THE
HAPPINESS
TRAP
Dr Russ Harris is a world-renowned trainer of Acceptance & Commitment Therapy (ACT). Russ’s background is in medicine, and as a GP he became increasingly interested in the psychological aspects of health and wellbeing, and increasingly disenchanted with writing prescriptions. Ultimately, this interest led to a total career change. He now works in two different, yet complementary, roles – as a therapist and a coach.
In 2015, Russ wrote a stress-management protocol for the World Health Organization to use in refugee camps around the world, catering for the broadest possible range of trauma-related problems, including PTSD, depression and anxiety disorders. It has so far been implemented to good effect in refugee camps in Syria, Uganda and Turkey, and the impressive results were published in one of the world’s top medical journals, The Lancet.
Since 2005, Russ has run over 800 two-day workshops and provided ACT training for over 50,000 health professionals. He has authored four ACT textbooks (ACT Made Simple, Trauma-Focused ACT, Getting Unstuck in ACT, ACT Questions & Answers), and four ACT-based self-help books (The Happiness Trap, The Reality Slap, The Confidence Gap and ACT with Love). His best-known book, The Happiness Trap, sold over one million copies worldwide in its first edition, with translations into more than 30 languages.
THE
HAPPINESS
TRAP
Stop struggling,
start living
DR RUSS HARRIS
Dedication
To my sibs: Adrian, Darrell, Yulanie and Quentin. There’s an old saying: ‘Families are like branches on a tree. We grow in different directions, yet our roots remain as one.’ Thank you for all the love and joy and kindness and laughter you bring into my life.
Contents
Part 1: Why is it hard to be happy?
Part 2: How to handle difficult thoughts and feelings
8: Frightening images, painful memories
18: Worrying, ruminating, obsessing
Part 3: How to make life meaningful
WHAT’S NEW IN EDITION TWO?
When I set out to write the second edition of this book (sixteen years after the first one), I was expecting it to be a quick job; just a few minor changes here and there. But I quickly realised the book needed a major overhaul from start to end. When I eventually finished the task, I was surprised to find over 50 per cent of the book was new material! I guess that reflects just how much has changed over the years in the way I think about, talk about and practise this stuff.
Among many other changes, I’ve added in a lot of new tools, techniques and exercises; new information about the nature and purpose of emotions (and how to overcome emotional numbness); many new topics and chapters, including how to break bad habits, push through procrastination, stop panic attacks, disrupt worrying and obsessing, deal with values conflicts and difficult dilemmas, overcome ‘people-pleasing’ and perfectionism; practical tips for those suffering from trauma; and last, but definitely not least, a stack of new material on self-compassion.
On top of all that, I’ve chopped out a whole lot of waffle, repetition and technical jargon. So if you liked the first edition, I hope and trust you’ll get a whole lot more out of this one.
Happy reading,
All the best,
Russ Harris
PART 1
WHY IS IT HARD TO BE HAPPY?
1
LIFE IS DIFFICULT
Being human hurts. In our short time on this planet we’ll have many moments of marvel, wonder and joy — but also many of angst, dread and despair. We’ll know the highs of love, connection and friendship — but also the lows of loneliness, rejection and loss. We’ll experience the delights of success, victory and achievement — but also the miseries of failure, defeat and disappointment.
In other words: life is difficult. And if we live long enough, we’re all going to experience pain, stress and suffering in many different forms. The problem is, most of us don’t know how to deal effectively with this reality. We work hard to find happiness — but all too often, we fail; and even when we succeed, it’s usually short-lived, leaving us dissatisfied and wanting more.
So why is it so hard to be happy? I’m glad you asked. This book is based on a huge body of scientific research which shows we all easily get caught in a powerful psychological trap. We go through life holding on tightly to many unhelpful beliefs about happiness — ideas widely accepted because ‘everyone knows they are true’. And these beliefs seem to make good sense — which is why you encounter them in so many self-help books and articles. But unfortunately, these misleading ideas tend to create a vicious cycle, in which the more we pursue happiness, the more we suffer. And this psychological trap is so well hidden, we don’t even realise we’re caught in it.
That’s the bad news.
The good news is, there’s hope. We can learn how to quickly recognise we’re stuck in ‘the happiness trap’ — and, more importantly, how to escape it. This book will give you the skills and knowledge to do so. It’s based on a powerful psychological model known as Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT), a science-based approach with over 3000 published studies that show its effectiveness.
ACT (pronounced as the word ‘act’) was developed in the United States in the mid-1980s by psychologist Steven C. Hayes and his colleagues, Kelly Wilson and Kirk Strosahl. Since that time, it has spread around the globe. Today there are hundreds of thousands of psychologists, therapists, counsellors, coaches and doctors practising ACT in dozens of different countries — from the United States, United Kingdom and Uganda to India, Indonesia and Iran.
One reason for the growing popularity of ACT is that it’s astoundingly effective in helping people with a wide range of problems. Those 3000 scientific studies I mentioned earlier cover everything from depression, addiction and anxiety disorders to psychosis, chronic pain and trauma. However, ACT is not just a treatment for psychological disorders; it is also used to help people adjust well to chronic illness and disability, and build meaningful, rewarding lives even in the face of serious ongoing health issues. And on top of all that, it’s widely used by the armed forces, emergency services, government departments, professional sports teams and Olympic athletes, businesses, hospitals and schools — to enhance health and wellbeing, reduce stress, improve performance and increase resilience.
Last but not least, we all know about the importance of eating healthy food, exercising regularly and cultivating good relationships with others; these are foundational building blocks for health, happiness and wellbeing. But how hard is it to actually do these things on an ongoing basis? Easy in theory, hard in practice, for most of us. Fortunately, ACT gives us all the tools and strategies we need to break bad habits, overcome procrastination, motivate ourselves to start and maintain healthy new behaviours, and build better relationships with the people in our lives. Shortly we’ll look at how ACT achieves this, but first let’s consider …
Is happiness normal?
Life is not fair. Some people have horrific childhoods where they’ve been abused, neglected or abandoned by their caregivers; whereas others grow up in loving, supportive families. Some live in extreme poverty or areas rife with violent crime; or in war zones, prisons or refugee camps. Others live in good housing conditions with excellent amenities. Some have serious illnesses, injuries or disabilities, whereas others have glowing health. Some have access to good quality food, education, justice, medical treatment, welfare, travel, entertainment and career opportunities, whereas others are deprived of most or all of these things. And some people, because of their skin colour, religion, gender, politics or sexual orientation are continually subjected to prejudice, discrimination or victimisation. In any country in the world, there’s a vast gulf between the least and most privileged members of society. And yet … people on both sides of that gulf are human, and therefore have many things in common, including the fact that no matter how privileged or disadvantaged we may be, we are all naturally predisposed to psychological suffering.
Perhaps you’ve noticed how the self-help sections of bookstores keep growing larger. Depression, anxiety, anger, divorce, relationship issues, addictions, trauma, low self-esteem, loneliness, grief, stress, lack of confidence; if you can name it, there’s a book on it. And with every passing year, psychologists, coaches, counsellors and therapists steadily increase in number — as do prescriptions for medication. Meanwhile, on the television and radio, in magazines and newspapers, in podcasts and social media, the ‘experts’ bombard us with non-stop advice on how to improve our lives. And yet — even with all this support and advice, human misery is growing, not reducing!
The statistics are staggering. The World Health Organization identifies depression as one of the biggest, most costly and most debilitating diseases in the world. In any given year, one-tenth of the adult population suffers from clinical depression, and one in five will suffer from it at some point in their life. And more than one third of the adult population will, at some point in their life, suffer from an anxiety disorder. Furthermore, one in four adults, will at some stage suffer from drug or alcohol addiction. (In the United States alone, there are currently over 14 million people suffering from alcoholism!)
But here’s the most shocking statistic of all: almost one in two people will at some point seriously consider suicide — and struggle with it for two weeks or more. Scarier still, one in ten people will at some point actually attempt to kill themselves. (Fortunately, very few succeed.)
Think about those numbers for a moment. Think of your friends, family and co-workers. Almost half of them will at some point be so overwhelmed by misery that they seriously contemplate suicide — and one in ten will try it!
Now, think about all those common forms of suffering that are not considered to be ‘psychological disorders’ but nonetheless make us miserable: work stress, performance anxiety, loneliness, relationship conflicts, sickness, divorce, bereavement, injury, ageing, poverty, racism, sexism, bullying, existential angst, self-doubt, insecurity, fear of failure, perfectionism, low self-esteem, ‘midlife crisis’, ‘impostor syndrome’, jealousy, fear of missing out, a lack of direction in life … and the list goes on.
Clearly, lasting happiness is not normal! Which naturally begs the question …
Why is it so hard to be happy?
To answer this question, let’s journey back in time, 300,000 years. Life was pretty dangerous for our Stone Age ancestors: huge wolves, sabre-toothed tigers, woolly mammoths, rival clans, harsh weather, food shortages and cave bears, to name but a few of the perils. So if a Stone Age person wanted to survive, their mind had to be constantly on the lookout for things that might hurt or harm them! And if their mind wasn’t good at this job … they died young. Therefore, the better our ancestors became at anticipating and avoiding danger, the longer they lived and the more children they had.
With each passing generation, the human mind became increasingly skilled at noticing, predicting and avoiding danger. So now, 300,000 years later, our modern minds are constantly on the lookout, assessing and judging everything we encounter: Is this good or bad? Safe or dangerous? Harmful or helpful? These days, though, it’s not tigers, bears and wolves that our mind warns us about — it’s losing our job, being rejected, getting a speeding ticket, embarrassing ourselves in public, getting cancer, or a million and one other common worries. As a result we all spend a lot of time worrying about things that, more often than not, never happen.
Another essential for survival is belonging to a group. Our ancient ancestors knew this all too well. If your tribe boots you out, it won’t be long before the wolves find you. So how does the mind protect you from rejection by the group? By comparing you with other members: Am I fitting in? Am I doing the right thing? Am I contributing enough? Am I as good as the others? Am I doing anything that might get me rejected?
Sound familiar? Our minds are continually warning us of rejection and comparing us against the rest of society. No wonder we spend so much energy worrying whether people will like us! No wonder we’re always looking for ways to improve ourselves or putting ourselves down because we don’t ‘measure up’. We only need to glance at a magazine, television or social media to instantly find a whole host of people who appear to be smarter, richer, slimmer, sexier, more famous, more powerful or more successful than us. We then compare ourselves to these glamorous media creations and feel inferior or disappointed with our lives. To make matters worse, our minds can conjure up a fantasy image of the person we’d ideally like to be — and then compare us to that! What chance have we got? We will always end up feeling not good enough.
Now, in pretty much any society throughout the world in any period of history, the general rule for success is: get more and get better. The better your weapons, the more food you can kill. The larger your food stores, the greater your chances for survival in times of scarcity. The better your shelter, the safer you are from danger. The more children you have, the greater the chance that some will survive into adulthood. No surprise, then, that our minds continually look for ‘more and better’: more money, a better job, more status, a better body, more love, a better partner. And if we succeed, if we do get more money or a better car or a better-looking body, then we’re satisfied — for a while. But sooner or later (and usually sooner), we end up wanting more.
In summary then, we are all hardwired to suffer psychologically: to compare, evaluate and criticise ourselves; to focus on what we’re lacking; to rapidly become dissatisfied with what we have; and to imagine all sorts of frightening scenarios, most of which will never happen. No wonder humans find it hard to be happy!
But to make matters worse, many popular beliefs about happiness are inaccurate, misleading or false, and will actually make you miserable if you buy into them. Let’s look at two of the most common ones.
Myth no. 1: Happiness is our natural state
Many people believe happiness is ‘our natural state’. But the statistics above show very clearly, this is not the case. What is natural for human beings is to experience an everchanging flow of emotions — both pleasant and painful — varying throughout the day depending on where we are, what we’re doing and what is happening. Our emotions, feelings and sensations are like the weather: continually changing from moment to moment. We don’t expect it to be warm and sunny all day long, all year round. Nor should we expect to be happy and joyful all day long. If we live a full human life, we will feel the full range of human emotions: the pleasant ones, like love and joy and curiosity; and the painful ones, like sadness, anger and fear. All these feelings are a normal, natural part of being human.
Myth no. 2: If you’re not happy, you’re defective
Following logically from myth 1, Western society assumes that psychological suffering is abnormal. It is seen as a weakness or illness, a product of a mind that is somehow faulty or defective. This means that when we do inevitably experience painful thoughts and feelings, we are often ashamed or embarrassed about it, or we criticise ourselves for being weak, silly or immature.
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy is based on a radically different assumption: if you’re not happy, you’re normal. Let’s face it: life is tough and full of challenges; it would be weird if we felt happy all the time. The things that make life meaningful come with a whole range of feelings — both pleasant and painful. For example, consider a close relationship. When it’s going well, we will experience wonderful feelings such as love and joy. But sooner or later, in even the best relationships, we will experience conflict, disappointment and frustration. (There is no such thing as the perfect relationship.)
The same holds true for every meaningful project we embark on — from building a career or raising a family, to looking after our physical health and fitness. Although meaningful projects often bring feelings of excitement and enthusiasm, they also inevitably bring stress and anxiety. So if you believe myth 2 you’re in big trouble, because it’s virtually impossible to create a better life if you’re not prepared to have some uncomfortable feelings. (The good news is, you will soon learn how to handle such feelings differently, to respond to them in a radically different way, so they have much less impact and influence over you.)
What exactly is ‘happiness’?
Happiness. We want it. We crave it. We strive for it. But what exactly is it?
If you ask most people this question, they’re likely to describe happiness as a ‘good feeling’: a pleasurable feeling of joy, gladness or contentment. The ancient Greeks had a special word for a life based on the pursuit of happy feelings: ‘hedemonia’, from which we get the word ‘hedonism’ (seeking pleasure). We all enjoy pleasurable feelings, so it’s hardly surprising that we chase them. However, like all human emotions, feelings of happiness are fleeting; they come and they go. No matter how hard we try to hold on to them, they never hang around for long. And as we shall see, a life spent in pursuit of ‘feeling good’ is, in the long term, deeply unsatisfying. Indeed, research shows that the harder we chase after pleasurable feelings, and try to avoid the uncomfortable ones, the more likely we are to suffer from depression and anxiety.
But there’s another meaning of happiness that’s radically different: the experience of living a rich and meaningful life. When we clarify what we stand for in life and start acting accordingly — behaving like the sort of person we really want to be, doing the things that matter deep in our hearts, moving in life directions we consider worthy — then our lives become infused with meaning and purpose, and we experience a profound sense of vitality. This is not some fleeting feeling — it is a powerful sense of a life well lived. The ancient Greek word for this type of happiness is ‘eudemonia’, these days often translated as ‘flourishing’. When we live our lives in this way, we will, for sure, have many pleasurable feelings; and we’ll also have many difficult ones, like sorrow, anxiety and guilt. (As I said before, if we live a full human life, we will feel the full range of human emotions.)
This book, as you’ve no doubt guessed, focuses on this second meaning of happiness, rather than the first. Of course, we all like to feel good, and it makes sense to appreciate and enjoy pleasant feelings when they appear. But if we try to have them all the time, we’re doomed to failure.
The reality is: life is difficult. There’s no escaping this fact. Sooner or later we will all grow infirm, get sick and die. Sooner or later we will all lose important relationships through rejection, separation or death. Sooner or later we will all come face to face with crisis, disappointment and failure. This means that, in one form or another, we are all going to experience plenty of painful thoughts and feelings.
But the good news is that, although we can’t avoid such pain, we can learn to handle it much better — to ‘unhook’ from it, rise above it and create a life worth living. This book will teach you some simple but effective skills to rapidly take the impact out of painful thoughts, feelings, emotions, sensations and memories. You’ll learn how to drain away their power, so they no longer hold you back or bring you down; how to let them come and go, without getting swept away by them. And you’ll also learn how to build yourself a rich and meaningful life — no matter what you’ve been through in the past, or what you’re facing right now — which will give rise to a deep sense of vitality and fulfilment.
Now pause for a moment and notice how your mind is reacting to this.
Is it positive, enthusiastic, excited, hopeful, optimistic? If so, enjoy that while it lasts — but please don’t cling to it; because, as we’ll see later, trying to hold on tightly to pleasant thoughts and feelings creates all sorts of problems. On the other hand, perhaps your mind is doubtful or pessimistic, saying things like, ‘This won’t work for me’ or ‘I don’t believe this; it’s bullshit’. If so, recognise such thoughts are completely natural; this is your mind doing its job, trying to save you from something that might be unpleasant or painful. How so? Well, suppose you invest lots of time, effort and energy in reading this book and applying it in your life; suppose you do all that and it doesn’t work! That would be pretty painful, right? So your mind is trying to save you from that painful possibility. And throughout this book, you can expect your mind to do this in many ways. So each time that happens, I hope you’ll remember two things:
a)This is completely normal; all minds do this.
b)Your mind isn’t trying to make your life harder; it’s just trying to keep you safe, protect you from pain.
The journey ahead
This book is like a trip through a foreign country: much will seem strange and new. Other things will seem familiar yet somehow subtly different. At times you may feel challenged or confronted, at other times excited or amused. Take your time on this journey. Instead of rushing ahead, savour it fully. Pause when you find something stimulating, curious or unusual. Explore it in depth and learn as much as you can. To create a life worth living is a major undertaking, so please take the time to appreciate it.
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THE CHOICE POINT
Have you ever wondered why we’re called ‘human beings’? I think a better name would be ‘human doings’, because whether it’s eating, drinking, cooking, cleaning, talking, walking, playing or reading, we’re always doing something (even if it’s just sleeping).
At times, we do things we that help us move towards the sort of life we want; let’s call these behaviours ‘towards moves’. And at other times, we do things that take us away from the sort of life we want; let’s call these behaviours ‘away moves’.
The diagram below illustrates this.
Towards moves
When we’re behaving like the sort of person we want to be, responding effectively to our challenges and doing things that make life better in the long term, we’re doing ‘towards moves’. For many people, ‘towards moves’ include spending quality time with loved ones, keeping fit and looking after their physical health, being caring and kind towards others, pursuing hobbies or interests, having fun, playing sport, relaxing, being creative, getting out into nature, contributing actively to their group or community, or doing personal growth activities (such as reading this book).
There is no list of ‘right’, ‘correct’ or ‘best’ towards moves; we each decide for ourselves which of our behaviours come under this umbrella. Basically, towards moves are things you say and do — no matter how small they may be — that enhance your life; that make it richer, fuller and more meaningful. And one of the main aims of this book is to help you do a whole lot more of them.
Away moves
When we’re behaving unlike the sort of person we want to be, doing things that keep us stuck or make life worse in the long term, we’re doing ‘away moves’. For example, for many people, ‘away moves’ include withdrawing from or fighting with loved ones, avoiding physical exercise, putting unhealthy substances into your body, losing your temper, being aggressive or unkind, procrastinating on really important tasks, and so on. Away moves can also include things we do ‘inside our heads’ (technically known as ‘cognitive processes’) such as worrying, ruminating, obsessing and overanalysing. (‘Ruminating’ means dwelling on, brooding on or stewing over things.)
In other words, away moves are things we say and do that make our lives worse, keep us stuck, exacerbate our problems, inhibit our growth, negatively impact our relationships, or impair our health and wellbeing in the long term. They are things we ideally want to reduce or stop doing — and another big aim of this book is to help you do a whole lot less of them.
As with towards moves, there’s no ‘official list’ of away moves; we all decide for ourselves which of our behaviours fit this category. For example, if someone has strong religious beliefs that prohibit alcohol, then that individual might see drinking alcohol as an away move. But if someone is a professional wine-taster, then that individual might see drinking alcohol as a towards move. For myself, drinking wine in moderation (two or three glasses a week) is a towards move, but drinking an entire bottle in one night is an away move; however, for you, those amounts might be very different.
A very important point
The point I am about to make is so important, I am considering getting it tattooed on my forehead (in bold red capitals). Here it is:
Any activity can be a towards move or an away move, depending on the situation.
Let’s unpack that. Suppose I stay in bed and keep hitting the snooze button primarily to avoid dealing with some really important tasks — for me, that would be an away move. (It might not be an away move for someone else; but it would be for me.) However, on holiday, when I hit the snooze to enjoy the well-earned pleasure of a long sleep-in — for me, that’s a towards move. Yet for someone else, that might not be a towards move. Some people like to get up at the crack of dawn on holiday and go for a run or do a yoga workout, and they see sleeping in as wasting the day. (I’m not entirely sure which planet these people come from. They claim to be from Earth, but I find that hard to believe.)
Likewise, if I’m mentally rehearsing a talk while sitting in my office during work hours, as part of my preparation for a workshop or webinar — I consider that a towards move. But suppose I’m mentally rehearsing that talk when I’m at home, while someone I love is trying to tell me something very important — and as a result, I’m disengaged, and not really paying attention to them, and they’re getting upset about it. In this situation, I’d consider mental rehearsal to be an away move. (Confession: the above example is not purely hypothetical; I have been guilty of doing this on, well, let’s say, ‘more than one’ occasion. And trust me: it’s always an away move!)
For one last example, imagine cancelling a social event at the last minute. Suppose you were doing this in order to cope with a medical emergency (e.g. taking a sick friend to hospital); in that situation, I’m guessing you’d consider it a towards move. Now suppose you’re very lonely and socially isolated, and you’ve gotten into the habit of cancelling whenever you feel anxious; and each time you do that, it increases your sense of loneliness. In that particular situation, if you cancel yet again because you’re feeling anxious, I’m guessing you’d call it an away move.
It’s essential to understand this principal because it underpins everything in this book; the technical name for it is ‘workability’. If what you’re doing in a particular situation is helping you move closer towards the life you want to build, we say it’s ‘workable’ (a towards move); but if it’s having the opposite effect, we say it’s ‘unworkable’ (an away move). And only you can ever decide whether something is workable for you.
What triggers away moves?
When life isn’t too difficult, when things are going reasonably well and we’re feeling pretty good … it’s often quite easy to choose towards moves. But how often is your life like that? The reality, for most of us, is that life is frequently hard. And all too often, we don’t get what we want. We continually run up against unexpected problems and challenging situations. We repeatedly experience painful emotions, such as anxiety, sadness, anger, loneliness or guilt. We have countless unhelpful thoughts: ‘I’m not good enough’, ‘I can’t cope’, ‘It’s not fair’, ‘I’m a loser’, ‘It’s all too hard’, ‘Life sucks!’ (and zillions of variants on these themes). And on top of all that, we often have to contend with strong urges or cravings, painful memories, and a myriad of unpleasant physical sensations. Throughout this book I will use the phrase ‘difficult thoughts and feelings’ as an umbrella term for all these unpleasant inner experiences.
When these difficult situations, thoughts and feelings show up in our life, we may respond to them either with towards moves, or away moves, as illustrated below.
Now unfortunately, when difficult thoughts and feelings arise, we easily get ‘hooked’ by them — much like a fish on the end of a line. We get hooked in two main ways, that usually overlap with each other. Let’s call these ‘OBEY mode’ and ‘STRUGGLE mode’.
OBEY mode
In OBEY mode, our thoughts and feelings dominate us; they command our full attention or dictate our actions. When we OBEY our thoughts and feelings, we either give them so much attention that we can’t usefully focus on anything else, or we allow them to tell us what to do. The thought ‘It’s hopeless’ hooks us and we OBEY: we give up, we stop trying. A painful memory shows up and we OBEY: we give it so much of our attention we get dragged back into the past and lose touch with what’s happening here and now. A feeling of anger hooks us and we OBEY: we shout, or say mean things, or become aggressive. An urge or craving hooks us, and we OBEY: we indulge whatever the habit or addiction may be.1
STRUGGLE mode
In STRUGGLE mode, we actively try to stop our thoughts and feelings from dominating us. We STRUGGLE against them; we do whatever we can to avoid them, escape from them, suppress them, or get rid of them. In STRUGGLE mode we may turn to drugs, or alcohol, or junk food, or procrastination, or withdrawing from the world, or basically anything that gives us momentary relief from those painful thoughts and feelings — even when doing so has negative impacts on our health, wellbeing and happiness.2
‘Getting hooked’ and ‘away moves’ = psychological suffering
When our thoughts and feelings ‘hook’ us, they reel us in, jerk us around and pull us into away moves. Indeed, almost every recognised psychological disorder — depression, anxiety disorders, addiction, chronic pain, trauma, OCD, you name it — is due to this basic process: difficult thoughts and feelings ‘hook us’ and pull us into away moves.
Said slightly differently, when we respond to our thoughts and feelings in OBEY mode or STRUGGLE mode (or often both), we behave in self-defeating ways. And this very same pattern also underpins ‘bad habits’, unhealthy routines, relationship problems, poor performance, unhealthy perfectionism, excessive ‘people-pleasing’, procrastination and all the other self-defeating or life-draining things we do when under pressure. The diagram below illustrates this.
Unhook, and move towards the life you want
Fortunately, there are times when we manage to unhook ourselves from difficult thoughts and feelings — and do towards moves instead. And the greater our ability to do this, the better life gets: our suffering reduces, and our wellbeing increases. In a nutshell, that’s what this book is all about.
A big part of the work in this book is getting in touch with your ‘values’: your heart’s deepest desires for how you want to behave as a human being; how you want to treat yourself and others, and the world around you. For example, think of someone you love very much. When you’re being who you really want to be in this relationship, how do you treat your loved one? I’d guess (and I could be wrong, of course) that you want to be loving, kind, supportive, honest, reliable, caring and considerate. If I guessed right, if those are qualities of behaviour you desire, then we’d call them ‘values’.
To make this clearer, pick an important role you play regularly, that involves interacting with other people (e.g. friend, partner, parent, neighbour, employee, student or team member). Now, imagine I interview one of the people you interact with when you’re in that role. And imagine I start asking this person about you. I begin by asking about how you generally tend to treat them, and what you say and do when they’re distressed or struggling or going through a tough patch. Next I ask them how you generally tend to treat other people. And finally I ask them what your three greatest qualities are, in terms of how you interact with others.
Now if magic could happen, if dreams could come true, what would you love this person to answer (and genuinely mean)? Please take at least two minutes to think about this …
Now, repeat the exercise for another role you play. Again, take two minutes …
So how did you go? If you did the exercise, you probably identified some values: some ways you want to behave when you’re in those roles. (If you’re confused or found the exercise too difficult, no need for concern; we’ll go into all this in depth, later in the book. This is just a preliminary ‘taster’.)
The simple fact that you are reading this book suggests you are living by your values right now. You are reading it because you care about reducing your suffering and improving your life. You may also be reading it because you want to be a better friend, partner, parent, relative or neighbour. This points to a value of ‘being caring’: being caring towards yourself or others, or both.
It’s important for us to clarify our values because once we know what they are, we can make good use of them. We can utilise them as an ‘inner compass’ to guide us through life and help us make wise choices, and also as a source of energy and motivation to help us do more towards moves.
Another big part of this approach is to learn ‘unhooking skills’ so that when difficult thoughts, feelings, memories or urges show up, we can rapidly unhook from them before they can pull us into away moves. The better we get at unhooking and choosing towards moves the better our quality of life and the greater our health, wellbeing and happiness. This is illustrated below.
Choice points
The diagram above is officially called the ‘choice point’, because in any moment when life is difficult and painful thoughts and feelings show up, we potentially have a choice. We can respond to what is happening with effective, life-enhancing behaviours (towards moves) or with ineffective, life-diminishing behaviours (away moves). But note the word ‘potentially’. We only have this choice if we have developed good unhooking skills. Without them, we have little choice; without them, our ‘default setting’ is to get hooked and pulled into away moves (and often, we won’t even realise that’s happened until it’s too late). Basically, the less our ability to unhook, the less choice we have; instead, our thoughts and feelings tend to dominate us, run our lives, dictate what we can and can’t do.
I originally co-created the choice point with two colleagues, Joe Ciarrochi and Ann Bailey, in order to simplify the ACT model, and we’ll be using this concept throughout the book. Indeed, shortly I’ll ask you to fill in a blank choice point diagram, based on your life as it is today, so you can use it as a road map for the journey ahead. But first, let’s quickly consider three strategies for success as you work through this book:
1. Treat everything as an experiment
Throughout these pages I will ask you to play around with many different tools, techniques and strategies that I expect to be helpful. However, nothing works for everyone. Everything you do will be an experiment; you never know for sure what’s going to happen. So, please bring an attitude of openness and curiosity to each experiment in the book, and really notice your experience. If it turns out to be helpful, as intended, that’s all well and good. But if it’s not helpful, please either modify it to suit your purposes, or drop it and move on to the next part of the book.
In other words, don’t take anything on board just because I say it’s helpful; trust your own experience. Take as little or as much from this book as you like, and leave anything that’s not right for you.
2. Expect your mind to interfere
Whenever I ask you to do something that pulls you out of your comfort zone, your mind is likely to protest. It’s as if we have a ‘reason-giving machine’ inside our head, and as soon as we’re faced with doing something uncomfortable it starts cranking out all the reasons why we can’t do it, shouldn’t do it, or shouldn’t even have to do it: ‘That won’t work for me’, ‘That’s silly’, ‘I can’t do it’, ‘I don’t have the time’, ‘I don’t have the energy’, ‘I’m not in the mood’, ‘I’ll do it later’, ‘I’m too anxious’, ‘I’m too depressed’, ‘I can’t be bothered’ … and so on.
Sometimes the reasons our mind comes up with are based on harsh judgments: ‘I’m too stupid/weak/lazy to do it’, ‘I’ll only screw it up’, ‘I don’t deserve a better life’. At other times, they are based on anxiety: ‘What if it goes wrong?’, ‘What if other people get upset?’, ‘What if I make a fool of myself?’ At yet other times, they are based on past experience: ‘I’ve tried that before and failed.’ And sometimes they’re based on our feelings: ‘I’m not in the mood’, ‘I can’t be bothered’, ‘I don’t feel like it’.
Whatever your reason-giving machine comes up with, please remember what I said last chapter: this is basically your mind trying to protect you from uncomfortable thoughts and feelings. So when those reasons to skip an experiment arise, there’s a ‘choice point’ for you.
Option one: allow your mind to dominate you, to talk you out of doing the exercise in question.
Option two: allow your mind to say whatever it wants, but don’t buy into it; let it chatter away like a radio playing in the background, while you get on with the experiment.
(If you’ve read a lot of self-help, you may be surprised that I didn’t suggest a third option: get into a debate with your mind: start challenging those ‘negative thoughts’; push them away and replace them with more ‘positive thoughts’. We don’t do that in ACT because, as we’ll explore in later chapters, a lot of the time it simply doesn’t work.)
3. Practice is essential
A new client walked into my room clutching the first edition of this book. She sat on the couch, threw the book on the coffee table and snapped, ‘I’ve read your book! It didn’t work.’
‘I see,’ I said, a bit taken aback. ‘And while you were reading it, did you practise all the exercises?’
She looked at me, sheepishly. ‘No.’
‘Well then,’ I said, ‘I’m not really surprised it didn’t work.’
If we want to become competent at any new skill — playing a guitar, driving a car, cooking Japanese food — we need to practise. We can’t learn new skills simply by reading books about them. For sure, reading books can give us ideas about new skills, help us to understand what’s involved, and provide us with insights into how we can develop them; but it won’t actually give us the skills. Even if we read ten thousand books about playing guitar, driving or cooking, we won’t develop the skills to do those things. We need to actually pick up that guitar and strum away; or get behind the wheel and hit the road; or get in that kitchen and rattle those pots and pans. And the same is true for psychological skills, like the ones we cover in this book. Simply reading about how to unhook will not give you unhooking skills; you need to actually do the experiments and practise the exercises repeatedly.
Time to complete a ‘choice point’
Okay, so now it’s time to complete a choice point diagram. I strongly encourage you to either: a) draw one on a sheet of paper (it’s easy: just draw two straight arrows diverging from one central point); or b) print one from my free eBook, The Happiness Trap: Extra Bits. As the name suggests, this eBook contains additional materials to support the main book, including audio recordings and printable worksheets. You can download a copy from the ‘Free resources’ page on my website, www.thehappinesstrap.com.
Once you’ve drawn or printed it, please fill in the choice point diagram, guided by my prompts below. (If you’re not currently able to write, then at least spend a few minutes imagining what you would write if you could.) There’s an example of a completed version near the end of the chapter, so if you get stuck at any point, skip ahead and use it for guidance.
Part A: What are your ‘hooks’?
1. At the bottom of your ‘choice point’ write down four or five of the most difficult situations you are dealing with in your life today (e.g. work problems, medical problems, relationship issues, bullying or rejection, prejudice or discrimination, financial problems, lack of friends, bereavement).
2. Underneath that, write down difficult emotions that tend to recur (e.g. sadness, anxiety, guilt, loneliness, anger) and/or difficult sensations (e.g. a tight chest, knots in the stomach, racing heart, feelings of numbness or emptiness).
3. Next, write down any urges you struggle with (e.g. urges to smoke, drink, gamble or yell).
4. Finally, write down unhelpful thoughts that tend to frequently occur, especially self-judgments (e.g. ‘I’m stupid’, ‘I can’t cope’, ‘I keep screwing up’, ‘I’m a loser’), beliefs (e.g. ‘I have to do things perfectly’, ‘I must always please other people’, ‘My life will never get better’) and negative predictions (‘I’ll fail’, ‘I’ll get sick’, ‘They’ll reject me’). If relevant, also include recurrent painful memories.
As you work through this book, you’ll learn a wide range of unhooking skills to take the impact out of those difficult thoughts and feelings, so they can’t jerk you around, hold you back or bring you down; how to let them flow through you, without sweeping you away. You’ll also learn how to take effective action, guided by your values, to improve those difficult situations (or leave them, if that’s a better option).
Part B: What are your away moves?
Alongside the left arrow, write down common away moves you make, when you go into OBEY or STRUGGLE mode (in response to the thoughts and feelings you’ve written at the bottom). Away moves are mostly things you do physically (e.g. eating too much junk food, shouting at your loved ones, watching too much TV, hiding away in your bedroom, drinking excessively). However, they might include things you do inside your head, such as worrying, obsessing and ruminating. (Technically these are known as ‘cognitive processes’).
So, an individual thought, like ‘I’m going to fail’, would go at the bottom of the choice point; it just ‘pops’ up and there’s nothing you can do about that. But if, in response to that thought, you start worrying, ruminating or obsessing, then those cognitive processes would go on the away arrow.
Remember away moves are behaviours that you personally consider to be unworkable: taking you away from the life you want to build; away from the person you want to be. This is your own personal viewpoint you’re mapping out, nobody else’s.
Also remember, away moves are things you do, not things you feel. So, emotions, feelings, sensations and urges are not away moves; they always go at the bottom of the choice point, never on the away arrow. Away moves are unworkable things you do in response to all that stuff at the bottom.
Part C: What are your towards moves?
No matter how difficult your life is, no matter how badly you’ve been hooked by your thoughts and feelings, no matter how extensive your away moves … one thing’s for sure: at times, you do some towards moves (such as reading this book). So, alongside the right arrow, begin by writing towards moves you’re already doing (e.g. ‘reading The Happiness Trap’).
After that, write down towards moves you’d like to start doing (make sure to include ‘learning unhooking skills’). This could include goals you want to pursue, actions you want to take, and values you want to live by. Note: towards moves are about what you do, not how you feel. So you wouldn’t write ‘feeling relaxed’ or ‘feeling happy’ on the towards arrow; you’d write down what you’d do differently if you felt that way.
If you have trouble with this:
▪ Look at an away move and ask yourself: ‘What would I like to do instead of this?’
▪ Think back to the two roles you picked in the exercise above. What did your answers suggest you’d like to start or keep doing in those roles?
▪ Think about those three fundamentals of health and wellbeing I mentioned last chapter: exercising, healthy eating and building strong relationships. What would you like to start or keep doing in these arenas?
If you find it easy to fill in the towards arrow, all well and good. But if you find it hard or impossible, rest assured that’s completely normal. Most people initially find it quite challenging, and sometimes even anxiety-provoking. So, if your towards arrow is empty or sparse, that’s not a problem; simply acknowledge that right now, at this point in time, you don’t have much idea of what you can do to make life meaningful. This will soon change! In later chapters, I’ll take you through some exercises which will help you to fill in all the blanks.
Example of a completed choice point diagram
Where to from here?
So, now you have a sense of what this book is about, take a moment to notice what your mind is saying. Is it enthusiastic (‘Let’s get cracking!’) or sceptical (‘This guy’s full of it’) or anxious (‘This sounds like hard work!’) or doubtful (‘I don’t think this will work for me’)? Or is it just staying quiet?
Whatever your mind is saying, simply acknowledge it.
If it’s saying something that makes you want to persist, that’s great news; at times our minds are helpful and encouraging, so let’s appreciate that when it happens.
On the other hand, if it’s saying something that makes you want to give up, there’s a choice point for you: do you give up because your mind says something negative? Or do you let your mind say whatever it wants, acknowledge that it’s trying to protect you from discomfort, and carry on reading?
I hope you choose the latter, because in the next chapter we’re going to explore a topic of vital importance …
1In ACT, the technical term for OBEY mode is ‘fusion’.
2In ACT, the technical term for STRUGGLE mode is ‘experiential avoidance’.
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THE BLACK HOLE OF CONTROL
Michelle has tears streaming down her eyes. ‘What’s wrong with me?’ she asks. ‘I have a great husband, great kids, great job, a lovely home. I’m fit, healthy, well off. So why aren’t I happy?’
It’s a good question. Michelle seems to have everything she wants in life, so what’s going wrong? This is actually a common scenario in the Western world, and later in this chapter we’ll explore why. But first, let’s take a look at another popular happiness myth.
Myth no. 3: It’s easy to control what you think and feel
Many self-help books and programs subscribe wholeheartedly to this myth. One of the most popular claims you’ll encounter is this: if you repeatedly challenge your negative thoughts and, instead, fill your head with positive ones, you will be happy, confident and successful. If only life were that simple!
The fact is, we have much less control over our thoughts and feelings than we would like. I’m sure you don’t need me to tell you this. I’m willing to bet you’ve already tried countless times to think more positively about things — but those negative thoughts keep coming back, don’t they? As we saw in Chapter 1, our minds have evolved over 300,000 years to think the way they do, so it’s unlikely a few positive thoughts will make much difference! (It’s not that positive thinking has no effect at all; such techniques do often make us feel better — at least, temporarily. But they don’t get rid of negative thoughts in the long term.)
The same holds true for uncomfortable emotions such as anger, fear, sadness, guilt and shame. There are multitudes of psychological strategies to ‘get rid of’ such feelings. But you’ve undoubtedly discovered that even if you can make them go away temporarily, after a while they’re back. And then they go away again. And then they come back again. And so on and so on.
