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MEASURING THE PSYCHOLOGICAL CONSTRUCT
OF CONTROL: APPLICATIONS TO
TRANSPERSONAL PSYCHOLOGY

JohnA. Astin
Sanford, California

DeaneH. Shapiro,Jr.
Irving, California

A disturbedmindisforever activejumping hither andthither,andishardto control; buta
tranquil mindispeaceful; therefore, it is wiseto keep themind under control. -Buddha

TheMaster seesthingsasthey are

without trying to control them,

Sheletsthemgo their own way

and residesat the center of thecircle.-Lao-Tzu, Tao-te-Ching

Themost excellentJihad (Holy War) isthe conquest of the self. -Mohammed

Srengthenyour will power so that you will not be controlledby circumstances
but will control them.

O Divine Sculptor, chisel Thou my lifeaccordingto Thy design.

-Paramahansa Y ogananda

But, as often as the heart

Breaks-wild and wavering-from control, so oft

Let himre-curb it, lethimreignit back

Tothe soul's governance;for perfec: bliss

Growsonly in the bosomtranquilized.-Bhagavad Gita

Hewhoisslowtoanger isbetter thanthestrong man anda master of hispassionsisbetter
than theconqueror of a city. -Rabbi  Tarfon (fromthe PirkeAvot)

No drives, no compulsions,no needs, no attractions. Thenyour affairsare under control.
Youare afree person. -Chuang Tzu
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Theabove quotes represent twocommon.yet seemingly paradoxical themes found in
many of theworld's great spiritual traditions: 1) the importanceof gaininggreater
personal mastery andcontrol over oneself andone's experience,and?2) theneedtolet
go, relinquish active control,and surrender oneself totheUniverse,God, thespiritual
Master. It isour belief that such themes aswill, letting go andletting God, surrender,
and mastery,all center around aconstruct which has received agreatdeal of attention
in Western, scientificpsychology: control. Asit is used throughout this paper, we
define "control" as the "ability to cause an influencein the intended direction”
(Rodin. 1986; Rothbaum & Weisz, 1989). Control has primarily been used in
Western psychol ogyto denotean assertive changemode, However,we believethe
construct of control can also be applied to the skills of letting go and accepting
(whetherto the natural way or to Gaod).

We applaud the excellent and timely review of psychometricmeasuresand their
potential relevancefor transpersonal psychological research which appearedin a
recent JTP issue (MacDonaldet at, 1995). However, based on years of extensive
research on the psychological construct of control (cf. Shapiro, Schwartz& Astin,
1996),itisour conclusion that how individuals rel ateto, desire,and exercisecontrol
in their lives would be an important addition to this summary of trangersonal
constructs. The purposeof thisarticleisto briefly introducethe topic of control as
discussedin Western psychol ogical theory and research, introduce readersto the
ShapiroControl I nventory (SCI),amultidimensionameasureof thisconstruct,and
highlightthe waysin whichcontrol may be relevantto transpersonalpsychol ogy.

THE CONSTRUCT OF CONTROL: HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

It wasonlyinthelate 1950s and early 1960s that psychology beganto serioudy re-
examine issuesof personal control.Priortothattime,inan effort to break awayfrom
its philosophical roots, psychology relegated concepts suchas self-control will, and
voluntary control of "consciousness'to the graveyard of epiphenomena (e.g., Skin-
ner. 1953, 1971). The elimination of these terms, with their introspective (and
sometimesteleol ogical) philosophical assumptions, was seen as critical for psy-
chology'sscientific devel opment. Resurgence of interest camefrom multiple sources
(cf, Klausner, 1965), including nee-analyticviews of competence and dyscontrol
(White, 1959; Menninger,Mayman & Pruyser, 1963),early social learning theory
(Rotter, 1966),and behaviorists excursionsinto the "lionsden" of self-control and
cognitive processes(e.g., Thoresen& Mahoney, 1974; Meichenbaum,1977).

In addition, reports appeared from Asia detailing extraordinary achievementsof
behavioral and cognitive control by Zenmeditators and yogi masters (e.g.,Kasamatsu
& Hirai, 1966; Anand,Chinna& Singh. 1961).With the development of increased
technological sophistication (e.g.,Green.Green& Walters, 1970), Western scientists
began examining thepossibility of increased humancontrol over what heretofore had
been considered autonomic aspectsof humanfunctioning(e.g., Kamiyaet at, 1971,
Pelletier & Peper, 1977).

