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UNDERSTANDING
THE PSYCHOLOGY
OF CONTROL:
INTERNAL OR
EXTERNAL LOCUS
OF CONTROL

I m a g i n e  t w o
professionals  facing
t h e  s a m e  c a r e e r
s e t b a c k .  O n e
immediately  begins
updating their resume,
s igns  up  for  a  new
certification,  and
reflects  on  how  they
m i g h t  h a v e
approached the project
differently.  The  other
shrugs and says, "The
economy is terrible, my
boss  never  liked  me,

and  the  competition
just  got  lucky."  These
two reactions illustrate
a  f u n d a m e n t a l
psychological  concept
that shapes our lives in
profound  ways:  the
internal  or  external
locus of control.
First  introduced  by
psychologist  Julian  B.
Rotter  in  1954,  this
concept  refers  to  the
d e g r e e  t o  w h i c h
individuals believe they
have  control  over  the
outcomes of events in
their lives. It is a core
component  of  social
learning  theory  and
has  been  l inked  to
e v e r y t h i n g  f r o m
academic  success  to
m e n t a l  h e a l t h ,
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r e l a t i o n s h i p
satisfaction,  and  even
physical  longevity.
Understanding whether
you  lean  toward  an
internal  or  external
locus  of  control  can
u n l o c k  p o w e r f u l
ins ights  into  your
personal responsibility,
m o t i v a t i o n ,  a n d
resil ience.

Defining
the Two
Poles:
Internal
vs.
External
Locus of

Control
A t  i t s  s i m p l e s t ,
internal  locus  of
control  is  the  belief
that your own actions,
decisions,  and  efforts
largely determine what
happens to you. People
with  a  strong  internal
orientation  feel  they
are  the  captains  of
their  own  ships.  They
attribute  success  and
failure  to  their  own
behavior,  preparation,
and  choices.
On the other end of the
spectrum,  external
locus of control is the
belief  that  external
forces—such  as  fate,
luck,  powerful  others,
o r  t h e
e n v i r o n m e n t — a r e
primarily  responsible
f o r  o u t c o m e s .
Indiv iduals  with  a
pronounced  external
orientation  often  feel
like passengers drifting
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through  life,  buffeted
by  c i rcumstances
beyond their control.
I t  i s  c r u c i a l  t o
understand  that  these
a r e  n o t  r i g i d
ca tego r i e s .  Mos t
people fall  somewhere
along a continuum, and
their position can shift
depend ing  on  the
context. A person may
feel  highly  internal
about  their  career
(believing  hard  work
leads  to  promotions)
but  highly  external
about health (believing
genetics  or  accidents
determine  their  well-
being).

THE POWERFUL
IMPACT OF AN
INTERNAL LOCUS
OF CONTROL

Decades  of  research
h a v e  p a i n t e d  a
compelling  picture:  a
predominantly  internal
locus  of  contro l  is

associated with a host
o f  p o s i t i v e  l i f e
o u t c o m e s .  W h y ?
Because  when  you
believe  your  actions
matter,  you  are  more
likely to take action.

Greater
Motivatio
n and
Achievem
ent
People with an internal
orientation tend to set
more challenging goals
and  persist  longer  in
the  face  of  obstacles.
They  view  effort  as  a
direct path to success.
In educational settings,
s t u d e n t s  w i t h  a
stronger internal  locus
of  control  earn  higher
g rades ,  a re  more
e n g a g e d  i n  t h e i r
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studies, and feel more
competent .  In  the
workplace,  they  show
higher job satisfaction,
earn more income, and
are  more  l ike ly  to
assume  leadership
ro l e s .  Th i s  i s  no t
magic—it  is  a  self-
fulfilling  prophecy.
Bel iev ing  you  can
influence  outcomes
encourages  the  very
behaviors  that  bring
about  success.

Enhanced
Mental
and
Physical
Health
The  internal  locus  of
control  mindset  is  a
strong  predictor  of
psychological  well-
being.  Individuals  with

this  orientation  report
lower levels of anxiety
and  depression.  They
are  more  proactive
about managing stress,
seeking  information,
a n d  a d h e r i n g  t o
treatment  plans.  In
health  contexts,  they
are  more  l ike ly  to
exercise, eat well, and
attend  regular  check-
u p s — b e h a v i o r s
g r o u n d e d  i n  t h e
c o n v i c t i o n  t h a t
personal  choices  affect
health outcomes. Even
in  chronic  illness,  an
internal  orientation
correlates  with  better
coping  and  quality  of
life.