I’m guessing you’ve already spent a lot of time and effort trying to have ‘good’ feelings and ‘positive’ thoughts instead of those ‘bad’ or ‘negative’ ones (I know I have!) and you’ve probably found that as long as you’re not too stressed, or your situation isn’t too challenging, you can often pull it off. However, I’m sure you’ve discovered that the more stressed you are, the more difficult the situation you’re in, the less ability you have to control your thoughts and feelings. In really difficult situations, when life hits you hard, when you’re tackling major challenges or stepping out of your comfort zone to face your fears — you simply can’t expect to feel happy!
Sadly, this myth is so deeply entrenched in our culture, that we tend to feel stupid, weak or inadequate when our attempts to control our thoughts and feelings fail. This raises the question: given it so obviously contradicts our direct experience, how did this myth get established in the first place?
The illusion of control
The human mind is a wonderful thing. It enables us to make plans, invent new things, coordinate actions, analyse problems, share knowledge, learn from our experiences and imagine new futures. The clothes on your body, the chair beneath you, the roof over your head, the book in your hands — none of these things would exist but for the ingenuity of the human mind. The mind enables us to shape the world around us and conform it to our wishes, to provide ourselves with warmth, shelter, food, water, protection, sanitation and medicine. Not surprisingly, this amazing ability to control our external environment gives us high expectations of control in other arenas as well.
Now, in the material world, control strategies generally work well. If we don’t like something, we figure out how to avoid it or get rid of it, and then we do so. A wolf outside your door? Get rid of it! Throw rocks at it, or spears, or shoot it. Snow, rain or hail? Well you can’t get rid of those things, but you can avoid them by hiding in a cave or building a shelter. Dry, arid soil? You can get rid of it by irrigation and fertilisation, or you can avoid it by moving to fertile ground.
But how much control do we have over our inner world: over our thoughts, memories, emotions, urges and sensations? Can we simply avoid or get rid of the ones we don’t like? Well, let’s see …
Here’s a little experiment. As you keep reading this paragraph, try not to think about ice-cream. Don’t think about the colour or the texture. Don’t think about how it tastes on a hot summer’s day. Don’t think about how good it feels as it melts inside your mouth.
Stare at the floor and try not to think about ice-cream for one minute.
How’d you do?
Exactly! You couldn’t stop thinking about ice-cream.3
Now here’s another little experiment. Remember the last meal you ate
— whatever it was, breakfast, lunch or dinner. Remember it as vividly as you can; what you ate, how it was cooked, how it tasted. Done that? Good. Now delete it. Totally obliterate that memory so it can never come back to you, ever again.
How did you fare? (If you think you succeeded, check again; see if you can still remember it.)
Next, tune in to your left leg, and notice how it feels. Feeling it? Good. Now make it go completely numb — so numb, that we could cut it off with a hacksaw and you wouldn’t feel a thing.
Did you succeed?
Okay, now here’s a little thought experiment. Suppose I’m a mad scientist (if you know me, that’s not a huge stretch) and I’ve kidnapped you for an evil experiment. I’ve wired you up to the world’s most sensitive ‘lie detector’ (technically known as a polygraph). This machine measures your heart rate, breath rate, blood pressure, brain waves and adrenaline levels. And if it detects even the tiniest hint of fear or anxiety, a red light will flash and a loud alarm will ring.
So you’re strapped in a chair, wired to this thing, and I place my hand on a big red lever attached to a massive electrical generator. And with a mad cackle, I inform you, ‘In this experiment I’m about to do on you, you must not feel any anxiety whatsoever — because if you do, I will pull this lever, which will electrocute you with 1 million volts!’
What would happen?
You’d be fried, right? Even though your life depends on it, you could not stop yourself feeling anxious. Indeed, even the tiniest hint of anxiety that shows up in that situation would itself be a trigger for massive anxiety.
Now, one last experiment. Stare at the star below then see if you can stop yourself from thinking for two whole minutes. That’s all you have to do. For two minutes, prevent any thoughts whatsoever from coming into your mind — especially any thoughts about the star or the task I’ve just asked you to do! Hopefully by now you’re getting the point that thoughts, feelings, sensations and memories are just not that easy to control. As I said before, we do have some control over these things, but it’s so much less than we want. I mean, let’s face it: if these things were that easy to control, wouldn’t we all just live in perpetual bliss?
How we learn about emotional control
From a young age, we are taught that we should be able to control how we feel. When you were growing up, you probably heard a number of expressions like, ‘Don’t cry or I’ll give you something to cry about’, ‘Don’t be so gloomy; look on the bright side’, ‘Big boys don’t cry’, ‘Stop feeling sorry for yourself’, ‘There’s no need to be frightened’, ‘Think positive’, ‘Don’t be scared’, ‘Cheer up; it may never happen’, ‘No use crying over spilt milk’, ‘Plenty more fish in the sea’ and so on.
With words such as these, the adults around us sent out the message, again and again, that we ought to be able to control our feelings. And certainly it appeared to us as if they controlled theirs. But what was going on behind closed doors? In all likelihood, many of those adults weren’t coping too well with their own painful feelings. They may have been drinking too much, taking tranquillisers, crying themselves to sleep every night, having affairs, throwing themselves into their work or suffering in silence while slowly developing stomach ulcers. However they were coping, they probably didn’t share those experiences with you.
And on those (hopefully) rare occasions when you did get to witness their loss of control, I’ll bet they never said anything like, ‘You see these tears rolling down my face? This is because I’m feeling something called “sadness”. It’s a normal emotion that we all feel at times, and I’m going to teach you some psychological skills so you can handle it effectively.’
The idea that we should be able to control our feelings is strongly reinforced in our school years. For example, kids who cried at your school were probably teased for being ‘cry-babies’ or ‘sissies’ — especially if they were boys. Then, as you grew older, you probably heard phrases (or even used them yourself) such as, ‘Get over it!’, ‘Shit happens!’, ‘Move on!’, ‘Chill out!’, ‘Don’t be a chicken!’, ‘Snap out of it!’, ‘Toughen up’, ‘Build a bridge’, ‘Deal with it’, ‘Take it on the chin’, ‘Suck it up’, ‘Don’t have a pity party’, ‘Don’t worry about it’, ‘Relax’, ‘Don’t think about it’ and so on.
These phrases imply that we should be able to turn our feelings on and off at will, like flicking a switch. And this myth is compelling, because many people around us seem, on the surface, to be happy. They seem to be in control of their thoughts and feelings. But ‘seem’ is the key word here. The fact is that most people are not open or honest about the struggle they go through with their own thoughts and feelings. They ‘put on a brave face’ and ‘keep a stiff upper lip’. They are like the proverbial clown crying on the inside; the bright face paint and chirpy antics are all we see. I commonly hear my clients say things like, ‘If my friends/family/colleagues could hear me now, they’d never believe it. Everyone thinks I’m so strong/confident/happy …’
Penny, a 30-year-old receptionist, came to see me six months after the birth of her first child. She was feeling tired, anxious and full of self-doubt about her mothering skills. At times she felt incompetent or inadequate and just wanted to run away from all the responsibility. At other times she felt exhausted and miserable and wondered if having a child had been a huge mistake. On top of that, she felt guilty for even having such thoughts!
Although Penny attended regular mothers’ group meetings, she kept her problems a secret. The other mothers all seemed so confident, she feared that if she told them how she was feeling they would look down on her. When Penny eventually plucked up the courage to share her experiences with the other women, her admission broke a conspiracy of silence. They had all been feeling the same way to one degree or another, but they’d all been putting on the same act of bravado, hiding their true feelings for fear of disapproval or rejection. There was a huge sense of relief and bonding as these women opened up and got honest with one another.
As we grow up, many of us are taught to bottle up painful feelings and hide them from others; that having such feelings means we are weak, silly or defective. As a result, most of us are reluctant to tell our friends and family when we are feeling sad or anxious or not coping in some way — for fear of being judged. Our silence about what we are really feeling, and the false front we put on for others, simply adds to the powerful illusion of emotional control.
So why is it so important to dispel this myth? To answer that, let’s consider …
What’s your problem?
Presumably, if you’re reading this book, there’s room for your life to improve. Maybe your relationship is in trouble, or you’re lonely or heartbroken. Maybe you hate your job or perhaps you’ve lost it. Maybe your health is deteriorating. Maybe someone you love has died, or rejected you, or moved far away. Maybe you have low self-esteem or self-confidence. Maybe you have an addiction, or financial problems, or legal difficulties. Maybe you’re suffering from depression, anxiety, trauma or ‘burnout’. Or maybe you just feel stuck or disillusioned.
Whatever the problem is, it undoubtedly gives rise to unpleasant thoughts and feelings — and you’ve probably spent a lot of time and effort in STRUGGLE mode, trying to escape them or blot them out. But suppose that STRUGGLE against your ‘bad’ thoughts and feelings is actually making your life worse? In ACT we have a saying for this: ‘The solution is the problem!’
How does a solution become a problem?
What do you do when you have an itch? You scratch it, right? And usually this works so well you don’t even think about it: scratch the itch and it goes away. Problem solved.
But suppose one day you develop a patch of eczema. The skin is very itchy, so naturally you scratch it. However, with this condition, the skin cells are highly sensitive, so when you scratch them, they release chemicals called histamines, which are highly irritating. And these chemicals inflame the skin even further. So after a while, the itch returns — but more intensely than before. And, of course, if you scratch it again, same thing happens: in the short term, there’s relief; but in the long term, it gets even worse! The more you scratch, the worse the eczema, the greater the itchiness.
Scratching is a good solution for a fleeting itch in normal, healthy skin. But for a persistent itch in abnormal skin, scratching is harmful: the ‘solution’ becomes part of the problem. This is commonly known as a ‘vicious cycle’. And in the world of human emotions, vicious cycles are common. Here are a few examples:
▪Joe fears rejection, so he feels overly anxious in social situations. He doesn’t want those feelings of anxiety, so he avoids socialising whenever possible. He doesn’t accept invitations to parties or pursue friendships. He lives alone and stays home every night. This means that on the rare occasion when he does socialise, he’s more anxious than ever because he’s so out of practice. Furthermore, living alone with no friends or social life just serves to make him feel completely rejected, which is the very thing he fears!
▪Maria also feels anxious in social situations. She copes with this by drinking heavily. In the short term, alcohol reduces her anxiety. But the next day she feels hung-over and tired and she often regrets the money she spent on alcohol or worries about the embarrassing things she did while under the influence. Sure, she escapes anxiety for a little while, but the price she pays is a lot of other unpleasant feelings over the long term. And if she ever finds herself in a social situation where she can’t drink, her anxiety is greater than ever because she doesn’t have alcohol to rely on.
▪Prisha is overweight and hates it, so she eats some chocolate to cheer herself up. For a few moments, she feels better. But then she thinks about all the calories she’s just consumed and how that will add to her weight — and ends up feeling more miserable than ever.
▪There’s a lot of built-up tension between Alexei and his wife, Sylvana. Sylvana is angry at Alexei because he works long hours and doesn’t spend enough time with her. Alexei doesn’t like those feelings of tension in the house, so to avoid them he starts working longer hours. But the more hours he works, the more dissatisfied Sylvana gets — and the tension in their relationship steadily increases.
You can see that these are all examples of STRUGGLE: trying hard to avoid, get rid of or escape from unwanted thoughts and feelings.
Below I’ve organised some of our most common ‘struggle strategies’ into two main categories: fight and flight. Fight strategies involve fighting with or trying to dominate your unwanted thoughts and feelings; flight strategies involve escaping or avoiding them.
Fight strategies
Suppression
You try to directly suppress unwanted thoughts and feelings. You forcefully push unwanted thoughts from your mind, or you push your feelings ‘deep down inside’.
Arguing
You argue with your own thoughts. For example, if your mind says, ‘You’re a failure’, you may argue back, ‘Oh, no, I’m not — just look at everything I’ve achieved in my work.’
Taking charge
You try to take charge of your thoughts and feelings. You may tell yourself things like, ‘Snap out of it!’, ‘Stay calm!’ or ‘Cheer up!’ Or you try forcing yourself to be happy when you’re not, or try to replace negative thoughts with positive ones.
Self-judgment
You use harsh self-judgment to try to bully yourself into feeling differently. You call yourself names like ‘loser’ or ‘idiot’. Or you criticise and blame yourself: ‘Don’t be so pathetic!’
Flight strategies
Opting out
You opt out of situations, events or activities that tend to trigger uncomfortable thoughts or feelings. For example, you drop out of a course, avoid going to a social function, procrastinate on an important task or avoid a challenge, to escape feelings of anxiety.
Distraction
You distract yourself from your thoughts and feelings by focusing on something else: you smoke a cigarette, eat some ice-cream, go shopping or play computer games.
Substances
You try to avoid or get rid of unwanted thoughts and feelings using substances such as drugs, alcohol, sugar, chocolate, junk food, tobacco and so on.
The problem with struggle strategies
What’s the problem with using methods like these to try to control our thoughts and feelings? The answer is nothing, if:
▪we use them sensibly, appropriately, in moderation
▪we use them in situations where they can realistically work
▪using them doesn’t stop us from behaving like the sort of person we want to be, doing the things that matter to us.
So if we’re not too distressed or upset — if we’re just dealing with run-of-the-mill, everyday stress — then deliberate attempts to control our thoughts and feelings aren’t likely to be a problem. Indeed, in some situations, distraction can be a good way of dealing with unpleasant emotions. If you’ve just had a row with a loved one and you’re feeling hurt and angry, it could be helpful to distract yourself by going for a walk or burying your head in a book until you calm down. Similarly, if you’re stressed and drained after a gruelling day’s work, then having a glass of wine to ‘unwind’ may be just the ticket.
However, struggle strategies become problematic when:
▪we use them excessively
▪we use them in situations where they can’t work
▪using them stops us from doing things that matter to us.
When struggle is excessive
To varying degrees, every one of us uses struggle strategies to avoid unwanted thoughts and feelings. And in moderation this is no big deal. For instance, when I’m feeling particularly anxious, I sometimes eat chocolate. This is basically a form of distraction: an attempt to avoid some unpleasant feeling by focusing on something else. But because I only do this in moderation, it’s not a major problem in my life — I maintain a healthy weight and I don’t give myself diabetes.
However, back in my early twenties it was a different story. Back then I was a junior doctor, and I found my work incredibly stressful. So I ate a truckload of cakes, cookies and chocolates to try to avoid my anxiety. (On a bad day I could go through five whole packets of double-coated chocolate Tim Tams.) As a result, I became seriously overweight and developed high blood pressure. (Not exactly a great role model for my patients!) Because I used it excessively, this struggle strategy had serious consequences.
If you’re worried about upcoming exams, you might try to distract yourself from your anxiety by watching television. Now, that’s fine if you’re only doing it every now and then. But if you do it too much, you’ll spend all your evenings watching television and you won’t get any studying done. This, in turn, will create more anxiety as your studies lag further and further behind. Therefore, as a method for anxiety control, distraction simply can’t work in the long run. And then there’s the obvious: dealing with your anxiety in this way prevents you from doing the one thing that would be genuinely helpful — studying.
The same goes for zoning out with alcohol or drugs. Moderate drinking or taking the occasional tranquilliser isn’t likely to have serious long-term consequences. But if we use these struggle strategies excessively, this easily leads to addiction — which then usually leads to many complications, which in turn give rise to even more painful feelings.
Using struggle strategies in situations where they can’t work
If we love somebody deeply and we lose that relationship — whether through death, rejection or separation — we will feel a whole range of painful emotions. What we feel varies enormously from person to person, and may include many different emotions including anger, sadness, anxiety, guilt, loneliness, despair or fear. Such feelings are normal reactions to any significant loss, whether a loved one, a job or a limb; we expect to feel them as part of a normal grieving process.
Unfortunately, rather than allowing ourselves to feel all those perfectly normal emotions, many of us do what we can to push them away. We might bury ourselves in work, drink heavily, throw ourselves into a new relationship ‘on the rebound’ or numb ourselves with drugs. But no matter how hard we try to push those feelings away, deep down inside they are still there. And sooner or later, like a muscle-bound, time-travelling, humanoid killer robot with an Austrian accent … they’ll be back.
It’s a bit like holding a ball under the water. As long as you keep pushing it down, it stays beneath the surface. But eventually your arm gets tired and the moment you release your grip, the ball leaps straight up out of the water.
Donna was 25 years of age when her husband and child died in a tragic car crash. Naturally, she felt an explosion of sadness, fear, loneliness and despair. But Donna didn’t know how to effectively handle those painful feelings, so she turned to alcohol to push them away. Getting drunk would temporarily soothe her pain, but once she sobered up her pain returned with a vengeance — and then she’d drink even more to push it away again.
By the time Donna came to see me six months later, she was knocking back almost two bottles of wine a day, as well as taking Valium and sleeping tablets. The single biggest factor in her recovery was her willingness to stop running away from her pain. Only when she learned how to open up and make room for her feelings, to take the impact out of them and allow them to freely come and stay and go in their own good time, was she able to come to terms with her terrible loss. Once she could do this, it enabled her to grieve effectively for her loved ones and channel her energy into building a new life. (Later in the book, we’ll look at how she accomplished that.)
When struggle strategies prevent us from doing what matters
What domains of life are most important to you? Health? Work? Family? Friends? Religion? Sport? Nature? It’s no surprise that life is richer and more fulfilling when we actively invest our time and energy in the aspects of life that are most important or meaningful to us. Yet all too often our attempts to avoid unpleasant feelings get in the way of doing what truly matters to us.
For example, suppose you’re a professional actor and you love your work. Then one day, quite out of the blue, you develop an intense fear of failure just as you are due to appear onstage. So you refuse to go on (a malady commonly known as stage fright). Refusing to go onstage may well temporarily reduce your fear, but it also stops you from doing something that truly matters to you.
Or suppose you’ve just gone through a divorce. Sadness, fear and anger are all natural reactions, but you don’t want to have these unpleasant feelings. So you try to lift your mood by eating junk food, getting drunk or chain-smoking. But what does this do to your health? I’ve never met anyone who didn’t care about their health — and yet many of us use emotion control strategies that actively damage our physical bodies.
How much control do we actually have?
The degree of control we have over our thoughts and feelings depends largely on how intense they are, and what situation we are in — the less intense the emotions, and the less stressful the situation, the more control we have.
For instance, if we’re dealing with typical everyday stress and we’re in a safe, comfortable environment such as our bedroom or a yoga class, or the office of a coach or therapist, then a simple relaxation technique can often make us feel calmer right away.
However, the more intense our thoughts and feelings are, and the more stressful the environment we are in, the less effective our attempts at control will be. Just try feeling totally relaxed when you’re going for an interview or arguing with your partner, or asking someone out on a date, and you’ll soon see what I mean. While you can act calmly in those situations, you will not feel relaxed (no matter how hard you practise your relaxation techniques).
We also have more control over our thoughts and feelings when the things we’re avoiding aren’t too important. For example, if you’re avoiding cleaning your messy garage or your car, then it’s probably fairly easy to take your mind off it. Why? Because in the larger scheme of things it’s simply not that important. If you don’t do it, the sun will still rise tomorrow, you will continue to draw breath and nothing bad will happen to your job, your health or your loved ones. All that will happen is that your garage or car will remain messy.
But suppose you suddenly develop a large, suspicious-looking black mole on your arm and you avoid going to the doctor. Would it be easy to take your mind off it? Sure, you could go to a movie, watch television or surf the internet and maybe, for a little while, you could stop thinking about it. But in the long term, you will inevitably start thinking about that mole, because the consequences of avoiding action are potentially serious.
So, because many of the things we avoid are not that important, and because many of our negative thoughts and feelings are not that intense, we find that our struggle strategies can often make us feel better — at least for a little while. Unfortunately, though, this leads us to believe we have much more emotional control than we actually do.
What is ‘experiential avoidance’?
No one likes feeling bad, so, naturally, we all try to avoid or get rid of unpleasant thoughts and feelings. Psychologists call this ‘experiential avoidance’: the ongoing attempt to avoid or get rid of unwanted inner experiences.
Experiential avoidance is normal, and in low levels it is not a problem. But a high level of experiential avoidance leads to excessive use of struggle strategies, which comes with three big costs:
1. When used excessively, these strategies eat up a lot of time and energy that could be invested in more meaningful, life-enhancing activities (towards moves).
2. We may feel hopeless, frustrated or inadequate because although we’re trying very hard to get rid of them, those unwanted thoughts and feelings keep coming back (often with greater intensity than before).
3. When used excessively or inappropriately, many struggle strategies lower our quality of life over the long term. (In other words, they become away moves.)
These unwanted outcomes lead to even more unpleasant feelings, which then leads to even more struggle. It’s a vicious cycle. And I do mean ‘vicious’; there’s a wealth of research showing that a high level of experiential avoidance is a major factor in depression, anxiety disorders, addiction, impaired performance, low self-esteem, relationship conflicts, eating disorders, disengagement and demotivation at work, OCD, trauma, chronic pain syndrome and many other psychological problems.
It’s worth noting that sometimes struggle strategies are automatic and unconscious. For example, you may have heard of the vagus nerve, the second-longest nerve in the body after the spinal cord. Sometimes when we experience intense pain — physical, emotional or psychological — our vagus nerve literally numbs us: it actually ‘cuts off’ our feelings to spare us from the pain. This isn’t a conscious choice; this is simply our nervous system looking after us. Unfortunately, this gives rise to other unpleasant feelings, such as numbness, emptiness, hollowness or a sense of being ‘dead inside’: a fairly common experience in depression or trauma.
In a nutshell
So, here is ‘the happiness trap’ in a nutshell: to increase our happiness, we try hard to avoid or get rid of unwanted thoughts and feelings — but paradoxically, the more effort we put into this STRUGGLE, the more difficult thoughts and feelings we create.
It’s important to get a sense of this for yourself, to trust your own experience rather than simply believing what you read. So, please complete the following exercise. (If you don’t wish to write in the book, you can print out a worksheet from my free eBook, The Happiness Trap: Extra Bits, downloadable from the ‘Free resources’ page on www.thehappinesstrap.com.) There are three parts to the exercise and I highly recommend you write down your answers; however, if you’re currently unable or unwilling to do so, please spend at least ten to fifteen minutes seriously thinking about this.
Part 1: What have you tried?
Begin by completing this sentence: The inner experiences (thoughts, feelings, emotions, memories, urges, images, sensations) I most want to avoid or get rid of are …
Next, take a few minutes to write a list of every single thing you’ve ever tried doing to avoid or get rid of these unwanted inner experiences. Try to remember every single struggle strategy you have ever used (whether deliberately or by default).
Note: Please do this non-judgmentally — with genuine curiosity! Please do not start judging these methods as ‘good’ or ‘bad’, ‘right’ or ‘wrong’, ‘positive’ or ‘negative’. We don’t want to get caught up in judgments or righteousness about what we should or shouldn’t be doing. The aim is simply to find out if these methods are ‘workable’ — i.e. do they work in the long term to give you the life you want? (And obviously, if any of these methods do improve your life in the long term, they count as towards moves — so keep doing them!)
Come up with as many examples as possible, including:
Distraction
What do you do to distract yourself from, or ‘take your mind off’’ painful thoughts and feelings? (e.g. movies, TV, internet, books, computer games, exercise, gardening, gambling, food, drugs, alcohol, etc.)
Opting out
What important, meaningful or life-enhancing activities, events, tasks, challenges or people do you avoid, quit, escape, procrastinate on or withdraw from? (Of course, if they’re not important, meaningful or life-enhancing, then opting out is no problem!)
Thinking strategies
How do you try (consciously or not) to think your pain away? Tick any of the following that you have ever done, and write in any others that aren’t included:
▪worrying
▪fantasising about a better future
▪imagining escape scenarios (e.g. leaving your job or your partner) or revenge scenarios
▪thinking to yourself ‘It’s not fair …’ or ‘If only …’
▪blaming yourself, others or the world
▪talking logically and rationally to yourself
▪positive thinking; positive affirmations
▪judging or criticising yourself
▪giving yourself a hard time
▪analysing yourself or others (trying to figure out ‘Why am I/others like this?’)
▪analysing the situation, life or the world (trying to figure out why this happened or why life/the world is like this)
▪planning; strategising; constructive problem-solving
▪making to-do lists
▪repeating inspirational sayings or proverbs
▪challenging or disputing negative thoughts
▪telling yourself ‘This too shall pass’ or ‘It may never happen’.
Other thinking strategies:
Substances
What substances do you put into your body primarily to avoid or get rid of pain: foods, drinks, cigarettes, recreational drugs, naturopathic or herbal remedies, tea, coffee, chocolate, aspirin, over-the-counter or prescription medications?
Any other strategies?
What other strategies have you used at times to escape, avoid or distract yourself from unwanted thoughts and feelings? For example, have you tried meditation, having affairs, aggressiveness, Tai Chi, massage, exercise, picking fights, dancing, music, suicide attempts, self-harming, ‘tolerating it’, ‘putting up with it’, ‘sucking it up and getting on with it’, prayer, smashing things, staying in bed, reading self-help books, seeing a therapist or doctor or other health professional, getting angry at life or other people?
Part 2: How has this worked in the long term?
Many of these struggle strategies give you short-term relief from painful thoughts and feelings. But consider: do they permanently get rid of those unwanted thoughts and feelings, so they never come back?
Most of the time, with most of these strategies, how long does your pain go away for before it returns?
Now clearly, some of these methods, if used moderately and wisely, will improve life in the long term — in which case, they are towards moves, and it makes sense to keep doing them. However, when we overuse or over-rely on these methods — when we use them excessively, rigidly or inappropriately — they have significant long-term costs. So consider: when you have excessively or inappropriately used them, what have these methods cost you in terms of health, money, wasted time, relationships, missed opportunities, work, increased pain, tiredness, wasted energy, frustration, disappointment, etc.? Really take your time; think this through.
Part 3: What has this cost you?
Finally consider: how many of these methods give you relief from pain in the short term, but keep you stuck or make your life worse or have significant costs in the long term? On the line below, put a cross in the place that best represents your answer:
‘none’ __________‘a few’ __________‘about half’ __________‘most’ __________‘all’
(The higher your level of experiential avoidance, the closer your cross is likely to be towards the far-right end of the line.)
Please complete all three parts of the exercise above, before reading on.
If you did this exercise thoroughly and were truly honest with yourself, you probably discovered three things:
1. You’ve invested a lot of time, effort, energy (and money) in STRUGGLE: trying to avoid or get rid of unwanted thoughts and feelings.
2. Many of these strategies did, at times, give you short-term relief from unwanted thoughts and feelings — but in the long term, they returned.
3. Many of these strategies, when used excessively or inappropriately, have significant costs in terms of wasted money, wasted time, wasted energy and negative effects upon your health, vitality and relationships. In other words, they made you feel better in the short term, but in the long term they lowered your quality of life.
How are you feeling? What are you thinking?
Pause for a moment and notice how you are feeling. Are you curious or intrigued? Or are you perhaps a bit dazed, confused or disturbed? Maybe even anxious, guilty or angry? If uncomfortable feelings are showing up for you … rest assured, that’s normal! This is a whole new perspective, which challenges many deeply entrenched beliefs. Strong reactions are common.
Also notice what your mind is saying right now. Is it saying something helpful or encouraging? Or is it perhaps judging and criticising you — calling you foolish or stupid? For many readers, it’s likely to be doing the latter. If so, rest assured: you’re not foolish or stupid (even if your mind disagrees with me). These strategies you’ve used are universal; every person on the planet uses them to avoid or get rid of pain. We all try to distract ourselves; we all opt out of things that are difficult; we all try to think our way out of our pain; and we all put substances of one form or another into our bodies. Indeed, our friends, family and health professionals often actively encourage us to do these things!
The point is … no matter how hard we try to avoid or get rid of these thoughts and feelings … in the long term, they keep coming back! And unfortunately, often what we do to get short-term relief makes our life worse in the long term. It’s a vicious cycle, which we all get stuck in, at times.
Not so fast!
‘Wait a moment,’ I hear you say. ‘Why haven’t you talked about things like giving to charity, or working diligently, or caring for your friends? Isn’t giving to others supposed to make people happy?’
Good point. It’s not just the things you do that matter; it’s also your motivation for doing them. If you’re giving to charity primarily to get rid of thoughts that you’re selfish, or you’re throwing yourself into work mainly to avoid feelings of inadequacy, or you’re looking after your friends primarily to counteract the fear of rejection, then chances are you won’t get much satisfaction out of those activities. Why not? Because when your primary motivation is the avoidance of unpleasant thoughts and feelings, this drains the joy and vitality from what you are doing. For example, recall the last time you ate something rich and tasty to get rid of feelings of stress, boredom or anxiety. I’m guessing it wasn’t that satisfying. However, did you ever eat that very same food, not to get rid of bad feelings but purely and simply to enjoy it and appreciate its taste? I bet you found that much more fulfilling.
Great advice about how to improve our lives comes at us from all directions: find a meaningful job, do this great workout, get out in nature, take up a hobby, join a club, contribute to charity, learn new skills, have fun with your friends and so on. And all these activities can be deeply satisfying if we do them because they are genuinely important and meaningful to us. But if we do these activities primarily to escape from unpleasant thoughts and feelings, chances are, they won’t be very rewarding. Why not? Because it’s hard to enjoy what you’re doing while you’re trying hard to escape from something you find threatening.
So, when you do things because they are truly meaningful to you — because deep in your heart, they truly matter to you — then we would not class them as struggle strategies. We would call them ‘values-guided actions’ (I’ll explain this term in Chapter 10) and we would expect them to improve your life in the long term.
But if those very same actions are mainly motivated by experiential avoidance — if their primary purpose is to avoid or get rid of unwanted thoughts and feelings — then we would call them struggle strategies (and it would be most surprising if you found them fulfilling).
Remember Michelle, who seems to have everything she wants in life and yet she’s not happy? Michelle’s life is driven by avoiding feelings of inadequacy and unworthiness. She is plagued by thoughts like, ‘I’m unlovable’, ‘Why am I so inadequate?’ and ‘Nobody likes me’, along with all the accompanying feelings of shame and anxiety.
Michelle works hard to make those thoughts and feelings go away. She pushes herself to excel at her job, frequently working late to accommodate others; she dotes on her husband and kids and caters to their every whim; she tries to please everyone in her life, always putting their needs in front of her own. She’s afraid to say ‘no’ to anyone in case she offends them, and spends large parts of every day ‘people-pleasing’.
Michelle learned this behaviour in early childhood. Growing up with abusive, domineering parents, she learned from a young age to do everything possible to keep them pleased or the consequences would be terrible. As a child, people-pleasing protected her. But as she continues to do this in her adult life, the toll it takes on her is enormous. And does it get rid of those upsetting thoughts and feelings? You guessed it. By continually putting herself last and working so hard to win others’ approval, she merely reinforces her sense of unworthiness. She is well and truly stuck in the happiness trap.
How can we escape the happiness trap?
Increasing self-awareness is the first step. So, notice all the little things you do each day to avoid or get rid of unpleasant thoughts and feelings — and carefully track the consequences. Ideally, keep a journal or spend a few minutes each day reflecting on this (or use the form in The Happiness Trap: Extra Bits). This is important, because the faster we can recognise we’re stuck in the trap, the faster we can lift ourselves out of it.
Does this mean we just have to put up with difficult feelings and resign ourselves to a life of suffering and misery? Not at all! That would be an example of OBEY mode, where we allow our thoughts and feelings to command all our attention and dictate what we do. In Part 2 of this book, you will learn new, more effective ways to handle unwelcome thoughts and feelings that are radically different from both STRUGGLE and OBEY. But before we get into that, there’s one more piece of the puzzle we need to explore …
3A tiny number of people manage briefly to suppress thoughts about ice-cream by thinking about something else. This is not good! A huge amount of research on thought suppression shows that, in the long term, such methods not only fail but have a rebound effect, leading to an increase in frequency and intensity of the very thoughts you’re trying to avoid. We explore this in later chapters.
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DROPPING THE STRUGGLE
Have you ever seen one of those ancient cowboy movies where the bad guy falls into a pool of quicksand and the more he struggles, the faster it sucks him under? If you haven’t, don’t worry; they’re terrible movies. The point is, if you ever fall into quicksand, struggling is the worst thing you can do. What you’re supposed to do is lie back, stretch out, keep still and let yourself float on the surface. (Then you whistle for your super-intelligent horse to come and rescue you!) Physically, this takes little effort. But psychologically, it’s very challenging to do because every instinct in your body tells you to … STRUGGLE!
The same holds true when difficult thoughts and feelings arise within us: our immediate instinct is to struggle; we pull out all those struggle strategies we explored last chapter and use them to fight with or flee from our inner experience. But unfortunately, just as with quicksand, struggling only makes things worse.
So what’s the alternative?
Well, there’s a radically different way of responding to painful thoughts and feelings that’s far more effective than struggling — but it’s so counter-intuitive it can be hard to get your head around it. To help you understand it, I encourage you to do a simple three-part experiment. (And I guarantee you’ll get much more out of it if you do it for real, instead of just reading about it. But if you’re unable or unwilling to do that, then at least vividly imagine it.)
Part A
Wherever you are right now, imagine that in front of you is everything that matters to you. This includes both the enjoyable, pleasing aspects of life — favourite movies, books, music, sport, games, food, drinks, people, places, pets and all the activities you love doing — and the difficult, unpleasant aspects of life — all the challenges and problems you are facing.
At the same time, pretend the book you’re holding comprises all those difficult thoughts, images, memories, feelings, emotions, sensations and urges that you usually tend to struggle with.
Part B
(Caution: If you have neck, shoulder or arm problems, please do not do this part of the exercise; just vividly imagine it.)
When you reach the end of this paragraph, grip the book tightly with both hands, then hold it as far away from you as possible. (If you’re reading this on a device, you can use that instead; alternatively, any book or even a sheet of paper will suffice.)
Once you’re holding it firmly with both hands, straighten your arms fully (no bending at the elbows) and extend them as far as possible, so you are holding the book ‘at arm’s length’. (This should be effortful; if it’s not, you need to extend more, push harder.) Then maintain that position for at least one minute — pushing hard, keeping the book as far away from you as you can. And as you do so, notice with curiosity how you find this experience; especially note what kinds of thoughts and feelings show up.
So, how was it? Uncomfortable, tiring, taxing? (Most people find that even just one minute of doing this exercise is annoying, wearying and a source of significant discomfort.)4
Now imagine doing this exercise all day long, for hours on end; how utterly exhausting would it be? Imagine trying to type on a computer, play video games, read a book, drive a car, cook dinner, eat a delicious meal, make love, play tennis, lie on the beach and sunbathe … at the same time as doing this exercise. How much would it distract you from what you’re doing? Reduce your enjoyment or satisfaction? How hard would it be to do those activities competently? How much would you miss out on?
This is what it’s like to struggle with our thoughts and feelings: we invest massive amounts of time and energy in trying hard to push them away. This is tiring, draining and distracting. And because so much of our attention is invested in this internal struggle it’s very hard to be present; to focus on or engage in what we’re doing; and almost impossible to respond effectively to life’s many challenges.
Now let’s try doing something radically different.
Part C
Again, pretend this book is all your difficult, unwanted thoughts and feelings. And again, when you reach the end of the paragraph, push this book away from you, as hard as you possibly can, for one minute. Then stop pushing, and immediately rest the book on your lap. And really pay attention: what difference does it make when you stop struggling with this stuff? Allow the book to gently rest in your lap … and stretch out your arms … and take a slow and gentle breath … and with an attitude of curiosity, open your eyes and ears, and notice what you can see and hear around you.
So what did you discover? What was it like to stop pushing; to put down the book, and rest it on your lap? Was it less distracting? Less tiring? Less painful? A sense of relief? A sense of freedom? Was it easier to notice the world around you? Easier to move your arms and hands and take action?
This way of responding to unwanted thoughts and feelings is the very opposite of struggling. We open up and make room for our thoughts and feelings; we allow them to come and stay and go in their own good time. We don’t let them push us around, and nor do we invest our precious energy and attention in fighting with or trying to get away from them. This frees us up to invest our time and energy in towards moves. It also makes it easier for us to focus our full attention on what we’re doing, which gives us two huge benefits. When we’re focused we:
a)do things much better
b)get more enjoyment and satisfaction from potentially pleasurable activities.
Much like floating in quicksand, this doesn’t come naturally. But the research is crystal clear: when we respond to our thoughts and feelings in this way, symptoms reduce. Anxiety levels fall; stress levels lower; depression symptoms drop; even physical pain decreases in conditions like chronic pain syndrome.
There’s also a third benefit, which many people find surprising. Our difficult thoughts and feelings often contain useful information; among other uses, they can alert us to problems that need addressing, give us important feedback about life and help us recognise when the things we’re doing aren’t working for us. We can’t effectively use this valuable information while we are busy struggling with these inner experiences, but we can once we drop the struggle. (If that seems like psychobabble gobbledegook right now, no need for alarm; we’ll explore this concept in depth in later chapters.)
Despite those 3000 published studies on the effectiveness of ACT, sometimes people are very sceptical about dropping the struggle. For example, Karl was a 32-year-old businessman with high levels of anxiety. He was continually worrying about getting sick, losing his job or his wife leaving him, and had many self-judgmental thoughts about being unworthy, unlovable and inadequate. In addition he was prone to ‘unhealthy perfectionism’ (constantly striving to do things perfectly, to such an extent it creates huge stress and anxiety). For example, at work, a simple task like writing an informal email could take Karl an age to complete, because he’d have to rewrite it four, five, six or seven times, until it was ‘perfect’. Often he’d procrastinate on important tasks for fear he wouldn’t be able to do them perfectly; and when he did eventually do them his constant obsessing about the need for a perfect end result sucked all the joy out of every project.
When I first took Karl through the exercise above, using an old paperback, he said, ‘Can’t I just do this?’ and threw the book across the room.
‘Yes,’ I said, ‘For sure. You’ve got so many struggle strategies that enable you to do exactly that: drugs, alcohol, distraction, procrastination and so on. But how long does it go away for, before it returns? And how much is it costing you to keep using those strategies?’ Karl looked teary. I got up and picked up the paperback. ‘So throwing this book away is functionally the same as holding it at arm’s length: you’re struggling with it, trying to get it away from you. We’re talking about doing something radically different. We’re talking about doing this,’ I said, resting the book gently on my lap.
Karl looked doubtful. ‘You don’t understand,’ he said. ‘My anxiety is debilitating. It’s unbearable.’