Duringthe past threedecades, psychol ogists have made significant contributions to
our understanding of how individuals gain and maintain a senseof control in their
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lives (for overviews see Skinner, 1996; Shapiro et al., 1996; Shapiro & Astin, in
press). Severa control-related constructs have been developed and explored, and

investigations haverefined non-pharmacological self-regulation strategiesto provide

individuals increased control over their affect, behavior, and cognitions. Hundreds of
studiesand dozens of books have been devoted to the theory, research, and applica-
tionsof avariety of personal control strategiesto numeroushealth care and psycho-
therapeuticconcerns. Thisbody of work has demonstratedthat our ability to gainand
maintain a sense of control is essential for our evolutionary survival (Averill, 1973;
White, 1959),acentral elementin psychotherapy and mental health (cf. Frank, 1982;
Bandura, 1989; Seligman, 1991), and important for our physical health (cf. Syme,
1989; Rodin, 1986).Further, the benefitsof having control on health and mood have
been demonstrated across the human life-span, from childhood (cf. Rothbaum &
Weisz, 1989)through middleadulthood(cf Averill, 1973)and amongtheelderly (cf,
Roadin, 1986;Shapiro, Sandman, Grossman & Grossman, 1995a).

MEASURING CONTROL

Thebelief that onehas control canoftenbe asimportant asactually havingcontrol (cf.
Taylor & Brown, 1988). Therefore, it is critical to investigate a person's self-
perceptions regarding control. Over the past three decades, the measurement of
perceivedhuman control hasmoved from: 1) general domainto specificdomains; 2)
from human control asaunitary construct to human control asamultifacetedmolar
construct (Rotter, 1966; Wallston, Wallston, Smith& Dobbins, 1978; Shapiro, 1994).
Thefirst generationmeasurementof control wasRotter's Internal -External Locus of
Control Scale. Questions assessed in a forced choice manner whether individuals
believedthat an area wasunder their internal control or whether control came from
external circumstances. For example, a person would need to choose between the
following statements:

a) Theideathatteachersareunfairto students isnonsense.
b) Most studentslon't realizethe extentto whichtheir gradesare i nfluencedby
accidental happenings.

Choosing"a" would be a point for internal locus of control. The test provided one
with ageneral domain, unidimensional scorereflectingwhether apersonhad amore
internal or external control orientation

A second generationtest wasdevel opedin the 1970sby the Wallstons (Wallston et
a., 1978).1n contrast to Rotter's, their test was domain specific-related to health.
Further, based on research of Levenson and others (1974), their test did not make
internal/external an either/or proposition but allowed for scores reflecting three
different agentsor sourcesof control: internal, external powerful other, and external
chance:

internal locusof control-"If | takecareof myself,| canavoidillness.”

external powerful other control--"Havingregular contact with my physician isthe best
wayf ormetoavoidillness."

chance-"Most thingsthat affect my healthhappento me by accident.”

Measuring the Psychological Construct of Control
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The locus of control inventories developed by Rotter and Wellston have made
significant contributions to our understanding of control. However there are three
major limitations to these scales: 1) neither instrument measures aperson's "sense of
control" in both overal (general domain) and across multiple domains; 2) neither
scale assesses "desire for control” (whether over oneself or the external environment)
which has been shown to be an important component of control, distinct from locus of
control (cf. Burger & Cooper, 1979); and 3) consistent with most Western psycho-
logical research and theory, these inventories conceptualize control primarily as
active and instrumental and fail to distinguish between negative yielding (too little
control) and positive yielding (accepting) "modes of control." Psychological theory,
research, and practice isbeginning to recognize the importance of an accepting mode
of control asacomplimentary balance to active change strategies (cf. Linehan, 1993;
Weisz, Rothbaum & Blackburn, 1984).