Resilienc
e and
Problem-
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Solving
When  setbacks  occur,
those with an internal
locus of control tend to
engage  in  problem-
focused  coping.  They
ask,  "What  can  I  do
differently?"  rather
than  "Why  does  this
always happen to me?"
This  attributional  style
is  linked  to  greater
resilience.  They  learn
from  mistakes,  adapt
strategies,  and  move
forward.  The  sense  of
personal  agency  acts
as  a  psychological
buffer  against  learned
helplessness.

EXAMINING THE
EXTERNAL LOCUS
OF CONTROL AND
ITS
CONSEQUENCES

An  external  locus  of
c o n t r o l  i s  n o t
inherently  "bad,"  but
research  consistently

links it to less adaptive
outcomes, especially in
achievement-oriented
or  health  contexts.
However, it is essential
to  approach  this  with
nuance. Some external
beliefs are realistic—for
e x a m p l e ,
acknowledging the role
of systemic barriers or
pure chance in certain
situations.

Challenge
s in
Motivatio
n and
Self-
Efficacy
When people attribute
outcomes  to  luck  or
powerful  others,  their
motivation  to  persist
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often  declines.  Why
work hard on a project
if  it  is  all  about  who
you know? Why study
for  a test  if  it  is  only
about  the  teacher's
mood? This orientation
can  lead  to  passivity,
lower  effort,  and  a
diminished  sense  of
self-efficacy.  Over
time, it contributes to a
c y c l e  o f
underachievement that
reinforces the external
belief.

Vulnerabi
lity to
Helplessn
ess and
Distress
A  s t rong  externa l
orientation is a known
r i s k  f a c t o r  f o r
d e p r e s s i o n  a n d

anxiety.  When  people
believe  they  have  no
control  over  negative
events, they often feel
trapped and hopeless.
They are more likely to
use  emotion-focused
coping  strategies  (like
denial  or  avoidance)
rather  than  problem-
focused ones. In health
contexts,  they  may
neglect  preventive
care, skip medications,
or  simply  "leave  it  to
fate," leading to worse
outcomes.

The
Blame
Game
An  external  locus  of
control can also strain
relationships.  Blaming
others  for  personal
failures,  expecting
partners  to  "make"
t h e m  h a p p y ,  o r
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attributing  conflicts  to
u n c h a n g e a b l e
personality  traits  can
erode  communication
a n d  i n t i m a c y .  A
healthy  relationship
requires both partners
to  take  responsibility
for  their  contributions
to  problems,  which  is
difficult  with  a  strong
external  stance.

IS ONE ALWAYS
BETTER? THE
NUANCE OF LOCUS
OF CONTROL

While  the  evidence
broad ly  favors  an
internal  orientation,
pure  internality  is  not
the  ideal.  Extremely
high  internal  locus  of
control  can  lead  to
self-blame  and  guilt
when things go wrong
beyond one's control. It
can  a l so  resu l t  i n
u n r e a l i s t i c
expectat ions  and
burnout.  A  healthy,
balanced  perspective

incorporates  both
o r i e n t a t i o n s
appropriately.
F o r  i n s t a n c e ,
recognizing  external
f a c t o r s  ( s u c h  a s
economic  downturns,
natural  disasters,  or
systemic  inequality)  is
realistic  and  protects
against  harmful  self-
blame.  The  key  is  to
maintain  a  sense  of
agency  within  those
realities—focusing  on
what  you  can  control
while  accepting  what
you cannot. This is the
essence  of  adaptive
locus of control  and
is closely related to the
wisdom of the Serenity
P r a y e r  a n d  t h e
principles of Stoicism.

CAN YOU CHANGE
YOUR LOCUS OF
CONTROL?

Yes,  absolutely.  Locus
of control is not a fixed
personality trait; it is a
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learned  orientation
shaped by experience,
feedback,  and culture.
With  deliberate  effort,
you can shift toward a
m o r e  i n t e r n a l
perspective.