‘Yes,’ I said, ‘Right now, your anxiety is debilitating. Of course you can’t bear feeling that way.’ I picked up the book, gripped it hard with both hands and held it at arm’s length. ‘As long as this is the main way you respond to anxiety, it will always be debilitating and unbearable. So would you like to change that? Would you like to learn a new way of responding; a way to drain its power, so that it’s not unbearable and debilitating?’ I dropped the book back into my lap.
Karl nodded. ‘Great,’ I said. ‘Of course, doing that with a book is easy. Let’s try it with some real thoughts and feelings.’
4Occasionally I have a super-strong athletic client who says, ‘That was easy. I could do it all day.’ So I invite them to keep pushing, as hard as they can for another two minutes. After that I ask, ‘So would you honestly like to keep doing this for the remaining 40 minutes of our session?’ Even super-strong athletic types say ‘no’ because they recognise it would be both draining and distracting.
PART 2
HOW TO HANDLE DIFFICULT THOUGHTS AND FEELINGS
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HOW TO DROP ANCHOR
Have you ever experienced an ‘emotional storm’? Distressing thoughts whirling through your mind like leaves tossed in a gale? Painful emotions surging through your body like a river that’s burst it banks? ‘Emotional storms’ vary enormously as to how intense they are, how often they happen, and what triggers them. And they can include any combination of thoughts and feelings you can imagine: anger, anxiety, sadness, loneliness, guilt, shame, worries, judgments, traumatic memories, terrifying images, painful sensations, intense urges — you name it. But whatever the nature of an emotional storm, one thing is for sure: it readily sweeps us away.
There are two main ways we respond to emotional storms: OBEY or STRUGGLE. In OBEY mode, the storm totally controls us. And in STRUGGLE mode we do whatever we can to make it go away. And often we both OBEY and STRUGGLE simultaneously. In other words, we get ‘completely hooked’, which makes it almost impossible to effectively deal with whatever problem or difficulty set off the storm.
Now let’s discuss real storms for a moment. Imagine you have a boat, and just as you’re sailing into harbour you hear on the radio there’s a strong storm blowing in. You’d want to drop anchor in that harbour both quickly and securely — because if you don’t, the storm will sweep your boat out to sea. Of course, dropping anchor won’t get rid of the storm — but it will hold the boat steady until the storm passes. And shortly, you’re going to do something similar: learn how to ‘drop anchor’ when emotional storms flare up inside you. But first let’s discuss the importance of …
Noticing and naming
Many of the unhooking skills in this book involve a process called ‘noticing and naming’: noticing your thoughts and feelings with curiosity, and naming them in a non-judgmental manner (e.g. ‘Here’s anxiety’ or ‘Feeling anxious’.). And because, for most of us, this doesn’t come naturally and may initially seem like an odd thing to do, it’s important to understand the point of it.
When we notice and name our difficult thoughts and feelings, it reduces their effect on our behaviour. How so? Well, the simple act of noticing what we are thinking and feeling and putting it into words activates part of the ‘prefrontal cortex’ (that portion of your brain directly behind your forehead) and this in turn moderates other parts of the brain that are stirring up those emotional storms inside you.
Basically, the less aware we are of our thoughts and feelings, the less control we have over our actions — over what we say and do. Remember when you were a kid and your teacher left the classroom? What happened? All hell broke loose, right? Well, the same principle applies to our inner world. Our awareness is like the teacher, and our thoughts and feelings are like the kids. If we’re not consciously aware of them they act up, create havoc, run wild. The less aware we are, the more they control our actions, and the easier it is for them to pull us into away moves.
However, when the teacher returns to the classroom, the kids immediately settle down. And a similar thing happens when we bring awareness to our thoughts and feelings; when we notice and name them, they lose much of their ability to jerk us around. They’re still there, but we no longer OBEY them or STRUGGLE.
It’s often helpful to name our thoughts and feelings with terms like ‘I’m noticing’ or ‘Here is’. For example, you might say to yourself: ‘I’m noticing anxiety’, ‘I’m noticing numbness’, ‘Here is tightness in my chest’, ‘I’m noticing my mind worrying’, ‘Here’s a painful memory’, ‘Here’s an urge to smoke’.
When we first start doing this, it often seems odd or uncomfortable. But it usually helps us to unhook, at least a little. In everyday language, if I say, ‘I’m angry’, it seems as if I am that feeling; but when I say, ‘I’m noticing anger’, or ‘Here’s a feeling of anger’, it helps me to ‘step back’ a little, see it as an emotion passing through me.
Similarly, if I say, ‘I’m a loser’, it seems as if I am that thought; but when I say, ‘I’m noticing the thought that I’m a loser’, it gives me a little distance, so I can recognise it as a thought passing through, rather than the essence of who I am.
So I hope you’re willing to experiment with noticing and naming (even if your reason-giving machine tries hard to dissuade you) — and feel free to invent your own methods for doing it.
A simple formula
So, ready to try dropping anchor? Please remember, it’s not a way to avoid or get rid of those stormy thoughts and feelings (just as a real anchor does not control the weather). It’s a way to hold yourself steady so the storm doesn’t carry you off.
There are hundreds of ways to drop anchor when emotional storms blow up but they all follow a simple three-step formula. I hope you’ll play around with this formula and create your own exercises, which you can do any time, any place, for as short or as long as you wish. You can remember it with the acronym ‘ACE’:
A: acknowledge your thoughts and feelings
C: connect with your body
E: engage in what you’re doing.
Let’s run through this exercise now, and I’ll explain the steps as you do them. Before starting, take a few moments to reflect on something that’s difficult in your life today, and see if you can tap into some anxiety, sadness, guilt, anger, loneliness or other difficult thoughts and feelings — so you’ve got some material to work with. (If you’re unable to do that, it’s not a huge problem; you can practise this exercise no matter how you’re feeling — calm, relaxed or cheerful, bored, depressed or numb. But the results will be more obvious if you’re somewhat distressed when you do it.)
A: Acknowledge your thoughts and feelings
Young children are naturally curious about the world; they can stare with utter fascination at a bird, flower or caterpillar that the adults around them barely register. Tap into that childlike sense of curiosity to notice what’s going on in your inner world. Acknowledge whatever is ‘showing up’ inside you: thoughts, feelings (including numbness), memories, sensations, urges.
(Note: some people find it easier to notice thoughts than feelings; others find the opposite. Start by noticing whatever is easiest for you, then tackle the harder part. And if you can only notice one or the other, that’s fine for now; as you work through the book that will change.)
Take about ten to 20 seconds to notice what thoughts are popping up in your head, and about ten to 30 seconds to scan your body from head to toe, and notice what sensations are present. As you’re doing that, use a term like ‘I’m noticing’ or ‘here is’, to name whatever you notice. For example: ‘Here is a feeling of anger’, ‘I’m noticing thoughts about being worthless’.
The aim here is to acknowledge your thoughts and feelings without OBEYING them and without STRUGGLING against them. Remember how you stopped pushing that book away and instead placed it on your lap (in the previous chapter)? Well, this is the first small step of that process. (It’s just the first step, mind you — and only a small one; there are many more to follow, so please be patient.)
What you’re aiming to do is simply acknowledge that here and now, in this moment, these thoughts and feelings are present. (Neither OBEYING them, nor STRUGGLING against them). Notice and name them, and that’s all. Please do this now for at least 20 to 30 seconds (that’s the bare minimum; take much longer if you prefer) before reading on.
C: Connect with your body
Now keep acknowledging your thoughts and feelings, and simultaneously connect with your physical body. Find your own way of doing this, as everyone differs in terms of what’s most useful. Below are some suggestions to play around with, but please freely modify them or come up with alternatives that suit you better:
▪Slowly and gently push your feet into the floor.
▪Slowly and gently straighten up your back and your spine.
▪Slowly and gently press your hands together, touching only at the fingertips.
▪Slowly and gently stretch out your arms, stretch your neck or roll your shoulders.
If there are limits to what you can do with your body because of illness, injury or chronic pain — or if there are parts of your body you don’t want to focus on — then modify this exercise to suit your needs. You may prefer to:
▪Slowly and gently, breathe in and out.
▪In ultra-slow motion, ever-so-gently, adjust your position in your chair or bed to one that’s more comfortable, really noticing which muscles you use.
▪Slowly and gently, raise your eyebrows as high as you can, then lower them.
Use your creativity; anything you can do that helps you tune in to some part of your body, from tapping your fingers to wiggling your toes, is good. You could:
▪Push your palms hard against each other and feel the muscles contract in your neck, arms and shoulders.
▪Press your hands down on the arms of your chair or firmly massage the back of your neck and scalp.
▪Slowly look around the room and notice how you’re using your neck, head and eyes.
▪Slowly stretch (or do a yoga move).
▪Twiddle your thumbs, cup your hands, give yourself a hug, slide your hands over your knees … or hundreds of other possibilities.
▪If you’re around other people but don’t want them to know you’re doing this, simply straighten up your spine and push your feet into the floor.
Remember, you’re not trying to get rid of these difficult thoughts and feelings. (Anchors don’t make storms go away.) Nor are you trying to distract yourself.
The aim is to keep acknowledging your thoughts and feelings and at the same time tune into and actively move your body. The reason for this is to give you more control over your physical actions — over what you do with your arms, hands, legs, feet, face and mouth — so you can act more effectively while the emotional storm continues to rage.
Please do this now, before reading on: acknowledge your thoughts and feelings and connect with your body, for at least ten to 20 seconds (again, that’s the bare minimum; take as long as you like).
E: Engage in what you’re doing
Continue to acknowledge your thoughts and feelings and connect with your body … and as you’re doing so, get a sense of where you are and what’s going on … and then, focus your attention on the activity you are doing.
Again, the idea is to be creative and find your own methods of doing this, but here are some suggestions to play around with:
▪Look around the room and notice five things you can see.
▪Notice three or four things you can hear.
▪Notice what you can smell, taste or sense inside your nose or mouth.
▪Notice what you are doing.
Please do this now, taking ten to 20 seconds (bare minimum) to notice the world around you, and then bring your full attention back to your current activity of reading this book.
Well done. Now please run through the ACE steps again: Acknowledge your thoughts and feelings, Connect with your body, Engage in what you’re doing. Take at least ten to fifteen seconds for each step, but more if preferred.
You’re doing really well. Now run through ACE a third time. Again, take ten to fifteen seconds (or more) for each step.
And now, a fourth and final time, taking ten to fifteen seconds (or more) for each step. Finish the exercise by giving your full attention to the activity you’re doing (which in this case, is reading a book).
So what happened for you? Hopefully you experienced at least some of the following:
▪Although your thoughts and feelings probably didn’t change much, you were able to separate a little from them; to ‘step back’ and notice them, instead of getting swept away by them. You were less pushed around, bothered or impacted by them.
▪You were able to feel and move your body more readily; a greater sense of control over your physical actions.
▪You were more present, awake or alert.
▪You had a greater awareness of where you are, what you’re doing and what you’re thinking and feeling.
▪You had a sense of disentangling yourself from your thoughts.
If none of that happened, or if you had problems, please see the troubleshooting section at the end of this chapter. (And if your difficult thoughts and feelings reduced or disappeared — well, that’s a lucky bonus, not the aim, as we’ll discuss shortly.)
It’s not working!
‘This isn’t working!’ said Karl, when I took him through the exercise above.
‘What do you mean by “not working”?’ I asked.
‘I don’t feel any better,’ he said. ‘It’s not making these feelings go away.’
‘Yes, that’s not the aim of it,’ I replied.
Comments like Karl’s are incredibly common when people are new to this approach. Even after listing all their struggle strategies and realising the costs they have on health and wellbeing. Even after learning about ‘dropping the struggle’ — and how this reduces the impact of difficult thoughts and feelings, without trying to avoid or get rid of them. And even despite knowing that anchors don’t control storms.
Yes, even after all that, for many people this new way of responding to thoughts and feelings still takes a while to sink in. So if you’re one of them … that’s completely normal. When I was new to this approach, it took a while for me to get it, too. This is only to be expected; it’s such a radically different way of responding.
Like Karl, most people initially misunderstand the point of dropping anchor, and try to use it as yet another struggle strategy. But that’s a recipe for failure and disappointment; this isn’t some clever way to control your feelings. The aims of it are:
▪to gain more control over our physical actions so we can act more effectively when difficult thoughts and feelings are present
▪to reduce the influence of our thoughts and feelings: when we’re on autopilot, they jerk us around like a puppet on a string (OBEY mode); but when we’re consciously aware of them — acknowledging them with curiosity — they lose much of their control over us
▪to interrupt worrying, rumination, obsessing or any other way we get lost inside our heads
▪to interrupt our away moves (i.e. to short-circuit problematic behaviours that take us away from the life we want to build)
▪to help focus (and refocus) our attention on the task or activity we are doing — especially if we’re disengaged, on automatic pilot or getting pulled out of it by our thoughts and feelings (this is why the exercise ends with the instruction to give your full attention to what you’re doing).
There are other benefits, too, which we’ll cover later in the book, but first I need to highlight something very important …
Distraction is not the aim
The word ‘distraction’ comes from the Latin distrahere, which means ‘draw away from’. Distraction techniques are struggle strategies, where the main aim is to take your attention away from unwanted thoughts and feelings. When dropping anchor, we do the very opposite: we actively notice the thoughts, feelings, emotions, sensations, urges and memories that are present. If we attempt to distract ourselves — try to get away from these unwanted inner experiences, ignore them, pretend they aren’t there — this is simply another form of struggling with them. (When you stopped pushing that book away, and let it rest on your lap, you didn’t try to ignore it or pretend it wasn’t there.)
Distraction isn’t ‘wrong’ or ‘bad’ — but hey, you already know how to do it. We’ve all got zillions of ways of distracting ourselves, and we know they often don’t work or give short-term relief at best. So our aim here is to do something totally different: to step out of that struggle with thoughts and feelings, and allow them to be as they are; to let them ‘rest in our lap’; and allow them to come, stay and go in their own good time.
If you’re hurting badly — with crushing sadness, extreme anxiety, intense loneliness — your pain is unlikely to go as you drop anchor. However, it will often rapidly lose some of its impact; its power will drain away so it can’t so easily push you around. And if you keep the practice going for several minutes — usually three or four is enough, but sometimes longer is needed — you’ll often experience a sense of calmness, even as the storm continues to rage inside you.
On the other hand, if your pain isn’t extreme — for example, if you’re experiencing mild to moderate sadness, stress or anxiety — then as you drop anchor the pain will quite often lessen, and sometimes even completely disappear. When that happens, naturally appreciate and enjoy it, but always remember: it’s a ‘bonus’, not the main aim. If you take any technique we cover in this book and try to use it to avoid, escape, get rid of or distract yourself from painful thoughts and feelings … you’ll soon be disappointed or frustrated. And then your mind will protest: ‘It’s not working!’
Mixing it up
I encourage you to create your own ways to drop anchor. There are hundreds of ways to use the ACE formula. And keep in mind, you don’t have to stick to the sequence above:
Acknowledge Connect
Engage.
Some people find it works better to first Connect with their body, and then to Acknowledge what’s going on inside and then to Engage in what they’re doing. Yet others prefer
Connect Engage
Acknowledge.
The sequence doesn’t matter as long as you include all three phases (don’t skip the Acknowledging, or this will become distraction) and you run through several cycles. You can also experiment with different methods of naming; some people like to use just one or two words: ‘Anxiety’, ‘Worrying’, ‘Sadness’, ‘Judging myself’; others prefer longer phrases like ‘I’m noticing a feeling of …’ or ‘I’m having thoughts about …’
So now … please run through dropping anchor once more, for two to three minutes. Run through at least two or three cycles of ACE, and notice what happens.
What next?
You may be wondering, ‘After I drop anchor, what do I do next?’ (Even if you aren’t, I’m going to tell you.) Remember the concept of the choice point, in Chapter 2? Towards moves are things you do that are in line with the sort of person you want to be, taking you towards the life you want to build; and away moves are the opposite. So if you are doing a task or activity that’s a towards move, then you keep doing it. And as you do it, you give it your full attention. Why? For two good reasons.
First, if we want to do anything well, what’s the one thing we need most? It’s not skills, knowledge, experience or talent, although all those things help. What we need most is the ability to keep our attention on the task. It doesn’t matter how skilled, knowledgeable, experienced or talented you are: if you can’t stay focused on what you’re doing, you won’t do it well. This is what elite athletes mean when after an unexpectedly poor performance, they say, ‘My head wasn’t in the game’. But this doesn’t just apply to sportspeople. It applies to all of us, whatever we are doing: whether driving a car, cooking dinner, making love, playing football, studying, working out at the gym, supervising the kids, reading a book or working at our job. If we’re disengaged, unfocused, distracted, on autopilot or simply ‘going through the motions’, we will not do these things well.5
The second good reason to give our full attention to the activity we’re doing is so that we can get the most out of it. Basically, the less attention we give to what we’re doing, the less satisfaction or pleasure we’ll get from doing it (for reasons we’ll explore later).
So if, after dropping anchor, you’re currently doing a towards move, give your full attention to the activity. But if you’re doing an away move … then stop that activity and switch to a new one that’s a towards move. (Of course, that’s a whole lot easier to say than do — especially if at this point you can’t even think of any towards moves. But rest assured, by the time you reach the end of this book you’ll have plenty of towards moves up your sleeve, and if you’ve practised your new skills you’ll readily be able to make these kinds of switches.)
When and where?
The more we can practise dropping anchor, the better. Ideally, we want to get in as much practice as possible during milder emotional weather, to ensure we’re well prepared to handle the storms. So run through the steps of ACE repeatedly throughout the day whenever you’re mild to moderately stressed, anxious, angry, irritable, worried or sad. Then as your skills improve, test them out in harsher weather conditions. It may take a while, but with continued practice you’ll find you can drop anchor in even the roughest of storms. (But you do have to practise; just reading about it won’t help.)
Also practise this any time you’re unfocused, distracted or on automatic pilot, to help you refocus and engage. Similarly, when you’re feeling sluggish, drained, lethargic or like you ‘can’t be bothered doing anything’ — to help you wake up, energise and regain control of your actions.6
The great thing about these exercises is that they are so incredibly easy to fit into your daily routine; you can do them anytime, anywhere, as often as you wish: a 30-second version while you’re stopped at a red light; or a one-minute version, first thing when you get out of bed; a two-minute version while waiting in a slow moving line; or a three-minute version during your lunch break. You can even do it lying in bed.
The more you do this, the better. If you can notch up ten minutes a day, that’s great. Twenty is even better. But even just one minute is better than nothing.
It’s particularly useful to drop anchor:
▪when any type of emotional storm blows up
▪when you want to disrupt worrying, obsessing or ruminating
▪when you want to interrupt any type of self-defeating behaviour
▪when it’s hard to focus on or engage in what you’re doing
▪when you’re sluggish, lethargic or feel yourself ‘shutting down’
▪when you keep ‘drifting off’ into your thoughts and feelings
▪any time your body is starting to ‘lock up’ or ‘freeze up’ (a common occurrence with trauma-related issues)
▪when distressing or traumatic memories arise
▪when strong addictive cravings or urges arise
▪whenever you want to get out of OBEY or STRUGGLE mode.
This is just one of many unhooking skills we’re going to cover in this book. You may not notice much benefit at first, or you may notice a dramatic difference rapidly; or you may be somewhere in between those extremes. But if you practise this regularly and often, even for just a few minutes a day, it will, over time, pay big dividends.
Troubleshooting
If you had no trouble dropping anchor, please skip this section and head to the next chapter.
It didn’t work
When people say this, almost always they are trying to use this skill as a struggle strategy: to distract themselves from or get rid of unwanted thoughts and feelings. We’ve already addressed both issues in this chapter.
I didn’t notice any difference
Usually, this only happens when you aren’t hooked by your thoughts and feelings to begin with; if you’re not hooked, you won’t get to experience unhooking. If this was the case, try the exercise again, but first tap into some difficult thoughts and feelings by reflecting on some big problem or challenge in your life. The other possibility is that sometimes there’s so much going on the first time around (reading all the instructions, etc.) you don’t really get into the exercise; so again, please have another go.
Also keep in mind, sometimes the difference is only subtle: you are only slightly more alert or aware, or more connected with your body and in control of your actions.
My feelings intensified
Fortunately, this problem is rare. It usually happens when you’ve been avoiding your feelings for a long time — cutting off from them, pushing them away, ignoring them. So now you’ve stopped doing that, there’s a rebound effect. It’s as if this emotion (which is usually anxiety) is now jumping and down excitedly saying, ‘Hey! About time you gave me some attention! Why have you been ignoring me for so long? Look at me! Look at me! Here I am! Look what I can do!’
With regular practice, as you keep acknowledging your feelings instead of pushing them away, this will stop. If it ever happens again, the trick is to continue dropping anchor for several minutes longer. Do another three or four rounds of ACE, taking at least one minute per round — and you should start to experience the outcomes described earlier in the chapter.
Do I have to name the thoughts and feelings when I acknowledge them?
No, you don’t have to. (You don’t have to do anything I suggest, ever. It’s always a personal choice.) When we notice our thoughts and feelings with curiosity, without actually naming them, that is useful in itself. But when we do name them, this adds extra ‘oomph’ to any unhooking skill.
I can’t name what I’m feeling
Some people have great difficulty naming their emotions. This is a skill you can learn, but for now, you can simply use general terms like ‘stress’, ‘discomfort’, ‘hurt’ or ‘pain’.
It’s hard to notice what I’m feeling
If you find it hard to tune in to your feelings or you’re only feeling a sense of numbness, just acknowledge: ‘I’m noticing numbness’ or ‘I’m noticing a lack of feeling in my body’. In later chapters, you’ll learn new skills that will remedy this.
It’s hard to notice my thoughts
If you can’t notice, or don’t seem to have any thoughts, just notice your feelings.
I can’t notice so many things at once
If you get overwhelmed trying to notice so many things, then go more slowly and narrow your focus. In step A, just notice one feeling in your body; or just notice your thoughts rather than your feelings. In step C, just move and notice one part of your body. In step E just notice one or two things you can see or hear. Over time, gradually broaden your focus to notice more things simultaneously.
I became more aware of physical pain
Sometimes people become aware of neck ache, back ache, muscle tension or other physical pain in their body as they do this. One option is to incorporate this into step C, stretching or massaging those areas as a way of connecting with your body. The other option is to incorporate it into step A, acknowledging this discomfort without struggling: ‘Here’s back ache’, ‘I’m noticing neck pain’. Better still, do both of the above.
5Of course, there are exceptions to this rule. For example, if you want to get drunk, or slump on the couch and zone out in front of the TV, you don’t really need to give your full attention to those activities in order to do them well. But for most complex tasks and activities, the rule generally applies.
6Every suggestion in this book needs to be adapted to your unique life situation. So, for example, if your lethargy is due to sleep deprivation or a medical condition, it may, at times, be better to go and have a lie down.
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THE NEVER-ENDING STORIES
Suppose you have a mind-reading machine that enables you to tune directly into my brain. If you used that machine to listen in to my mind whenever it’s really beating me up, giving me a hard time, you would hear all of the self-judgments in the paragraph below. (Not all on the same day, mind you; you’d have to tune in over several months.) Now as you read them consider: does your mind ever say similar things to you?
Okay, here goes. My mind likes to tell me: I’m fat; I’m old; I’m stupid; I’m a fake; I’m incompetent; I haven’t achieved enough; I’m not as smart as others; I’m a hypocrite; I’m weird; I don’t fit in; if you knew what I was really like you, wouldn’t like me; I’m boring; I’m unattractive; I’m a lousy parent; I’m a lousy partner; I’m too selfish; I’m too disorganised; I’m clumsy.
So there you have it. Now take a moment to notice what your mind is saying. Is it something like: ‘Wow! Russ’s mind sounds like mine!’? Or is it more like: ‘What is wrong with this guy? Isn’t he supposed to be a self-help guru?’ At the time of writing this second edition, I’m 54 years old, and looking at that list of my self-judgments I can see most of them I’ve had my whole adult life, and quite a few since childhood. What’s different now, though, is, most of the time, when these thoughts show up they’re like water off a duck’s back. Most of the time, they have little or no impact; and even if they do, I can usually unhook pretty rapidly. (Did you notice the phrase ‘most of the time’ in those last two sentences? You never perfect this stuff; there’s always room for improvement.)
The fact is, negative thoughts are normal. I give presentations and trainings all around the world (to both health professionals and laypeople), with audiences varying in size from fewer than 50 to more than 2000. And I share with them all those thoughts I just shared with you. Then I say, ‘Please raise your hands if at times your mind says things like that to you — doesn’t have to be exactly the same, but similar.’ And each time I do this, almost every single arm shoots high in the air. Then I say to them, ‘Keep your arms up, and look around the room. Notice how it’s not just you. Our minds all do the same things. It’s part of being human.’
For reasons discussed in Chapter 1, we all have lots of negative thoughts. In fact, research shows that about 80 per cent of our thoughts have some degree of negative content. So if your mind does a lot of negative thinking, welcome to the club.
The great storyteller
Now before we go any further, we’d best get clear about what thoughts actually are. Thoughts are basically words. When words are written down, we call them ‘text’. When words are spoken aloud, we call them ‘speech’. And when words are inside our head, we call them ‘thoughts’.
In addition to those ‘words inside our head’, we also have ‘pictures inside our head’ in the form of ‘images’ or ‘memories’. And our thoughts, images and memories are collectively known as ‘cognitions’. We’ll look at images and memories in later chapters; in this one, we’re going to explore thoughts.
We humans rely a lot on these ‘words inside our head’. Our thoughts tell us about our life and how to live it. They tell us how we are and how we should be, what to do and what to avoid. And yet, they are nothing more or less than words — which is why, in ACT, we often refer to thoughts as ‘stories’. Sometimes they are true stories (called ‘facts’) and sometimes they are false. But most of our thoughts are neither true nor false. Most of them are either stories about how we see life (called ‘opinions’, ‘attitudes’, ‘judgments’, ‘ideals’, ‘beliefs’, ‘theories’, ‘morals’, ‘viewpoints’, ‘assumptions’, etc.) or about what we want to do with it (called ‘plans’, ‘strategies’, ‘goals’, ‘wishes’, ‘desires’, ‘values’, etc.).
And how much does our mind love telling stories? It never stops, does it? (Not even when you’re asleep). Our mind is constantly comparing, judging, evaluating, criticising, planning, analysing, remembering, predicting and imagining. It’s like the world’s greatest storyteller: never at a loss for words, and brilliant at grabbing our attention.
But the way ACT helps us to deal with these thoughts is different to many other psychological models. Our main interest in any given thought is not whether it’s true or false, positive or negative. What interests us first and foremost is: does this thought have something useful to offer us? If we let this thought guide us, will it help us to build the life we want to live?
‘But hang on a minute!’ I hear you say. ‘Aren’t negative thoughts harmful or bad for us?’. The answer is: no! (That’s not a misprint; the answer is definitely ‘no’.) Negative thoughts are never, in and of themselves, harmful or bad for you. ‘But how can that be?’ I hear you ask. ‘Don’t they cause things like stress, depression, anxiety?’ The answer is: no, they don’t.
Now at this point, pause for a moment, and notice what your mind has to say about that. Chances are, it’s going to disagree. Why? Because you’ve probably read, heard or been told many times that negative thoughts are both abnormal and harmful. And if you’ve bought into these extremely popular myths, you’re in for a surprise.
Popular methods for dealing with ‘negative thoughts’
Many psychological approaches regard negative thoughts as a major problem and point to them as the cause of depression, anxiety, low self-esteem and so on. They then get you working hard, trying to eliminate them. Such approaches usually advise you to STRUGGLE against your thoughts, as follows:
▪Get rid of negative thoughts by repeatedly telling yourself better, more positive ones.
▪Distract yourself from such thoughts.
▪Push the thoughts away.
▪Argue with the thoughts; try to prove they’re not true.
▪Rewrite your thoughts, making them more positive.
But haven’t you already tried methods like these? Almost everyone has! And the reality is, even if they give you short-term relief, they do not permanently get rid of negative stories; like zombies in a horror flick, those negative thoughts keep coming back. This is because …
There’s no ‘delete button’ in the brain
Here’s a quick experiment. The three sentences below are incomplete. As you read them, please don’t try to guess or figure out which words are missing; just read each sentence slowly and as you get to the end, notice the word your mind automatically generates to complete it.
▪Mary had a little …
▪Twinkle, twinkle, little …
▪The grass is always greener on the other …
If you grew up with English as your first language, in countries such as the United Kingdom, the United States, Australia and New Zealand, your mind automatically completed these sentences with ‘lamb’, ‘star’ and ‘side’. (So if you don’t get these references, please bring to mind three well-known sayings from your own culture, and read on.)
Now suppose I say to you, ‘Delete those sentences from your memory. Completely eliminate them from your brain, so those sentences never again pop into your head, under any circumstances.’ Could you do it? (If you think you can, have a go.) Those words are ‘in there’ to stay.
And it’s the same for all those difficult thoughts that have been showing up in your head for years and years. You can’t simply get rid of them. There is no ‘delete button’ in the brain.
You may have heard of neuroplasticity or brain plasticity: the ability of the brain to ‘rewire’ itself, to change itself by adjusting its neural pathways (connections between the neurons inside the brain). But the brain doesn’t change by subtraction, by pulling out neural pathways. It changes by addition — by laying down new neural pathways on top of the old ones. So we can’t simply delete these unwanted thoughts. But we can lay down new neural pathways, that enable us to respond differently — so that when these thoughts inevitably reappear we can acknowledge them and allow them to freely come and stay and go without getting hooked.
A different approach
In this approach, our view of negative thoughts is different to most other psychological models. Negative thoughts are not a problem, in and of themselves. They only become problematic when we react to them in OBEY mode.
In OBEY mode, we give our thoughts our undivided attention, or treat them as commands we must obey, or regard them as the absolute truth. The technical term for responding to our thoughts in this way is ‘fusion’.
To say we are ‘hooked’ by (or ‘fused with’) our thoughts basically means they dominate us. They either dominate our awareness (e.g. we are worrying, obsessing or otherwise ‘lost in thought’) to such an extent that it’s hard for us to focus on anything else — or they dominate our physical actions, pulling us into self-defeating patterns of behaviour (away moves). To get a better sense of this, try the three-part experiment below. (It’s similar to the one where you pushed the book away, but there are some significant differences.)
The ‘hands as thoughts’ experiment
Part A
Imagine that in front of you is everything that matters: the enjoyable, pleasing aspects of life — like your favourite movies, music, games, foods, people, place and events — and the difficult, unpleasant aspects of life — all the challenges, problems and hassles you need to deal with. Now put your hands together, palms up, as if they are the pages of an open book and imagine they are comprised of all your thoughts, images and memories.
Part B
When you reach the end of this paragraph, raise your hands to your face, until they are totally covering your eyes. Look around you and notice what your view of the world is like, as you peer out through those gaps between your fingers. Do this for fifteen seconds, before reading on.
So that’s what it’s like to be totally hooked by your thoughts. When those hands were covering your eyes:
▪How much were you missing out on?
▪How cut off and disconnected were you from all the important stuff out there?
▪How difficult would it be to focus on things?
▪Imagine the task you need to do, or the person you love, were in front of you; how hard would it have been to give them your full attention?
▪How difficult would it have been to take action, to do the things that make your life work? How hard to drive a car or cook dinner or type on a computer?
Imagine going around like that all day; how much harder would your life be? When we’re hooked by our thoughts, it’s difficult for us to focus on or engage in what we’re doing; hard to appreciate the enjoyable parts of life; and almost impossible to respond effectively to the problems and challenges we face.
Part C
Again, imagine your hands are your thoughts, and around you is everything that’s truly important to you. When you reach the end of this paragraph, again raise your hands to your face, covering your eyes, and look at the world around you. Do this for five seconds, then ever-so-slowly lower your hands to your lap, noticing how your view of the world changes. Let your hands rest there, and with genuine curiosity look around you and notice what you can see and hear.
With your hands in your lap, how much easier is it to focus on and engage in the world around you? To give your full attention to the task you need to do or the person you’re with? This is what it’s like to unhook from our thoughts. (Technically, in ACT this is known as ‘defusion’.)
And notice, your hands are still there; you haven’t chopped them off and thrown them away. So if there’s something useful you can do with them, like driving a car or cooking dinner or hugging the person you love, you’re free to do so. But if there’s nothing useful you can do with them, you just let them sit there. And the same goes for our thoughts. If we can make good use of them, let’s do so. Even our most painful, distressing, negative thoughts often have at least some useful information for us, as we’ll explore shortly. But if there’s nothing useful we can do with them, we just let them sit there. ‘But I don’t want to let them sit there,’ said Michelle, after doing this exercise. ‘I want to get rid of them.’ (You may recall Michelle from Chapter 3: she kept having thoughts such as, ‘I’m hopeless’, ‘I’m a lousy mother’ and ‘Nobody likes me’.)
‘Of course, you do,’ I replied. ‘Who wouldn’t want to get rid of all those harsh negative thoughts? And haven’t you’ve been trying hard for years to do that? Look at all the struggle strategies you’ve used: positive affirmations, positive thinking, prayer, meditation, distraction, therapy, reading self-help books, disputing your thoughts, eating chocolate, drinking, avoiding the people and places and activities that trigger these thoughts … and that’s just scratching the surface. You have struggled long and hard against these thoughts! And most of these things give you short-term relief — but in the long term what happens?’
Michelle sighed. ‘They come back.’
‘So are you ready to try something radically different?’ I held my hands over my eyes. ‘Instead of doing this,’ I said, ‘Would you like to learn how to do this?’ — and I lowered my hands to my lap.
‘Yes,’ she replied. ‘But first, can you explain something. Why do our minds say these things?’
Your mind is like an overly helpful friend
Have you ever had one of those overly helpful friends, who was trying so hard to help you they actually became a nuisance? Although they had good intentions, they kept getting in the way or making things harder? Well, you may be surprised (and perhaps pleased) to know that when your mind is saying all those unhelpful things to you … it’s actually trying to help.
To understand this better, let’s take a look at some common categories of thought that repeatedly tend to hook us, and in each case you’ll see, your mind is either trying to help you get things you want or avoid things you don’t want.
Past and future
Our mind continually pulls us into the future: worrying, catastrophising, predicting the worst. Why? Well, this is your mind preparing you, getting you ready for action. It’s saying, ‘Look out. You might get hurt. Protect yourself.’
Our mind also frequently pulls us into the past: ruminating, dwelling on painful past events, blaming ourselves (or others) for things we (or they) did (or didn’t do). This is your mind trying to help you learn from past events. It’s saying, ‘Bad stuff happened. You need to learn from this so you’re ready and prepared and know what to do if something similar should ever happen again.’
Judgments
Our minds are judgment factories that never stop manufacturing their product: ‘This is good’, ‘That’s bad’, ‘He’s ugly’, ‘She’s beautiful’, ‘You can’t trust those people’, ‘Life sucks’, ‘I’m right, you’re wrong!’, ‘These feelings are awful’ and so on. These judgments are your mind’s attempts to map out your world for you: to point out what’s ‘safe’ and ‘good’, and highlight what’s ‘unsafe’ and ‘bad’.
And of course we all do plenty of judging of ourselves. Harsh self-judgment and self-criticism is our mind trying to ‘whip us into shape’, help us to change our behaviour. The mind figures if it leans on us hard enough, beats us up enough, then we’ll ‘sort ourselves out’ or ‘do the right thing’.
Reasons
Earlier, we discussed how our mind is like a ‘reason-giving machine’. As soon as we even think about doing something uncomfortable, challenging or anxiety-provoking it cranks out all the reasons why we can’t do it, shouldn’t do it or shouldn’t even have to do it: ‘I don’t have the time/energy/confidence’, ‘I’m too anxious/stressed/depressed’ and so on. This may take the form of worry (‘Something bad might happen’), hopelessness (‘It won’t work’), meaninglessness (‘There’s no point’), perfectionism (‘No point in doing it if I can’t do it perfectly’) or self-judgment (‘I’m too stupid/weak/lazy to do it’).
All these reasons serve the same dual purpose: your mind is trying to spare you from uncomfortable thoughts and feelings, or from trying out new things in case you get hurt.
Rules
Our minds love to lay down strict rules about what we can, can’t, should or shouldn’t do: ‘Can’t do this!’, ‘Have to do that!’, ‘Mustn’t do it that way!’.
This is your mind giving you guidelines for life: do this, and you’ll be okay; do that, and you’re in trouble. The aim, yet again: to help you get what you want and avoid what you don’t want.
I could go on all day with similar examples, but I’d probably bore you to death. The take-home message: underlying almost any unhelpful thought or thinking process, our mind’s main aims are to protect us, help us get our needs met, help us avoid pain or alert us to important things that require our attention.
How can we tell if we are hooked?
When we are hooked, it seems as if:
▪our thoughts are commands we must obey, or rules we must follow
▪our thoughts are very important — we have to give them our full attention
▪our thoughts are wise — we need to follow their advice
▪our thoughts are the truth — we completely believe them.
I hope you’re starting to see that negative thoughts, in and of themselves, are not problematic; they don’t directly cause stress, depression, anxiety, etc. It’s only when we respond to them in OBEY mode, that problems occur. As I mentioned, the technical term for such responses is ‘fusion’; however, in everyday language we have many different words and phrases that refer to this psychological process. We talk of being ‘lost’, ‘trapped’, ‘entangled’, ‘caught up in’, ‘dwelling on’, ‘carried away’, ‘jerked around’, ‘pushed around’ or ‘consumed’ by our thoughts. Or we refer to their impact with expressions like ‘held back’, ‘pulled down’, ‘drowning’, ‘swamped’, ‘sinking’, ‘flooded’, ‘blinded by’, ‘stuck’, ‘crushed’, ‘preoccupied’ or ‘obsessed’. These metaphorical terms illustrate many of the common side-effects of getting hooked, especially the drain on our energy and attention. But when we unhook from our thoughts, they lose their power.
Sometimes people ask me: ‘So, are you saying we should never be absorbed in our thoughts?’ To which I reply …
(Well, I don’t say it exactly like that.) To answer such questions, I always come back to the basic ACT principle of workability: is this working to help you build the sort of life you want?
There are plenty of times when it’s useful and life-enhancing to be absorbed in our thoughts: when we’re making plans or solving problems or being creative, or mentally rehearsing a presentation, memorising something important or pleasantly daydreaming in a hammock on our summer holiday. No unhooking required. But when we’re caught up in our thoughts in a way that’s taking us away from the life we want … then it’s time to unhook. So, let’s look at my all-time favourite method for unhooking from thoughts.