THE SHAPIRO CONTROL INVENTORY (SCI)

Over the past two decades, we have developed and tested the SCI, a third-generation
control inventory that attempts to address the above limitations. The SCI is a paper-
and-pencil self-assessment inventory consisting of 187 items and involving nine
scales. Itsintent isto serve as areliable and valid control inventory for clinicians and
researchers to utilize in both clinical and health care settings. Despite its conceptual
complexity, the SCI has asimple format which facilitates self-administration (taking
approximately 20 minutes to complete) by the client or research subject. Further, itis
available on scannable forms which can be computer scored, providing the health care
professional or researcher aprintout showing apatient's control profile.

Severa approaches to reliability and validity were used in developing the SCI, and
these studies are detailed in alOO-pagamanual for theinventory (Shapiro, 1994). For
the nine SCI scales, alpha reliability coefficients range from .70to .89 and test-retest
reliability from .67 to .93.

The development of the SCI involved severa thousand individuals ranging in age
from 13to 91 throughout all regions of the U.S. Comparisons have been undertaken
with both standard psychiatric tests such as the MMPI and control tests such as
Rotter's and Wallston's. The SCI showed discriminant, divergent, and incremental
validity over the MMPI and Rotter's and Wallstons' locus of control scales (cf.
Shapiro, Potkin, Jin, Brown & Carreon, 1993), divergent and convergent validity with
the Eysenck personality questionnaire (Santibanez, 1992), and discriminant validity
through contrasted groups of meditators and Type A individuals (Shapiro, 1994).
Research has also sought to link control constructs with brain regions-functional
neuroanatomy-through  positron emission tomography (Shapiro et a., 1995b). Hav-
ing control was positively associated with activation of frontal cortex components and
negatively correlated with limbic system activation, particularly the amygdala.

Below, we summarize the main aspects of the SCI control profile:

1) Senseof Control. What we define as "a person's perception slhe has control, or
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the belief that slbe can gain such control if desired," measured in both general and
specific domains.

2) Modesof Control.  The characteristic cognitive and behavioral styles for obtain-
ing and maintaining control, reflecting coping styles of positive assertive, positive
yielding, negative assertive, and negative yielding. Aswe discuss in the next section,
these two positive modes of control, assertive and yielding, represent in many ways
the two approaches to spiritual/transpersonal growth and development we identified
at the outset of this paper.

3)Motivatiorfor Control. Whether aperson has alow or high desire for control, the
areas where s’/he wants to gain more control and where she fears losing control.

4) Agency of Control. The source of aperson's sense of contral (similar to locus of
control). Doesthe client gain asense of control from self-efforts, the efforts of others,
or from both?

APPLICATIONS TO TRANSPERSONAL PSYCHOLOGY

In thisfinal section, we outline several areas where we feel the construct of control is
relevant to transpersonal issues: 1) contemplative practices and their effect on posi-
tiveyielding control; 2) the cultivation of thetranspersona "Witness' anditsrelation
to control; 3) control by abenevolent Other (God, the Divine); 4) spiritual pursuits
and their relationship to negative control efforts; and 5) the ability to balance assertive
and yielding modes of control asahallmark of spiritual growth and development. We
end this section by discussing anumber of challenging and provocative questions that
control raises with respect to transpersonal psychology.

Soiritual Practices: Effects on YieldingMode of Control

Findings from several studies suggest a relationship between practicing meditation
and being able to gain a positive sense of control through the previously identified
"acceptinglyielding mode." For example, Easterline (1992) and Shapiro (1992) both
found arelationship between length of time practicing meditation and one's perceived
ability to utilize this yielding mode of control. Astin (1997) found that college
students trained in mindfulness meditation showed significantly higher scores on the
SCI's accepting mode of control as well as the Kass, Friedman, Lesserman,
Zuttenneister and Benson's (1991) Index of Core Spiritual Experiences (INSPIRIT).
The above findings seem consistent with the emphasis that many contemplative
traditions place on cultivating acceptance of what is (i.e., surrendering the desire to
have experience match the incessant likes and dislikes of the mind).

One could argue that to call letting go of or surrendering control (i.e., positive
yielding) aform of "control" is somehow contradictory. We believe, however, that
this seeming paradox can be resolved or better understood if one realizes that the
ability to let go of control, to yield and accept, isaskill. We are reminded of awoman
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who was being taught in meditationto "let her breathing go," to ssimply "let it be
easy." Shecommented(to oneof us) that shewasafraid of |osingcontrol, sayingthat
"I don't think | have the self-control to et go of contral. ... " Similarly, we believe
that theability to let the Divineor spiritual teacher, shaman, etc. guideor control one
representsaskill. Furtherwewouldarguethatitisimportantinthetranspersonalfield
to distinguish negative yielding to another's control (such as one might observe
withinacult) frompositive yielding in which one consciously and skillfully surren-
derscontrol fromapositionof ego strength(cf. Wilber's (1995]discussionofthe prel
transfallacy).

