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The Power of Personal Choice and Control

Life can be very stressful, especially when we focus on things over which we have little or no control.
But we do have control in a number of things in life and when we utilize the power of personal choice
and alter our perceptions, we can dramatically reduce our experiences of ongoing stress.

Here are four common areas of stress that often return a greater sense of control to ourselves:

1. Other people

There are many types of personal relationships we have that can add stress to our lives, such as family
members, spouse, in-laws, co-workers, friends, and even neighbors. And unfortunately, we can’t control
the actions and responses of these other people, who often have very important roles in our lives. We
can’t direct their perceptions, preferences, opinions, or reactions. We can control how we interact with
them; how we speak, how we act. And, we can ask for what we need or desire. The challenge comes
when other people disappoint us. This is an unavoidable fact of life. Realizing the power of personal
choice, we are better able to let go of our need to control other people or situations. We acknowledge
others as having this responsibility for themselves, and we choose how to communicate and interact in
these relationships. While it is normal to desire certain outcomes in our relationships, knowing the
limits of control we have reduces our experience of stress and frustration.

2. Worry about the past or the future

We all have regrets and wish we would have done some things differently. “Would a, could a, should a”
thoughts, without new actions, only bring stress over things that have past. The good news is we can
learn from the past, whether it was a mistake we made, or a disappointment or failure of another person.
We can begin growing in a new direction whenever we choose to.

It is also common to think about what the future will bring. But there is a difference between having
some valid concerns and stressing over it. Worry turns stress to strain. There are no guarantees, except
the opportunity to practice resiliency and to let go of what you don’t control, such as the past. Your only
control of the future is based on what you do today!

3. Health concerns
You can’t watch the news today without hearing about the statistics and debilitating - if not deadly -

effects of heart disease, cancer, obesity, and others. It is important to acknowledge the facts of aging
and illness, but it is imperative to arm yourself with information and to take initiative regarding what
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you have control about your health. Do you get regular physical exams? Do you communicate your
concerns to the doctor and research wellness plans and treatment options? It is wise to seek professional
consultation about your physical and mental health. We don’t have control over our genetics, but we
can fully participate in caring for our body. Being responsible for getting rest, eating properly, and
being active are personal choices over which we have control. Regain your control. Spring clean your
diet and start some form of exercise. Walking is one excellent option, available to most people. It is
free and can be fun! You can regain your energy to live your best life by addressing some common
areas of stress about your health!

4. Happiness

I recently heard the statement, “your happiness does not depend on happenings”. Meaning, happiness is
not what happened, it is how you think about what happened. As mentioned earlier, we can’t fully rely
on other people, or circumstances, to bring us happiness. There is no objective way to tell you are
having a good life, or a good day. Your life is a success based only upon your judgment. Joy can be
personally defined. And each decision you make can move you towards or away from how you define
“happiness”. It is never too late to change, to break the chains of self-defeating attitudes and habits.
Challenge yourself to grow in the qualities you admire and practice the power of personal choice and
control. Your relationships, your health, and your happiness will benefit. And you will feel a greater
sense of control over managing stress and will be moving in the direction of a future you desire. Less
stress will be just one benefit!

Centerstone is Tennessee’s largest, and the nation’s ninth largest, behavioral healthcare provider. For
information about counseling and other wellness programs available in the middle Tennessee region,
call Susan Gillpatrick, MEd, LPC, CTS at (615) 460-4445. Or to make an appointment for an
assessment regarding your needs or concerns, call the Centerstone Appointment Line at (615) 460-4357
or toll free at (888) 291-4357.

About Centerstone

Centerstone (www.centerstone.orq), celebrating 50 years of service in 20086, is the largest behavioral healthcare
provider in Tennessee and the ninth largest in the nation. A not-for-profit organization, Centerstone provides a
full range of behavioral health and related educational services to individuals of all ages and their families.
Centerstone is devoted to research that seeks to identify, treat and eliminate mental illness. Each year, the
organization provides services to more than 45,000 individuals. The Centerstone network includes more than 60
facilities throughout the middle Tennessee region. For more information about Centerstone, please call (615)
460-4357 or toll free at (888) 291-4357.
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About Susan Gillpatrick, MEd, LPC, CTS

Susan Gillpatrick, Centerstone Crisis Management Specialist, primarily works in the field with clients in critical
incident response situations, and in Centerstone’s wellness trainings and presentations. She is also responsible for
planning and implementing marketing and growth strategies for Centerstone’s Crisis Management Strategies.

In recent years, Ms. Gillpatrick worked for the Shelby County Government Victims Assistance Center in
Memphis. There, she co-developed a model program for the state of Tennessee entitled, “Homicide Response.”
Her work in this area received the 2000 Achievement Award from the National Association of Counties.

Ms. Gillpatrick is a Licensed Professional Counselor, Certified Trauma Specialist, Certified Workplace Conflict
Mediator, and Mental Health Service Provider in the state of Tennessee and a National Certified Counselor. She
is also a member the American Counseling Association, the Association of Traumatic Stress Specialists, the
Tennessee Mental Health Counseling Association, and the Middle Tennessee Employee Assistance Professionals
Association. She is a frequent presenter at local and national conferences, and has had numerous articles
published. She received her Master of Education degree in Human Development Counseling from Peabody
College at Vanderbilt University.
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