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8. Moods

I try to make my mood uplifting and peaceful, then watch the world around me reflect that mood.
Yaya DaCosta (actress and model)

Moods are states or frames of mind with a global effect on our thoughts, behaviour and
feelings. So, although moods can have a specific trigger, they are essentially an
unfocused state without an object. Some moods are pleasant (e.g. feeling happy,
enthusiastic, powerful, etc.) and some are unpleasant (e.g. feeling depressed, moody,
despondent, melancholic etc.). We can’t fully control our moods, but we are not
completely powerless in this respect either. Research suggests that ‘individuals who
believe that negative moods can be relieved through their own actions are more likely
to engage in problem-focused coping strategies and less likely to report depression and
somatic complaints.’(1) So in this area we will consider what we can do in this respect.

Why moods matter

Good moods have a positive effect on mental and physical health, work and
relationships. Some unpleasant moods may be useful too. They can make you re-
evaluate your situation and initiate change. They can also bring you closer to yourself
and help you discover some personal depths. However, some moods can be
troublesome especially if they are too intense or last too long. Even pleasant ones can
have some negative effects (e.g. they can leave an impression of superficiality or
reduce our capacity to connect and empathise with others). Your mood can also affect
how you see your situation: we tend to perceive or interpret the situation in such a way
as to match our mood (i.e. if you are in a bad mood, you are likely to see your situation
in that light).(2) Furthermore, we tend to attract situations that will confirm our mood.
So negative moods tend to attract negative situations that, in turn, reinforce our moods
- which can become a vicious circle. The longer this goes on, the more energy and
persistence is needed to alter it, so let’s see how our moods can be addressed.

The first step: awareness and acceptance

Ignoring or running away from our mood is sometimes tempting but it doesn’t do the
trick. Moods affect us even if we do not pay attention to them. It is observed that
‘although our moods may often escape our attention... they can nonetheless subtly
insinuate themselves into our lives’.(3) So recognising and acknowledging that we are
in a particular mood may be better. This can help us locate the triggers and make some
changes accordingly (e.g. if you notice that you are in a bad mood after eating certain
food, you may decide to change your diet). This does not mean dwelling on our moods,
but making the necessary first step in affecting them.
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How to affect intense or prolonged bad moods

 Try first to find the cause of your mood and deal with it. Our moods can be
affected by many factors: physiological (e.g. sleep, food, pain); environmental
(e.g. crowd, noise, ambience); social (e.g. relationships); and psychological
(thoughts, habits, behaviour). Some causes may be complex or deeply buried in
the past, so if you can’t do it on your own, ask for help. This exercise may be
worth trying too:

Why am I in a mood? Imagine life in which your mood vanished (it doesn’t
matter if it is realistic or not). Now compare that life with your life as it is.
The difference will tell you why you feel the way you feel. For example, if in
your imagined life pets never die, you feel the way you feel because you
don’t want to accept the impermanence of life.

» Your mood is influenced to some extent by the way you think. So you can affect
your bad mood by recognising beliefs and thoughts that support it (e.g. ‘I wish I
was a pop star’, ‘I will never find somebody to love me’, ‘1 am good for nothing’).
To change them, you can reduce your expectations, look at a situation more
positively or evaluate yourself more favourably.

» Finding a sense of meaning and hope can have a profound effect on even long
lasting bad moods.

How to affect mild or transient bad moods

» Avoid ‘boom and bust’: chocolate, cigarettes, drugs or alcohol are sometimes
used to improve our moods but they create ‘boom and bust’: you feel good for a
while at the expense of feeling even worse when their effects wear off.

* Do nothing: just don’t make things worse. You may have noticed that the mind
has a natural tendency to moderate our moods: so if you are in a very good mood
you may have, in the background, a ‘reality check’ of thoughts or feelings. The
same happens when we are in a bad mood. Some ‘silver lining’ thoughts and
feelings may spontaneously appear. Things go wrong when these secondary
mental processes amplify rather than moderate our moods (bi-polar condition
being an extreme case). This is often consciously initiated at the beginning (we
want to intensify our immediate state of mind) and then it goes out of control. So
the trick here is to resist the temptation to make things even better or even worse
and let the mind moderate and balance itself spontaneously.

» Use your imagination: the exercise below is an example of how imagination can
be used to change your mood:

Altering moods: close your eyes and relax. Create a mental image that
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represents your mood (e.g. a cloudy, gloomy day). Then slowly alter the
image into one that is

desirable (e.g. a sunny, clear sky). This exercise is more effective if the
change is gradual, so don’t rush.

» Entertainment: (a good film, book or music) but it is known that just flicking
through TV channels or web-sites can make your mood worse - it has to be
something meaningful!

* Do something interesting or something that will give you a sense of progress
and achievement (e.g. playing sport or an instrument, writing, studying, making
something etc.).

» Socialise: others can be very effective in lifting your mood (although they might
have the opposite effect too).

» Help others: this is one of the best mood changers.

How to create a desirable state of mind / good mood

Just getting rid of an unwanted mood may not be enough. Let’s also see how we can
actually create a desirable state of mind:

» Our thoughts, feelings, body posture and behaviour all affect out moods. So if you
want to be, for example, in a confident state of mind, ask yourself what you would
think or do if you were confident, and then start thinking and acting in that way.

 Recall a situation when you were in the state of mind you want to be and allow
that feeling to flood over you again. You can do so in your imagination or you can
talk or write about it.

» Create the environment that reflects the state of mind you want (e.g. if you want
peace of mind clear the clutter in your room or make a habit of going to a park
for a walk).

e Many people usually focus on bad things in their lives and take for granted good
ones, which, of course, affects their moods. The following exercise can help
address this imbalance

The three good things: before going to sleep, think of or write down three
good things that have happened that day (e.g. somebody smiled at you, you
smiled at somebody, the weather was nice, you felt healthy). Do this for a
week (no longer, to avoid making an empty routine out of it).
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How to maintain a good mood

 Physical activity, healthy eating and good sleep are essential.

» Prepare for possible challenges. What will you do if somebody or something tries
to undermine your state of mind (e.g. you are in a mood to do some work and the
phone starts ringing)?

» Moods are often triggered by generalising one experience. For example, your
partner upsets you over breakfast and then you project that brief and localised
emotion onto other people and situations (friends, work, life in general) and
create a lasting bad mood. So, avoiding generalisations is a good way to prevent
your mood being spoiled. Think now what can you do or say to yourself if you are
in a danger of generalising (e.g. ‘I am going to enjoy my day despite this silly
argument’).
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