Sense of Control and "The Witness"

Thecultivation of the "Transpersonal Witness," afocus of many spiritual traditions
(cf. Wilber, 1995),hasa number of implicationsrelatedto control: a) Asonewatches
(witnesses) the oftentimes incessant chatter and clamor of the mind, one comes to
realizewhat littlecontrol heor sheactually has over theseprocesses; b) Asonelearns
to rest more in the Witness, one begins to notice his or her characteristic ways of
reacting cognitively,emotionally, and behaviorally to life's myriad circumstances,
This type of awareness enables one to be less controlled and dominated by such
reflexivereactionsandinstead providesthe spaci ousnessto choose(i.e., control) how
he or she will respond; ¢) Development of the Witness can also serveto increase
awarenessof our neurotic/dysfunctional effortsto control our experienceWhileal so
helping us to realize the limits of personal control (i.e., despite our best effortsto
master oursel vesand direct the courseof our lives, therewill alwaysbe variablesthat
areuncontrollable). Consistent with the above points, Eastertine(1992) found that a
greater overall senseof control aswell asadecreaseddesirefor control (as measured
by the SCI) wereassociated withlength of time practicingmeditation.

Nature of the Universe: Control by a Benevolent Other

Several lines of research (cf. Taylor, 1983; Mcintosh, Silver & Wortman, 1993;
Shapiroet a., 1996) suggest that someindividualsderivetheir senseof control from
a "benevolent other," oftentimes spiritual in nature (e.g., the 12-step programs
emphasis on regaining behavioral control through acknowledging the support and
spiritual guidance of a "Higher Power"). For example, in our research on breast
cancer patients (Shapiro et a., under review), we found a significant number of
women who reported gaining a positive senseof control from their faithin God.

As discussed, the SCI assesses individuals' agency or source of control (i.e., the
degreeto which peoplegain their sense of control from self and/or other/Other) and
can be used to examine the effects that gaining a sense of control from a spiritual
sourcemay have onmental and pbysical healthoutcomes.Alsoit wouldbeinteresting
for transpersonal researchersto examinethe waysin whichdisciples' relationshipsto
spiritual figures (e.g., such as gurus) may impact upon their sense of control and the
waysin whichthey derivesuch control.

TheJournal of Transpersonal Psychology, 1997.Val. 29,No.1



Dangers of Overcontrol and Too Little Control in Spiritual Pursuits

The two positive modes of control (assertive and yielding) also have their negative or
shadow counterparts, negative assertive (overcontrolling) and negative yielding (be-
ing overly passive and acquiescent) (Shapiro & Astin, in press). These negative
modes of control may have relevance to transpersonal issues and pursuits in several
ways. For example, efforts to rise above the desires and attachments of the ego, a
common theme in many contemplative disciplines and paths, can become akind of
rigid, repressive, overcontrol of one's self and emotions (a denia rather than tran-
scendence of one's human limitations). Conversely, individuals involved in trans-
personal/esoteric disciplines which emphasize such things as devotional surrender to
God and guru, and unconditional obedience and loyalty to the spiritual Master, may
become too passive, nonassertive, and overly dependent, letting go of control in a
maladaptive ("negative yielding") way. Examining these negative aspects of seeking
and gaining asenseof control, asthe SCI does, may shed light on some of the potential
conseguences or pitfalls associated with the pursuit of transpersonal experience.