Strategie
s for
Cultivatin
g an
Internal
Locus of
Control

Reframe
Attributions:
When something
goes wrong,
consciously ask,
"What part of
this outcome was
influenced by my

choices or
actions?" Even if
the external
factors are
strong, look for
the small area of
control. For
example, "I can't
control the rain
during my
wedding, but I
can control how I
respond and
what backup
plans I make."
Set Small,
Achievable
Goals: Build a
sense of agency
through
incremental
wins. Completing
a daily workout,
finishing a
chapter of a
book, or
organizing a
drawer reinforces
the connection
between effort
and outcome.
Practice Self-
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Reflection:
Keep a journal
where you write
about events and
your role in
them. Over time,
patterns emerge.
You may
discover you
have more
influence than
you thought.
Seek
Constructive
Feedback: Ask
mentors,
colleagues, or
friends for
honest, specific
input. Use it to
adjust your
behavior rather
than dismissing it
as bias.
Limit Victim
Language:
Notice phrases
like "I have to" or
"They made me."
Replace them
with "I choose to"
or "I responded

by." Language
shapes thought.
Challenge
Superstitious
Thinking: If you
catch yourself
attributing
outcomes to luck
or fate, ask for
evidence. Was it
really luck, or did
preparation,
timing, and
persistence play
a role?

LOCUS OF
CONTROL IN REAL-
WORLD DOMAINS

Career
and
Leadershi
p
Organizations  thrive
when employees feel a
sense  of  ownership



10

10 Internal Or External Locus Of
Control

2023-08-31

o v e r  t h e i r  w o r k .
L e a d e r s  w i t h  a n
internal locus of control
foster  cu l tures  o f
accountabil ity  and
innova t i on .  They
empower  teams  by
providing  autonomy
and  recognizing  effort.
Conversely,  leaders
w i t h  a n  e x t e r n a l
o r i e n t a t i o n  m a y
micromanage  (fearing
external  threats)  or
b lame  fa i lu res  on
c i r c u m s t a n c e s ,
demotivating  their
teams.

Education
and
Parenting
Teachers  and  parents
who  encourage  an
internal locus of control
praise  effort  and
strategy  rather  than
innate  intelligence

("You worked hard  on
that  problem")  and
allow children to make
choices and experience
natural  consequences.
This  builds  intrinsic
m o t i v a t i o n  a n d
r e s i l i e n c e .
Overprotect ive  or
o v e r l y  c r i t i c a l
parenting can foster an
external  orientation
where children believe
o u t c o m e s  a r e
determined  by  adults
or luck.

Health
and
Wellness
Health  interventions
are  more  effective
when  they  empower
individuals.  Programs
t h a t  t e a c h  s e l f -
mon i t o r i ng ,  goa l
setting,  and  problem-
solving  (all  internal-
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control strategies) lead
to  better  adherence
than those focusing on
f e a r  o r  e x t e r n a l
mandates.  The rise  of
hea l th  coach ing ,
mindfu lness ,  and
patient  act ivat ion
reflects  the  shift
toward internal locus of
control in healthcare.

Relations
hips
I n  r o m a n t i c
partnerships,  both
parties benefit from an
internal  orientation.
Instead of saying, "You
make  me  angry,"  an
internal  reframe  is,  "I
feel  angry  when  that
happens, and I need to
commun i ca te  my
needs."  This  fosters
mutual  responsibility
and  reduces  blame.
Couples  counseling
o f t e n  f o c u s e s  o n
he lp ing  pa r tne r s

ident i fy  their  own
c o n t r i b u t i o n s  t o
patterns, moving them
toward internal control.

CONCLUSION

T h e  c o n c e p t  o f
internal  or  external
locus of control is not
merely  an  academic
abstraction—it  is  a
powerful  lens  through
w h i c h  w e  c a n
u n d e r s t a n d  o u r
motivations,  reactions,
and  life  trajectories.
Cultivating  an  internal
orientation  does  not
mean denying external
realities;  rather,  it
means  accepting  that
within  any  situation,
you have the power to
choose your response,
to learn, and to move
forward.  For  those
fee l ing  s tuck  in  a
pattern of helplessness
or  blame,  the  good
news is that change is
possible.  By  gradually
s h i f t i n g  y o u r



12

12 Internal Or External Locus Of
Control

2023-08-31

attributions,  taking
small  steps  toward
agency, and embracing
p e r s o n a l
responsibility,  you
can  unlock  a  greater
sense  of  purpose,
resilience,  and  well-

being.  The  journey
f r o m  e x t e r n a l  t o
internal  is  not  about
ignoring  the  world—it
is  about  recognizing
your place in it  as an
active,  capable  agent
of your own life.


