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Mindfulness and Acceptance
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Promoting Acceptance
Exercise: Is emotion control working?

Spend a few minutes thinking about an issue you’ve struggled with for a long time (it could be something that you struggle with all the time or something that just keeps coming back up again and again). It might be about your health, maybe your family / friends, or work. Also write down how long you have been struggling with this. Write about this situation on the lines provided below. If you need more space, use another piece of paper:

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

If you haven’t already, write about the emotions that occur in this situation that you find are difficult or distressing (i.e., sadness, anger, hurt, anxiety, fear).

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

 What are some common thoughts that show up when you think about this situation? What emotions do you experience when you think these thoughts? It may be one thought or several thoughts that reoccur (i.e., I can’t handle / stand this? Why is this happening to me? I’m a failure. Nothing goes right for me? What if I don’t get passed this? etc.)

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The six step worksheet: Discovering the power of giving up emotion control

· Step 1. Please complete the worksheet below in the following steps. First,   think about all the strategies that you have used to try control / get rid of / or fix the distress (difficult emotions and thoughts) that you experience as a result of this situation.   In the column on the left below, identify all of these strategies. Make sure not to write anything in the right-hand columns yet. We’ll be using that column for something else.

If you have trouble identifying some of the things that you have done to reduce, or get rid of, the thoughts and feelings you have, think about some of the things that you have seen / heard other people do, and write those in the columns above. For example, some people might drink or take drugs to make themselves feel better. Some people procrastinate or avoid doing something. Others try to reduce their interpersonal distress by avoiding people. They might even avoid a loved one. 
Step 2. When you take a close look, you may notice that some of the things you do to try to get rid of your distress don’t work at all. Go back and look at what you wrote down under “Strategies”, above, and put a checkmark by those strategies you believe don’t help at all under “Doesn’t Help”.

Step 3:  One of the toughest things about being human is that we love getting benefits in the short term. That is, if we do something that pays off at least a little in the short term, we continue to do it—even if it doesn’t help in the long run or even makes things worse over time.  For each strategy you listed above, put a check-mark (under “Short-Term”) by those you believe work at least a little over the short-term.  

· Step 4: Next, put a check-mark by those strategies you believe have lessened or gotten rid of that distress over the long-term.

· Step 5. Some of the things we do to manage our distress are physically harmful to ourselves or others. Put a check mark by those strategies you believe to be physically harmful to you or others under “Harmful”.

· Step 6: Finally, some of the things we do to manage our distress move us further away from things that are important to us, from things that we value. They cost us, because our lives become less vital, meaningful,  and purposeful as a result. Put a check mark by those strategies you believe move you farther away from the relationships and things that are truly important to you.

If you are like most people, you probably noticed that most—if not all—of the strategies you’ve used to try and manage this problem aren’t working, especially over the long run. Some of the strategies you’ve listed may work for smaller problems, for things that don’t matter so much. But for big issues (like this one) that matter, you may be seeing that they just don’t work. If you’ve discovered that some of your strategies are working over the long term, ask yourself the following questions for each of them: Has this distress gone once and for all?    

Worksheet: Identifying the strategies that take me away from what I most value

	
	Place a check in the box if the statement is true for you

	1. Identify strategies you have used to avoid unpleasant feelings, or to make yourself feel better
	2. The strategy does not work 
	3. The strategy works in the short term
	4. The strategy works in the long-term
	5. This strategy can be harmful to myself and/or others

	6. This strategy has cost me something. It has sometimes moved me away from what I value.

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	


We are not trying to make you feel hopeless about your life, here. In fact, this whole program is about helping you get more of the things that really matter to you in your life—more meaning, more purpose, and more aliveness. All of us have wanted more of these things all our lives. For most of us, life often becomes more about trying to avoid distress rather than trying to live life according to what matters to us. That is why it is important to take a long, honest look at what you do when you are distressed. Maybe some things are working. Maybe some things are not working.  The distress still lingers, or comes and goes—and meanwhile, your life is not getting any more meaningful or vital. It’s like getting your car deeply stuck in the mud. You keep pressing on the accelerator, thinking that will get you out of the mess you’re in. Meanwhile, the wheels keep spinning—and you’re still in the mud.

Take a few minutes to reflect on the chart you’ve just made above. Does your experience tell you that trying to get rid of distress  hasn’t worked? If it hasn’t worked after all this time, why would it start working now? There’s an old saying: “If you always do what you’ve always done, you’ll always get what you always got”. And again, we’re not suggesting that you are hopeless or your life is hopeless—just that trying to banish tough feelings and thoughts when they show up is hopeless. We often think that things will “get better” when we are in CONTROL of our thoughts and feelings. We wait and wait. Years go by and we are still not in contro. What if we didn’t have to wait? What if we could live well now – with our thoughts and feelings?