Balancing Assertive and Yielding Modes of Control

The two modes of control we have outlined thus far have their corollary in the Taoist
concepts of yin and yang, the universal forces of receptivity and activation. Ascan be
seen in the yin-yang symbol, there are elements of each of these qualities contained
within the other. For example, in terms of control, one could say that it requires great
discipline, will, and self-control to let go and relinquish one's efforts to always be in
control. Similarly, acceptance of ourselves as we are can often be the soil for
subsequent change or transformation. These ideas are captured in these lines from the
Bhagavad-Gita: "Who sees inaction in action and action in inaction-He is enlight-
ened among men-He does all actions, disciplined." We aso find a similar message
expressed in Krishna's words to "act, but be not attached to the fruits of your
labors.... " The above concepts point to both the paradoxical nature of control (e.g.,
we often realize greater sense of control by letting go of active control) and the
importance of Jiving one's life in balance, The harmonious integration of these two
modes of control (two modes of being) is beautifully expressed in the Alcoholics
Anonymous Prayer (adapted from Reinhold Niebuhr): "God, grant me the courage to
change what 1can [assertive control or the qualities of yang], the serenity to accept
what | cannot change [yielding control-the qualities of yin], and the wisdom to know
the difference.” Along these lines, our research on how people realize a sense of
control intheir lives also suggests that optimal psychological health is characterized
by abalanced and flexible use of the two positive modes of assertive and yielding
control, aswen astheir integration.

Further Questions and Considerations

1) An important question concerns the extent to which there are limits on humans
ability to control attentional processes, bodily processes, subtle energies, and envi-
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ronmental circumstances.For example, whenis the popular conceptthat “we create
[control]our ownreality”: 1) ahealthy expressionof positiveassertivecontrol; 2) a
dysfunctionaldesire to control that whichis uncontrollable;3) a magical (i.e., pre-

rather thantrans-personal)belief inthe power to affect/controloutcomesin life; and/
or 4) astatementgroundedin atruly transpersonalstateof consciousawareness,one
whichrecognizesthe primacy of consciousness?T hesequestionspoint to the impor-
tance of examining contextual factors related to the experience and exercise of

controal.

2) Though beyond the scope of the SCI, we feel it is importantto consider larger
philosophi calissues and transpersonalconceptssuchasthe Buddhistdoctrineof "no
self* (andthe Veda's "God isthe Doer"), which raise ontological issuesrelated to
control such as what or who (e.g., ego, self, the Divine) is doing the controlling,
feeling out of control, desiringto be in control.

3) A related questionof interestto transpersonapsychol ogistsiswhat isthe natureof
control inaltered statessuchasdreams, shamani ctrance, andother nonordinarystates
of consciousness.For example, Walsh (1990) has noted that there can be, evenin
trancestates, voluntary control of consciousness.Onthe other hand, in his study of
Balinesereligiousrituals, Shapiro (1989) has observedthat when individual senter
trance, thereis apoint at which they relinquishor surrender personal control to the
context(e.g.,the priest).Finally, somehave suggestedthat individual sresistlearning
about spiritual and transcendental experiences, or repressand misinterpretthem, due
to the desire for control, the fear of loss of control, andlor a low tolerance for
ambiguity.Alongtheselines, AyyaKhema (1996) notes:

Peoplefearabsorptionin the Jhanas because theythink they arelosing control... | tell
themwhenyouareswept away by feelingsof ordinary unhappiness,youobvious yhaveno
control over yourself. A penon whoisin control would never voluntarilybe unhappy. So
inyour ordinary life you must be lost Or out of control. By contrastjn absorption.weno
longer projectour ego ontoreality. Weareexperiencing tasteof the emptiness of self, and
whileit may feel asif wearelosingcontrol, we are actuallyat last arriving at truth.

SUMMARY

To summarize,webelievethat the construct of control hasimportant applicationsto
transpersonal psychology for a number of reasons: 1) self-control (of cognitions,
emotions, and behavior) is a central feature of many transpersonal/contemplative
disciplinesand may beenhancedasaresult of cultivatingstatesof awarenesssuch as
the "transpersonal witness'; 2) research suggestsa rel ationshi pbetween practice of
meditationand the ability to gain a sense of control through an accepting/yielding
mode; 3) theability to utilizeboth assertiveand acceptingmodesof control may bea
correlateof both optimal psychological healthand spiritual development/maturity4)
research suggeststhat someindividual sgain a senseof control in their livesthrough
their relationship with some Spiritual Presence or Power; and 5) the pursuit of
transpersonal goal's may be associatedwith negative/mal adaptive aspectsof gaining
and seekingcontrol (e.g., overcontrol ,passiveacquiescence).

The Journal of Transpersonal Psychology, 1997, Vol .29, No.1
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