. In P. Karoly & F. H. Kanfer (Eds.), Self-management and behav-
ior change (pp. 129-164). New York: Pergamon Press.

Logan, G. D. (1980). Attention and automaticity in Stroop priming
tasks: Theory and data. Cognitive Psychology, 12, 523-553.

Logan, G. D. (1988). Toward an instance theory of automatization. Psy-
chological Review, 95, 492-527.

Lombardi, W. J., Higgins, E. T, & Bargh, J. A. (1987). The role of con-
sciousness in priming effects on categorization: Assimilation versus
contrast as a function of awareness of the priming task. Personality
and Social Psychology Bulletin, 13, 411-429.

MacLeod, C. M. (1991). Haifa century of research on the Stroop effect:
An integrative review. Psychological Bulletin, 109, 163-203.

Martin, L. L. (1986). Set/reset: Use and disuse of concepts in impres-
sion formation. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 51,
493-504.

Martin, M. (1990). On the induction of mood. Clinical Psychology Re-
view, 10, 669-697.

Mauro, R. (1992). Affective dynamics: Opponent processes and excita-
tion transfer. In M. S. Clark (Ed.), Review of personality and social
psychology (Vol. 13, pp. 150-174). Newbury Park, CA: Sage.

McCoy, C. L., & Masters, J. C. (1990). Children's strategies for the con-
trol of emotion in themselves and others. In A. Isen & B. Moore
(Eds.), Affect and social behavior (pp. 231-268). Cambridge, En-
gland: Cambridge University Press.

Miller, G. A., Galanter, E., & Pribram, K. H. (1960). Plans and the
structure of behavior. New York: Holt.

Nolen-Hoeksema, S. (1987). Sex differences in unipolar depression: Ev-
idence and theory. Psychological Bulletin, 101, 259-282.

Posner, M. I., & Snyder, C. R. R. (1975). Attention and cognitive con-
trol. In R. L. Solso (Ed.), Information processing and cognition: The
Loyola Symposium (pp. 55-88). Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Powers, W. T. (1973). Behavior: The control of perception. Chicago: Al-
dine.

Rehm, L. (1977). A self-control model of depression. Behavior Therapy,
8, 787-804.

Rippere, V. (1977). "What's the thing to do when you're feeling de-
pressed?"—A pilot study. Behavioural Research and Therapy, 15,
185-191.

Russell, J. A., Weiss, A., & Mendelsohn, G. A. (1989). Affect grid: A
single-item scale of pleasure and arousal. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 57, 493-502.

Salovey, P., Hsee, C. K., & Mayer, J. D. (1993). Emotional intelligence
and the self-regulation of affect. In D. M. Wegner & J. W. Pennebaker
(Eds.), Handbook of mental control (pp. 258-277). Englewood Cliffs,
NJ: Prentice Hall.



1104 D. WEGNER, R. ERBER, AND S. ZANAKOS

Schaller, M., & Cialdini, R. B. (1990). Happiness, sadness, and helping:
A motivational integration. In E. T. Higgins & R. M. Sorrentino
(Eds.), Handbook of motivation and cognition (Vol. 2, pp. 265-296).
New York: Guilford Press.

Shiffrin, R. M. (1988). Attention. In R. C. Atkinson, R. T. Herrnstein,
G. Lindzey, & R. D. Luce (Eds.), Steven's handbook of experimental
psychology (2nd ed., Vol. 2, pp. 739-811). New York: Wiley.

Sjoberg, L., Svensson, E., & Persson, L. O. (1979). The measurement of
mood. Scandinavian Journal of Psychology, 20, 1-18.

Slyker, J. P., & McNally, R. J. (1991). Experimental induction of anx-
ious and depressed moods: Are Velten and musical procedures nec-
essary? Cognitive Therapy and Research, 15, 33-45.

Solomon, R. L., & Corbit, J. D. (1974). An opponent process theory of
motivation: I. The temporal dynamics of affect. Psychological Review,
81, 119-145.

Stroop, J. R. (1935). Studies of interference in serial verbal reactions.
Journal of Experimental Psychology, 18, 643-662.

Sullivan, M. J. L., & Conway, M. (1989). Negative affect leads to low-
effort cognition: Attributional processing for observed social behav-
ior. Social Cognition, 7, 315-337.

Sutherland, G., Newman, B., & Rachman, S. (1982). Experimental in-
vestigations of the relations between mood and intrusive unwanted
cognitions. British Journal of Medical Psychology, 55, 127-138.

Uleman, J. S. (1989). A framework for thinking intentionally about un-
intended thoughts. In J. S. Uleman & J. A. Bargh (Eds.), Unintended
thought (pp. 425-449). New York: Guilford Press.

Velten, E., Jr. (1968). A laboratory task for induction of mood states.
Behaviour Research and Therapy, 6, 473-482.

Wegner, D. M. (1989). White bears and other unwanted thoughts. New
York: Viking/Penguin.

Wegner, D. M. (1992). You can't always think what you want: Problems
in the suppression of unwanted thoughts. In M. Zanna (Ed.), Ad-
vances in experimental social psychology (Vol. 25, pp. 193-225). San
Diego, CA: Academic Press.

Wegner, D. M. (in press). Ironic processes of mental control. Psycholog-
ical Review.

Wegner, D. M , & Erber, R. (1992). The hyperaccessibility of suppressed
thoughts. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 63, 903-912.

Wenzlaff, R. (1993). The mental control of depression: Psychological
obstacles to emotional well-being. In D. M. Wegner & J. W. Penne-
baker(Eds.), Handbook of mental control (pp. 239-257). Englewood
Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall.

Wenzlaff, R., Wegner, D. M , & Roper, D. (1988). Depression and men-
tal control: The resurgence of unwanted negative thoughts. Journal
of Personality and Social Psychology, 55, 882-892.

Wright, J., & Mischel, W (1982). Influence of affect on social learning
person variables. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 43,
901-914.

Zillman, D. (1988). Mood management: Using entertainment to full
advantage. In L. Donohew, H. E. Sypher, & E. T. Higgins (Eds.), Com-
munication, social cognition, and affect (pp. 147-171). Hillsdale, NJ:
Erlbaum.

Received July 15, 1992
Revision received July 8, 1993

Accepted July 8, 1993 •

P&C Board Appoints Editor for New Journal:
Journal of Experimental Psychology: Applied

In 1995, APA will begin publishing a new journal, the Journal of Experimental Psychology:
Applied. Raymond S. Nickerson, PhD, has been appointed as editor. Starting immediately,
manuscripts should be submitted to

Raymond S. Nickerson, PhD
Editor, JEP: Applied
Department of Psychology
Tufts University
Medford, MA 02155

The Journal of Experimental Psychology: Applied will publish original empirical investiga-
tions in experimental psychology that bridge practically oriented problems and psychologi-
cal theory. The journal also will publish research aimed at developing and testing of models
of cognitive processing or behavior in applied situations, including laboratory and field
settings. Review articles will be considered for publication if they contribute significantly
to important topics within applied experimental psychology.

Areas of interest include applications of perception, attention, decision making, reasoning,
information processing, learning, and performance. Settings may be industrial (such as
human-computer interface design), academic (such as intelligent computer-aided instruc-
tion), or consumer oriented (such as applications of text comprehension theory to the
development or evaluation of product instructions).