‘I’m having the thought that …’
When Michelle was hooked by her thoughts, they completely dominated her awareness; she felt terrible and it was hard for her to focus on anything else. But she found she could often unhook with the simple technique that follows. Please read the instructions, then have a go.
First, bring to mind an upsetting self-judgmental thought that takes the form ‘I am X’, for example, ‘I’m not good enough’ or ‘I’m incompetent. Pick a thought that often recurs and hooks you in some way: brings you down, holds you back, pulls you into away moves, dominates your awareness, etc. (If you can’t think of a self-judgment, use a recurrent worry, instead — e.g. ‘It’s all going to go horribly wrong’.)
Now focus on that thought and buy into it as much as you can for ten seconds.
Next, take that thought and, in front of it, insert this phrase: ‘I’m having the thought that …’. Play that thought again, but this time with the phrase attached. Silently say to yourself, ‘I’m having the thought that I am X.’ Notice what happens.
Now do that again, but this time the phrase is slightly longer: ‘I notice I’m having the thought that …’. Silently say to yourself, ‘I notice I’m having the thought that I am X.’ Notice what happens.
Did you do it? Remember, you can’t learn to ride a bike just by reading about it — you actually have to get on the bike and pedal. Likewise, you won’t get much out of this book if you only read the exercises; you need to actually to do them. So if you skipped the exercise, please go back and do it now.
So what happened? You probably found that inserting those phrases instantly gave you some distance from the actual thought; as if you ‘stepped back’ from it. (If you didn’t notice any difference, please try again with another thought.)
You can use this technique with any difficult thought that tends to hook you. For instance, if your mind says, ‘Life sucks!’ then acknowledge, ‘I’m having the thought that life sucks!’ If you prefer, use the term ‘I’m noticing’; so when your mind says, ‘I’ll fail!’ you acknowledge, ‘I’m noticing the thought that I’ll fail!’ Another option is ‘My mind’s telling me’. For example, ‘Here’s my mind telling me I’m a bad person.’ Using these phrases means you’re less likely to get beaten up or pushed around by your thoughts. Instead, you can ‘step back’ and see those thoughts for what they are: words passing through your head.
We can get hooked by positive thoughts, too, which readily gives rise to problems like narcissism, arrogance, overconfidence, unrealistic optimism or prejudice and discrimination. For example, have you ever known a relative or work colleague who believes ‘I can do this better than anyone else; you need to do it my way to get the best results’ or ‘I already know everything about this; there’s nothing new you can tell me’ or ‘I’m superior to you’? Those thoughts are ‘positive’ in the sense that they tell people positive things about themselves; but when people get hooked by those thoughts — boy, does that create problems!
When we unhook (or, in technical terms, ‘defuse’), we recognise:
▪our thoughts are sounds, words, stories or ‘bits of language’
▪our thoughts are not orders we need to obey; we don’t have to do what they tell us to do
▪our thoughts may or may not be important; we give them our full attention only if it’s helpful to do so
▪our thoughts may or may not be wise; we don’t automatically follow their advice
▪our thoughts may or may not be true; we don’t automatically believe them.
Well, I think that’s enough theory for one chapter. How about we do something more practical?
Unhooking techniques galore!
There are zillions of different unhooking techniques, and some may seem a bit gimmicky at first. So think of them like training wheels on a bicycle: once you are able to ride, you no longer need them. And as you try them out in this chapter and the next, remember to treat each one as an experiment, with an attitude of openness and curiosity.
I expect these experiments will be useful (or I wouldn’t suggest them) but as I said earlier, nothing works for everyone. Any given technique may have a powerful effect, a moderate effect or a mild one. (And sometimes even no effect at all.) And on rare occasions, a technique may have the opposite effect to that intended, so you end up more hooked than before. This is very unlikely, but if it does happen, clearly that technique is not right for you, so drop it and move on to another.
Let’s get started
Remember, as you use these unhooking techniques, the aim is not to get rid of a thought, but simply to see it for what it is — a string of words — and to let it come, stay and go in its own good time, neither struggling with it nor getting dominated by it.
The next technique calls on your musical abilities. But don’t worry, no one will be listening except you.
No 1: Musical Thoughts
Bring to mind a negative self-judgment that easily hooks you, for example, ‘I’m such an idiot’. Now hold that thought in your mind and really buy into it as much as you can for about ten seconds. Notice how it affects you.
Now take that thought and silently sing it to yourself, to the tune of Happy Birthday. Notice what happens.
Now go back to the thought in its original form. Again, buy into it for ten seconds. Notice how it affects you.
Now silently sing the thought to the tune of Jingle Bells (or any other tune of your choice). Notice what happens.
As an alternative to the above, there are quite a few free phone apps that can add music to your voice. (My current favourite is Auto Rap.) Basically, you record something and the app adds a musical backing track. So the idea is, you speak your thought aloud into the app then play it back as a funky song.
So, what happened? You probably found that after putting it to music, your thought isn’t hooking you as much. And notice you haven’t challenged the thought; you haven’t tried to get rid of it, debated whether it’s true or false, or tried to push it away and replace it with a positive thought. By taking the thought and putting it to music, you saw its ‘true nature’; you realised that, like the lyrics of a song, it is nothing more or less than a string of words.
No 2: Name the Story
Another simple way to unhook is to identify your mind’s favourite stories and give them names: the ‘loser!’ story, or the ‘my life sucks!’ story, or the ‘I can’t do it!’ story. Often there will be several variations on a theme. For example, the ‘nobody likes me’ story may show up as ‘I’m boring’, the ‘I’m undesirable’ story as ‘I’m fat’, and the ‘I’m inadequate’ story as ‘I’m stupid’. When your stories show up, acknowledge them by name. For example, you could say to yourself, ‘Ah yes. I recognise this. That old favourite, the “I’m a failure” story.’ Or ‘Aha! Here comes the “I can’t cope” story.’
Once you’ve acknowledged a story, that’s it — just let it be. You don’t have to challenge it or push it away, nor do you have to give it much attention. Simply let it come and go as it pleases, while you channel your energy into doing something meaningful.
No 3: Name the Process
A variant on the previous method, Name the Process is especially useful when you have many different thoughts rapidly showing up. Rather than noticing and naming specific thoughts, you notice and name the thinking process itself. You silently say to yourself, ‘I’m noticing obsessing’ or ‘There’s my mind ruminating’. Or you might prefer to drop phrases like ‘I’m noticing’ and instead simply name it with one word: ‘Worrying’ or ‘Daydreaming’, or even just ‘Thinking’. Or you can, if preferred, use several words: ‘Dwelling on the past’, ‘Worrying about rejection’, ‘Blaming myself’ and so on.
This technique is often helpful to disrupt cognitive processes like worrying, ruminating, obsessing. Step 1 is to name the process (e.g. ‘Here’s worrying’). Sometimes that is enough to unhook you. But if it doesn’t, step 2 is to drop anchor, which pulls you out of your head and helps you refocus on what you’re doing.
Practice is essential
So, back to Michelle. She was able to identify two major themes that repeatedly hooked her: the ‘I’m worthless’ story, and the ‘I’m unlovable’ story. Acknowledging her thoughts by these names rapidly helped her unhook. But Michelle’s hands-down favourite technique was Musical Thoughts. Whenever she caught herself buying into ‘I’m pathetic’ or ‘I’m a bad mother’, she would put the words to music and instantly, they’d lose all their power.
But she didn’t just stick to Happy Birthday. She experimented with a wide variety of tunes, from Beethoven to the Beatles. After a week of repeatedly practising this technique throughout the day, she found she was taking those thoughts a lot less seriously (even without the music). She hadn’t eliminated them — but they bothered her much less.
Now you’re no doubt brimming with all sorts of questions, so please be patient. In the next three chapters we’re going to cover unhooking from thoughts (and memories and images) in much more detail, and troubleshoot any difficulties you may have. In the meantime, please practise at least one or two of the methods we’ve covered so far: I’m having the thought that …; My mind’s telling me …; Musical Thoughts; Name the Story; and Name the Process.
In addition, remind yourself frequently:
▪these difficult thoughts are normal; everyone has them
▪this is not your mind out to get you, but the opposite; this is your mind trying way too hard to help.
Use these techniques regularly with difficult thoughts, as often as you possibly can (at least ten times a day, but more is better). Any time you’re feeling stressed, anxious, depressed, agitated or upset — or you’re disengaged, distracted or unfocused — ask yourself: ‘What story is my mind telling me now?’ Then once you’ve identified it, unhook.
And your fallback option, when other methods fail: drop anchor.
It’s important not to build up great expectations at this point. Sometimes it’s easy to unhook; at other times, it seems almost impossible. So, play around with these methods and notice what happens — but don’t expect instant transformation.
And if all this seems too difficult, acknowledge, ‘I’m having the thought that it’s too difficult!’ It’s okay to have thoughts such as ‘It’s too hard’, ‘This is stupid’ or ‘It won’t work.’ See those thoughts for what they are — chains of words — and let them be.
‘That’s all fine,’ you may say. ‘But what if the thoughts are true?’
Good question …
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‘But it’s true!’ snapped Marco. ‘I really am fat!’ He pulled up his shirt. ‘Look at that,’ he said, slapping his belly. Marco was, indeed, seriously overweight. Like many of us, he used eating as a struggle strategy. He often felt sad, lonely, anxious, ashamed, unworthy and inadequate; and when he ate his favourite foods (chocolate, chips, pizza, nuts, burgers and ice-cream) that would, for a little while, help him escape from those unwanted thoughts and feelings. But of course, long term, this strategy was making him feel even worse.
So I said to Marco, ‘The important question here is not whether your thoughts are true or not, but whether they are helpful.’ He looked a bit surprised. ‘Let me explain,’ I said. ‘Suppose I have a magic wand here, a real one. And I wave it, and magic happens — so all your difficult thoughts and feelings suddenly lose their impact. They’re like water off a duck’s back; they no longer hold you back in any way from doing the things you really want to do. If that happened, how would you treat your body differently?’
‘Well,’ he said, ‘for a start I wouldn’t eat so much shit.’
‘What would you eat?’
‘More healthy stuff, I guess. And less of it.’
‘Okay. Anything else you’d do differently? If you could treat your body the way you really want to treat it, deep in your heart?’
‘Well, I’d definitely exercise more.’
‘Okay. So it’s seems like you’ve hit on a really important value there. I’m going to call it “self-caring”. And if you were really living by this value of self-caring, you’d be doing different things: eating more healthily, exercising more. That right?”
‘Yeah.’
‘Okay. So at the moment, when your mind starts beating you up, calling you all those names — fat, lazy, disgusting and so on — you get hooked by them straight away, right?’
‘Yeah.’
‘And then what happens?’
‘I get depressed.’
‘And then what?’ ‘I eat shit.’
‘Right. In other words, getting hooked by those thoughts doesn’t help you to live your value of self-caring.’
‘No. It doesn’t.’
‘So whether your thoughts are true or not isn’t the issue here. The point is, if you let them push you around, that’s not helpful. So would you like to learn how to unhook from them, so it’s easier to start doing those towards moves of eating well and exercising?’
‘Yes,’ he said.
Helpfulness versus truth
Truthful or not, our thoughts are nothing more or less than words. If those words are telling us something useful, something that can help us, then it’s worth paying attention to them. But if not, why bother?
Suppose I am making some serious mistakes in my work and my mind tells me, ‘You are incompetent!’ This is my mind trying hard to help: it’s pointing out an issue that needs addressing. But aside from that, it’s of no help at all. It doesn’t tell me what I can do to improve the situation; it’s merely demoralising. Putting myself down is pointless. Instead, what I need to do is take action: correct the mistakes I’m making, brush up on my skills, or ask for help.
You can waste a lot of time trying to decide whether your thoughts are actually true; again and again your mind will try to suck you into that debate. But although at times this is important, most of the time it is irrelevant — and wastes a lot of energy.
The more useful approach is to ask, ‘Does this thought offer anything useful? If I let it guide me, will it take me towards or away from the life I want?’ If this thought is offering something helpful, then make good use of it; allow it to guide what you do. But if it’s not offering anything of value, unhook.
‘But,’ I hear you ask. ‘What if that negative thought actually is helpful? What if telling myself, “I’m fat” actually motivates me to exercise?’ Good point. Harsh, judgmental, self-critical thoughts can sometimes motivate us — but the costs of relying on this form of motivation are huge. Although at times self-critical thoughts kick us into action, often they have the opposite effect: we feel guilty, stressed, depressed, frustrated or anxious; and we end up demoralised or demotivated.
This is what happens with ‘unhealthy perfectionism’. You get hooked by the rule ‘I have to do it well and achieve great results’. As long as you’re successfully following the rule, working hard, getting those good results, your mind is (somewhat) satisfied. But if you ‘slack off’, it judges you mercilessly, calls you all sorts of names. This kicks your arse back into action, and you start working hard again — but at what cost? Usually the long-term result is stress, burnout or exhaustion.
In later chapters we’ll look at much healthier ways to motivate yourself; methods that will enhance your life rather than drain it. For now, suffice to say, thoughts that criticise you, insult you, judge you, put you down or blame you are, in the long term, likely to lower your motivation rather than increase it. So when troublesome thoughts pop into your head, it may be useful to ask yourself one or more of the following questions:
▪Is this an old thought? Have I heard this one before? Do I gain anything useful from listening to it again?
▪If I let this thought guide my actions, will that help me to improve my life?
▪What would I get for buying into this thought?
And if you’re wondering how to tell whether a thought is helpful or not, ask yourself: If I use this thought for guidance …
▪Will it help me to be the sort of person I want to be?
▪Will it help me to do the things I really want to do?
▪Will it help me, in the long term, to build a better life?
If the answer to any of these questions is yes, then the thought is probably helpful. (And if not, it’s probably unhelpful.)
Thoughts and beliefs
How do we know which thoughts to believe? There are three parts to this answer. First, be wary of holding on to any belief too tightly. We all have beliefs, but the more tightly we hold on to them the more inflexible we become in our attitudes and behaviours. If you’ve ever tried having an argument with someone who absolutely believes they are right, then you know how pointless it is — they will never see any point of view other than their own. We describe them as being inflexible, rigid, narrow-minded, blinkered or ‘stuck in their ways’.
Also, if you reflect on your own experience, you’ll recognise that your beliefs change over time; that is, the beliefs that you once held tightly, you might now find laughable. For instance, at some point in your life you probably used to believe in at least some of the following: dragons, goblins, fairies, vampires, witches, wizards, magic, Santa Claus, the Easter bunny, the tooth fairy. And almost everyone changes some of their beliefs about religion, politics, money, family or health at some point, as they grow older. So by all means, have your beliefs — but hold them lightly. Keep in mind that all beliefs are thoughts (i.e. words inside your head) whether or not they’re ‘true’.
Second, if this thought helps you to create a rich, full and meaningful life, then it makes sense to use it for guidance and motivation. And at the same time remember that it is still, in its essence, a story: a string of words, a segment of human language. So, for sure, let it guide you; but don’t clutch it too tightly.
Third, pay careful attention to what is actually happening, rather than just automatically believing what your mind says. For example, you may have heard of ‘impostor syndrome’. This is where someone does their job competently, but effectively believes they’re just an impostor, that they don’t really know what they’re doing. The impostor thinks of themself as a fraud, bluffing their way through everything, always on the verge of being ‘found out’.
People with impostor syndrome are not paying enough attention to their direct experience; to the clearly observable facts that they are doing their job effectively. Instead they are paying attention to a hypercritical mind that says, ‘You don’t know what you’re doing. Sooner or later everyone will see you’re a fake.’ A high-profile example is the phenomenally successful rock star, Robbie Williams, who is often tortured by thoughts that he can’t sing.
In my early years as a doctor, I had a bad case of impostor syndrome myself. If one of my patients said, ‘Thank you. You’re a wonderful doctor,’ I used to think, ‘Yeah, right. You wouldn’t say that if you knew what I’m really like.’ I could never accept such compliments, because although in reality I did my job well, my mind kept telling me I was useless, and I believed it.
Whenever I made a mistake, no matter how trivial, two words would automatically blaze into my head: ‘I’m incompetent.’ Back then, I used to get really upset, believing that thought was the absolute truth. Then I’d start doubting myself and stressing out about all the decisions I’d made. Had I misdiagnosed that stomach ache? Had I prescribed the wrong antibiotic? Had I overlooked something serious?
Sometimes I would argue with the thought. I’d point out that everyone makes mistakes, including doctors, and that none of the mistakes I made was ever serious, and that overall I did my job very well. At other times I would run through lists of all the things I did well, and remind myself of all the positive feedback I’d had from my patients and work colleagues. Or I’d repeat positive affirmations about my abilities. But none of that got rid of the negative thought or stopped it from bothering me.
These days the ‘I’m incompetent’ story still often pops up when I make a mistake, but the difference is, now it rarely bothers me. I know that those words are just an automatic response, like the way your eyes shut whenever you sneeze. So instead of ruminating about how incompetent I am, I simply correct the mistake and get on with my life.
The fact is, we don’t choose most of the thoughts in our head. For sure, we choose some of them, sometimes — but most of the thoughts in our head just ‘show up’ of their own accord. We have many thousands of useless or unhelpful thoughts every day. And no matter how harsh, cruel, silly, vindictive, critical, frightening or downright weird these thoughts may be, we can’t prevent them from popping up.
But just because they appear doesn’t mean we have to OBEY them. We can treat such thoughts like those adverts that appear when you’re scrolling through social media or surfing the net. You can’t stop the ads from appearing — but you don’t have to click on them or buy what they’re selling. Alternatively, treat your thoughts as if they’re spam emails in your inbox; once you realise it’s junk, you don’t have to open it and read it. (Unfortunately, unlike spam emails, we can’t simply delete our spam thoughts; but I trust you get the point.)
In my case, the ‘I’m incompetent’ story was there long before I became a doctor. In many different aspects of my life, from learning to dance to using a computer, any mistake I’ve made has triggered the same thought: ‘I’m incompetent.’ Of course, it’s not always those exact words. Often it’s: ‘Idiot!’, ‘You’re useless!’ or ‘Can’t you do anything right?’ But these thoughts are not a problem as long as I see them for what they really are: a bit of ‘old programming’ that popped into my head.
Basically, the more we can tune in to our direct experience of life (rather than to the mind’s running commentary), the easier it is to do things that take us towards the life we want. (This is why at the end of any anchor-dropping exercise, we give our full attention to whatever we’re doing; and in later chapters, we’ll work on developing this ability.)
So without further ado, let’s play around with three more methods for unhooking from thoughts.
No 4: Thanking Your Mind
This is one of the simplest ways to unhook. When your mind starts coming up with those same old unhelpful stories, then, with a sense of humour and playfulness … you thank it. You silently say to yourself: ‘Thank you, Mind! How very informative!’ or ‘Thanks for sharing!’ or ‘Is that right? How fascinating!’ or simply, ‘Thanks, Mind!’ When I use this method, this is what it sounds like inside my head:
My mind: You’re so pathetic!
Russ: Thanks, Mind.
My mind: You can use that unhooking technique, but you’re still pathetic!
Russ: Thanks, Mind. Thanks for sharing.
My mind: You think you’re so clever with that technique, but really you’re just a loser.
Russ: Thanks, Mind. I appreciate the feedback. I know you want to chat, but sorry, I have other things to do.
It’s important we don’t do this sarcastically or aggressively, because that can easily pull us into conflict with our thoughts (in much the same way as sarcasm and aggression pull us into conflict with other people). We want to do this playfully, with warmth and lightness and humour. (To see a humorous video demonstrating this method, go to YouTube and type in: Russ Harris Thanking Your Mind.)
There are many ways to modify this technique. For example, you can combine it with Naming the Story: ‘Ah yes, here’s the “I’m a failure” story. Thanks, Mind!’ Or you can acknowledge your mind’s good intentions: ‘Thanks, Mind. I know you’re trying to help — but it’s okay, I’ve got this covered.’ (And if you don’t like the ‘thanking’ part, you can simply acknowledge, ‘Ah , there you are Mind, trying to help.’)
No 5: Playing with Text
If you’re good at visualising, you can do this exercise in your imagination. But if you find visualisation hard (as I do), then do it on your computer or smartphone: type your thought out in a PowerPoint or Keynote presentation, or into one of the many smartphone apps for sketching, drawing, or painting.
Find a thought that often hooks you. Put it into a short sentence (less than ten words) and for about ten seconds see if you can really let it hook you. Buy into it. Get caught up in it. Get as hooked as possible.
Now imagine that thought as black text on a computer screen (or type it out, for real, on your device).
Now without changing any of the words, play around with the formatting. First, space the words out, with large gaps between them:
I am useless
Then run the words together, with no spaces between them:
Iamuseless
Now put the words back the way they were (normal formatting, black text) and this time play around with different colours, and notice what happens. (For example, you might find bright red tends to hook you, but pale pink helps you unhook.) Try at least three different colours.
Now play around with the font. See it written in italics, then in stylish graphics.
Then in one of those big playful fonts you see on the covers of children’s books.
Now put it back as plain black text, and this time animate the words: get them jumping up and down, bouncing or spinning around.
Now put it back as plain black text, and this time imagine a karaoke ball bouncing from word to word. (And if you like, at the same time, hear it sung to Happy Birthday.)
So what happened? Did you get a sense of distance or detachment from the thought? Did it lose some of its impact?
No 6: The Silly Voices technique
This technique is particularly good with recurrent harsh self-judgments. Find a self-critical thought that often hooks you, and buy into it as much as you can, for about ten seconds. Get as hooked as possible.
Next, pick an animated cartoon character with a humorous voice, such as Mickey Mouse, Bugs Bunny, Shrek, SpongeBob SquarePants or Homer Simpson. Now silently replay that self-judgment, but this time ‘hear’ it in the voice of the cartoon character. Notice what happens as you do this.
Now get the thought back in its original form, and again let it hook you for ten seconds. (You might find that’s a bit harder to do, now).
Next pick a character from a movie or television show. Consider fantasy characters such as Darth Vader, Yoda, Gollum or someone from your favourite sitcom, or actors with distinctive voices, like Arnold Schwarzenegger, Chris Rock, Ellen DeGeneres and Jada Pinkett Smith. Once again, replay the thought, and ‘hear’ it in this new voice. Notice what happens.
Now try that one more time, using any kind of voice you think might help you unhook: a politician, sports commentator, newsreader, world leader, someone with an outrageous accent. Notice what happens.
As an alternative to the above, you can download a ‘voice changer’ app onto your smartphone. There are many free ones, and they all work the same way. You record your voice and the app then modifies it; for example, it can make you sound like a robot, a ghost or a chipmunk. So the idea is, you speak your thought aloud into the app, then play it back in several different voices.
So how did you go? By now, I’m guessing you’re a lot less hooked by that thought. (Actually, although this isn’t the aim, many people find themselves grinning or chuckling as they do this exercise.) And notice that you haven’t STRUGGLED against the thought at all: you haven’t tried to change it, get rid of it, argue with it, push it away, debate whether it’s true or false, replace it with a more positive thought or distract yourself from it. Rather, you have seen it for what it is: a bit of language. By taking that segment of language and hearing it in a different voice, you become aware that it is a string of words — nothing more, nothing less — and thus, it loses its impact.
Some people dislike the Silly Voices technique; they feel like it’s trivialising something serious. If this technique (or any other) feels that way to you, please don’t use it. Unhooking is not about trivialising genuine problems in your life. It’s aimed at freeing us from oppression by our mind; freeing up our time, energy and attention so we can invest it in meaningful activities (rather than dwelling uselessly on our thoughts).
Jana, who suffered from chronic depression, found this particular method extremely helpful. She had grown up with a verbally abusive mother who constantly criticised and insulted her. The insults that had once come from her mother had now turned into recurrent negative thoughts: ‘You’re fat’, ‘You’re ugly’, ’You’re stupid’, ‘You’ll never amount to anything … nobody likes you’. When these thoughts came to mind during our sessions, Jana would often start crying. She had spent many years (and thousands of dollars) in therapy, trying to get rid of these thoughts, to no avail.
Jana was an avid fan of the British comedy troupe Monty Python, and the character she picked was from their best-known film The Life of Brian. In the film, Brian’s mother, played by male actor Terry Jones, is always criticising Brian in a ridiculously high-pitched, screeching voice. When Jana ‘heard’ her thoughts in the voice of this screeching old woman, she couldn’t take them seriously. The thoughts did not immediately disappear, but they quickly lost much of their power over her, which helped in lifting her depression.
When thoughts are both true and serious
What do we do if a thought is both true and serious? One of my clients, Amina, had severe cardiomyopathy (heart disease) and was desperately hoping for a heart transplant, without which she would soon be dead. She told me she couldn’t focus on anything; she spent all day lost in a thick smog of anxious thoughts. These were all true and serious thoughts, about her heart condition, the chances of finding a donor, the risks of surgery, the chances of dying, the importance of writing a will and so on. The problem was, while all caught up in those thoughts, she was missing out on life; she couldn’t be present with her loved ones; she couldn’t focus on the movies, books, music that she loved. So I listened compassionately, and validated all of her perfectly natural fears, and taught her how to drop anchor. Then we talked about ‘naming the story’, and she chose to call it the ‘time’s running out’ story.
She agreed to practise noticing and naming the ‘time’s running out’ story whenever it showed up during the day, and to alternate this with thanking her mind: ‘Thanks, Mind. I know you’re trying to help me deal with my illness and make the most of my remaining time. And it’s okay, I’ve got this handled.’ And if that didn’t help, she was to drop anchor, and refocus.
At her next session, only a week later, she was so much better at unhooking from all those thoughts. She still believed them, 100 per cent. Of course she did; they were true! However, she was now able to notice and name them, and let them freely come, stay and go without getting hooked. (Not everyone responds this dramatically, of course. So if you find, despite lots of practice, you’re still getting hooked, you’ll need additional methods, such as those in Chapter 18.)
Interestingly, when we unhook from our thoughts, they often do reduce in believability. But that’s not the aim. We’re not primarily interested in whether or not the thought is true or false. Our main interests are: does this thought offer you anything useful? Can it help you make the most out of life? If you let this thought guide you, will it take you towards the life you want?
Create your own unhooking techniques
The techniques we’ve covered so far are like those inflatable armbands young children use in swimming pools: once you can swim, you don’t need them any more. Down the line, you’ll be able to unhook without the need for such contrived methods. (However, going forwards, there will still be times when it’s useful to pull them out of your psychological toolkit). In the meantime, while you’re still using ‘armbands’, why not have some fun inventing your own techniques?
All you need do is put your thought in a new context where you can ‘see’ it or ‘hear’ it, or both. You might visualise your thought spray-painted as graffiti on a wall, printed on a poster, emblazoned on the chest of a comic book superhero, carved on the side of a tree, trailed on a banner behind an airplane, tattooed on the arm of a movie star. Or imagine it as a text message, spam email or ‘pop-up’ ad. Or you could paint it, draw it or sculpt it. Or you could imagine it dancing, bouncing, spinning; or moving down a TV screen, like the credits of a movie. Alternatively, you might ‘hear’ your thought being broadcast from a radio, emanating from a robot or sung by a rock star. Let your creative juices flow freely.
Four things to remember
When practising unhooking, it’s important to keep these four things in mind.
1.The aim is not to get rid of unpleasant thoughts, but rather to see them for what they are — simply words — and drop the struggle with them. At times they will quickly disappear, but at other times, they won’t.
2.Often when you unhook from a troublesome thought, you will feel better. But this is a beneficial by-product, not the main goal. The primary aim of unhooking is to free you from the tyranny of your mind, so you can invest your time, energy and attention in more important things. When unhooking does make you feel better, obviously enjoy it. But please don’t expect it.
3.Remember that you’re human, so there will be plenty of times you forget to use these new skills. And that’s okay. The moment you realise you’re hooked — even if it’s been happening for hours — you can instantly use one of these techniques.
4.No technique is foolproof. There may be times when you try these methods but find they are of little or no help. If so, go back to dropping anchor. Apply the ACE formula: Acknowledge your thoughts and feelings, Connect with your body, and Engage in what you’re doing.
Putting it into practice
In this chapter and the last, we’ve covered, ‘I’m having the thought that …’, ‘My mind’s telling me …’, ‘Naming The Story’, ‘Naming The Process’, ‘Musical Thoughts’, ‘Thanking Your Mind’, ‘Playing With Text’ and ‘Silly Voices’, as well as how to create your own techniques. So, pick your preferred methods (if it’s hard to decide which, toss a coin) and use them as often as you can, every day. And if one method doesn’t work, try another. I usually recommend the following sequence (but please change this as required; experiment and find what works for you):
a)The first step is simply to notice and name what’s hooking you (e.g. name the story, name the process, thank your mind, or use a phrase like ‘I’m noticing …’).
b)If you’re still hooked, use a playful technique (singing thoughts, silly voices, playing with text).
c)If you’re still hooked after that, drop anchor.
And now: some words of caution. From here on in, in almost every chapter you’re going to learn new skills, and if you try to do them all, to the maximal extent, every single day — you’re sure to get overwhelmed. So please be flexible; adapt everything to suit your way of living. For example, you might practise one particular technique on one day of the week, and a different technique on another. Ideally, you’ll put aside at least five to ten minutes a day to focus on building new skills; but if that’s not realistic, try every second or third (or fourth or fifth) day. And rotate the skills you work on from day to day, or week to week, or month to month.
Also keep in mind, many of these skills can be incorporated into your daily routine without the need to free up extra time. You don’t have to ‘stop your life’ to do them; instead, let them become a part of your life.
One final caution: this is not some ‘quick fix’ approach. Over time, as you apply your new skills more and more, you’ll experience profound changes, but it does require patience and persistence. So go slowly, take your time, and simply notice what happens as you incorporate these practices into everyday life.
Troubleshooting
The thought(s) didn’t go away!
Unhooking isn’t about getting rid of thoughts. It’s about seeing them for what they really are and making peace with them; allowing them to exist in your world without fighting them. Sometimes they will rapidly move on. Other times, they’ll hang around for a while. Sometimes they’ll go away — and then come back when you’re least expecting them.
I didn’t feel any better!
If you use these techniques to try to control your emotions, you will soon be disappointed. That’s not their purpose. (If this doesn’t make sense to you, please go back to p. 76 and redo the ‘hands as thoughts’ experiment.) True, unhooking will often reduce unpleasant feelings, but that’s a bonus, not the aim.
I got even more hooked!
This usually means the technique you chose is not a good fit for you. In this case, please try a different one. Sometimes you need to try quite a few to find what works best for you. And if all else fails, drop anchor.
But I don’t like these thoughts! I want them gone!
You don’t have to like your thoughts in order to drop the struggle. It’s okay to want to get rid of them. In fact, that’s expected. But wanting to get rid of something is quite different from actively struggling with it. For example, suppose you have an old car that you no longer want, but you won’t have an opportunity to sell it for at least another month. You can want to get rid of the car; and you can simultaneously acknowledge that you still have it, and allow it to stay in your garage without a struggle. You don’t have to try to smash up the car, or make yourself miserable or get drunk every night on account of the fact you still have that old car. So, if you do find yourself struggling with a thought (as we all do at times), just notice it. Pretend you’re a curious scientist observing yourself and notice all the different ways in which you STRUGGLE.
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FRIGHTENING IMAGES, PAINFUL MEMORIES
Roxy trembled. Her face was pale and drawn, her eyes teary.
‘What’s the diagnosis?’ I asked.
‘Multiple sclerosis,’ she whispered.
Roxy was a 32-year-old lawyer, dedicated to her profession. One day at work she noticed weakness and numbness in her left leg, and within a few days she was diagnosed with multiple sclerosis, or MS. MS is a disease in which the nerves in the body degenerate, creating all sorts of physical problems. In the best-case scenario, you may have one fleeting episode of neurological disturbance from which you fully recover, never to be bothered again. In the worst case, the MS steadily worsens and your nervous system progressively deteriorates, until you are severely physically disabled. Doctors have no way of predicting how it will affect a patient.
Not surprisingly, Roxy was very frightened by this diagnosis. She kept imagining herself in a wheelchair, her body horribly deformed, her mouth twisted and drooling. Every time this image popped into her head, it terrified her. She tried telling herself all the usual commonsense things: ‘Don’t worry … it will probably never happen to you’, ‘Your chances are excellent … cross that bridge if and when you come to it’, ‘What’s the point of worrying about something that may never happen?’ Friends, family and doctors also tried to reassure her with similar advice. But did that get rid of this scary image? Not in the least.
Roxy found she could sometimes distract herself or push the image out of her head, but it wouldn’t stay away for long, and when it returned it seemed to bother her even more than before. This commonly used, but ineffective, struggle strategy is known as ‘thought suppression’, which means actively pushing distressing words or pictures out of your head. For example, each time an unwanted cognition appears, you might say to yourself, ‘No, don’t think about it!’ or ‘Stop!’, or you might snap an elastic band against your wrist, or just mentally shove it away.
Unfortunately, while thought suppression comes naturally to us all, the research on this is crystal clear: in the short term, it makes distressing thoughts, memories or images go away; but in the long term, there’s a rebound effect and they return with greater frequency and intensity than before.
We see dramatic examples of this in trauma-related disorders. Horrific memories of traumatic events (e.g. rape, violence, sexual abuse) repeatedly appear, accompanied by painful emotions. Many people find they can in the short term push those memories away through various methods: distraction, drugs, alcohol and all the other usual suspects. But in the long term, they return with a vengeance.
Trauma aside, most of us have a tendency to get hooked by frightening images of the future or painful memories of the past. (We can actually store memories with all five senses — sight, sound, smell, taste and touch — but in this chapter, we’re focusing on the visual elements.) How often have you ‘seen yourself’ failing, being rejected, getting sick, dying, doing something bad or getting into trouble of some kind? And how much time have you spent dwelling on or reliving painful events from the past? If you’re anything like me, the answer is: ‘a lot’.
(Note: around 10 per cent of the population find it difficult, or even impossible, to visualise or ‘think in pictures’. If you’re one of them (as I am), you may not relate to much of this chapter, but please still read it, so you can understand and support your loved ones when they get hooked by mental pictures. And also keep in mind, throughout the book, whenever I use the word ‘imagine’, you don’t need to ‘see’ mental pictures; you can imagine with words, concepts and ideas.)
Your mind creates these cognitions because it’s trying hard to keep you safe: ‘You need to be prepared for this’, ‘Don’t let this happen’, ‘Protect yourself’, ‘Stay safe’, ‘Look what happened in the past; don’t let that happen again.’ Your mind operates on the rule ‘Safety first!’ and it will never relinquish its number one job of looking out for you. This means that unpleasant or unnerving images and memories will pop up repeatedly — especially when we face significant challenges; and we can waste a lot of precious time and energy if we respond to them in OBEY or STRUGGLE mode. Moreover, sometimes when we get hooked by these cognitions, they become so frightening that they can scare us away from doing the things we’d like to do.
For example, many people avoid air travel, public speaking or socialising because they get hooked by images of things going badly. Similarly, painful memories of being hurt or abused in previous relationships may scare you away from entering new, healthier relationships.
When we are hooked by images or memories, we:
▪give them our undivided attention (so it’s hard to focus on anything else)
▪react to them as if the events they depict are happening here and now
▪treat them as threats we need to avoid or get rid of.
▪In contrast, when we unhook from images and memories, we:
▪recognise their true nature: we see they are pictures occurring in our mind
▪give them our full attention only when they are offering something of use
▪realise that, no matter how unpleasant they may be, these images and memories are not threats; they can trigger unpleasant emotions, but they can’t actually harm us.
Of course, these troublesome cognitions are accompanied by unpleasant emotions, urges and sensations, and in later chapters we’ll look at how to deal with those feelings. For now let’s explore …
First steps in unhooking from images and memories
You already know quite a few ways to unhook from ‘words inside your head’. Unhooking from images and memories is similar. Often, noticing and naming is enough: ‘I’m having the image of …’, ‘I’m noticing a memory of …’, ‘Imagining the future’, ‘Reliving the past’.
However, for terrifying images or truly horrible memories, your best bet is to drop anchor. After several rounds of ACE (Acknowledging the image or memory and the feelings that go with it, Connecting with your body, Engaging in what you’re doing) you’ll likely unhook.
Going further
Let’s now look at some techniques that can help us see these cognitions for what they truly are: mental pictures that can’t harm us. Once we recognise this, we can let them freely come and stay and go in their own good time, without STRUGGLE: no fighting or judging them, no trying to avoid them.
A word of caution: the playful techniques in this section are usually helpful for painful memories, such as times you have failed or screwed up, been rejected or humiliated, or done something you regret. But they are not appropriate for truly horrific memories. So, if you are distressed by traumatic memories, please don’t use the methods below; stick to noticing, naming and dropping anchor.
And again, a reminder to do these exercises as experiments, genuinely curious as to what will happen. If you can’t do a given technique, or it doesn’t work, acknowledge your disappointment and move on to a different one. For each experiment, first read the instructions, then bring to mind a troublesome image or memory. And if it’s a moving image, condense it into a ten-second ‘video clip’. Then put the book down and try the method (while skipping any technique that seems inappropriate).
Television Screen
Bring up a difficult image or memory and notice how it’s affecting you.
Now imagine there’s a small TV screen across the room from you. Place your image on the screen and play around with it: flip it upside down; turn it on its side; spin it around and around; stre-e-e-etch it sideways.
If it’s a moving ‘video clip’, play it in slow motion. Then play it backwards in slow motion. Then play it forwards at double speed; then reverse it at double speed.
Turn the colour down, so it’s all in black-and-white.
Turn the colour and brightness up, until it’s ridiculously fluorescent and lurid.
The idea is not to get rid of this image/memory but see it for what it is: a harmless picture. You may need to do this for anything from ten seconds to a minute. If you’re still hooked after that, try the next method.
Subtitles
Keep that cognition on the television screen and add a subtitle. For example, an image of you failing might be subtitled: ‘The “failure” story’. If preferred, you could make it a humorous subtitle, like ‘Doh! Done it again!’ (as long as that doesn’t seem trivialising). If you’re still hooked after 30 seconds, try …
Adding a soundtrack
Keeping that cognition on the screen, add a musical soundtrack of your choice. Experiment with a few different soundtracks: jazz, hip-hop, classical, rock or your favourite movie theme. And if the image still hooks you after that, try …
Shifting Locations
Imagine this cognition in a variety of different locations. Stay with each scenario for 20 seconds before shifting to a new one.
Imagine it on the T-shirt of a jogger or a rock star.
Visualise it painted on a canvas or on a banner, flying behind an aeroplane.
See it as a bumper sticker, as a magazine photo or as a tattoo on someone’s back.
