
The Million Dollars
Exercise: Exploring the
Problem of Control
The million dollars exercise is a therapeutic tool designed to help clients
understand the limitations and often counterproductive nature of trying to
control emotions, thoughts, and feelings. It comprises three scenarios, each
presenting a hypothetical situation in which the client can earn a million
dollars under certain conditions involving controlling their emotional or
cognitive responses.
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Instructions

Present each scenario to the client and guide them to reflect on the
associated questions. The aim is to stimulate their introspection on the
limits of control over emotions, thoughts, and feelings.

Following the scenarios, facilitate a discussion based on the client’s
reflections, and help them to identify real-life situations where striving for
control might have proven counterproductive.

Conclude the exercise by leading the client to reflect on the overall lessons
regarding control. Discuss the potential consequences of excessive control,
and how acceptance and mindfulness can enhance well-being.



In the second scenario, the client has another shot at the million
dollars. This time, all they need to do is avoid thinking about a
specific subject: red roses. The millionaire rose garden metaphor
explores the paradoxical effect of attempting to suppress certain
thoughts. This thought experiment typically leads to an increase
in thoughts related to the prohibited subject; in this case, red
roses. It illuminates the often-counterproductive nature of
attempting to exert control over one’s thoughts.

2 Scenario Two: Millionaire Rose Garden
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In this metaphor, you offer your client the opportunity to earn a
million dollars if they can control their anxiety for the remainder
of the session. The catch? They’re metaphorically sitting on a dunk
tank above a pool full of sharks, hooked to a polygraph detecting
the slightest increase in anxiety. The dunk tank scenario
encourages clients to confront the challenge and the
improbability of exerting control over their emotional state,
particularly anxiety, even when a substantial incentive is at stake.

1 Scenario One: Millionaire Shark Tank
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In the final metaphor, the client is offered the million dollars on
the condition that they must genuinely fall in love with the next
person they meet. Despite the high stakes, can they truly
manufacture such a feeling on command? This scenario
highlights the insurmountability of genuinely inducing or
manipulating feelings like love, shedding light on the nature of
feelings and their complex relationship with control.

3 Scenario Three: Millionaire in Love

Key Points

This exercise is designed to challenge the client’s belief in control as a
universal solution to emotional struggles.

The million dollars exercise can help clients to recognize the potential
adverse consequences of excessive control over emotions and thoughts.

Encourage clients to consider alternative strategies such as acceptance,
mindfulness, and self-compassion, which may prove more effective in
managing emotional well-being.