Promoting mindfulness
This care can be copied on the front and back of a small note card. The client can carry it within to remind them to practice. The client can practice the three minute breathing space at any time, and any place.  This exercise is derived from the work of Segal and colleagues (Segal, Williams, & Teasdale, 2002).
	Three minute breathing space

1. Awareness

· Bring yourself into the present moment by deliberately adopting an erect and dignified posture. If possible, close your eyes. Then ask:“What is my experience right now……in thoughts……in feelings……and in bodily sensations?”

· Acknowledge and register your experience, even if it is unwanted. Take a non-judgmental stance.
2. Gathering
Then, gently redirect full attention to breathing, to each inbreath and to each outbreath as they follow, one after the other. You might want to count each breath until you get to 10 and then go back to one and count again. 
3. Expanding
Expand the field of your awareness around your breathing, so that it includes a sense of the body as a whole, your posture, and facial expression


	  Increasing freedom     Expanding Awareness   Experiencing life’s richness

The key skill is to maintain awareness in the moment. Nothing else.Your breathe can function as an anchor to bring you into the present. It is always available to you.

The breathing space is not done to reduce stress or feel better. 
Breathing and freedom. Most of the time we are on automatic pilot,  unaware of what we are doing. On autopilot, we are more likely to have our buttons pressed. Events , thoughts, and feelings can become bullies, and push us places we don’t want to go. The breathing space can snap us out of autopilot . It can help us escape the same old “mental ruts” that have caused problems in the past.

Practice the breathing space to prepare yourself for whatever life throws at you. Use it when you are troubled in thoughts and feelings. Use it before going into a stressful situation. Put yourself into the moment and discover what works!


Promoting Defusion

The material from this section is taken from Ciarrochi and Bailey (2008). One of the best and most flexible set of defusion exercises centers around the Passengers on the Bus Metaphor(Hayes, Strosahl, & Wilson, 1999). This exercise can be utilized in a group, in an individual session, or as homework. The worksheet below can given to clients to record their thoughts about the “direction” they want to go with their bus and the “passengers” on their bus. It is an example of a homework exercise. 

The bus exercise is like many exercises in ACT in that it involves giving physical form to inner experiences such as anxiety or evaluative thoughts. The purpose of such “physicalizing” exercises is to get people to look at their thoughts as an object rather than looking through them. 
Let’s see how the Passengers on the Bus Exercise works with a client named Diane. (After you hear her story, you might want to put yourself in Diane’s place and complete the exercise worksheet below.)

Diane, a mother of two small children, has been abusing alcohol for two years and has had her children taken away from her by child protective services. She wants desperately to get her children back. She is told that she must give up drinking and get a job. She goes to a 12-step program and successfully gives up drinking. However, she keeps putting off looking for a job. She makes excuses about being too busy, and even when she sets up a job interview, she fails to show up for the interview.

Diane’s therapist suspects that difficult thoughts and feelings may be acting as barriers to her job hunting. So he does the Passengers on the Bus Exercise with her. The first step is to identify where Diane wants to go, that is, what is her valued direction? . Diane says she wants to “be a good mom.” To move in this direction, she needs to get a job and get her children back.

Once her therapist has identified what direction Diane wants to go, he helps her identify the “passengers” on her bus, that is, the thoughts, feelings, and memories that seem to be barriers to her valued action or direction. Diane tells her therapist that when she thinks about applying for a job, she feels intense anxiety (passenger 1) and thinks, “Nobody will give me a job” (passenger 2), “people will discover that I am a complete shit” (passenger 3), and “maybe I am not fit enough to be a mother anyway” (passenger 4).


Diane does not want to have these passengers. She wants them to leave her alone. However, every time she moves toward her goal of getting a job, the passengers surround her at the front of the bus. They are scary, and she wants them to go away. She argues with them, but they refuse to go away. Finally she makes a deal with them: she will stop driving toward her goal if they are willing to stay out of sight at the back of the bus. This strategy works in the short run. The scary thoughts do seem to hide for a short time. The only problem is, now Diane is not driving in the direction she wants to go. And, though they may not be bothering her quite as much, the passengers have not really gone away. They are still lurking at the back of the bus and can come forward at any time.


Diane’s therapist guides her to an alternative. “What if these passengers cannot hurt you or make you drive in a certain direction?,” he asks. “What if all they can do is come to the front of the bus and be scary? If that’s all they can do, then you have a choice. You can choose to fight with them, or you can choose to be willing to have them on the bus with you and continue driving in your valued direction.”