Imagine it as a ‘pop-up’ on a computer screen or as a poster in a teenager’s bedroom.
Visualise it as the image on a postage stamp or as a drawing in a comic book.
Use your imagination with this; the sky’s the limit. And if you’re still hooked after all this, then I suggest you practise running through some or all of the above exercises every single day, for at least five minutes. Initially, we need to focus on these images in order to practise unhooking. But the ultimate aim is to be able to let these images come and go without giving them much attention — like having the television on in the background, without really watching it.
I asked Roxy to do this practice daily, and within a week that image of herself in a wheelchair was no longer bothering her. It still appeared from time to time, but no longer frightened her, and she was able to let it freely come and stay and go while she focused on more important things. Paradoxically, the less she tried to push this image away, the less often it appeared. This was not the intention, but it’s something that usually happens as a pleasing side-effect.
Exposure
In psychology jargon, the technical term for what you’ve just been doing is ‘exposure’. (In everyday language, we use terms like ‘facing your fears’ or ‘leaving your comfort zone’.) Exposure means deliberately getting in contact with difficult stuff so that you can learn more effective ways of responding to it. This difficult stuff may be in the external world (people, places, situations, activities, events) or your internal world (thoughts, emotions, memories, etc.).
Exposure is the single most powerful intervention in the entire field of psychology; nothing has larger effects on human behaviour. And almost everything in this book, at least to some extent, involves exposure. For example, all the unhooking techniques we’ve so far covered, from dropping anchor to naming the story to thanking your mind, involve deliberate contact with difficult stuff inside you (i.e. your unwanted thoughts and feelings), so you can learn more effective responses.
Going back to the concept of neuroplasticity: exposure enables you to lay new neural pathways on top of the old ones. Thus, when your old neural pathways fire up and those difficult thoughts and feelings reappear, your new neural pathways activate in response: your new learning kicks in and you unhook.
Now time for the ‘broken record’. When you practise these techniques your unpleasant images/memories will often disappear or reduce in frequency, and you will often feel much better. But those outcomes are ‘bonuses’, not the main aim. Enjoy them when they happen, but don’t make them your main intention or you’ll soon be disappointed. (I’m sorry if this is repetitive, but many people find it’s very hard for these ideas to sink in.) The aim of unhooking is to free you up, to do those towards moves and focus on what matters. (And if this doesn’t make sense, please go back and repeat the ‘hands as thoughts’ experiment on p. 76.)
If you use the techniques as intended, they’ll help keep you free of the happiness trap. And they’ll also help you to appreciate …
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THE STAGE SHOW OF LIFE
Life is like a stage show. And on that stage are all your thoughts and feelings, and everything you can see, hear, touch, taste and smell. And this show is continually changing, from moment to moment. At times, what appears on that stage is absolutely wonderful; at other times, it’s absolutely dreadful. And there’s a part of you that can step back and watch that show; zoom in to any part of it, take in the details, or zoom out and take in the big picture. And that part of you is always there, always observing.
In everyday language, we don’t have a good word for this part of you. I like to call it the ‘noticing self’. And there’s another part of you I like to call the ‘thinking self’: this is the part of you that thinks, plans, judges, compares, creates, imagines, visualises, analyses, remembers, daydreams and fantasises. Whenever I use the term ‘mind’ in this book, I’m always referring to the ‘thinking self’, not the ‘noticing self’. It’s important to remember this, because in everyday language the word ‘mind’ usually refers to both the ‘thinking self’ and the ‘noticing self’, without distinguishing between them.
The ‘noticing self’ is fundamentally different from the ‘thinking self’. For a start, the ‘noticing self’ doesn’t think; it only notices. (Some people call it the ‘silent self’ or ‘silent witness’ because it never speaks; or the ‘observer self’ because it silently observes.) This part of you is responsible for focus, attention and awareness. It notices your thoughts but can’t create them. The ‘thinking self’ thinks about your experience — describes it, comments on it, analyses it, compares it or judges it — whereas the ‘noticing self’ notices your experience directly.
For example, if you are playing baseball, cricket or tennis and you are truly focused, all your attention is riveted on that ball coming towards you. That’s your noticing self at work. You are not ‘thinking about’ the ball; you are noticing it.
Now, suppose thoughts start popping into your head like, ‘I hope my grip is correct’, ‘I’d better make this a good hit’, ‘Wow, that ball is moving fast!’ That’s your ‘thinking self’ at work. And of course, such thoughts can often be distracting. If you pay too much attention to those thoughts, you’re no longer focused on the ball and your performance will be impaired. (How often have you been focused on a task, only to be distracted by a thought such as, ‘I hope I don’t screw this up!’?)
The ‘thinking self’ and the ‘noticing self’
Close your eyes for about a minute and simply notice what your mind does. Stay on the lookout for any thoughts or images, as if you are a wildlife photographer waiting for an exotic animal to emerge from the undergrowth. If no thoughts or images appear, keep watching; sooner or later they will show themselves — I guarantee it. (Your mind will say, ‘I’m not having any thoughts’, ‘I can’t do it’ or ‘It’s not working’ — and of course, those are thoughts.) With your eyes closed, you’ll ‘see’ black, empty space. So as thoughts or images pop up, notice where they are located within that space: in front of you, above you, behind you, to one side of you or within you.
Are they moving or still?
If they are moving, at what speed and in which direction?
Alternatively, if you tend to ‘hear’ your thoughts, a bit like a voice inside your head, notice: where is that voice located?
Is it at the top or bottom, front or back of your head?
Is it loud or soft, speaking quickly or slowly?
Once you’ve done this experiment for about a minute, open your eyes again. That’s all there is to it. So please read these instructions once more; then put down the book and give it a go.
Hopefully, you experienced two distinct, but overlapping, processes. The ‘thinking self’ was generating thoughts or images (and usually also giving a commentary on the experiment: ‘Am I doing it right?’, ‘What am I supposed to notice?’). The ‘noticing self’ was noticing whatever thoughts and images appeared (including any commentary).
In all those ‘notice and name’ exercises, your ‘noticing self’ notices the cognition, and your ‘thinking self’ names it. This distinction between thinking and noticing is important, so please do the above experiment once more. Close your eyes for about a minute, notice what thoughts or images appear (including any commentary) and where they seem to be located.
Hopefully, this experiment helped you to ‘separate’ a little from your cognitions: thoughts and images appeared, then disappeared again, and you were able to notice them come and go. In other words, your ‘thinking self’ produced some cognitions and your ‘noticing self’ noticed them coming and going.
Our ‘thinking self’ is a bit like a radio, constantly playing in the background. Most of the time it’s the Radio Doom and Gloom Show, broadcasting negative stories 24 hours a day. It reminds us of pain from the past, warns us of dangers in the future, and gives us regular updates on everything that’s wrong with us, others, life, the universe and everything. At times, it broadcasts something useful or cheerful, but nowhere near as often as the negative stuff. So, if we’re constantly tuned in to this radio, listening to it intently and believing whatever we hear, it’s a sure-fire recipe for stress and misery.
Unfortunately, there’s no way to switch off this radio. Not even Zen masters can achieve this feat. Sometimes the radio will stop of its own accord for a short space of time. But we can’t deliberately make it stop (unless we short-circuit it with drugs, alcohol or brain surgery). In fact, generally speaking, the more we try to make this radio stop, the louder it plays.
But there is an alternative approach. Have you ever had some music playing in the background … and you were so intent on what you were doing that you hardly even noticed it was there? You could hear the music, but you were hardly paying it any attention. Well, that’s what we’re aiming to do with our cognitions. Knowing they are basically ‘words and pictures inside our head’, we can treat them like background noise — let them come and stay and go in their own good time, without giving them much attention. When an unhelpful thought pops up, instead of focusing on it, we acknowledge its presence, allow it to be there and return our attention to what we’re doing.
In other words:
If the ‘thinking self’ is broadcasting something unhelpful, we treat it like music playing in the background, and focus our attention on whatever we are doing here and now.
If the ‘thinking self’ is broadcasting something useful or helpful, then we tune in, pay attention and use it.
Radio Doom and Gloom versus Radio Happy and Joyful
What I’m suggesting here is very different from positive thinking, which is like bringing a second radio into the room, tuning it to a different channel (like Radio Happy and Joyful, or Radio Logical and Rational) and playing it alongside the first radio, in the hope of drowning it out. It’s pretty hard to focus on what you’re doing when you have two different radios playing two different channels in the background.
Notice, too, that when we let music play on in the background without giving it much attention, that’s very different from actively trying to ignore it. Have you ever heard music playing and tried to ignore it? Or a loud voice in a restaurant? Or an alarm going off in your street? What happened? The more you tried to ignore it or not hear it, the more it bothered you, right?
The ability to let thoughts come and go in the background while you keep your attention on what you are doing is useful. Suppose you’re in a social situation and your mind is saying, ‘I’m so boring! I have nothing to say. I wish I could go home!’ It’s hard to have a good conversation if you’re focusing on those thoughts. Similarly, suppose you’re learning to drive and your ‘thinking self’ is saying, ‘I can’t do it. It’s too hard. I’m going to crash!’ It’s hard to drive well if you’re focused on those thoughts rather than on the road. So the following technique will teach you how to let your thoughts ‘pass on by’ while you keep your attention on what you’re doing. First, read the instructions, then give it a go.
Ten Slow Breaths
In this experiment, it’s essential to keep your breathing as sl-o-o-o-w and gentle as possible. If you breathe too fast, too deeply or too forcefully, you may experience dizziness, pins and needles or anxiety. (Such reactions are very rare, but if something like this happens for you, make sure to sl-o-o-o-ow your breathing even further, breathing in as shallowly and gently as possible; do not take deep breaths or this will worsen your dizziness. And if that doesn’t fix the problem, forget this technique and follow the advice in the section on alternative methods, near the end of this chapter.)
▪Find a comfortable position and either close your eyes or fix them on a spot in front of you.
▪Take ten slow, gentle breaths.
▪For each breath, first exhale fully, emptying your lungs. Do this for a count of three seconds — or longer if possible.
▪Then, once your lungs are empty, inhale gently.
▪When your lungs feel comfortably full, hold your breath for another count of three seconds.
▪And then, once more slowly exhale (for at least a count of three seconds).
▪Focus on the rise and fall of your rib cage, and the air moving in and out of your lungs.
▪Notice the sensations as the air flows in: your chest rising, your shoulders lifting, your lungs expanding.
▪Notice what you feel as the air flows out: your chest falling, your shoulders dropping, the breath leaving your nostrils.
▪Focus on completely emptying your lungs. Gently push out every last bit of air, feeling your lungs deflate.
▪Then pause for three seconds, before breathing in again.
▪As you breathe in, slowly and gently, notice how your tummy moves and your chest expands.
▪As you do this, let your thoughts and images come and go in the background, as if they are cars passing by outside your house. (You don’t rush out and try to stop the traffic; you let it come and stay and go in its own good time.)
▪When a new cognition appears, briefly acknowledge its presence, as if nodding at a passing motorist. You might find it helpful to silently say to yourself, ‘Thinking’.
▪As you do this, keep your attention on the breath, following the air as it flows in and out of your lungs.
▪From time to time a thought will hook you and ‘pull you out’ of the exercise, so you lose track of what you’re doing. The moment you realise this, acknowledge it. Silently say to yourself, ‘hooked’, and acknowledge the thought that hooked you. Then gently refocus on your breath.
Please read through the instructions once more, then put the book down and give this a go.
How did you go? Most people get hooked quite a few times. This is completely normal; it happens to all of us, over and over and over, throughout every day. One moment we’re focused, next moment our mind hooks us and whisks our attention elsewhere. So if you practise this exercise regularly, you’ll learn three important skills:
1. How to let your thoughts freely come and go, without OBEYING them or STRUGGLING against them. (Needless to say, you aren’t trying to ‘clear your thoughts away’ or ‘empty your mind’. You’re aiming to let them come and stay and go, in their own good time, as they choose.)
2. How to focus on a task or activity and recognise when your attention has wandered.
3. How to gently unhook from the thoughts that ‘pull you off-task’ and refocus your attention on what you’re doing.
Like dropping anchor, we can practise this technique anytime, anywhere, and the more the better. I encourage you to practise it often throughout the day: while you’re stuck at traffic lights, waiting in line, on hold on the telephone, waiting for an appointment, during commercial breaks on the TV and even in bed. Basically, try it any time you have a moment to spare. (And if you don’t have time for the full ten breaths, even three or four can be useful.)
And remember when you’re doing this, it doesn’t matter how many times you get hooked. Each time you notice and unhook, you’re building a valuable skill.
Also, as usual, let go of any expectations. Do it as a genuine experiment and notice what effect it has. Many people find it relaxing or calming, but — yes, you guessed it — that’s not the primary goal; it’s merely an enjoyable bonus. At other times it’s likely to be boring, frustrating or even anxiety-provoking. So, naturally, appreciate that relaxation or calmness when it occurs, but please don’t make that the aim.
Up for a challenge?
Are you up for a challenge? Something that will help you enormously in developing the skills above? Here’s what it involves.
In addition to all those ultra-brief exercises above, put aside five minutes twice a day to practise focusing on your breath. For example, you might do five minutes first thing in the morning and five minutes during your lunchbreak. Or if you really want to go for broke, do a fifteen-minute session, guided by my free audio recording, ‘Focusing on your breath’. You’ll find this in Chapter 9 of The Happiness Trap: Extra Bits, downloadable from the ‘Free resources’ page on www.thehappinesstrap.com.
Alternatives to focusing on your breath
Some people dislike any sort of exercise that involves focusing attention on the breath, either because it makes them light-headed, dizzy or anxious, or because they find it really boring. If this is you, no sweat; there are many other options.
Remember, the aims of this practice are to:
a) train up our ability to focus our attention — and to catch ourselves quickly when it wanders
b) treat our thoughts like music playing in the background, allowing them to freely come and stay and go.
And we’re doing this for two main reasons:
1. we get much more satisfaction from the things we do when we give them our full attention; and
2. we handle any challenge or perform any complex task much better when we are focused (as opposed to distracted, disengaged, ‘zoned out’, ‘lost in our thoughts’).
The good news is, we can develop these skills with almost any task or activity whatsoever. Here are three suggestions for now (we’ll cover more later):
1. Focusing on Walking
Go for a five-minute walk, and with as much curiosity as you can muster, really notice the things around you. Notice what you can see and hear, and touch and taste and smell.
Pay attention as if you’re a curious child who has never encountered these kinds of things before.
As you do this, let your mind chatter away like a radio playing in the background, but don’t try to ignore it or silence it.
Keep noticing the world around you as you walk.
From time to time, your mind will succeed in hooking you, and you’ll lose track of the exercise. The moment you realise this has happened, acknowledge the thought that hooked you, then refocus on the walk.
2. Focusing on your body
In Chapter 17 you’ll find a practice called a ‘body scan’, which involves slowly scanning your body, from your toes upwards to your head, and focusing on the sensations you encounter. Feel free to skip ahead to Chapter 17 now, try it out, and use that method if you prefer it.
3. Focusing on stretching
Focused stretching is another good option. You probably know at least a few basic stretches for your body. (If not, Google ‘basic stretches’. And if you’re bedbound, Google ‘bedridden stretches’). Choose two or three stretches and do them very sl-o-o-o-wly and gently, noticing what it feels like as your muscles stre-e-e-e-etch. Notice the sensations in your body as your muscles lengthen, and the feeling of warmth as blood flows into the area. Notice that sense of loosening, lengthening and flexibility. Notice how the sensations in your body continually change — at times painful, at other times pleasant.
Do this for five minutes, focusing entirely on the movements you’re doing and the feelings in the areas you’re stretching. Focus and refocus repeatedly, as described above, while letting your mind chatter away in the background.
And if doing this seems odd, unnatural or uncomfortable … that’s good! It means you’re trying something new, something different. It’s a sure sign you’re …
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LEAVING THE COMFORT ZONE
Here’s my guarantee to each and every reader of this book. As soon as you start to stretch yourself, to take your life in a new, meaningful direction, difficult thoughts and feelings will arise (100 per cent guaranteed, or your money back!). This is because of your mind’s overriding imperative: ‘Safety first!’ As soon as we start to do something new, our mind will send us warnings in the form of negative thoughts, disturbing images, bad memories and uncomfortable emotions, urges and sensations.
And all too often, we let these ‘warnings’ stop us from doing what matters; instead we keep doing the ‘same old things’. Some people call this ‘staying in your comfort zone’. But personally, I don’t think that’s a good name for it, because life inside the comfort zone is definitely not comfortable. It should be called the ‘misery zone’, ‘stagnant zone’ or ‘missing-out-on-life zone’.
Whatever you wish to call it, there are two interweaving strategies for leaving this desolate place. One: continually expand the range of your unhooking skills. Two: connect with something that makes it worthwhile leaving. We’ll focus on the first strategy over the next few chapters; in this one we’re going to look at strategy two, beginning with a discussion of …
Values and goals
Values are your heart’s deepest desires for how you want to treat yourself and others, and the world around you; personal qualities you want to bring into play in the things you say and do. For example, if deep in your heart you desire personal qualities such as being open, honest, loving and caring, then we’d call those things your values. (But if you don’t wish to behave in that manner, then they are not your values.) Once we know what our values are, we can use them for inspiration, motivation and guidance; to help us do things that make our lives more meaningful and rewarding.
Values are very different to goals. Goals are things you’re aiming for in the future: things you want to get, have, achieve or do. Most of our goals fall into three categories: emotional goals, behavioural goals and outcome goals.
Emotional goals
Emotional goals describe how we want to feel (e.g. ‘I want to feel happy’, ‘I want to stop feeling anxious’, ‘I want more confidence’, ‘I want “inner peace”’).
Behavioural goals
These goals describe how we want to behave, actions we want to take (e.g. ‘I want to exercise more’, ‘I want to spend more quality time with my friends or family’, ‘I want to travel’).
Outcome goals
These goals describe the outcomes we desire: what we want to get or have (e.g. ‘I want more friends’, ‘I want other people to love me, treat me well, respect me’, ‘I want a good body, great job, lovely house’, ‘I want financial security, good health, equal opportunity’, ‘I want power, status, fame’).
It’s very important to understand the difference between outcome goals and values, for reasons I’ll explain shortly. So, for example, if you want to be loving and kind, those are values. But if you want to get married, that’s an outcome goal. Notice you can live your values of being loving and kind even if you never achieve the outcome goal of marriage. (For example, you can be loving and kind to yourself, your dog, your cat, your friends or your family.)
On the other hand, you can achieve the outcome goal of getting married yet neglect your values of being loving and kind (in which case, your marriage will suffer).
Here’s another example: suppose when you’re at work you want to be open, honest and cooperative; if so, those are (some of) your workplace values. In contrast, if you want to have a great job, that’s an outcome goal. And notice, you can live your values of being open, honest and cooperative whether your job is awesome or totally sucks. You can also live those values if you’re retired, unemployed or unable to work due to sickness or disability.
This difference between values and goals is of huge importance when it comes to …
Personal empowerment
Have you ever seen pictures of those vast refugee camps in African and Middle Eastern countries: thousands of tents, clumped together in the middle of a dry, barren wasteland? Some of these camps contain up to 400,000 refugees, struggling to survive amidst the most awful hardships and deprivation. Could ACT help people in these terrible circumstances, many of whom have suffered terrible trauma?
The World Health Organization (WHO) thought it might. So, back in 2015, they asked me to write a program, based on ACT, that they could roll out in refugee camps, to help people cope with the enormous ongoing stress of camp life. The ten-hour program (two hours a week, for five weeks) was delivered via audio recordings, to groups of about 20 people at a time. At the time of writing (2021) the WHO have been using that program for over five years, in camps in Syria, Turkey and Uganda. And did it help? Remarkably, yes. The WHO carefully researched the program, and in 2020 they published their results in one of the world’s top medical journals, The Lancet. Astonishingly, the refugees experienced significant improvements in their psychological health, including major reductions in depression and PTSD.
A big part of that program was the sense of personal empowerment among the participants, through connecting with their values. You see, in a refugee camp, there are many outcome goals that are impossible: get a paid job, get a car, have plentiful delicious food, live in a house instead of a tent, reunite with loved ones left behind and so on, and so on. Chances are, if you’re reading this book, you take many things for granted that someone in a refugee camp would dearly love to have, from unlimited electricity and running water, to plentiful food and clothes.
So, what happens to any of us — whether our lives are very privileged or extremely deprived — if we become preoccupied or obsessed with achieving outcome goals that are (at least for now) unachievable? That’s right: we will experience frustration, dissatisfaction, disappointment, sadness or even hopelessness, because we’re not getting what we want.
But values are a different story. We can live our values right here and now, in a thousand different ways, even when our goals are impossible. To clarify this in the refugee program, we used the following example. Suppose your goal is to get a paid job so you can support the people you care about. And suppose your values — the way you want to treat your family, friends or people around you — are to be kind, caring, loving and supportive. It might be impossible to achieve your goal … but you can still live your values. You can find little ways to be kind, caring, loving and supportive to the people around you.
‘What’s so empowering about that?’ you may be wondering. Well, the more preoccupied we are with what is out of our control (such as things we can’t have), the more miserable and disempowered we become. But our values connect us with what is in our control: the ability to act like the sort of person we want to be.
This is important, because the only way you can influence the world around you is through your ‘actions’: what you do with your arms, hands, legs, feet and speech. And the more you take control of your own actions, the more you can influence the world around you: the people and situations you encounter every day.
For example, if you live in a refugee camp, you share a tent with other people. And you can act on your values of being kind, warm and caring towards those others; or you can move away from your values and act in ways that are unkind, cold or hostile. So, your actions will influence what it’s like to live inside that tent. Your actions won’t end the war you fled, or bring back loved ones from the dead, or transform your flimsy tent into a brick house. But your actions can either improve or worsen the atmosphere within your tent; that is very much within your control.
The better we know our values, the easier it is to act on them; and the more we act on our values, the more we can shape our life in meaningful ways. So am I suggesting you give up on all your goals? Nooooo! Not at all. In fact, later in the book, we’ll look at practical strategies to help you get better at actually achieving your goals. What I’m saying is, values are instantly empowering in a way that goals never can be. Why? Because we can always live our values in little ways, no matter what life is like.
For example, if someone is living in poverty, suffering from severe chronic illness, or continually subjected to prejudice and discrimination on grounds of sex, religion or skin colour, they’re at a huge disadvantage to many others; and because of this disadvantage, they may have many goals that are not currently — and perhaps never will be — achievable. However, they can still live by and act on their values; they can still choose how to treat themself and others and the world around them, as they continue living in difficult circumstances.
For a more extreme example, suppose you have an incurable, progressive, terminal illness. If so, you will never achieve the goal of ‘good health’; but you can live your values of being kind and caring to yourself.
I often use the term ‘reality gap’ to describe difficult circumstances such as those above. A ‘reality gap’ is any painful gap between the reality you want and the reality you’ve got. And the bigger that gap, the greater the pain that goes with it. (So if you are currently facing a huge reality gap, many difficult thoughts and feelings will arise, and you’ll need all the unhooking skills in this book to handle them well.)
Some reality gaps can never be closed. For example, when someone you love has just died, there’s no way to close that gap. Other reality gaps can be closed (for example, if you get cancer but it’s curable); however, it can take a long, long time and a huge amount of effort to get there. Values empower us to handle large reality gaps more effectively, whether we can close them or not.
Are you finding any of this a tad confusing? If so, you’re not alone. The concept of values is so different to the much more familiar concept of goals, it often takes a while to wrap your head around. Which is why we’ll be exploring this concept repeatedly, starting right now with a quick look at …
A values checklist
Values are your heart’s deepest desires for how you want to behave as a human being. They describe how you want to treat yourself, others and the world around you. Below is a list of common values. They are not the ‘right’ values; there are no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ ones. Values are like your taste in ice-cream. If you prefer chocolate but someone else prefers vanilla, that doesn’t mean their taste is right and yours is wrong, or vice-versa. It just means you have different tastes. So these aren’t the ‘right’ or ‘best’ values; they’re just to give you some ideas. (And if your values aren’t listed, there’s room at the bottom to add them.)
Pick an area of life you want to enhance, improve or explore (e.g., work, education, health, leisure, parenting, friendship, spirituality, intimate relationship). Then consider which values in the list below best complete this sentence: In this area of my life, I want to be …
Read through the list, and if a value seems very important in this area of life, put a V by it. If it’s somewhat important, put an S. And if it’s not that important, put an N.
Common values: a checklist
In this area of my life, I want to be …
1. Accepting: open to, allowing of, or at peace with myself, others, life, my feelings, etc.
2. Adventurous: willing to create or pursue novel, risky or exciting experiences
3. Assertive: calmly, fairly and respectfully standing up for my rights, asking for what I want and declining unreasonable requests
4. Authentic: being genuine, real and true to myself
5. Caring/self-caring: actively taking care of myself, others, the environment, etc.
6. Compassionate/self-compassionate: responding kindly to myself or others in pain
7. Cooperative: willing to assist and work with others
8. Courageous: being brave or bold; persisting in the face of fear, threat or risk
9. Creative: being imaginative, inventive or innovative
10. Curious: being open-minded and interested; willing to explore and discover
11. Encouraging: supporting, inspiring and rewarding behaviour I approve of
12. Expressive: conveying my thoughts and feelings through what I say and do
13. Focused: focused on and engaged in what I am doing
14. Fair/just: acting with fairness and justice — towards myself and others
15. Flexible: willing and able to adjust and adapt to changing circumstances
16. Friendly: warm, open, caring and agreeable towards others
17. Forgiving: letting go of resentments and grudges towards myself or others
18. Grateful: being appreciative for what I have received
19. Helpful: giving, helping, contributing, assisting or sharing
20. Honest: being honest, truthful and sincere — with myself and others
21. Independent: choosing for myself how I live and what I do
22. Industrious: being diligent, hardworking, dedicated
23. Kind: being considerate, helpful or caring — to myself or others
24. Loving: showing love, affection or great care — to myself or others
25. Mindful/present: fully present and engaging in whatever I’m doing
26. Open: revealing myself, letting people know my thoughts and feelings
27. Orderly: being neat and organised
28. Persistent/committed: willing to continue, despite problems or difficulties
29. Playful: being humorous, fun-loving, light-hearted
30. Protective: looking after the safety and security of myself or others
31. Respectful/self-respectful: treating myself or others with care and consideration
32. Responsible: being trustworthy, reliable and accountable for my actions
33. Skilful: doing things well, utilising my knowledge, experience and training
34. Supportive: being helpful, encouraging and available — to myself or others
35. Trustworthy: being loyal, honest, faithful, sincere, responsible and reliable
36. Trusting: willing to believe in the honesty, sincerity, reliability or competence of another
37. Other:
38. Other:
39. Other:
40. Other:
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Please write down or mentally note any values that seem especially important to you, so you have them for future reference.
The journey and the destination
You’ve probably heard the saying, ‘It’s not the destination that counts; it’s the journey’. Personally, I would say it’s both. The destination clearly matters; a visit to Sweden is not the same as a visit to Afghanistan. But the journey to get there is also very important, especially as there’s never any guarantee that you’ll make it all the way.
The destination you head for is a goal. In contrast, your values describe the sort of traveller you want to be: how do you want to treat yourself, and other people, and the things you encounter on your voyage? As you’re travelling towards your destination do you want to be kind and helpful to other travellers you meet; or mean, aggressive or distant? Do you want to be open to, curious about and appreciative of your experiences? Or closed off, uninterested or disapproving? Do you want to treat your body caringly, or neglectfully?
Notice you can live your values as a traveller, every step of the way towards that goal — even if you ultimately end up at a different destination. So, keeping this distinction in mind, let’s do a different exercise to tease out some goals.
Suppose magic happens …
Please take a few moments to reflect on the questions below. There are quite a few, so feel free to skip some; but please reflect on at least two or three.
Suppose magic happens, so that all your difficult thoughts and feelings become like water off a duck’s back; they lose their power over you; they no longer bring you down or hold you back …
▪What projects, activities or tasks would you start, resume or continue?
▪What or who would you stop avoiding?
▪What would you start doing, or do more of?
▪How would you treat yourself differently?
▪How would you treat others differently, in your most important relationships?
Please take a few minutes to think deeply about (at least two or three of) these questions. Better yet, write down your answers for future reference. When you contemplate the questions above, what shows up? Images of things going badly? Memories of failure? Feelings of anxiety? A tight chest, knots in the stomach or other uncomfortable sensations? Reasons not to do it?
If any of those things appeared, that’s completely normal. And here’s my guarantee: these troublesome thoughts and feelings will repeatedly appear. We can’t eliminate them, but we can get very good at unhooking from them. Soon you’ll learn how to unhook from emotions, sensations and urges, but for now, stick with cognitions.
And I do strongly encourage you to practise, practise, practise those unhooking skills; the more you can see your cognitions for what they are — ‘words and pictures inside your head’ — the less negative influence they’ll have over your life. (And if your ‘reason-giving machine’ cranks out some excuse for not practising, please notice and name it. And maybe even thank your mind: ‘Thanks, Mind. I know you’re trying to save me from the discomfort of doing something challenging, and it’s okay, I can handle this.’)
In addition to all that unhooking practice, I encourage you to start playing around with your values. But please: don’t make a big deal out of it. All you need do is pick one or two values every day and look for opportunities to ‘sprinkle’ them into your activities. For example, suppose you pick ‘kindness’; then as you go through your day look for little ways to act kindly — kind things you can say, kind actions you can do. Do this as an experiment and notice what happens.
Be warned: your mind can tie you up in knots with questions like: ‘Which values do I pick?’ or ‘How do I know if they’re the right ones?’ There are only two purposes to this exercise: a) play around with some values, and b) notice what happens. So, it doesn’t really matter which values you pick. If it’s hard to decide, do it in numerical order, as in the list. Play with one or two values for a few days and notice what happens. Then pick one or two more and play with those. And so on and so on.
Meanwhile, in the next chapter, we’re going to look at a quality that’s incredibly important for coping with pain and suffering. And if this quality is not yet one of your values, I hope it will soon become so. What I’m talking about is …
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THE VALUE OF KINDNESS
Imagine you’re on a gruelling and dangerous journey, and all sorts of terrible things keep happening. You’ve encountered obstacle after obstacle, been knocked around over and over, you’re exhausted and sore and you’re struggling to keep going. But you’re not totally alone on this journey; you have a companion by your side.
Now, let’s suppose you have a choice between two different companions. Option one: a companion who says, ‘This isn’t so bad. You’re pathetic. Just suck it up and get on with it!’ Your second option is a companion who says, ‘This is really shit. But hey, we’re in this together. I’ve got your back, and I’m with you every step of the way.’
I’ve asked literally thousands of people: ‘Which companion would you prefer?’ So far, everybody has chosen the second (often while looking at me as if I’ve just asked a stupid question). I then ask: ‘So what kind of companion are you being to yourself? Do you treat yourself more like the first one, or the second?’ Almost everyone replies, ‘The first’.
The absurd thing is, when our close friends or loved ones are deeply suffering most of us are instinctively kind, understanding and supportive; yet we find it extremely hard to treat ourselves the same way. Indeed, when I first introduce the idea of self-kindness, it’s amazing how often people react negatively — especially if I call it by its other name: ‘self-compassion’. Often when people hear the word ‘self-compassion’, their ‘reason-giving machines’ go into overdrive, cranking out a long list of reasons to steer clear of it. They perceive it as weak, stupid, useless, passive, selfish or demotivating. Sometimes they’ll even insist that they’re such bad people, they don’t deserve it. We’ll address these objections very shortly; but first let’s clarify …
What does ‘self-compassion’ mean?
There are many different definitions of self-compassion, and no universal agreement on any one of them. My own definition is only six words long: Acknowledge your pain; respond with kindness.
In other words, self-compassion means consciously acknowledging your pain, hurt and suffering — and in response, treating yourself with kindness and caring.
For most of us, self-compassion doesn’t come naturally; we usually only learn it when we go down the path of therapy, personal growth or spiritual development. When pain shows up, our default response modes are to OBEY it (allow it to push us around, dictate what to do) or STRUGGLE.
Self-compassion is radically different to both. We simply acknowledge our pain and treat ourselves kindly. And although for thousands of years people mainly learned about this concept through religion, these days it’s well and truly in the realm of science. Hundreds of scientific studies published in top psychology journals have demonstrated the many benefits of self-compassion for health, wellbeing and happiness. And the good news is, you’ve already started doing this.
How so? Well, self-compassion begins by simply being honest with ourselves about how much pain we’re in — but without dwelling on it or wallowing in it. And that’s completely different to self-pity, which sounds something like this: ‘I can’t bear it any longer. I’ve never felt so bad. Why me? It’s not fair. No one else has to go through this. I can’t handle it.’ Self-pity never helps; it only makes things worse.
Self-compassion means we acknowledge our pain in a simple, kind and honest way — just as we’d acknowledge the pain of a friend who was suffering. You’ve been practising this for the last four chapters, in the Acknowledge phase of ACE, and whenever you notice and name difficult thoughts and feelings.
If you can’t pinpoint the exact thoughts and feelings, you can use terms like ‘suffering’, ‘hurt’, ‘pain’, ‘heartbreak’, ‘loss’ (e.g. ‘Here is suffering’ or ‘I’m noticing pain’). You may also like to add extra phrases, such as ‘here and now’ or ‘this is a moment of’. Why? Because when we say, ‘Here and now, I’m noticing anxiety’ or ‘This is a moment of loneliness’ it helps us remember that, much like the weather, our thoughts and feelings are changing all the time. Even amidst great suffering, our cognitions and emotions change from moment to moment; sometimes we feel better, other times, worse. ‘Here and now’ we may be noticing sadness; but later we’ll be noticing different feelings. Please play around with these words and create a phrase that suits you. Psychologist Kristin Neff, the world’s top researcher on self-compassion, suggests, ‘This is a moment of suffering’ — a poetic phrase that appeals to many. However, some folks (like me) prefer more everyday language, such as ‘This really hurts’.
Acknowledging our pain is just the first step in self-compassion; we then need to respond with genuine kindness. But before we get onto that, let’s revisit those …
Objections to self-compassion
Earlier I mentioned some common objections to self-compassion. Let’s take a look at them and see if they have any substance. Let’s start with ‘weak’ or ‘stupid’. If a good friend or a loved one were suffering, and you acknowledged their pain and said or did kind things to support them … would that be weak or stupid? Of course not. So neither is it weak or stupid to treat yourself that way (even if your mind says it is).
How about ‘useless’ or ‘passive’? Well, the hundreds of studies I mentioned above show it’s clearly not useless, if you value your health and wellbeing. Self-compassion helps you cope with adversity and handle stress much better, protects you from depression and facilitates recovery after setbacks. And it’s definitely not a ‘passive’ response to life’s challenges. It’s a form of actively supporting yourself. It doesn’t mean you give up or stop trying; self-compassion gives you more energy, so you can rise to your challenges, tackle your problems, do those towards moves.
So what about the notion that it’s ‘selfish’? Well, if you’ve ever flown on a plane, you’ll know what the flight crew say about oxygen masks: put your own on first before you try to help anyone else. You can think of self-compassion the same way: if you take better care of yourself, you’ll be able to take better care of others.
How about ‘demotivating’? Let’s go back to Michelle (from Chapter 3). This was her main objection to self-compassion. ‘I need to be hard on myself,’ she said. ‘That’s how I get things done. It motivates me. If I was kind to myself, I’d never do anything.’ This idea is incredibly common, especially amongst perfectionists and high achievers. And yes, in the short term, being hard on yourself can often be motivating; but the long-term costs of this motivational method are enormous: stress, anxiety, depression, exhaustion, low self-esteem or burnout.
To understand this better, think of your favourite team sport. Imagine two teams of equally talented players, and they each have a coach. The first coach motivates the players through being harsh, judgmental and critical; focusing on everything the players do wrong: ‘That was pathetic!’ ‘You’re useless!’ ‘You’re not even trying!’ ‘I can’t believe you did that!’ ‘How many times do I have to tell you?’ ‘You screwed up this, you messed up that, and you completely stuffed up the other.’
The second coach motivates the players through kind, supportive feedback and encouragement, acknowledging what they do right as well as what they do wrong: ‘You did A, B and C really well today. And I can see you’re improving at D and E. And I was stoked you remembered to do H and I when J happened. I notice you seem to be struggling a bit with P, Q and Z; let’s have a look at what’s going on there, and see how you can improve on that. Yeah, I know you messed up with X and Y, but hey — we’re all human; we all make mistakes. Don’t beat yourself up about it; let’s go over it and see what you can do differently next time something like that happens.’
There’s been a huge amount of scientific research on this topic — and the results are crystal clear: harsh, critical, judgmental coaching may get positive results in the short term, but in the long term it leads to demotivated players and poor performance. Kind, supportive coaching is far more effective in the long term; players are more motivated and perform better.
Have you ever had a coach/teacher/manager/parent who used the harsh, critical method with you? If so, how did you find it? (No need to answer.) Later in the book, we’ll explore much more effective methods of motivation that, in conjunction with self-compassion, will not only get you started and keep you going, but also keep you healthy and thriving.
Finally, let’s consider the objection, ‘I’m so bad I don’t deserve kindness!’ This story is common if you’ve had an awful childhood — neglect, abuse, trauma, abandonment and so on. Your parents or caregivers may have directly called you bad (in any of a thousand different ways) or indicated it through the way they mistreated you. But it is also common in people who had pretty good childhoods. And again, this is your mind trying to be helpful in its own misguided way; like the first coach in the scenario above, your mind thinks being hard on you is the best way to get results: to get you to shape up, sort yourself out, be a better person. So, look at that story in terms of workability: if you let it dictate your actions, boss you around, tell you what you can and can’t do … does that take you towards or away from the life you want?
Obviously, if it’s helping you to do towards moves — to behave like the sort of person you want to be, build the sort of life you want — and it’s contributing to your health, wellbeing and happiness … there’s no problem. But if it’s taking you in the other direction, there’s a choice to make: are you going to go along with it? Or are you going to unhook, and experiment with a different approach?
Kindness in words and actions
If someone you deeply care about were suffering — struggling with painful thoughts and feelings, or grappling with major problems — how would you treat them? If you wanted to send them the message, ‘I see you’re hurting, I care about you and I’m here for you,’ what sort of things would you say and do?
Please reflect on this for at least two minutes, before reading on …
Self-compassion means treating ourselves the way we would a loved one; So whatever you came up with while reflecting on the question above, now it’s time to apply that to yourself. Let’s kick off with a look at …
Kind self-talk
Kind self-talk means speaking to ourselves in ways that are kind, encouraging and supportive, much like the second coach and the second travelling companion. But remember: the brain changes through addition, not subtraction. So we’re not trying to delete those old neural pathways that give rise to harsh self-talk; we’re laying down new ones on top of them, to bring in self-kindness. (So if harsh, judgmental self-talk shows up — as it often does, for most of us — then we don’t try to dispute, avoid or get rid of it; we simply notice and name it.)
What kind of things should we say to ourselves? There are sooooo many options. Suppose we’re struggling to complete a difficult but important task, and our mind’s saying, ‘This is too hard’ or ‘I can’t do it’. First, we might thank our mind, ‘Thanks, Mind, I know you’re trying to make me give up, to spare me from discomfort, but it’s okay, I’ve got this covered.’ Then we can try some kind self-encouragement: ‘I can handle this’, ‘I can do this’, ‘I’ll get through this’.
Or suppose after making a mistake we get hooked by ‘I’m a loser’. Our kind self-talk might go like this: ‘Aha. Here’s the “loser” story again. Okay, I know I screwed up. But hey, I’m human. Everyone makes mistakes.’
If you’re hooked by a perfectionistic rule, you could say: ‘I’m having the thought I need to do this perfectly. But hey, I really don’t have to. “Good enough” is okay.’
If you’re struggling to make changes in your behaviour and you fall back into an old pattern, your mind might say, ‘This is hopeless, I can’t change.’ Your self-compassionate response might be: ‘Here’s the “give up” story — but I’m not buying it. What I’m trying to do here is really difficult — and today was a bad day. I’ll have another crack at it tomorrow. Over time, I’ll get better.’ At this point, an important practical tip: it’s not just the words you say that count, but also the way you say them. So be aware of the tone of your ‘inner voice’. If it’s harsh, sarcastic or uncaring, it will not have the desired effect. It needs to sound kind and caring.
So, throughout the day, whenever difficult thoughts and feelings arise, the idea is to acknowledge they’re present, acknowledge it’s painful or difficult to have them, and then remind yourself to respond with kindness and caring. To help with this, it’s useful to have a simple catchphrase you can say to yourself. Kristin Neff, the self-compassion expert I mentioned earlier, recommends this one: ‘This is a moment of suffering. May I be kind to myself.’ However, personally I prefer something a bit shorter and simpler. My self-compassion catchphrase is: ‘This really hurts. Be kind.’ If either of those appeal to you, feel free to use them; but if you prefer to come up with your own phrase, all the better.
Play around with kind self-talk (using a kind tone of voice). And find your own way of doing it, using your own style of speaking (which might sound nothing like the examples above). And if you’re ever stuck for ideas, consider: ‘What would I say to a friend who was going through something similar?’
Now, moving on from kind self-talk, let’s explore the equally important role of …
Kind actions
Self-compassion is not just about what we say to ourselves; it’s also about what we do for ourselves: actions of kindness, caring and support. And really, the sky’s the limit. Self-compassionate actions could include reading this book; practising your unhooking skills; spending quality time with others; doing basic self-care such as healthy eating and regular exercise; making time for rest and relaxation; doing hobbies or sports or other pleasurable, restorative activities; and so on.
The great thing is, you don’t have to do anything dramatic. Even the tiniest little act of self-kindness counts. To give you an idea, here are some little acts of self-kindness I did today. I did some stretching of my back and neck; had a long, hot shower; played around with the dog; had a laugh with my son watching some silly YouTube videos; ate some healthy stuff for breakfast; and at one point I sat outside for a few minutes and closed my eyes — just to hear the birds and feel the sun on my face.
Now take two minutes to consider: what are some kind actions you can do for yourself in a) the next few hours, and b) the next few days?
Please write your answers down. (If you wish, you can use the ‘Kind words and actions worksheet’, which you’ll find in The Happiness Trap: Extra Bits.) Over the next few hours and days, actually do these things, and notice what it’s like to do so; truly savour those actions of kindness and caring. (And if you don’t do them, notice how your mind talked you out of it: what reasons did it give you not to? What rules did it impose on you?)
Where to from here?
We’ve so far covered three important elements of self-compassion: unhooking from harsh, judgmental self-talk; acknowledging our pain and suffering; and treating ourselves kindly. Over the next few chapters, we’re going to cover another important element: unhooking from painful emotions.
Troubleshooting
It feels weird; this isn’t me; I don’t do this
At first, self-compassion may seem odd or unnatural — like it’s not really you. If so, that’s a completely normal reaction. This is a new psychological skill. Maybe after you’ve practised it ten thousand times it will seem natural; but it definitely won’t to begin with. Are you willing to do something that feels weird, odd or ‘not like you’ in the service of building a better life?
It makes me feel anxious
If you’ve got a long history of deeply entrenched self-judgment, self-hatred or self-loathing, self-compassion might initially trigger anxiety. It’s such a radically different way of treating yourself. Your mind is suspicious: ‘What is this? I don’t know what this is. It’s different. It’s weird. I don’t know what might happen.’ You may not be aware of those thoughts — you might just feel anxious — but that’s what’s going on inside your head.
Another way to make sense of this anxiety is that it’s like you’re ‘breaking the rules’. For a long time your mind has ruled you, like a tyrant: laying down the laws and commandments, and forbidding you to break them. This includes the rule:
Breaking this rule feels risky (something bad might happen if you get caught). So naturally, anxiety appears.
Over time, if you practise self-compassion regularly, until it becomes a familiar experience, that anxiety will reduce; but in the early stages, it will be there. So the question is: are you willing to have some anxious thoughts and feelings, in the short term, in order to build a better life in the long term?
It stirs up my negative self-talk
Sometimes kind self-talk can trigger a barrage of harsh self-judgment. Over time, you can expect these barrages to reduce, and then stop. Whenever they occur, notice and name them — and if that doesn’t help, drop anchor.
It didn’t make my feelings go away
It’s not supposed to. It’s not a struggle strategy. The aim is to acknowledge and allow your feelings to be present, without a struggle (like resting the book on your lap, in Chapter 4), while also being kind and supportive to yourself. When difficult thoughts and feelings reduce or disappear — as often happens — that’s a bonus, not the main aim.
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HOOKED ON A FEELING
You’re trekking through the snowy wilderness of Alaska, and you suddenly come face to face with a huge grizzly bear. What do you do? Scream? Call for help? Run away? We’ll return to this tricky situation shortly, but first leT’s tackle another challenging question: What are emotions?
Scientists have a hard time reaching any kind of consensus on what emotions are, but most experts agree on two things:
1. Underlying any emotion is a complex series of changes throughout the body, involving your brain and nervous system, heart and blood flow, lungs and airflow, abdominal organs, muscles and hormones.
2. These physical changes prepare us for action.
As these changes happen in our body, they give rise to sensations such as ‘butterflies’ in the stomach, a ‘lump’ in the throat or a ‘pounding’ heart. At the same time, urges arise to act in particular ways: for example, to cry, laugh, scream, shout or hide. The likelihood that we will act in a particular way when experiencing a particular emotion is called an ‘action tendency’. But notice the key word here: ‘tendency’. A tendency means we have the inclination to do something; it doesn’t mean we have to do it, that we have no choice.
So, for example, when you’re anxious about running late, you might have the tendency to drive above the speed limit, but you can choose to drive legally and safely if you wish. However, as discussed in Chapter 2, the less our ability to unhook from our emotions, the less choice we have.
In other words, the better our unhooking skills, the more control we have over our physical actions — our body posture, our facial expression, the words we say, the volume and tone of our voice, and the movements we make with our arms, legs, hands and feet. This ability is incredibly useful. If we can control our physical actions when feeling strong emotions, this enables us to act in ways that get better results: we can feel anxious but act courageously; feel angry but act calmly.
For example, suppose I’m feeling truly furious with my teenage son (yes, it happens). When I’m being the sort of father I want to be, I silently acknowledge the raging anger storm inside me, and I drop anchor and take control of my actions; I speak to him in a soft, patient voice, with my arms by my side and my hands open, and I explain to him assertively and patiently what the problem is and what I would like him to do. And when I do that, it’s so much healthier for our relationship than at other times when I get completely hooked by my anger and behave like a silverback gorilla: jutting out my chest and jaw, waving my arms around, and yelling. As any parent knows, yelling at the kids often works in the short term to get your needs met. However, in the long term it doesn’t work well for building a healthy relationship. (Plus, it’s really bad role-modelling; sorry, son!)7
The first skill we learned in this book was how to drop anchor, which offers a way to unhook from emotions while taking control of our physical actions. But that is just the very tip of the iceberg; over the next few chapters we’ll explore what emotions are, the purpose they serve, how to unhook from them, and how to actually use them to enhance your life. We’ll kick off with a look at …
The fight-or-flight response
The fight-or-flight response is a primitive survival reflex, which originates in the midbrain. We find it in all mammals, birds, reptiles, amphibians and most fish. It operates on the basis that if something is threatening you, your best chance of survival is either to run away (flight) or to stand your ground and defend yourself (fight). So, whenever the brain perceives something to be a significant threat, the fight-or-flight response immediately activates. Our body floods with adrenaline; the large muscles in our arms, legs, neck and shoulders tense up, ready for action; and our heart and lungs speed up to pump well-oxygenated blood to our muscles. All of this primes us to effectively flee or fight.
In truly dangerous situations — running through a war zone or fighting off a wild animal — this response is lifesaving. But in modern life, most of us rarely find ourselves in genuinely life-threatening predicaments — and, unfortunately, our fight-or-flight response often fires up in situations where it’s more of a hindrance than a help.
Once again, this is due to our overly helpful mind working with our body to keep us safe. Operating in ‘Safety First!’ mode, our mind sees potential danger almost everywhere: in a moody partner, a controlling boss, a parking ticket, a new job, a traffic jam, a long line at the bank, a big mortgage, an unflattering reflection in the mirror — you name it. In addition, our mind may interpret our own thoughts, memories, images, emotions and sensations as threats. Obviously, these inner experiences are not life-threatening, but our brain and body react as if they are. This gives rise to emotions such as fear, anxiety or panic (related to ‘flight’), and irritation, anger or rage (related to ‘fight’).
The freeze response
Earlier I mentioned how when we’re in great pain, the vagus nerve can cut off painful feelings in the body, resulting in emotional numbness. This same large nerve can also temporarily ‘freeze’ or ‘lock up’ the body. This happens when a threat is so extreme that our brain perceives fight or flight as futile (e.g. when someone is pinned under a rockslide, or a young child is abused by an adult).
When the threat is extreme and attempts to fight or flee appear futile, the vagus nerve takes the helm and switches us into ‘emergency shutdown’ mode. This immobilizes the body, slows down the heart and lungs, drops blood pressure, and pauses nonessential activities such as digestion. In the early stages of shutdown, someone may be ‘frozen stiff’, ‘rooted to the spot’ or ‘completely paralysed’. The vagus also ‘cuts off’ your feelings in these awful situations, trying to spare you from terror and physical pain.
So the freeze response is a powerful survival mechanism. It can keep you alive in situations when fight or flight is impossible or only likely to make things worse. However, freeze responses can continue to activate long after the traumatic situation(s) is over — even many decades later — often triggered by strong emotions or painful memories. If you are experiencing this kind of trauma-related freezing on a regular basis, dropping anchor is an extremely useful practice; it helps you to ‘unlock’ your body, regain control of your actions and reengage in life. The idea is to practise it often, immediately start doing it at the first sign of locking up and keep going with it until you’re back in control of your body and present in your life.
Numbness is the most common side-effect of the freeze response, but it can also foster states such as apathy, despair or hopelessness.
Elements of an emotion
Any emotion we experience — anger, sadness, guilt, fear, shame, disgust, love, joy, curiosity, and so on — always comprise three interweaving elements: sensations, cognitions and urges. Let’s explore these elements with regard to anxiety.
Sensations
For most of us, physical sensations in the body are a strong aspect of an emotion. For example, when feeling anxiety, we might notice muscle tension in various parts of the body, shaking, sweating, numbness, knots in the stomach, a lump in the throat, tightness in the chest, a racing heart and so on. (Keep in mind, no two people experience any given emotion in exactly the same way; what you feel in your body could be very similar to the above, or completely different.)
Cognitions
Cognitions are an intrinsic element of all emotions. For example, when experiencing anxiety, we might have thoughts like, ‘It’s not going to work’, ‘Something bad will happen’ or ‘I can’t stand this’ and so on. Cognitions might also include:
a) the name we give to the experience (e.g. do we describe it as ‘anxiety’ or do we talk of feeling ‘nervous’, ‘jittery’, ‘shaken’, ‘on edge’?)
b) the meaning we make of it (e.g. ‘I feel scared so that means I’m in danger’)
c) the images or memories that go with it (e.g. memories of other times you’ve felt afraid, or images of what you fear).
Urges
All emotions come with urges. For example, with anxiety there might be urges to worry, seek reassurance, take drugs, drink alcohol, smoke a cigarette, distract oneself, avoid or leave a difficult situation and so on. However, an urge itself comprises cognitions and sensations. For example, if you have an ‘urge to drink alcohol’ you will have ‘words and images inside your head’ to do with drinking that alcohol. And if you tune into your body, you will notice the (often subtle) sensations of that urge: perhaps warmth and wetness inside your mouth, or a tingling in your tongue and throat, or increased tension and restlessness in your limbs or jaws. So, basically, any emotion or urge is a loose bundle of sensations and cognitions, continually interacting with each other in a myriad of complex ways.
Do we have to OBEY our emotions?
The answer to this is, quite simply, no! If we lack unhooking skills, then naturally our emotions will dominate us. But the greater our ability to unhook, the more freedom we have to choose how we behave in their presence. I’m sure that at some point in your life you have felt afraid, yet you did what you needed to do, even though you felt like running away. We all have experienced this when taking an important test, asking someone for a date, going for a job interview, speaking before a group or partaking in a dangerous sport.
You already know that whenever I give a speech in public I experience anxiety. And yet, when I reveal this to my audience, they are always amazed. ‘But you look so calm and confident,’ people often say. That’s because even though I’m feeling anxious (racing heart, churning stomach, and my hands literally dripping with sweat), I am not acting anxiously. I have the urge to fidget, breathe rapidly and talk fast; yet I do the very opposite of these things. I consciously choose to talk slowly, breathe slowly and move slowly. The same is true for virtually all public speakers: even after years of experience, they still commonly feel anxious, but you’d never know it because they act calmly.
Now let’s get back to that trek through the Alaskan wilderness where you suddenly come face to face with a grizzly bear. Your fight-or-flight response will kick in, you will feel intense fear, and you’ll feel the urge to turn and run. But if you’ve read your survival manual, you’ll know that’s a bad idea. If you turn and run, this will incite the bear’s pursuit instinct. It will chase after you, easily outrun you — and hey presto, you’re snack food. What you need to do is back away v-e-e-e-ry sl-o-o-o-wly, make no sudden moves or loud noises, and never turn your back on the bear. (So don’t say you didn’t learn anything in this book!)
Many people have survived by following this advice. Here’s the point I’m trying to hammer home: although we have little control over our feelings, we have huge amounts of control over our actions. This will have important practical applications later, because when making important changes in your life it’s far more useful to focus on what you can control, rather than on what you can’t.
When strong emotions hook us, we might do all sorts of things we later regret. While we are in OBEY mode, we might smash things, shout, abuse people, drink excessively or engage in any number of destructive or self-defeating behaviours. But if we consciously bring our awareness to how we are feeling, and pay careful attention to how we’re behaving, then no matter how intense our emotions are, we can switch out of OBEY mode and take effective control of our actions. Even if we’re furious, sorrowful or scared, we can still choose to stand up or sit down, close or open our mouth, drink a glass of water, answer the telephone, talk calmly or scratch our head.
How our emotions help us
Emotions are like the weather — they’re always present and constantly changing. They continually ebb and flow, from mild to intense, pleasant to unpleasant, predictable to utterly unexpected. A ‘mood’ refers to the general ‘tone’ of emotion across a period of time. Thus a ‘bad mood’ is like an overcast day, whereas a specific emotion such as anger or anxiety is like a shower of rain. But what’s the point of emotions? How do they help us?
Our emotions serve three main purposes: communication, motivation and illumination. Let’s take a quick look at each.
Communication
Emotions allow us to communicate to others in valuable ways. For example:
▪Fear communicates ‘Watch out; there’s danger!’ or ‘I find you threatening’.
▪Anger communicates ‘This isn’t fair or right’, ‘You’re trespassing on my territory’ or ‘I’m defending what’s mine’.
▪Sadness communicates ‘I’ve lost something important’.
▪Guilt communicates ‘I’ve done something wrong and I want to put it right’.
▪Love communicates ‘I appreciate you’, ‘I want you to stay close’.
When we’re interacting with trustworthy, caring people, such communication is often valuable. For example, if a good friend sees you’re scared or sad, they’ll often respond with kindness and support. If they see you feel guilty for something you did that hurt them, they’re more likely to forgive you. If they see you’re angry about something they’re doing, they might back off and reconsider it. Obviously, this form of communication isn’t a perfect system. At times we ‘send the wrong signals’ or others misinterpret them. But much of the time, the system works well.
Motivation
Our emotions also motivate us. The words ‘emotion’, ‘motivate’, ‘motion’ and ‘move’ all originate from the Latin word movere, which means ‘to move’. Emotions prepare us to move our body in particular ways and to act in ways that are likely to be helpful and life-enhancing. For example:
▪Fear motivates us to take evasive action, to protect ourselves against danger.
▪Anxiety motivates us to prepare ourselves for things that might hurt or harm us.
▪Anger motivates us to stand our ground, to fight for what we care about.
▪Sadness motivates us to slow down, ease up, take a break, rest up and recuperate.
▪Guilt motivates us to reflect on our behaviour and how it’s affecting others, and to make amends if we’ve hurt them.
▪Love motivates us to be loving and nurturing, to share and to care.
Illumination
Finally, our emotions illuminate what’s important to us. They alert us that something important is happening; something we need to attend to or deal with. They ‘shine a light’ on our deepest needs and wants; they remind us what we care about, what truly matters to us. They are ‘messengers bearing gifts’: they point us towards issues we need to address and actions we can take to improve our life. For example:
▪Fear illuminates the importance of safety and protection.
▪Anger illuminates the importance of defending our territory, protecting a boundary, or standing up and fighting for what is ours.
▪Sadness illuminates the importance of rest and recuperation after a loss.
▪Guilt illuminates the importance of how we treat others and the need to repair social bonds.
▪Love illuminates the importance of connection, intimacy, bonding, caring and sharing.
When strong emotions arise, we can often extract their wisdom with two simple questions: ‘What does this emotion tell me really matters? What does it suggest I need to attend to?’ However, we won’t be able to access this wisdom when we’re in OBEY or STRUGGLE mode: fighting or fleeing from the emotion, or letting it jerk us around like a puppet on a string. We first need to learn a radically new way of responding to our emotions, starting with how to turn off …
7I can’t stand those self-help books where the author seems to be perfect, flawless, infallible. We’re all human, and we all screw up.
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THE STRUGGLE SWITCH
Imagine that at the back of your mind is a ‘struggle switch’. And when it’s switched ON, you will struggle vigorously against any emotional pain that comes your way.
Now let’s suppose some anxiety shows up. With the struggle switch ON, we perceive that feeling as a huge problem. ‘Oh no!’ says our mind. ‘Here’s anxiety. I hate this feeling. It can’t be good for me. I wonder what it’s doing to my body. I wish it would go away.’
So now we’ve got anxiety about our anxiety. ‘Oh no,’ says our mind. ‘This anxiety is GETTING BIGGER! This is awful.’ At this point, we might then get sad about our anxiety: ‘Why does this keep happening? I wish I didn’t have to live this way.’ And then, on top of that, we could get angry: ‘This isn’t fair! I hate this!’ So now we’ve got anger about our sadness about our anxiety about our anxiety; our emotional pain is skyrocketing. Spot the vicious cycle, anyone?
However, things go very differently when our struggle switch is OFF. Whatever emotion shows up, no matter how unpleasant, we don’t struggle with it. We acknowledge it and allow it to be there. Anxiety shows up, and sure, it’s unpleasant and we don’t want it or like it — but we allow it.
With the struggle switch OFF, our anxiety levels are free to rise and fall as the situation dictates. Sometimes they’ll be high, sometimes low, and sometimes there’ll be none at all. But however high or low they may be, we don’t waste precious time and energy in STRUGGLE.
Basically, the struggle switch is an emotion amplifier. Switch it ON and we can have anxiety about our anxiety, or anger about our anxiety, or sadness about our sadness, or guilt about our anger, or any other combination you can think of. But it doesn’t stop there. With the switch firmly ON, we pull out all our favourite struggle strategies (the ones we explored in Chapter 3). And as you know, in moderation that’s not a problem. However, with the switch ON, we use these strategies excessively and inappropriately, which leads to health problems, missed opportunities, relationship issues, wasted time and energy, more emotional pain, greater psychological suffering and so on.
So with the struggle switch OFF:
▪our emotions can freely flow through us; come and stay and go in their own good time
▪we don’t waste time and energy on STRUGGLE, which means we can invest it in more meaningful activities
▪we don’t create extra suffering by amplifying our emotions.
▪But with the struggle switch ON:
▪our emotions are stuck; they hang around for a looong time
▪we waste a huge amount of time and energy struggling with them
▪we amplify our emotions and create a lot of unnecessary extra pain.
Take the case of Rachel, a 43-year-old legal secretary. Rachel suffers from panic disorder, a condition characterised by sudden episodes of overwhelming fear, known as ‘panic attacks’. During a panic attack, the sufferer typically has an intense feeling of impending doom, associated with distressing sensations such as breathlessness, chest pain, a thumping heart, choking, dizziness, tingling in the hands and feet, hot and cold flushes, sweating, faintness and trembling. This is a common disorder, affecting up to 3 per cent of the adult population in any given year.
Rachel’s major problem is not anxiety. The problem is her STRUGGLE against anxiety. She sees it as something terrible and will do anything possible to avoid or get rid of it. As soon as she feels any physical sensation that even remotely resembles anxiety — such as a racing heart or tightness in the chest — that sensation will itself trigger further anxiety. And hey presto: vicious cycle. Her anxiety level rises; those unwanted sensations grow even stronger; this triggers even more anxiety; and soon she is in a state of full-blown panic.
Rachel’s world is steadily shrinking. She now avoids drinking coffee, watching thrillers or doing any physical exercise. Why? Because all these things make her heart beat faster, which sets off the whole vicious cycle. She also refuses to ride in elevators or aeroplanes, drive on busy roads, visit crowded shopping centres or attend large social gatherings. Why? Because she knows she might feel anxious in those situations, which is something she wants to avoid at any cost!
Rachel’s case is extreme, but to a lesser extent we all do the same. All of us, at times, avoid challenges to escape the stress or anxiety that goes with them. And in moderation, this isn’t a problem. But the more extensive our avoidance, the more we suffer in the long run.
So how do we turn that struggle switch off? With another unhooking skill called …
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MAKING ROOM
Every painful feeling tells you something important. It tells you that you care; that you have a heart. That there’s something that really matters to you. And this is something you have in common with every living human on this planet. When there’s a gap between the reality we want and the reality we’ve got, painful feelings arise. And the bigger that reality gap, the greater the pain that arises.
All those painful feelings you have are not signs of weakness, ‘mental illness’ or defectiveness. They’re signs that you’re a normal, living, caring human being. And going into battle against them achieves nothing helpful. So can you drop the struggle, and make peace with them?
Up for a challenge?
Are you up for a meaningful challenge that could make a huge impact on your life? Earlier we talked about the technical term ‘exposure’: putting yourself in contact with difficult stuff, so you can learn more effective ways of responding to it. That’s what this challenge involves: contacting a difficult feeling and learning how to make room for it, instead of responding in OBEY or STRUGGLE mode.
You may recall that emotions comprise two interweaving elements: cognitions and sensations. We’ve already looked at cognitions, so let’s focus on sensations — that is, on what we feel in our body; in our limbs, head, neck, back, chest, tummy and pelvis.
Because this work is often quite challenging, good preparation is essential for success. There are five things to do before starting:
1. Get clear on your motivation
What matters enough that you’d be willing to deliberately contact an uncomfortable emotion and practise making room for it? If your answer is ‘Because I want to feel good/happy/calm/confident/relaxed’ or to ‘I want to stop feeling anxious/sad/lonely/angry/guilty’, that won’t do. We know, in the long term, you will feel a lot better with the ACT approach to life — over 3000 scientific studies confirm this — but if that is your primary motivation, then you’re falling back into the happiness trap, trying to control your feelings.
So you want your motivation to be based on towards moves. Ask yourself: If you were better at unhooking from these emotions …
▪What towards moves would you do?
▪What projects, activities or tasks would you start, resume or continue?
▪How would you treat yourself differently?
▪What would you say or do differently in your most important relationships?
If you already have answers to these questions from Chapter 10, great. But if not, please think about this now. Then complete this sentence (in your head or on paper): I am going to learn this new skill so I can do important towards moves such as …
2. Choose the degree of difficulty
‘Making Room’ for your feelings is a transferable skill; you can apply it to any sort of emotion, urge or sensation, no matter how great or small, intense or mild. It’s best to start with a smaller feeling that’s not too difficult; then next time try something more challenging.
No one expects a seaman apprentice to steer a boat through a massive storm without any training. The apprentice first learns the basics of sailing in safe weather conditions on calm waters. Once they’ve practised in milder conditions, become familiar with the equipment and learned all the drills and manoeuvres — then they may safely venture out into rougher seas and weather. A similar approach is wise when you make room for difficult feelings. Don’t begin with the ones that completely overwhelm you. Start with smaller, less challenging feelings. If necessary, start with just one small sensation somewhere in your body. Then gradually, over time, work up to bigger ones.
3. Expect your mind to interfere
Your mind is not likely to help you with this. It’s far more likely to pass judgments on your feelings, tell you scary stories about them or claim that you can’t handle them. Alternatively, it might say: ‘Don’t bother with these exercises; reading about them is enough.’ (It may even suggest that you ‘do them later’, knowing full well that you probably won’t.)
Here’s an opportunity to apply the skills you’ve been learning. Treat your thoughts like cars driving past your house — you know they’re there, but you don’t have to peer out the window each time one goes by. Let them come and go as they wish, while you keep your attention focused on the task. And if a thought does hook you (in the same way that the sound of screeching tyres might pull you to the window), then the moment you realise it, gently acknowledge it and refocus.
4. Be ready to drop anchor (if needed)
When emotional storms blow up, your best first-line response is to drop anchor. I’m not expecting that to happen with this exercise — but if it does, drop anchor. Then once you’re fully anchored, make a choice: either continue the experiment from where you left off; or end it, and try again later with something less challenging.
5. Contact a difficult feeling
The technique that follows is suitable for all emotions, urges and sensations, so once you know the drill, you can apply it to literally any feeling at all (even numbness or emptiness). If a difficult feeling is already present, work with it. But if not, tap into one using any of the methods below.
1. One method is to vividly recall a painful memory. (Please heed my earlier caution: don’t pick some truly horrific memory. Pick something that’s relatively distressing — e.g. a fight with a loved one, a painful rejection or a mistake you regret — but not traumatic). Make that memory as vivid as you can; relive it as if it’s happening right now, and tap into the emotion.
2. Another method is to bring to mind an unpleasant event that’s looming in the near future — something you’re very scared of or worried about — and vividly imagine that event as if it’s actually happening here and now.
3. A third method is to dwell, for a minute or so, on a major current problem you’re finding stressful, such as an important task you’re procrastinating on, a health issue or a relationship issue.
How to TAME your emotions
Preparation done? Then let’s get started. I call this exercise ‘TAME your emotions’. TAME is an acronym for the four steps involved:
T: Take note (notice and name what’s showing up in your body)
A: Allow (give your feeling permission to be there; ‘let it be’)
M: Make room (open up to this feeling and let it freely flow through you)
E: Expand awareness (broaden your focus to include the world around you).
You’ll note this exercise overlaps a lot with dropping anchor. The ‘Take note’ and ‘Allow’ components of TAME are like the Acknowledge phase of dropping anchor, with its emphasis on noticing, naming and allowing. And the ‘Expand awareness’ component of TAME combines both the Connect and Engage phases of dropping anchor. The main difference between these exercises is the ‘Make room’ component of TAME; this is the part where we work hard on opening up to these feelings.
There are four basic steps to TAME, but steps 1 and 3 each comprise several smaller components. So after you’ve done the whole thing several times, I encourage you to create your own version by mixing and matching the smaller components in any sequence you want (and leaving out any you dislike).
Please read through all the instructions at least once, so you know what’s involved; then go back to the start and put them into practice. A row of three dots indicates you are to pause for about three to five seconds, focusing intently on whatever has been suggested.
Please do take your time with this exercise; don’t rush. (You may like to use my free audio recording, ‘Making room for emotions’, downloadable from Chapter 14 of The Happiness Trap: Extra Bits.) And if there’s any part of it you can’t do, or you don’t understand, just skip it and move on to the next bit; there’s no one element that’s essential.
To start the exercise, sit upright in your chair with your back straight and your feet flat on the floor. Then either close your eyes or fix them on a spot in front of you. And once you have a difficult feeling to work with …
1. Take note
Part A: Notice what you’re doing
Tap into a sense of curiosity, as if you’re a curious child discovering something you’ve never encountered before. And with that sense of genuine curiosity, notice how you are sitting … notice your feet on the floor … the position of your back … where your hands are, and what they are touching …
And whether your eyes are open or closed, notice what you can see … and notice what you can hear … and smell … and taste …
And notice what you are thinking … and feeling … and doing ...
Part B: Notice your body
Now quickly scan your body from head to toe. Start at your scalp and move downward …
(If there are particular parts of your body you wish to avoid, do so for now — but carefully note what you’re avoiding, as you’ll need to work on this later, as we’ll discuss in Chapter 17.)
Notice the sensations you can feel in your … head … face … jaws … throat … neck … shoulders … chest … upper arms … forearms … hands … abdomen … pelvis and buttocks … thighs … lower legs … and feet.
Part C: Notice your feeling
Now zoom in on the part of your body where you’re most intensely feeling this emotion (or numbness). And observe that feeling closely, as if you’re a curious child who’s found something new and fascinating …
(As you do this, let your mind chatter away like a radio playing in the background, and keep your attention focused on the feeling. And at any point, if your thoughts hook you and pull you out of the exercise, the moment you realise it’s happened, acknowledge it, unhook and refocus.)
Notice where this sensation starts and stops … Learn as much about it as you can …
If you drew an outline around it, what shape would it have? … Is it 2D or 3D? On the surface of the body or inside you, or both? … How far inside you does it go? … Where is it most intense? … Where is it weakest? …
(And if at any moment you realise you’ve been hooked, simply acknowledge it, unhook and refocus on the sensation.)
Observe it with curiosity … How is it different in the centre than around the edges? Is there any pulsation or vibration within it? … Is it light or heavy? … Moving or still? … What is its temperature? … Are there any hot spots or cold spots? …
Notice the different elements within it …
Notice that it’s not just one sensation; there are sensations within sensations …
Notice all the different layers to it …
Part D: Name the feeling
Take a moment to name this feeling …
Silently say to yourself, ‘I’m noticing a feeling of XYZ’ …
(If you don’t know what to name it, ‘pain’, ‘hurt’ or ‘discomfort’ will do.)
2. Allow
And see if you can just allow this feeling to be there.
You don’t have to like it or want it; just allow it …
Just let it be …
Silently say to yourself something like: ‘I don’t like or want this feeling, but I will allow it.’ Or simply state the word, ‘Allowing’.
You might feel a strong urge to fight with it or push the feeling away. If so, acknowledge the urge is there without acting on it. And continue observing the sensation …
Don’t try to get rid of it or alter it. Your aim is simply to allow it …
Let it be …
3. Make room
Part A: Breathe into it
And as you’re noticing this feeling, breathe into it …
Imagine your breath flowing into and around this feeling …
Get a sense of breathing into and around it …
Part B: Expand around it
And it’s as if, in some magical way, all this space opens up inside you …
You open up around this feeling …
Make space for it …
Expand around it …
(You’re aiming to get a sense of opening up around the feeling instead of squeezing in on it. Another option is to tense as hard as possible all the muscles around this spot and then slowly ease off the tension.)
Breathing into it … opening up … expanding around it …
And as you continue to observe this feeling, see if there’s anything underneath it. For example, if anger or numbness is at the surface, perhaps underneath it is fear, sadness or shame.
Don’t try to make a new feeling appear: if a new one emerges, that’s okay; if it doesn’t, that’s okay too. Whatever feeling is present in this moment, let it have its space …
Part C: Sense it as an object
Get a sense of this feeling as it is a physical object (you don’t have to visualise it; just sense its physical properties) …
As an object, what shape and size does it have? …
Does it seem to be liquid, solid or gaseous? …
Is it moving or still? …
If you could touch the surface, what would it feel like? … Wet or dry? Rough or smooth? Hot or cold? Soft or hard? …
Get a sense of this ‘object’ inside you, and observe it from all sides …
If you like visualising, imagine its colour — and whether it’s transparent or opaque …
Curiously observe this object. Breathe into it, and open up around it …
You don’t have to like it or want it. Just allow it …
4. Expand awareness
Life is like a stage show … and on that stage are all your thoughts, and all your feelings, and everything you can see, hear, touch, taste and smell …
And what we’ve been doing here is dimming the lights on the stage, and shining a spotlight on this feeling … and now it’s time to bring up the rest of the lights …
So keep this feeling in the spotlight, and also bring up the lights on your body …
Notice your arms and legs and head and neck …
And notice that you’re in control of your arms and legs, regardless of what you’re feeling; move them around to check this out for yourself …
Now take a stretch, and notice yourself stretching …
And also bring up the lights on the room around you … Open your eyes, look around, and notice what you can see … and notice what you can hear …
And notice that there’s much more here than this feeling; that feeling is inside a body, inside a room, where you are working on something very important …
So, now you’ve read through the whole exercise, the idea is to go back and actually do it, step by step. (Or better still, use the audio recording; it’s not exactly the same as the script above, but it’s close enough.)
And if you’re not keen on a particular component (e.g. breathing around it, visualising its colour), then skip that bit. However, I do encourage you to try every component at least once.
Ready to try it for real? Off you go!
So how did you go? Hopefully, you had a sense of dropping the struggle with this feeling, a sense of ‘letting it be’ (like resting the book in your lap back in Chapter 3). And if you found that hard to do, you’re not alone. Most people do. Raising kids, keeping fit, nurturing a relationship, developing a career, creating a work of art, caring for the environment: all these meaningful challenges involve some difficulty. So why should making room for painful feelings be any different? Like any new skill, it’s difficult to begin with — but with practice, it gets easier.
Keep in mind, that was a long exercise; you can chunk it up into much shorter versions. You can take any component and turn that into a one-minute exercise. Or combine two or three components into a two- to three-minute exercise. Basically, take the bits you like, tweak them as desired, and create your own ‘Making Room’ exercises, of whatever duration you prefer.
In addition, when difficult emotions arise, some kind self-talk often helps. You might like to try kindly reminding yourself of some simple truths about the nature of emotions:
‘This emotion is normal; it’s a natural reaction to a difficult situation.’
‘Emotions are like waves: they rise and they peak and they fall.’
‘I’m willing to make room for this feeling, even though I don’t like it.’
‘I don’t have to let it control me; I can have this feeling and choose to do towards moves.’
‘Like all feelings, this will come and stay and go in its own good time.’
‘This is a moment of great pain. Everyone feels this way at times.’
Also remember, one of the main purposes of emotions is ‘illumination’. So after you’ve made room for an emotion, if you can spare an extra minute, you may like to tap into its wisdom. Ask yourself two simple questions: ‘What does this emotion tell me really matters? What does it suggest I need to attend to?’ Often (not always) you will quickly find useful answers: your emotion is pointing to a problem you need to address, a fear you need to face, a behaviour you need to change, a loss you need to come to terms with or a relationship that truly matters. (But if no answers come to mind, don’t start ruminating about it! Instead, treat is a reminder to practise self-compassion.)
Throughout each day, practise making room with a range of different feelings — both strong and mild. Use every opportunity. Experiment with longer versions and shorter versions; you can even do 20- or 30-second versions. If you’re stuck in traffic, caught in a slow-moving line or waiting for a friend who’s running late, practise making room; then at least you’re using your time constructively to develop a life-changing skill. And notice how the more you develop this skill, the easier it becomes to choose towards moves. Each and every time you TAME an emotion, it’s a step towards the life you want.
Troubleshooting
I don’t feel emotions in my body; they’re all in my head
This suggests you’re disconnected from your body. Chapter 17, ‘Reinhabiting your body’, will remedy this.
I don’t feel anything; I’m just numb
For now, practise making room for your numbness. Find the area that feels most numb, dead, hollow or empty, and practise the TAME exercise. Often as you do this, other feelings arise. However, the key to overcoming numbness is covered in Chapter 17, ‘Reinhabiting your body’.
I can feel my emotions, but I find it hard to know what they are; I can’t name them
If you have difficulty recognising and naming your emotions, it’s a skill well worth developing. Why? Because a wealth of scientific research shows the less your ability to do this, the more your emotions will hook you and jerk you around. For advice on how to develop this skill, see The Happiness Trap: Extra Bits, Chapter 14.
I’m feeling overwhelmed by all these new skills; I don’t have time to practise them
Yes, if you try to do too much it will be overwhelming! So, please follow the advice near the end of Chapter 9 (just before the troubleshooting section).
What do I do after making room?
After making room, do something meaningful and life-enhancing, in line with your values. Get those towards moves happening. (Interestingly, once we make room for unpleasant feelings and immerse ourselves in meaningful activities, pleasant feelings will often start to emerge. In which case, enjoy them. But as I’ve said countless times, that’s not the main goal. Our aim is to engage in meaningful activities, no matter what feelings are present. It is this that, in the long run, makes life fulfilling.)
I tried to make room for the feeling, but it was too overwhelming
Just pick one troublesome sensation and keep your focus on it. Aim to make room for just that one sensation. Once you’ve done that, if you’re game for more, go ahead and pick another one. If not, call it a day; and next time see if you can extend to two sensations, and so on. If that’s too hard, work on the strategies we cover in Chapter 17, then come back to this chapter.
It’s hard to stay focused on one sensation
It gets easier with practice. Meanwhile, give it your best shot — and if your attention wanders to another sensation, then as soon as you realise it, refocus.