This exercise not only illustrates defusion (looking at thoughts and feelings as physical entities), it also illustrates the use of acceptance, willingness, and values.  In addition, the exercise helps the client to experience the self as context—that is, she experiences herself as holding the thoughts (just as the bus holds the passengers) and not equivalent to the thoughts (the bus is not the passengers). As we see here, the ideal exercise has many therapeutic processes present at once.

Client Exercise: Passengers on the Bus
Identify the direction you would like to go (your value) and write it in the space provided. Now identify the “passengers” on your bus—the difficult thoughts, feelings, memories, and sensations that, if you listen to them, will guide you off of your valued path. 
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Promoting Self-as-context
Exercise: Discovering the self
This exercise is taken from Ciarrochi and Bailey (2008)
We all label ourselves continuously. We think of ourselves in positive ways (“honest,” “strong,” “good parent”) and negative ways (“untrustworthy,” “temperamental,” “lazy”). Think of the labels you often apply to yourself and write them down below.

	Negative Labels

At my worst, I am . . . 
	
	Positive Labels

At my best, I am . . . 

	1. I am _____________________
	
	1. I am  _____________________

	2. I am _____________________
	
	2. I am  _____________________

	3. I am _____________________
	
	3. I am  _____________________

	4. I am _____________________
	
	4. I am  _____________________

	5. I am _____________________
	
	5. I am _____________________

	6. I am _____________________
	
	6. I am  _____________________

	7. I am _____________________
	
	7. I am  _____________________

	8. I am _____________________
	
	8. I am  _____________________


Instructions to Practitioner
1. After the clients have completed the above worksheet, have them close their eyes and get comfortable. Then have them notice their breath as it enters and exits their nostrils. Ask them to keep their focus on the breath. If they lose this focus, just ask them to gently bring themselves back to their breath. This takes about three minutes.
2. Now have them silently complete the sentence, “At my worst, I am . . . ” They should think of a time when they were “at their worst.” Tell them you will refer to this as their “worst self.” 

3. The next step involves drawing the clients’ attention to the observer self. You might say the following: “Now, that’s you as your worst self. Notice that there is somebody looking at this worst self. There is a “you” that watches this worst self and sees everything it does. This “watcher” is what we call the observing self. Can you experience being the observer? Your thoughts and feelings are changing constantly, and there is still this you that can watch all thoughts and feelings. Don’t try to understand this intellectually. Just see if you can become aware of this observer self, this person behind the eyes that observes your worst self. Here is the really weird thing: If you observe your worst self, then you are not equivalent to this worst self. You are the observer. Can you see this? Let’s try the exercise using another label. 
4. Repeat steps 2 and 3 with negative and positive labels. Change the phrase “worst self” to “best self” when needed.

Debriefing Period

When you have completed a number of passes of the exercise, ask clients to open their eyes and discuss their experiences with the exercise. The key is not to get too verbal or argumentative. It is important for people to have the experience of the observer self rather than merely to have the idea of the observer self. Did people see that there was a distinction between the observer and their best and worst selves?
People may sometimes resist contacting the distinction between themselves and the content of their lives, especially when that content is positive (for example, “I am a good father. That really is who I am.”). There is no need to push or argue for the observer perspective. It is enough that they begin to get the distinction between the content and this observer. 

Once there is some space between “them” and their evaluations, you can begin to look at the functionality of evaluations. Do the negative evaluations take them where they want to go? Can they think of times when even positive evaluations were barriers to effective action, such as when they ignored valuable criticism or were overconfident? Only they can say when an evaluation is helpful or harmful.

You might suggest to clients that the ability to shift into an observer perspective can be a source of strength. From this perspective, they are often wiser and less attached to their thoughts and feelings. From this perspective, they may find it easier to let difficult things go. They might find it easier to not be bullied by their feelings and thoughts. Ask them not to believe a word you’re saying but to look at their own experience. Emphasize that they should experiment and let their experience guide them.


This exercise is very flexible. For example, there is no need to start it with the worksheet above. You can go straight to the eyes-closed part and ask them to imagine themselves in different ways. Depending on the clients, you can have them imagine their “suffering self,” “sick self,”  “self with cancer,”  “self in pain,” “victim self,” “professional self,” and so on. The key is to help them to notice that while they are caught in a role, they can observe themselves in that role. Thus there is a “you” that watches and observes, and there is “the role.” You are not equivalent to your roles. You are not equivalent to your thoughts, your pain, or your suffering. You observe these things as they come and go.
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