The feelings gradually moved on — but then they came back
Many uncomfortable feelings will surface repeatedly. If someone you love has died, then waves of sadness may keep washing over you for many weeks or months. And if you’ve been diagnosed with cancer or some other serious illness, waves of fear will surge again and again. As the saying goes, ‘You can’t stop the waves, but you can learn to surf them.’
How does this apply to panic attacks?
A panic attack has three elements:
1) Getting hooked by scary thoughts: ‘I’m going mad’, ‘I’m going to have a heart attack’, ‘I’m going to die’.
2) STRUGGLE against the anxiety, which instantly amplifies it.
3) Hyperventilating (breathing very rapidly), which creates unpleasant but harmless sensations like dizziness, flushing, headache, pins and needles. Hyperventilating also gives rise to a sense of being unable to breathe properly, as if you can’t get enough air in. This happens because you’re breathing so fast you’re not emptying your lungs properly on the out-breath; therefore, on your next in-breath, you’re trying to draw air into lungs that are already half full.
The solution:
a) A panic attack is a type of emotional storm, so your first step is: drop anchor. During the Acknowledge phase, make sure to notice and name your thoughts: ‘I’m noticing thoughts about dying’, ‘Here’s the “heart attack” story’.
b) Stop struggling against the anxiety; stop trying to avoid, control or get rid of it. Instead, TAME it.
c) Instead of hyperventilating, practise the slow, gentle breathing method described in Chapter 9. This will empty your lungs completely on the out-breath — which is precisely what you need to do if it feels like you can’t get air in. Only when your lungs are empty will you be able to inhale normally. (Note: very rarely, this type of slow, gentle breathing doesn’t help — in which case, drop it and seek expert advice from a doctor or therapist).
Lots of self-help approaches suggest ‘self-soothing’ strategies when feeling bad, like having a hot bath, listening to music, reading a good book, savouring a hot chocolate, getting a massage, walking the dog, playing a sport we love, spending time with friends. Do you recommend these?
If you do these activities primarily to distract yourself from unpleasant feelings, they are unlikely to be satisfying or fulfilling; it’s hard to appreciate an activity when you’re doing it mainly to avoid something threatening or disturbing. Plus, with any type of distraction there’s always that risk of a rebound effect. So I recommend you first TAME your feelings. Then, after you’ve opened up and made room for them, ask yourself, ‘What meaningful, life-enhancing activity would I like to do now?’ This may be a ‘self-soothing’ activity such as those above, or it might be something else entirely. Whatever it is, go ahead and do it, and give it your full attention so you can do it well and get the most out of it.
I allowed my feelings for a little while, but then I started struggling again
This is common. We often need to run through this practice again and again and again. (And again and again and again.)
What do I do if strong feelings come on when I’m at work, or in some other situation where I can’t just sit down and practise this method?
With practice, it takes only a few seconds to take drop anchor or take a slow, gentle breath, and TAME your feelings. You can then focus your attention on effective action.
I don’t really like making room
You don’t have to like it (I certainly don’t). The question is: even though you don’t like it, are you willing to make room for painful feelings, in order to build a meaningful life? If not, please revisit Chapter 3, and remind yourself what it’s costing you to STRUGGLE.
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TAME IT WITH KINDNESS
‘What’s this new age bullshit?’ That was Karl’s initial response when I suggested a ‘kind hands’ exercise. Quite a few people are initially reluctant to try such an exercise, because they think it’s weird, flowery, ‘hippy shit’ or ‘too touchy-feely’. This is understandable, because a ‘kind hands’ exercise involves a) placing one or both hands on various parts of your body (or letting them hover just above the surface), and b) ‘sending kindness inwards’. However, almost always, when people unhook from their doubts and judgments, and actually try it, they find it’s a very effective method for simultaneously unhooking, making room and self-compassion. And although in Chapter 11 we focused on kind self-talk, many people find kind self-touch is far more powerful. It can help us to truly be there for ourselves in a caring, supportive way, at a level much deeper than words.
Personally, ‘kind hands’ exercises are my ‘go to’, whenever I’m in intense emotional pain; and always the first thing I suggest to clients, friends and family when they’re coping with grief, loss or deep hurt. So even if you’re highly sceptical, I encourage you to experiment with this process and notice what happens. The script below is just one example of a ‘kind hands’ exercise; after going through it, we’ll explore other options. (And if you’d like my voice to guide you, download the free audio mp3 from The Happiness Trap: Extra Bits, Chapter 15.)
An exercise in kind self-touch
Get yourself into a comfortable position. And if a difficult feeling is not already present, trigger one as described in the previous chapter.
Now notice where in your body you feel it most …
Where is it? What’s it like?
Observe it with curiosity …
And name it …
Now take one of your hands and turn it palm upward. And see if you can fill this hand with a sense of kindness …
You’ve used this hand in a lot of kind ways. Maybe you’ve held someone’s hand when they were upset, or cuddled a crying baby, or hugged a distressed friend, or helped someone out with a difficult task. So put that sense of kindness into your hand right now …
Now rest this hand gently on your body, either on top of the feeling or on top of your heart.
(If you prefer not to touch your body, let your hand hover just above the surface.)
And see if you can send that kindness inward — you might feel it, imagine it or sense it — a sense of warmth and kindness and support, flowing into you …
Let your hand rest (or hover) there, lightly and gently …
Sense its warmth flowing into your body …
Imagine your body softening around the pain; loosening up, making space …
Hold this pain or numbness gently. Hold it as if it is a crying baby, a whimpering puppy or a fragile work of art …
Infuse this gentle action with caring and warmth, as if reaching out to support someone you care about …
Let the kindness flow from your fingers …
Now, use both of your hands. Place one of them over your heart and the other on your stomach, and let them gently rest there (or hover above) …
Hold yourself kindly and gently: connecting with yourself, caring for yourself, giving comfort and support …
And silently say a few kind words yourself; the sort of thing you’d say to a loved one who was feeling something similar …
If you’re not sure what to say, try, ‘This really hurts; be kind’ or ‘This is difficult — but I can do this’…
And keep sending in that warmth and kindness …
Not trying to get rid of your pain, but rather, making room for it …
Allowing it to be as it is in this moment …
Giving it plenty of space …
And sending in warmth and kindness …
Taking a moment to acknowledge, this feeling is a sign you care …
It tells you there’s something important that really matters to you …
A gap between what you want and what you’ve got …
This is something you have in common with every living, caring human on this planet …
The bigger that reality gap, the greater the pain we feel …
So can you make peace with it … even though it hurts?
And continuing to send in warmth and kindness to yourself …
While bringing this exercise to an end …
And having a stretch, and moving your body …
And engaging with the world around you …
So how’d you go? If you didn’t get much out of it, maybe it’s not for you; but I encourage you to try it once more, using the suggestions below. If you did find it helpful, I encourage you to use it often and add it in to your TAME routine: do the entire TAME exercise with your hands on (or hovering above) your body, sending in kindness. It’s also a useful exercise to practise in bed when you’re having a sleepless night due to anxiety, or waking early with a sense of dread or despair.
As an alternative to the exercise above, you might like to experiment with some of these options:
▪placing both hands on your chest
▪placing both hands on your tummy
▪hugging yourself gently
▪hugging yourself while also gently stroking your arms
▪gently massaging an area of tension or tightness
▪gently holding your face in your hands — plus or minus massaging your temples.
You can also use ‘kind hands’ to help with a powerful exercise known as …
Urge surfing
Have you ever sat on the beach and watched the waves? Just noticed them coming and going? A wave starts off small and builds gently. Then gradually it gathers speed and grows bigger. It continues to grow and move forward until it reaches a peak, known as a crest. Then, once the wave has crested, it gradually subsides. The same thing happens with urges. They start off small, steadily increase, reach a peak, then drop off.
When urges show up, we usually respond with OBEY mode (‘giving in to’ them) or STRUGGLE mode (‘resisting’ them). In urge surfing, we neither give in to nor resist our urges; instead, we open up and make room for them. If you give an ocean wave enough space, it will reach a crest and then harmlessly subside. But what happens if that wave encounters resistance? Ever seen a wave crash onto the beach or smash against the rocks? It’s loud, messy and potentially destructive!
So ‘urge surfing’ means exactly what it says: we treat our urges like waves, and ‘surf’ them until they dissipate. The term was coined back in the 1980s by psychologists Alan Marlatt and Judith Gordon, as part of their groundbreaking work with drug addiction. The same principles they used for unhooking from addictive urges can be readily applied to any urge: whether it’s an urge to stay in bed all day, quit a course, eat chocolate, get revenge, drink alcohol, procrastinate on an important task, harm yourself, smash something, hide away from friends and family, or yell at someone you love.
Do keep in mind, this isn’t a way to avoid or get rid of our urges; we are allowing them to rise and fall in their own good time, without acting on them. Which naturally begs the question …
How long do urges last for?
Most urges — from the start to the end of one ‘wave’ — last about three minutes (although sometimes they can go for longer). Sometimes when I say this, people protest that their waves go ‘on and on for ages’. To which I compassionately reply, ‘Yes, that’s right. At the moment, they do. And there’s a good reason for it. It’s because you’re doing the same thing that we all naturally and instinctively do: you’re resisting them.’
There are so many ways we resist our urges: we may fight with them, ruminate about them, worry about them, try to distract ourselves, try to push them away or dozens of other emotion control strategies. And when we respond that way (when we flick the struggle switch ON), yes, that does make them go on for ages. But when we make room for them, the waves usually rise and fall pretty quickly.
Of course, in challenging situations there will be more than one wave. As long as the challenge persists, those waves will continue to rise and fall — and then rise and fall again. And although they typically rise and fall quite quickly, they often don’t go all the way down to zero. But as long as we give them space, rather than STRUGGLE, we are free to invest our energy in doing something meaningful.
Urge surfing in a nutshell
To surf an urge rather than be ‘wiped out’ by it, we slightly modify the TAME technique you tried in the previous chapter.
T: Take note
Notice and name the urge. Where do you feel it most in your body? Is it located in a specific area (e.g. is your mouth salivating?) or is it more like a sense of restlessness in your legs, or tension in your neck? Name it: ‘Here’s an urge to …’
A: Allow
Give your urge permission to be there. ‘Let it be’.
M: Make room
Open up to this urge. Allow it to freely rise and peak and fall in its own good time.
E: Expand awareness
Broaden your focus. Acknowledge the urge, and also connect with your body and notice the world around you.
The main modification to the TAME technique is that while we’re doing this, we think of the urge as a wave and watch it with curiosity as it rises, crests and subsides. And to help with this, we can score the urge, on a scale of 0 to 10; this enables us to keep track of whether it’s rising, peaking or falling. For example, ‘I’m having the urge to smoke, and it’s now a 7.’ ‘Oh, it’s rising to an 8.’ ‘And now it’s a 9.’ ‘Still at a 9.’ ‘Now dropping to an 8.’ ‘Now down to a 6.’ And so on.
For an added boost with this practice, we can bring in kind words and kind hands. We can silently say to ourselves, with genuine caring and kindness: ‘This is difficult, but I can surf this’ or ‘I’m so tempted to OBEY this urge, but I’m going to let it rise and fall without acting on it.’ And we can lay a kind hand (or two) on the body, as described earlier.
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BEING PRESENT
When Soula turned 33, her best friend organised a surprise birthday party in a local café. At first Soula was delighted, thrilled that all her closest friends and family had come together in her honour. But as the evening wore on she began to feel sad and lonely. When she looked around the room, her mind started telling her the ‘single and lonely’ story. ‘Look at all your friends. They’re all in long-term relationships, or married and having kids, and you haven’t even got a boyfriend! You’re 33 now, for heaven’s sake! Time’s running out … Soon you’ll be too old to have kids … Just look at them all, having so much fun … They don’t know what it’s like to go back to an empty apartment night after night … What’s the point of celebrating? All you have to look forward to is being old, lonely and miserable …’
On and on it went, Radio Doom and Gloom, broadcasting at full volume. And the more Soula tuned in to it, the more she lost track of the party going on all around her. She hardly tasted the food, hardly heard the conversation; she became increasingly disconnected from the warmth, joy and love that surrounded her.
Of course, it is true that Soula was single and getting older and that most of her friends were in long-term relationships. But remember the key question: is this story helpful? In this case it clearly wasn’t. It was yet another example of the mind being an overly helpful friend, trying to alert her to a problem that must be solved! And this was by no means an isolated episode. For most of a year now, the ‘single and lonely’ story had been a major source of misery for Soula, hooking her repeatedly, feeding her depression.
Sadly, scenarios like this are all too common. The more entangled we are in our thoughts and feelings, the more we lose touch with whatever is happening in the world around us. This particularly tends to happen with depression and anxiety. With anxiety we tend to get hooked by stories about the future: about things that might go horribly wrong and how badly we’re sure to handle them. With depression, we tend to get hooked by stories from the past: about all the things that have gone wrong and how badly they’ve affected us. But even if you’ve never suffered from anxiety or depression, for sure you’ve often been hooked by worrying, ruminating or obsessing. How do I know? Because you’re human, and it happens to all of us.
The reality is, we all repeatedly get hooked by our thoughts and pulled out of our lives as a result. Typically, this happens many times a day. Ever been for a drive in a car and reached your destination with no real memory of the journey? Ever been asked, ‘What did you do today?’ and not been able to remember? Ever find yourself snacking on something without even realising it? Ever reached the end of a page and found you haven’t taken in a single word? Ever walked into a room to get something, only to find you can’t remember what you want? Ever been having a conversation, and suddenly realised you have no idea what the other person just said (because you were ‘a million miles away’)? We’ve all experienced these kinds of things, many times. ‘Caught up in our thoughts’, our attention wanders away from what we’re doing: we’re physically present, but not psychologically present.
Suppose you’re trying to have a conversation with someone and you’re caught up in thoughts like, ‘He thinks I’m boring’, ‘I’ve got to get my taxes done’ or ‘I hope I remembered to lock the front door when I left home’. The more those thoughts hook you, the less involved you are in the conversation. And the same goes for everything you ever do, whether you’re driving a car, cooking dinner or making love: the more absorbed in your thoughts, the less engaged in the activity.
Now obviously there are times when being absorbed in our thoughts is useful and life-enhancing — for example, if we’re dreaming up ideas for a creative project, mentally rehearsing a speech, planning an important event or simply solving a crossword puzzle. When we’re absorbed in thoughts in useful, life-enhancing ways that help us move towards the life we want, the term ‘hooked’ (or ‘fused’) wouldn’t apply. We only use the term ‘hooked’ when we’re caught up in our thoughts in ways that take us away from the life we want.
What goes wrong when we’re not present?
When we’re not ‘psychologically present’, that is, not giving our full attention to what we’re doing, we suffer in two main ways: we miss out or we do things poorly. Let’s take a quick look at each:
Missing out
This is the only life we’ve got, so we want to make the most of it. If we’re only ‘half present’, we’re missing out. It’s like watching your favourite movie with sunglasses on, or listening to your favourite music while wearing earplugs, or having a massage while wearing a thick wetsuit. How often have you missed out on a deep connection with a good friend or loved one, because you weren’t fully present? How often have you missed out on much of the pleasure from your food because you wolfed it down on autopilot? To appreciate the richness and fullness of life, you have to ‘be there’ while it’s happening!
Doing things poorly
To quote the great novelist, Leo Tolstoy, ‘There is only one time that is important: now! It is the most important time because it is the only time when we have any power.’ To build a meaningful life, we need to take action. And the power to act exists only in this moment. The past has already happened and the future doesn’t exist yet, so we can only ever take action here and now. And in order to act effectively, we need to be psychologically present: aware of what is happening, how we are reacting and how we wish to respond. When we operate on autopilot, ‘go through the motions’, do things in an unfocused or disengaged manner, we do them poorly. We slip up, make mistakes, and often say or do things we later regret.
So how can we be more present?
Good question. You’ve been learning many different ways to unhook from your thoughts and feelings: dropping anchor, noticing and naming, focusing and refocusing attention, making room for emotions and urge surfing. All these different unhooking techniques are technically known as ‘mindfulness skills’.
I haven’t mentioned ‘mindfulness’ until now because there are so many inaccurate and misleading notions around it. For example, people often think it’s a religious practice, a type of meditation, a relaxation technique, a way to ‘empty your mind’ or control your feelings, or a form of positive thinking. But you can clearly see from what you’ve been reading in this book that none of those ideas is correct.
There are many definitions of ‘mindfulness’ floating around, with no universal agreement on any one of them. I define it like this:
‘Mindfulness’ is a set of psychological skills for effective living, which involve paying attention with openness, curiosity and flexibility.
So when we drop anchor, unhook from unhelpful stories, make room for difficult feelings, surf urges, focus and refocus repeatedly on the task at hand, those are all different ways of practising mindfulness. And central to these skills is a particular way of paying attention: with openness, curiosity and flexibility. As we notice, name, allow and make room, that’s openness — the very opposite of struggle. And in addition, we aim for curiosity — thus my repeated instructions to observe ‘like a curious child’. This is important, because even if something is very difficult and unpleasant, if we are genuinely curious, we can learn something useful — either about its true nature, or about how to respond to it effectively.
And as well as being open and curious, we aim to pay attention flexibly. If I’m talking to you over dinner at a restaurant, I want to be focused on our conversation. But if I suddenly smell smoke coming from the kitchen, I want to shift my attention to find out what’s going on.
Let’s revisit the idea that life is like a continually changing stage show. And on that stage are all your thoughts, feelings, memories, urges and sensations, and everything you can see, hear, touch, taste and smell. And there’s a part of you that can zoom in and out of that show, lighting up any aspect at any time. And this part of you that does all the noticing — your ‘noticing self’ — is centrally involved in every mindfulness skill. Sometimes you use it to illuminate your thoughts or put a particular emotion in the spotlight. At other times, you direct it towards the world around you, shining a light on sights, sounds and smells. Sometimes you use it to zoom in and spotlight one area. At other times, you use it to zoom out, floodlighting the entire stage.
What we’re talking about here is flexible attention: the ability to narrow, broaden, sustain or shift your focus, depending on what’s most useful in the moment. If you’re walking mindfully through the countryside, taking in all the sights, sounds and smells, that’s a very broad focus of attention. But if you’re mindfully doing your job as a bomb disposal expert, you want an extremely narrow focus (or ka-boom!).
The noticing self, flexible attention, unhooking, making room, surfing urges, noticing and naming, dropping anchor: all these terms describe various aspects of ‘mindfulness’. And we learn all these skills for the same overarching purpose: they help us to be present, so we can act more effectively and get more fulfilment out of life. And you’ll note, there’s nothing religious about any of these practices; no meditation; no positive thinking; and no attempt to relax, ‘empty your mind’ or control your feelings. (Of course, as we do these practices, uncomfortable emotions often reduce, difficult thoughts frequently disappear, and pleasant feelings of calm and relaxation often arise; but these outcomes are ‘bonuses’, not the main aim.) What follows are four simple mindfulness practices you can easily incorporate into your daily routine without needing to ‘put aside time’ to do them.8
Four simple practices
I’m now going to take you through four simple practices for being present. In each case, I’ll ask you to focus your attention on some aspect of your experience in this moment — and if distracting thoughts and feelings should arise, the aim is to:
▪let them come and go like passing cars, and keep your attention on the task
▪when you realise your attention has wandered (and it will, I promise), gently acknowledge it, then refocus on the exercise.
Each experiment lasts only 30 seconds (So there’s no excuse for not doing them all).
Experiment 1: Noticing the environment
Once you’ve finished reading this paragraph, put down the book and notice your surroundings. Notice as much as you can about what you can see, hear, touch, taste and smell. What’s the temperature? Is the air moving or still? What sort of light is there and where is it coming from?
Notice at least five sounds you can hear, at least five objects you can see, and at least five things you can feel against the surface of your body (such as the air on your face, or the chair against your back, or your feet on the floor). Put down the book now and do this for 30 seconds. Notice what happens.
Experiment 2: Noticing your body
As you’re reading this paragraph, connect with your body. Notice where your legs and arms are and the position of your spine. Inwardly scan your body from head to toe; notice the sensations in your head, chest, arms, abdomen, legs. (And if there are parts of your body or sensations within it that you dislike, notice how you try to avoid them). Put down the book, close your eyes and do this for 30 seconds. Notice what happens.
Experiment 3: Noticing your breath
As you’re reading this, notice your breathing. Notice the rise and fall of your rib cage and the air moving in and out of your nostrils. Follow the air in through your nose. Notice how your lungs expand. Feel your abdomen push outward. Follow the air back out as the lungs deflate. Put down the book, close your eyes and do this for 30 seconds. Notice what happens.
Experiment 4: Noticing sounds
In this experiment, just focus on the sounds you can hear. Notice sounds coming from you (e.g. from your breathing and your movements), sounds coming from the room around you, and sounds coming from outside. Put down the book now, close your eyes and do this for 30 seconds. Notice what happens.
So what did you notice? Hopefully, three things:
▪that we are always in the midst of a sensory feast; we just don’t usually realise it
▪that it’s sooooo easy to get distracted by thoughts and feelings
▪the moment we realise we’re distracted, we can unhook and refocus.
Now let’s explore the connection between being present and …
Curing boredom
‘Being present’ involves bringing our full attention to what is happening here and now, with openness and curiosity. When we’re present in this way, we don’t get into a struggle with reality.
Struggles with reality happen when we get hooked by judgments that things are bad or wrong. Our mind tells us that things shouldn’t be as they are, that we shouldn’t be as we are, that reality is in the wrong and we are in the right. It tells us that life would be better somewhere else or we would be happier if only we were different. When these thoughts hook us, they pull us into a thick psychological smog that dims and obscures our view of the world.
But life is very different when we pay attention with openness and curiosity. For a start, it’s a lot less boring. Boredom arises when we get hooked by the story ‘There’s nothing of interest here’. This is usually followed by another story, about how life would be so much more interesting or enjoyable if we were doing something else. Our mind is easily bored because it thinks it already knows it all. It’s been there, done that, seen the show and bought the T-shirt. Whether we’re walking down the street, driving to work, eating a meal, having a chat or taking a shower, the mind takes it all for granted. After all, it’s done all this stuff countless times before. So, rather than help us engage with reality, it ‘carries us off’ to a different time and place. As a result, we spend much of our time only ‘half awake’, scarcely aware of the richness of our experience. The stage show of life carries on — but the lights are so dim, hardly anything is visible.
However, the good news is, our noticing self is always on standby. And in any moment we can use it to bring up the lights on that stage show. Through paying attention with openness and curiosity, we can connect with the vast length, breadth and depth of human experience, regardless of whether it is new and exciting or familiar and uncomfortable. The fascinating thing is that when we pay attention in this way to an experience we consider familiar, boring or mundane, we often see it in a new and interesting light. To experience this for yourself, notice what happens when you …
Focus attention on this book
In this experiment, the aim is to take a fresh look at the book in your hands, to see it with ‘new eyes’. (If you’re reading this on a device or listening to it as an audiobook, please go and get a book — any book will do — so you can participate.) Imagine you’re a curious scientist and you’ve never seen an object like this before. Pick up the book and feel the weight of it in your hands. Feel the cover against your palms. Run your finger slowly down a page and notice the texture. Bring the open book to your nose and smell the paper. Slowly turn a few pages and notice the sound it makes. Look at the front cover of the book. Notice how the light reflects off the surface. Notice the shapes, colours, textures and lines. Then turn to any page at random and notice the shapes of the white space surrounding the text. How did you find that? You’ve been reading this book for quite a while now, and until now you’ve probably taken all these different aspects of it for granted. And the same is true for just about every aspect of our life. Which is why I’m about to introduce you to …
A thoroughly enjoyable practice
The easiest way to develop our ability to be present is to bring our full attention to everyday activities that are potentially pleasant and enjoyable. We often do this spontaneously in novel, stimulating or pleasurable situations. Perhaps while on a walk in the countryside you feasted your eyes on the fields, the wildlife, the trees and flowers, enjoyed the touch of a balmy summer breeze, and listened to the songbirds. Or during an intimate conversation with the one you love, you hung on their every word, gazed into their eyes and felt the closeness between you. Or while playing with a child or a beloved pet you were so involved in the fun of it all you lost all track of time and ‘didn’t have a care in the world’.
Unfortunately, these moments rarely last for long. Sooner or later, the mind grabs our attention with a gripping story and pulls us out of the experience. But with practice, we can realise when that happens, unhook and refocus. And we can go a step further and actively savour the experience; to truly appreciate it. The greater our ability to do this, the more satisfaction and fulfilment we’ll get from life’s many pleasures (many of which we take for granted or ‘miss out on’ because we’re on autopilot). So to develop this ability, we can …
Focus attention on something pleasurable
Do this practice with at least one or two pleasant activities every day. Make sure it’s a values-driven activity, not an avoidance-driven activity — that is, it’s something you’re doing because it’s important, meaningful and life-enhancing, and not just an attempt to avoid ‘bad feelings’. The activity doesn’t have to be anything mind-blowing. It can be something as simple as eating lunch, stroking the cat, walking the dog, listening to the birds, cuddling your kids, sitting in the sunshine or listening to a favourite piece of music.
As you do this activity, pretend that this is the first time you’ve ever done it. Really pay attention to what you can see, hear, smell, touch or taste, and savour every moment. Totally focus on what you are doing, using all your five senses. For example, you could do this the next time you have a warm shower. Notice the various sounds of the water: as it sprays out of the nozzle, as it hits your body, as it gurgles down the drain. Notice the sensations of the water running down your back and legs. Notice the smell of the soap and the shampoo. Notice the clouds of steam billowing upward. Notice how your body responds. Notice the feelings of pleasure that arise.
When thoughts and feelings arise, acknowledge their presence, let them be, and refocus on the shower. As soon as you realise that your attention has wandered (as it definitely will), acknowledge it, unhook and refocus on the shower — and savour every moment.
Two not-as-enjoyable-but-very-valuable practices
We’re going to end this chapter with two valuable practices for developing your ability to be present. And the great thing is, you don’t have to carve out time to fit them into your day. You do your daily routines as usual, but you practise being present as you do them. They won’t be as enjoyable as the previous exercise, though, because you’re going to deliberately challenge yourself. The idea is to pick at least two activities each day that you find boring, tedious or annoying. Pick tasks you normally do resentfully or on automatic pilot, or rush through as fast as possible.
If the suggestions below don’t suit you, come up with your own versions. And ideally do them both at least once a day. (If you can do more than that, great; the more the merrier. But even once a week is a lot better than nothing.)
Focus attention on your morning routine
Pick an activity that’s part of your daily morning routine, such as brushing your teeth, combing your hair, making the bed, shaving or putting on make-up. (Having a shower doesn’t count because that’s a naturally pleasurable activity; you want to pick something that’s boring, tedious or ‘a hassle’.) Give this activity your full attention, noticing what you can see, hear, touch, taste and smell, as if you’re a curious child discovering this activity for the very first time. Allow your thoughts and feelings to freely flow, and if you get hooked, you know the drill: acknowledge, unhook, refocus.
For starters, practise this with just one part of your morning routine each day. Then, as your ability improves, extend it to other parts.
Focus attention on a useful chore
Pick a chore that you don’t like but you know is helpful in the long run. It could be ironing clothes, washing dishes, cleaning the car, cooking a healthy meal, bathing the kids, massaging your pet donkey9 — any task you’d just as soon avoid. Then each time you do it, give it your full and curious attention.
For example, if you’re ironing clothes …
▪Notice the colour and shape of the clothing.
▪Notice the patterns made by the creases and shadows.
▪Notice how the patterns change as the creases disappear.
▪Notice the hiss of the steam, the creak of the ironing board, the faint whispery sound of the iron moving over the material.
▪Notice the grip of your hand on the iron and the movement of your arm and your shoulder.
▪If boredom or frustration arises, acknowledge it, make room for it and refocus on what you’re doing.
▪Let your thoughts and feelings flow freely, and acknowledge, unhook and refocus as required.
Putting this into practice
As Soula practised and improved her ability to be present, she began to appreciate the things she had in her life instead of always focusing on what she lacked. She was able to connect more with the people she loved, focus much better on difficult tasks at work and at home, and get significantly more enjoyment and satisfaction from the small pleasures in life. All of this played a big role in lifting her depression. (However, I wouldn’t want you to think this was some ‘quick fix’ that transformed her life overnight. It was only part of Soula’s journey. We’ll revisit her later in the book to see what else she did.)
I’m expecting similar results for your life. The daily practices I’ve suggested above — focusing attention on a pleasant activity, part of your morning routine, and a life-enhancing but tedious chore — are a good start. In addition, why not practise ‘noticing the environment’ regularly throughout the day? The aim is to progressively extend these practices to more and more areas of your life, until you reach a point where you no longer think of them as ‘practices’, ‘exercises’ or ‘experiments’; you’re just naturally being present.
Over time, this leads to a truly profound change in the way you live: rather than ‘missing out’ on life, you start ‘making the most’ of it.
8People often attribute mindfulness to Buddhism, but this is inaccurate. Buddhism is only 2600 years old, whereas mindfulness practices can be found in Judaism, Yoga and Taoism dating back over 4000 years. However, ACT is not based on ancient Eastern traditions; it is a modern, secular, science-based approach originating from a branch of behavioural psychology with the mind-boggling, tongue-twisting name of ‘Functional Contextualism’.
9Threw that one in to see if you were paying attention.
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REINHABITING YOUR BODY
The more ‘disconnected’ we are from our body, the less we feel. This is because sensations in our body (from all the physiological changes taking place inside it) form the core of any emotion. So if you experience emotions and urges mainly ‘in your head’, that suggests significant ‘cutting off’ from your body; you’re tapping into the cognitive elements of the emotion, but you’re not tuning in to the sensations. And if all you feel is numb, empty or ‘dead’ inside (as is common with trauma or major depression) that indicates extreme disconnection.
Around 10 per cent of the population finds it hard to access their emotions. (Often this goes hand in hand with difficulty naming emotions. So if you find it hard to name what you are feeling, please follow the advice in The Happiness Trap: Extra Bits, Chapter 14.) However, the good news is, you can get much better at accessing your emotions if you practise tuning in to your body — and the benefits for doing this are huge. They include:
▪Vitality. You will gain a sense of vitality, of ‘coming back to life’, ‘feeling fully human’.
▪Joy and pleasure. Cutting off from your body helps you to avoid painful feelings — but also cuts you off from pleasurable emotions and feelings, like joy and happiness. So, connecting with your body gives you access to the full range of emotions and feelings — both painful (e.g. sadness, anger and anxiety) and pleasant (e.g. love, contentment and joy).
▪Control over your actions. The less aware you are of your emotions, the less control you have over your actions. When we bring awareness to our feelings, they lose much of their ability to hook us and jerk us around.
▪Wise choices, good decisions. A wealth of research shows that the better we can access our emotions, the more effective our decision making, and the more likely we are to make wise choices in life.
▪Intuition, trust, safety. Feelings in our body often alert us to threats and dangers that our conscious mind is not picking up. Without access to this information — often called ‘intuition’ or ‘gut feelings’ — we may unwittingly put ourselves at risk or allow ourselves to be taken advantage of.
▪Safety in your own body. Do you feel unsafe in your own body? If you wish to feel safer in your body, your best option is to start progressively exploring it, and practise better ways to handle the difficult feelings you’ll encounter. If you don’t do this work, your body will remain like a dark cave full of monsters that you want to avoid at all costs.
▪Success in life. There is a direct correlation between success in life and what psychologists call ‘emotional intelligence’: handling your emotions effectively and making good use of them for motivation, communication and illumination (see Chapter 12). Learning to tune into your body and access your emotions plays a big part in increasing emotional intelligence.
▪Building better relationships. One of the most important factors in building a meaningful and rewarding life is the cultivation of strong, healthy relationships. And no matter who those relationships are with — a partner, friends, children, family, work colleagues or members of our community — we will be at a huge disadvantage if we don’t have ready access to our full range of emotions. Why? Building good relationships requires emotional intelligence, not just in terms of handling our own feelings, but also being able to tune into and handle the feelings of others.
Have you ever watched part of a movie on TV without any sound? It’s not very satisfying. The images may be great, but without music, dialogue or sound effects you lose a lot of the experience. If you watch carefully, you can still keep track of what’s happening to some extent, but it’s easy to misread what’s going on. And that’s what it’s like when we interact with others while we’re cut off from our own feelings. It leads to conflict, tension and difficult interactions with others, because we easily misread what they want or don’t want — their intentions, their feelings — or we fail to see how our own behaviour is affecting them.
Many of the exercises in this book help you tune into your body: the Connect with your body component of dropping anchor (Chapter 5); focusing on stretching (Chapter 9); TAME your feelings (Chapter 14); and kind hands exercises (Chapter 15). However, if you find it hard to access your emotions, then it’s helpful to practise regular …
Body scans
Body scans involve scanning the body (or part of it), tuning into the sensations, noticing them with curiosity, and allowing them to be there. Body scans can vary enormously in duration, from 30 seconds to 30 minutes. Usually you start with shorter exercises of three to four minutes and build up the duration over time, and the more often you do these the better. Once a day is ideal, but once a week is better than nothing.
And if you’re avoiding certain areas or zones of your body, set yourself a challenge: gradually, over time, bring your awareness to those areas. Each day (or each week) pick an area you normally avoid and give it your full attention for a specified amount of time. For example, you might focus on this area for just two seconds the first time, then increase to four seconds the next time, and six seconds the third time. Once you can hold your focus there for ten to fifteen seconds, choose another difficult area to work on. Gradually ‘extend the territory’ until you can scan your body from head to toe without avoiding any areas. (And of course, if this triggers difficult thoughts and feelings, make good use of your unhooking skills.)
If an area seems to have no feeling at all, then create some — either by moving it (e.g. wiggling your toes), massaging it firmly with your hand, or tensing up a muscle in that area.
Below is a brief body scan to experiment with. The first time you do this, spend about fifteen seconds on each instruction, so the exercise lasts for around three minutes. Then gradually make the exercise longer by increasing to 25, 35 or 45 seconds per instruction. (In Chapter 17 of Extra Bits there’s a free audio mp3 to guide you.) Please read the instructions once so you know what’s involved, then try it out.
A brief body scan
Get yourself into a comfortable position and either close your eyes or gently fix them on a spot in front of you. The aim is to slowly scan your body, fully focusing your attention on the feelings you encounter — no matter how faint they may be. Observe each sensation as if you’re a curious child who has never encountered anything like this before. Don’t STRUGGLE with the sensations you notice; whether they are pleasant, neutral or unpleasant, allow them to be there.
As you do this, let your mind chatter away like a radio playing in the background (but don’t try to ignore it or silence it). Naturally, from time to time you’ll get hooked and lose track of the exercise. The moment you realise this has happened, acknowledge what hooked you, then refocus on your body.
Take fifteen seconds, to notice with curiosity, the sensations you can feel in your …
▪feet and toes
▪ankles
▪calves
▪thighs
▪buttocks and pelvis
▪abdomen (tummy)
▪chest
▪hands and fingers
▪forearms
▪upper arms
▪shoulders
▪neck
▪head.
So how’d you go with that exercise? Most people find it challenging at first; they complain that it’s uncomfortable, boring or hard to stay focused. However, with regular practice it will pay big dividends.
It’s also a good exercise to practise in bed when you’re tossing and turning, unable to sleep; so much better than lying there …
18
WORRYING, RUMINATING, OBSESSING
How often have you heard that supposedly useful advice? Or the more sophisticated version: ‘If there’s something you can do about it, do it; if not, there’s no point worrying about it’? Or the less sophisticated version; ‘Cheer up, it may never happen’?
It’s easy to say ‘don’t worry’, but it’s very hard to do. In fact, often the ways in which people try to stop worrying — such as many of those struggle strategies we explored in Chapter 3 — actually make it worse in the long run. Of particular note, methods such as pushing worries away, distracting yourself, telling yourself to
or trying to ‘not think about it’ are all likely to have a rebound effect: they may (if you’re lucky) give you short-term relief, but in the long term those worries return with a vengeance.
The same holds true for ruminating and obsessing. These mental processes, which we all get entangled in at times, are not that easy to stop. It is possible to interrupt them, but it requires effort. However, before we get onto that, there’s a question we need to answer …
Why do I keep doing this?
This question is one of the most common things people ruminate on. And it deserves a good answer. Ruminating, worrying and obsessing are all essentially problem-solving processes. When we ruminate we tend to fixate on problems in the past: Why did this bad thing happen? (Or Why does it keep happening?) When we worry, we’re preoccupied with problems in the future: What if this bad thing does happen? When we obsess it may be about the past, present or future, or even an alternative reality: How different our life would be if only XYZ.
Our mind is basically a problem-solving machine, always focusing on two main problems: a) how to get what we want and b) how to avoid what we don’t want. When we ruminate, worry or obsess, we can think of it as ‘problem-solving in overdrive’; our mind’s going over and over the problem, full speed ahead, desperately trying to come up with a good solution. But it’s like a car stuck in the sand: the engine’s on full throttle, the wheels are spinning wildly — but the car is going nowhere.
In other words, ruminating, worrying and obsessing are all forms of ineffective problem-solving. These cognitive processes eat up a huge amount of our time, energy and attention, and are usually incredibly slow to deliver a solution.
So why do we keep doing it? Well, these processes are always triggered by some sort of problem: difficult situation(s), difficult thought(s), difficult feeling(s) or any combination thereof. And in response to these triggers, we ruminate, worry or obsess, attempting to solve the problem. And there are four major ‘payoffs’ we get for doing this:
1. We escape — temporarily — from unpleasant feelings
When we’re caught up in our thoughts, it diverts our attention from unpleasant sensations in our body.
2. We get an answer to the problem
It may take a long time, but eventually we do (usually) come up with an answer or solution. That’s why many people say, ‘Worrying helps me prepare for the worst,’ or ‘Ruminating helps me to understand myself’.
3. It feels like we’re working hard
These cognitive processes take effort, so we feel like we’re working hard on our problems, doing something productive, making progress.
4. It helps us avoid the discomfort of taking action
When we’re caught up in these cognitive processes, we often avoid taking action that’s difficult or risky: we stay away from challenging situations, avoid making tough decisions, procrastinate on things we’re anxious about doing. (In the business world, they call this ‘analysis paralysis’.) This gives us short-term relief from all those difficult thoughts and feelings — especially anxiety, self-doubt and fear of failure — that are guaranteed to show up when we do eventually take action or make that decision.
We might not get all of these payoffs, but we will usually get some of them. (There are usually other payoffs too, such as getting sympathy, support or understanding from others.) And of course, we don’t deliberately choose to worry, obsess or ruminate in order to get these payoffs. The fact is, most of us aren’t even aware of these payoffs (until some all-knowing self-help guru kindly points them out). But nonetheless, those payoffs occur. (Psychologists call them ‘reinforcing consequences’: consequences or outcomes of our behaviour that reinforce or strengthen it over time.) And those payoffs are enough to keep us doing these things, even when logically and rationally we know they aren’t taking us towards the life we want.
The payoffs we get for ruminating, worrying and obsessing often become apparent only when we start to break these habits — especially payoffs number 1 (escaping from our feelings) and number 4 (avoiding the discomfort of taking action). As we interrupt and cut short these mental processes, there’s often a short-term increase in emotional discomfort: we get to experience all those uncomfortable feelings that we were, in the short term, avoiding, especially anxiety and fear. And when those feelings surface, our automatic reaction is to immediately go back into worrying, ruminating and obsessing. (Again, this is largely automatic; we don’t deliberately choose to do this; we’re usually not even conscious of it.)
So now you know why you keep doing these things, and why it’s so hard to break the habit. The next question is …
Are you willing to do what it takes?
If you wish to do less of these mental processes (no one ever totally stops them), that will require:
▪willingness to practise new skills to disrupt them
▪willingness to make room for the short-term increase in emotional discomfort — especially anxiety — that often occurs. (In the long term, of course, your emotional discomfort will reduce. It’s a trade-off: short-term pain for long-term gain.)
So take a moment to consider: what matters enough that you’d be willing to do these things? For example, if you were doing less worrying, ruminating or obsessing:
▪How would that help your closest relationships?
▪How would that affect your health and wellbeing?
▪How would that affect your performance at work?
▪With whom would you be more present?
▪On what would you be more focused?
▪What would you do with the extra time and energy it would free up?
Please spend at least a couple of minutes reflecting on these questions and coming up with answers; then ask yourself, ‘In order to get these benefits, am I willing to do what it takes; to practise new skills and make room for a short-term increase in discomfort?’
If the answer is ‘no’, please be kind to yourself. Beating yourself up won’t help. So practise self-compassion. Unhook from any self-judgment, make room for feelings such as sadness, disappointment or frustration, and say something kind to yourself. Remind yourself, sometimes we’re willing to do the hard things in life — and sometimes we’re not — and that’s okay. That’s the human condition. Nobody’s perfect. You might not be willing to do this right now, but hopefully you will be later.
If, however, the answer is ‘yes’, then please experiment as much as you possibly can with the strategies that follow.
Noticing and naming; being present; focusing and refocusing
If your mind is not too revved up, a bit of noticing and naming is enough to disrupt that activity: ‘Here’s worrying’, ‘Obsessing about my health’, ‘Thanks, Mind. I know you’re trying to help, but I’m going to handle this in a better way.’
In combination with this, we focus and refocus repeatedly on the activity we’re doing, giving it our full attention.
Dropping anchor
If your mind is spinning around at maximum speed, your best bet is to drop anchor.
Acknowledge your thoughts and feelings: ‘Here’s my mind racing’, ‘Here’s tightness in my chest’; open up and allow them to be there.
Connect with your body: slowly stretch, straighten up, move or breathe.
Engage in what you’re doing: refocus your attention on the activity at hand.
Repeat this cycle at least three or four times.
Making room and self-compassion
If uncomfortable feelings arise (as they probably will) make room for them, using whatever works best from Chapters 14 and 15, such as noticing and naming them, observing them with curiosity, breathing into them, imagining them as an object, expanding around them, or laying a kind hand on top of them. And treat yourself kindly: acknowledge your suffering and respond with kind words and actions. This could include reminding yourself this short-term discomfort is in the service of long-term positive life changes.
Noticing, naming and allowing ‘intrusive’ thoughts, feelings and memories
Sometimes the trigger for these cognitive processes is an ‘intrusive’ thought, feeling or memory (i.e. a recurring thought, feeling or memory that is involuntary, unwanted and disturbing or upsetting). If we push away, suppress or distract ourselves from these ‘intrusions’, we set up a vicious cycle: they go away in the short term, but there’s a ‘rebound effect’ and they return with even greater frequency or intensity. So when they occur, we notice and name them, open up and allow them; and, if necessary, combine this with dropping anchor. In this way, we disrupt the vicious cycle.
Use often, apply widely
You can apply the strategies above to any cognitive process you find problematic, including things like daydreaming and fantasising. And they’re also a great help with difficult recurring memories. When memories hook us, we either OBEY (give them all our attention, so we miss out on life) or we STRUGGLE (using all the usual methods, with all the usual consequences). Everything we’ve covered above can help with memories: noticing and naming them, dropping anchor, making room for the feelings that go with them, practising self-compassion and repeatedly focusing/refocusing on what we’re doing. There’s no ‘delete button’ in the brain, no way to eliminate painful memories; but over time, as you treat yourself kindly and allow your memories to be present without a struggle, you’re likely to notice two things: they’ll appear less often, and they’ll steadily lose their impact.
We can also use these strategies to interrupt …
Ruminating on our emotions
When we ruminate, worry or obsess about our emotions, we usually end up feeling even worse. To start this process off, our mind says things like:
▪‘Why am I feeling like this?’ This question sets you up to run through all your problems one by one, seeing if you can pinpoint what caused your feelings. Naturally, this just makes you feel worse because it creates the illusion that your life is nothing but problems.
▪‘What have I done to deserve this?’ This question sets you up for self-blame. You rehash all the ‘bad’ things you’ve done so you can figure out why the universe decided to punish you. As a result, you end up feeling worthless, useless, ‘bad’ or inadequate.
▪‘Why am I like this?’ This question leads you to search through your entire life history looking for the reasons why you are the way you are. Frequently this leads to feelings of anger, resentment and hopelessness. And it very often ends in blaming your parents, genes or brain biochemistry.
▪‘I can’t handle it!’ Variations on this theme include ‘I can’t stand it’, ‘I can’t cope’, ‘I’m going to have a nervous breakdown’ and so on. Your mind is basically feeding you the story that you’re too weak to handle this, and something bad is going to happen if you keep feeling this way.
▪‘I shouldn’t feel like this.’ This is a classic! Here your mind picks an argument with reality. The reality is this: the way you are feeling right now is the way you are feeling. But your mind says, ‘Reality is wrong! It’s not supposed to be this way! Stop it! Give me the reality I want!’ This can keep us ruminating for hours on how our lives would be so much better if only we felt differently.
So what’s the alternative?
The alternative to ruminating, worrying or obsessing about your emotions is to notice and name and allow them; to make room for them, and treat yourself kindly. And if you can spare a minute, ask yourself: ‘What does this emotion tell me really matters? What does it suggest I need to attend to?’ As I said in Chapter 14, often (not always) you’ll find this emotion is pointing to something very important: a problem you need tackle, a fear you need to face, a behaviour you need to change, a relationship that deeply matters or a loss you need to come to terms with.
Dipping in and out of the stream
All the methods outlined above can help you cut down significantly on ruminating, worrying and obsessing. However, the results will be even better if you practise ‘dipping in and out of the stream’. Inspired by the work of psychologist Adrian Wells, this exercise takes less than six minutes. (And, like everything in this book, the more you do it, the better the results. Once a day is ideal, but even once a week is better than nothing.)
When we ruminate, worry, obsess, daydream or fantasise, we get ‘carried away’ by the ‘stream of our thoughts’. In this exercise, we repeatedly dip in and out of that thought stream. We recognise when the stream has carried us away, and we ‘pull ourselves out of it’. Part A is easier: dipping in and out of pleasant thoughts. Part B — dipping in and out of uncomfortable thoughts — is more challenging, but absolutely essential; you need to learn how to do this with any stream of thoughts, whether pleasant or painful.
First, read through all the instructions so you know what’s involved; then go back and do it for real. You’ll need a timer, like your watch or a phone app, to do this. (Alternatively, download the audio from Extra Bits.)
Part A: Dipping in and out of a pleasant stream
Step 1: Set your timer for 30 seconds. Then start it, and immediately begin daydreaming or fantasising about something pleasant. Get as absorbed in the daydream or fantasy as possible.
Step 2: As soon as the bell rings (after 30 seconds) drop anchor for about fifteen to 30 seconds. (You don’t need to time this step; just guess.) While dropping anchor, make sure you acknowledge the thoughts and feelings that are present (remember, this isn’t distraction). For example, you might silently say to yourself, ‘Here are some pleasant thoughts’. Then, once you’re anchored, acknowledge you have a choice: you can go back into the stream, or you can focus your attention on whatever you’re doing.
Then, set the timer again for 30 seconds.
Step 3: Now once again, enter that stream of pleasant thoughts, and lose yourself in it for half a minute.
Step 4: When the timer rings, drop anchor for fifteen to 30 seconds. Then notice you have a choice: go back into the stream, or engage in your life.
Step 5: For one last time, set the timer, dive back into your stream of pleasant thoughts, and stay there for 30 seconds.
Step 6: When the bell goes, again drop anchor for fifteen to 30 seconds.
Part B: Dipping in and out of an unpleasant stream
Part B is more challenging, but don’t skip it if you want results. It’s exactly the same as part A, except now, instead of pleasantly daydreaming or fantasising you start worrying, ruminating, obsessing.
Step 1: Bring to mind something you worry, ruminate or obsess about, and again, set the timer for 30 seconds. Then get as hooked as possible: for half a minute, worry, ruminate or obsess as much as you can.
Step 2: When the bell rings, drop anchor for about fifteen to 30 seconds. And again, make sure you acknowledge any difficult thoughts and feelings present (to prevent this from turning into distraction). For example, you may silently say to yourself, ‘Here’s anxiety’ or ‘Here are some scary thoughts’. Once anchored, acknowledge you have a choice: you can go back into that stream, or you can focus your attention on the world around you or the activity you’re doing.
Next, set the timer for 30 seconds.
Step 3: Now lose yourself in the stream for another 30 seconds; make sure to worry, obsess, or ruminate vigorously.
Step 4: When the alarm goes, drop anchor for fifteen to 30 seconds. And then notice your options: to dive back into the stream, or be present in your life.
Step 5: For one last time, set the timer, plunge back into that stream of difficult thoughts, and let it sweep you away for half a minute.
Step 6: When the bell rings, again drop anchor for fifteen to 30 seconds.
Now you know what’s involved, please go back and do the exercise, before reading on.
So how did you go? If you’re like most people, there were times you found it hard to leave the stream, and times you didn’t even want to leave it! And isn’t that what it’s like when we go through the day, worrying, ruminating and obsessing? Even though we know it’s not helpful, we feel the pull to keep doing it. Hopefully, however, you found that by the end of the exercise it was a bit easier to unhook and refocus. If not, try it again, and this time really work hard at dropping anchor when the timer goes; be sure to notice and name the difficult thoughts and feelings present (you’re not trying to distract yourself from them) while also moving your body and refocusing your attention on the world around you.
The idea is to apply this skill repeatedly throughout the day: as soon as you realise you’re lost in the stream of your thoughts, drop anchor for fifteen to 30 seconds; then acknowledge your choice: to go back into the stream and let it carry you away, or to be fully present in whatever activity you’re doing.
Does this mean we just ignore our problems? Nooooo! In Chapter 23 you’ll learn how to effectively address your problems, guided by your values, and create an action plan to deal with them. If you like, you can skip ahead to that now. But if you can hold off a little longer, then let’s take a look at …
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THE DOCUMENTARY OF YOU
What do you most dislike about yourself? I’ve asked this question of thousands of people, either individually or in groups, and here are some common responses:
▪I’m too shy/fearful/anxious/needy/fragile/passive.
▪I’m stupid/silly/disorganised.
▪I’m fat/ugly/unfit/lazy.
▪I’m selfish/critical/arrogant/vain.
▪I’m judgmental/angry/greedy/aggressive/obnoxious.
▪I’m an underachiever/failure/loser.
▪I’m boring/dull/predictable/too serious.
And that is just a small selection of the responses, which all point to the same basic theme: ‘I’m not good enough.’ It’s a message our mind sends us again and again. Remember the two coaches we talked about in Chapter 11: the harsh, critical one and the kind, encouraging one? This is our mind using the methods of the harsh, critical coach: a misguided attempt to help us ‘improve’, ‘shape up’, ‘be better’, ‘fit in’ or ‘achieve more’ — by highlighting and exaggerating our flaws and failings. And this constant barrage of self-judgment makes us feel inadequate, unworthy or unlovable.
So what are we to do about it? We’ve already looked at common strategies people use to STRUGGLE against negative thoughts: challenging them; pushing them away; distraction; avoiding the people, places and activities that tend to trigger them; using drugs, alcohol, food or other substances to get some relief; ‘people-pleasing’; trying to be perfect; and so on. And we’ve discussed how although these methods often give short-term relief, they don’t permanently eliminate these thoughts (no delete button in the brain); plus, when used excessively or inappropriately, they have significant costs. However, we haven’t yet touched on one of the most popular self-help concepts in the Western world …
Teachers, parents, coaches, therapists, friends and family: they all tell us how important it is to have ‘high self-esteem’; and most of us have said the same thing to others. (And I certainly used to, before I discovered ACT.) Why is this idea so popular? Well, obviously, when we get hooked by the ‘not good enough’ story, that’s not helpful. So the ‘common sense’ solution is to replace the negative story with a positive one: focus on your strengths, your successes and your good points. Build up a positive self-image and hold onto it tightly, to keep that old ‘not good enough’ story away.
But does this approach really work? Haven’t you already tried it? If so, you’ll know there are four big problems with this approach:
1. You can’t convince your mind. You try hard to convince your mind you’re a ‘good person’. You put forward the argument: ‘I’m doing well at my job; I’m exercising regularly; I’m eating healthily; I help people out; so basically, that means I’m a good person.’ And if you can really manage to believe that you’re a ‘good person’, then in that moment you have ‘high self-esteem’. But that moment rarely lasts for long. Your mind soon says, ‘Yes, but really, you’re just kidding yourself. Deep down, you know the truth: you’re not good enough.’
2. It’s exhausting. If you go down this path, you will constantly have to prove to your mind that you really are a good person. You have to gather up as many positive thoughts as you can, to continually disprove those ‘not good enough’ stories. And there’s a whole army of self-judgments just waiting for the opportunity to advance! The moment you slip up — the moment you stop doing any of those things that justify ‘I’m a good person’ — the self-judgment army attacks. You stop exercising for a few days and you get, ‘See? You knew it couldn’t last!’ You lose your temper with a friend and you get, ‘What sort of lousy friend are you?’ You make a mistake at work and you get, ‘Jeez, what a loser!’
3. The ‘big guns’ just prolong the battle. At this point in the battle with their thoughts, many people bring out the ‘big guns’: they start using ‘positive affirmations’. This incredibly popular self-help technique involves repeating positive things to yourself like, ‘I deserve the best’, ‘Every day, in every way, I am getting better and better’, ‘I love who I am’, ‘I am full of strength and courage’, ‘I am in charge of how I feel and today I choose happiness’. One huge problem with this method is that most people don’t really believe what they are saying. It’s a bit like saying, ‘I am Superman’ or ‘I am Wonder Woman’. No matter how often you said that to yourself, you wouldn’t really believe it, would you?
4. Positives attract negatives. Another problem is that any positive self-judgment we use, even if it’s ‘true’, naturally tends to attract a negative response. If we say ‘I’m a good person’, our mind tends to reply ‘No you’re not! What about the time you did XYZ!’ Even if we say, ‘I accept myself’, our mind typically replies, ‘No you don’t! What about your thighs/wrinkles/stretchmarks/teeth/beer belly? What about all those bad habits?’
So is this really how you want to spend your days: fighting your own thoughts? Trying to prove to your mind that you’re a good person? Continually having to justify or earn your worthiness? If you go down this path, you may well develop ‘fragile self-esteem’. This is extremely common among perfectionists and compulsive high achievers, whose self-esteem is largely dependent upon excelling at work. When they perform well, they feel great; but as soon as their performance drops (as it always will, sooner or later) their self-esteem comes crashing down. This leads them into a vicious cycle, putting increasing pressure on themselves to perform ever better — leading to high stress, fatigue, ‘burnout’ and even depression.
The reality is, no matter how hard you struggle against it, the ‘not good enough’ story will always return in one form or another. So do you want to spend the rest of your life battling it? Wouldn’t you prefer to have a fulfilling life without all that effort? If we wish to build a richer, more meaningful life, there’s something much better than high self-esteem. But before we get to that, let’s watch …
A documentary on Africa
Have you ever watched a documentary on Africa? What did you see? Crocodiles, lions, antelopes, gorillas and giraffes? Tribal dances? Warfare? Nelson Mandela? Colourful marketplaces? Amazing mountains? Beautiful villages in the countryside? Poverty-stricken shantytowns? Starving children? You can learn a lot from watching a documentary, but one thing is for sure: a documentary about Africa is not the same thing as Africa itself.
A documentary can give you impressions of Africa — video images and audio recordings that represent it. But a documentary can’t give you the real-life experience of Africa: the taste and smell of the food; the feeling of the sunlight on your face; the humidity of the jungle; the dryness of the desert; the touch of an elephant’s hide; the joy of directly speaking with the people. No matter how brilliantly filmed that documentary is, even if it’s a 1000 hours long, it can’t come close to the experience of actually being there. Why not? Because a documentary about Africa is not the same thing as Africa itself!
Similarly, a documentary about you would not be the same thing as you yourself. Even if that documentary lasted for 10,000 hours and included all sorts of relevant scenes from your life, all sorts of interviews with people who know you and all sorts of fascinating details about your innermost secrets — even then the documentary would not be you.
To really clarify this, think of the person you love most on this planet. Now, which would you prefer to spend time with: the actual living person or a documentary about them?
There’s a massive difference between who we are and any documentary that anyone could ever make about us — no matter how ‘truthful’ that documentary may be. And I’ve put ‘truthful’ in quotation marks because all documentaries are hopelessly biased; they only ever show you one tiny part of the big picture. Since the advent of digital video, the typical hour-long television documentary shows the ‘best’ of literally dozens, if not hundreds of hours of footage — highly edited for maximum dramatic effect and reflecting the viewpoint of the filmmakers. So inevitably it’s going to be biased!
Now the human mind is like the world’s greatest documentary maker. It’s always filming: 24 hours a day; 168 hours a week; almost 9000 hours a year. So by the time you get to age 30, your mind’s been filming for over a quarter of a million hours.
And what percentage of that film gets stored in your long-term memory? Five per cent? One per cent? Not even close! It’s a zillionth of one per cent. (How much do you remember of yesterday? Or last week? Or last month? How much do you remember of all the books you’ve read, movies you’ve watched, conversations you’ve had, meals you’ve eaten?)
So your mind makes this incredibly biased documentary about who you are — cutting out over 99.99 per cent of everything you’ve done in your life — and then it says, ‘This is you. This is who you are.’ And the subtitle of that documentary is ‘I’m not good enough’. And the problem is, we believe we are that documentary!
But if a documentary about Africa is not Africa, and a documentary about your loved one is not your loved one … then a documentary about you is not you. And no matter what shows up in that documentary, whether it’s false or true, positive or negative, ancient or recent, facts or opinions, memories or predictions … the documentary will never be you. That documentary is nothing more or less than an elaborate construction of thoughts, images and memories (and all the feelings that go with them).
I often refer to this documentary as ‘The Big Story’ because it includes all the beliefs and ideas and judgments about ‘Who I am’, ‘Why I’m like this’, ‘What I can and can’t do’, ‘How I got this way’, ‘What’s good/positive about me’, ‘What’s bad/negative about me’, ‘What my strengths and weaknesses are’ and so on. Technically, we call it our ‘self-concept’.
And a self-concept is a good thing to have, because it enables us to reflect on ourselves, which is essential for personal growth. But we want to hold our self-concept lightly, rather than let it hook us. Remember the two modes of getting hooked: OBEY and STRUGGLE? In OBEY mode, we give this self-concept all our attention, treat it as the absolute truth and do whatever it tells us. And in STRUGGLE mode we try hard to get rid of it. But neither response is helpful in the long term.
A healthier response is to unhook from ‘The Big Story’ using any method we prefer. We can notice and name it: ‘Here’s the “not good enough” story’. We can drop anchor. We can make room for all those painful feelings the story tends to trigger, while supporting ourselves with kind words and actions. And we can focus and refocus attention on what we’re doing: being fully present while our self-concept ‘hovers’ in the background.
We can also stop trying to convince ourselves ‘I’m a good person’, or to prove or justify our self-worth. Whatever judgments our mind may make about us — whether negative or positive — we can see them for what they are (words and pictures inside our head) and let them come and go like passing cars. Instead, we can hold ‘The Big Story’ lightly, no matter how negative it might be: ‘Thanks, Mind. I know you’re just trying to help by being hard on me.’
The same goes even when the story is positive. By all means let’s acknowledge and appreciate our good points and strengths and successes — but if our mind turns that into a story like ‘I’m wonderful’, ‘I’m brilliant’, ‘I’m the greatest’, ‘I know best’, ‘I’m better than them’, this easily pulls us into arrogance, narcissism, righteousness, overconfidence or a false sense of superiority. So if your mind starts saying you are wonderful, hold it lightly: ‘Thanks, Mind. I know you’re trying to help by being nice to me.’
In other words, don’t get too attached to either positive or negative self-stories. Hold them all lightly. Whether it’s a small story (like a self-judgment) or ‘The Big Story’ (your self-concept), remember when it appears: there is so much more to you than this. This story is a mental construction; a tangle of words and pictures inside your head, bundled up with sensations in your body; and it can’t even begin to encapsulate the richness, fullness and complexity of the whole human being you are. A documentary of Africa is not Africa; and the documentary of you is not you.
In Extra Bits Chapter 19, you’ll find two free audio recordings of exercises to develop your ability to unhook from self-stories. One involves ‘watching’ your thoughts float on by like leaves on a stream; and the other involves ‘listening in’ to your thoughts, as if they are voices on the radio.
Of course, your thinking self will likely disagree with everything in this chapter. It will insist, ‘This is you! This is who you are!’ But with your noticing self, you can step back and see the true nature of these stories: they are words and pictures and sensations, coming and staying and going on that everchanging stage show of life. And you don’t need to OBEY or STRUGGLE with these stories. Instead, you can practise …
Self-acceptance and self-compassion
Self-acceptance involves a realistic self-appraisal — acknowledging our ‘good points’ and our ‘bad points’, our strengths and our weaknesses, our successes and our failures — while unhooking from our self-judgments; accepting we are human, and therefore imperfect.
But to do this isn’t easy. It hurts to acknowledge negative things about ourselves; it triggers many painful thoughts and feelings. So we also need self-compassion: acknowledging how hard and painful it is to be human; naming those harsh self-judgments and ‘thanking our mind’; speaking to ourselves with words of genuine kindness; making room for painful feelings, while holding ourselves kindly.
And at the same time, we take action in line with our values, enhancing our life by doing what matters. And we give our full attention to what we do, so we can do it well and make the most of it.
If we do this over and over (and over again), we will gradually develop a deep sense of self-worth that’s far superior to anything we might achieve by challenging negative thoughts or practising positive affirmations. However, we might need to spend some time on …
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HEALING THE PAST
I’m nine years old, standing outside the headmaster’s office, trembling as I hear him shouting down the phone at my mother. ‘It’s a disgrace!’ he shouts. ‘Your son comes to school unwashed, with smelly hair and dirty clothes, often smelling of urine. I’ve worked in schools in the poorest parts of the city and I’ve never seen kids this badly neglected. I’m sending him home to you now. I’ve informed the social workers and they’re going to come later today.’
The walk home from school only takes five minutes but seems like hours. My mother, still in her dressing gown (which she wears all day long), opens the front door and drags me in by my hair. She slaps me, punches me, pulls my hair over and over again, shouting things like: ‘How could you do this to me? How could you embarrass me like this? Look at you! You’re filthy! You’re disgusting. Why don’t you wash yourself? You’re nine years old, not a baby! How dare you go to school smelly and dirty?’
After the beating ends, she makes me clean up the revolting pigsty of our house, so it will look reasonably respectable for the social workers. Then she tells me to go take a bath and wash my hair.
To be fair to her, my mother was suffering. She herself had a terribly abusive childhood at the hands of my violent grandfather, and had also, during World War II, spent two traumatic years in a Japanese prisoner of war camp. And about a year before the incident above, my father left home and moved to another country, whereupon my mother became deeply depressed. She spent most of her days zoned out on prescription medication: highly addictive sedative drugs, called barbiturates (which are nowadays rarely used). She was struggling so much she was oblivious to my needs.
Meanwhile, I was deeply distressed and wetting the bed every single night. Then in the morning, without washing, I would get myself dressed, make my breakfast and head off to school — all while my mother was still fast asleep. So the headmaster wasn’t exaggerating when he talked about ‘smelling of urine’.
All in all, I had a pretty shitty childhood: lots of neglect, abandonment by my father, abuse from two close relatives. And I know many readers have had tough childhoods too — some of them far worse than mine. One extremely common result of such an upbringing is that the ‘documentary of you’ is extremely negative, and you develop a strong habit of harsh self-judgment. (However, this is also common even when you have a good childhood, for reasons discussed earlier.)
When we’ve got a longstanding habit of harsh self-judgment, and a tendency to cling tightly to that negative documentary of who we are, it makes self-kindness so much harder: we find the prospect of being kind to ourselves odd, unfamiliar, uncomfortable and even anxiety-provoking. So, if you’ve been resisting the self-compassion exercises, rest assured you’re not alone. Many people do. Personally, I struggled with self-compassion for years, until I came across the exercise below, which offers us a way to bypass our resistance. (And if you have been practising self-compassion, this exercise will help you to take it further.)
‘Giving support’ exercises
Many of us find it hard — at least initially — to be compassionate to ourselves as adults: to acknowledge our pain and respond with kindness. But in our imagination, we can travel back in time and ‘find’ the little child we used to be, acknowledge their struggles and their suffering, and reach out to them and offer support. So in this ‘giving support’ exercise, you imagine yourself travelling back in time to your childhood or teenage years; back to a time when you were hurting, suffering or struggling in some way, but the adults around you were not offering the kindness, care and support you really needed. You then imagine the ‘you of today’ giving the ‘younger you’ the support they didn’t have at that time.
Note: do not go directly back in time to some awful, traumatic event. It’s often overwhelming to do that kind of work alone, and it might backfire; if you’re having flashbacks or distressing traumatic memories, find a therapist with specialised training in trauma to help you. In a ‘giving support’ exercise, instead of going back to the traumatic event, you go back to sometime after it occurred; hours, days, or even weeks afterwards.
Once you’ve travelled back in time and found the ‘younger you’, you give them support in any way they want. Most people use compassionate words and gestures, but it’s your imagination, so you can do whatever you like — as long as it’s kind and supportive.
I’m going to take you through a ‘giving support’ exercise now. (If you want my voice to guide you, use the free audio from Chapter 20 of Extra Bits.) The exercise begins with dropping anchor. And if something overwhelming happens (I’m not expecting it — just being cautious), please stop the exercise and drop anchor.
Giving support to the younger you
You are about to do an exercise in imagination. Some people imagine with vivid, colourful pictures; others imagine with vague, fuzzy, unclear pictures; and still others imagine without any pictures at all, instead using words, ideas and concepts. However you imagine is just fine.
You’re going to imagine travelling back in time to visit a younger version of yourself, at some point in your life when you were struggling, and the people around you were unable to give you the care and support you needed. This could be when you were a child, a teenager or a young adult.
Find a comfortable position and spend a few moments dropping anchor: acknowledging what’s going on in your inner world; connecting with your body through moving, stretching or breathing; and engaging in the world around you: noticing what you can see, hear and touch.
Once you’re anchored, either close your eyes or fix your gaze on a spot, and allow yourself to imagine.
Imagine getting into a time machine or portal of some sort, or stepping into some magical glowing light. And imagine this takes you back in time to visit the ‘younger you’, at a time when they are lonely, sad, scared or suffering in some other way.
Step out of the time machine (or magical light) and make contact with the ‘younger you’. Take a good look at this person and get a sense of what they are going through. Are they crying? Are they angry or frightened? Do they feel guilty or ashamed? What does this young person really need: love, kindness, support, understanding, forgiveness, acceptance?
In a kind, calm and gentle voice, tell this ‘younger you’ that you know what has happened, that you know what they’ve been through, that you know how much they are hurting.
Tell this ‘younger you’ that they don’t need anyone else to validate that experience because you know.
Tell this ‘younger you’ that they got through this difficult patch in their life, and it is now a distant memory.
Tell this ‘younger you’ that you are here, that you know how much this truly hurts and you want to help in any way you can.
Ask this young person if there’s anything they need or want from you — and whatever they ask for, give it to them. If they ask you to take them somewhere special, go ahead and do it. Offer a hug, a kiss, kind words or a gift of some sort. This is an exercise in imagination, so you can give them anything they want. If this ‘younger you’ doesn’t know what they want or doesn’t trust you, then let them know that’s fine; they don’t need to say or do anything.
Tell this young person anything you think they need to hear to help them understand what has happened, and (if this has been happening) to help them stop blaming themself.
Tell them that you are here for them, that you care and you’ll do whatever you can to help them get through this.
Continue to radiate caring and kindness towards this young person in any way you can think of: through words, gestures, deeds — or, if you prefer, through magic or telepathy.
Once you have a sense that this ‘younger you’ has accepted your caring and kindness, it’s time to bid farewell. Give them a gift of some sort to symbolise the connection between you. This could be a toy or teddy bear for a younger child; for someone older, perhaps it’s an item of clothing, a book, a high tech gadget, a magical object or anything else that springs to mind.
Say goodbye and let them know that you’ll come back to visit again. Then get in your time machine (or step into the light) and come back to the present.
Now drop anchor for a minute or so. Acknowledge what’s showing up inside you. Connect with your body — have a good long stretch. Engage with the world around you: use your eyes and ears, and notice where you are and what you’re doing.
I hope you found that exercise helpful; that it helped you tap into a sense of self-compassion. It’s often helpful to do this regularly; indeed, on each occasion you do it, you might choose to visit a different point in time.
After completing the exercise, ask yourself: How can I treat myself the way I treated that young child? What are small words or actions of kindness, caring and support that I can offer myself as I go about my day?
Echoes of the past
We can’t alter what has happened in the past, but we don’t have to let it dictate who we are. Our past history has influenced the way we think, feel and act — but no matter what eventuated and how it impacted us, we can at any point learn new ways of being in the world and making the most of life here and now.
Echoes of the past will continue to arise in the present. Old patterns of thinking will reactivate; old patterns of behaviour will reassert themselves; and old patterns of feeling will reoccur within the body, especially when ‘old wounds’ open up. We can’t eliminate them, but we can get better and better at consciously noticing these old patterns and responding effectively when they occur. In the Acknowledge phase of dropping anchor, we might say ‘Here’s some old programming showing up’ or ‘Here’s that old pattern again’. When noticing and naming thoughts, we might say ‘Here’s an old voice from the past’. When making room, we might say, ‘Here’s pain from an old wound’.
And if old memories are haunting you, then as well as using all the strategies above, you can pause for a moment and consider:
▪Does this memory have something useful to offer?
▪What does it tell you that you care about?
▪What values does it remind you of?
What does it suggest you could do in the world today, to help make it better or prevent things like this happening again?
These difficult memories are yet another example of your mind being an overly helpful friend, trying way too hard to help you learn or grow from your past experiences. So, see if you can find something of use within them. You won’t always succeed, but often you will.
Then once you’ve finished with those memories, bring your attention back to the present. Notice where you are, and what you’re doing — right here, right now. Because every time you do this, you’re helping yourself to develop …
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THE ART OF APPRECIATION
Have you ever gazed in wonder at a brilliant sunset or an impossibly large full moon, or the ocean waves crashing on a rocky shore? Ever looked adoringly into the eyes of your child or your partner? Revelled in the aroma of baking pies or the fragrant scent of jasmine or roses? Listened in delight to a singing bird, a purring cat or the laughter of a small child?
Every day offers a wealth of opportunities to appreciate the world we live in. Practising your focusing and savouring skills will help you make the most of your life right now, even as you’re taking action to change it for the better. Popular expressions like, ‘Count your blessings’ and ‘Stop and smell the roses’ point to the abundance in our lives. We are surrounded by wonderful things but, sadly, we usually take them for granted. So here are a few suggestions for waking up and experiencing the richness of the world around you:
▪When you eat something, take the opportunity to savour it, to fully taste it. Let your thoughts come and go, and focus on the sensations in your mouth. Most of the time when we eat and drink, we’re scarcely aware of what we’re doing. Given that eating is a pleasurable activity, why not take the time to appreciate it fully? Instead of wolfing your food down, eat it slowly — actually chew it. (After all, you wouldn’t watch a video on fast-forward, so why eat your food that way?)
▪Next time it’s raining, pay attention to the sound of it: the rhythm, the pitch, the ebb and flow of the volume. And notice the intricate patterns of the raindrops on the windows. And when it stops, go for a walk and notice the freshness of the air, and the way the footpaths glisten as if they’d been polished.
▪Next time it’s sunny, take a few moments to appreciate the warmth and the light. Notice how everything brightens: houses, flowers, trees, the sky, people. Go for a walk, listen to the birds and notice how the sun feels against your skin.
▪When you hug or kiss someone — or even shake hands — fully engage in it. Notice what you can feel. Let your warmth and openness flow through that contact.
▪Look with new eyes at the people you care about, as if you’d never seen them before. Do this with your spouse or partner, friends, family, children, co-workers, colleagues. Notice how they walk, talk, eat and drink, and gesture with their faces, bodies and hands. Notice their facial expressions. Notice the lines of their faces and the colour of their eyes.
▪Before you get out of bed in the morning, take a few slow, gentle breaths in and out, and focus on the movement of your lungs. Cultivate a sense of wonder that you are alive, that your lungs have provided you with oxygen all night long, even while you were fast asleep.
▪In Extra Bits Chapter 21, do the audio exercise ‘Appreciating your hand’. You won’t believe this until you try it, but you will appreciate your hand in a whole new way. You’ll be amazed at how you normally just ‘take it for granted’.
Enjoy, but don’t cling
So far in this book, we’ve spent a lot of time on uncomfortable thoughts and feelings, but precious little on appreciating the pleasant ones. This is deliberate. As we explored earlier, the more importance we place on having pleasant feelings, the more we’ll struggle against the uncomfortable ones, creating and intensifying the whole vicious cycle of struggle and suffering. Pleasant feelings will come and go, just like every other feeling. So, let’s enjoy them and appreciate them when they visit, but let’s not cling to them!
In other words, next time you’re feeling happy or calm, joyful or content or some other pleasant emotion, take the opportunity to fully notice what that feels like. Notice what you feel in your body. Notice how you’re breathing, talking or gesturing. Notice any urges, thoughts, memories, sensations and images. Take a few moments to appreciate this emotion; to enjoy it. But don’t try to hold onto it. Treat pleasant feelings the same way as your difficult ones: acknowledge them, allow them, and let them freely come and stay and go in their own good time.
Making the most of it
As you open your eyes and notice the things you’ve previously taken for granted, you’ll notice more opportunities, you’ll be more stimulated and interested, you’ll find more contentment and your relationships will improve. I like to put it like this: Life gives most to those who make the most of what life gives.
Be present, open up, do what matters
This brings us to the end of Part 2 of this book. So far we’ve focused mainly on your abilities to ‘be present’ (focus your attention on what’s important, notice and engage in what you’re doing) and ‘open up’ (unhook from thoughts and feelings and allow them to freely come and stay and go). In Part 3, we’re going to develop your ability to ‘do what matters’: to get in touch with your values and translate them into effective, life-enhancing actions.
These three short phrases — be present, open up, do what matters — pretty much summarise the whole ACT model. The greater our ability to be present and open up, the easier it is to unhook from difficult thoughts and feelings, and interrupt our away moves. And the more we do what matters, the better life gets. The diagram below maps this out.
The technical term for our ability to ‘be present, open up and do what matters’ is ‘psychological flexibility’. And the research is crystal clear: the greater our psychological flexibility, the greater our health, wellbeing and happiness.
Of course, as we take action to create the life we want, we will face many fears, obstacles and challenges — so uncomfortable thoughts and feelings are inevitable. But more and more, through being present and opening up (dropping anchor, noticing and naming, making room, self-compassion, focusing and refocusing, savouring and appreciating, etc.) we can overcome such barriers, and do what it takes to build a better life.
PART 3
HOW TO MAKE LIFE MEANINGFUL
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A LIFE WORTH LIVING
A few years back, my good friend Fred started up a business venture that went horribly wrong. As a result, he and his wife lost almost everything they owned, including their house. In dire financial straits, they decided to move from the city out to the country, so they could live somewhere decent with affordable rent. There Fred found a job at a local boarding school that catered to foreign students, mainly teenagers from China and Korea.
This job was totally unrelated to Fred’s previous business experience. His duties involved maintaining order and security in the boarding house, ensuring that the kids did their homework and making sure they went to bed at the right time. He would also sleep in the boarding house overnight and help the children get organised for school the next morning.
Many people in Fred’s shoes would have been deeply depressed. After all, he’d lost his business, his house, his savings, and now he was stuck in a low-paying job that kept him away from his wife five nights a week! But Fred realised he had two choices: he could dwell on his losses, beat himself up and make himself miserable — or he could make the most of it.
Fortunately, he chose the latter.
Fred tapped into his core values: being helpful, supportive, caring and encouraging. In line with these values, he began to teach the children useful skills, such as how to iron their clothes and cook simple meals. He also organised the school’s first-ever talent contest and helped the kids film a humorous documentary about student life. On top of this, he became the students’ unofficial counsellor. Many of them came to him for help and advice in dealing with their various troubles: relationship difficulties, family issues, problems with studies and so on. None of these things were part of Fred’s job description and he didn’t get any extra pay for doing them; he did them purely and simply because he was acting on his values of giving and caring. And as a result, a job that could have been tedious and unfulfilling became meaningful and satisfying.
Did Fred have lots of painful thoughts and feelings? You betcha! He was hurting badly — as would anyone facing a big reality gap, with no chance of closing it any time soon. When Fred chose to live by his values, that didn’t magically sort out all his problems and make him live happily ever after. But it did improve his quality of life, making it more meaningful and fulfilling. Imagine if he’d gone through each day at work hooked by thoughts like ‘Life sucks!’, ‘I hate this job’, ‘I’ve ruined everything’, ‘I’m a hopeless loser’. How much would he have missed out on, had he spent his days lost in his thoughts and struggling with his feelings, instead of living by his values and being present?
Values and goals
In Chapter 10, I described values as our heart’s deepest desires for how we want to behave; how we want to treat ourselves, others and the world around us. I’ll explain this in more detail shortly, but first let’s consider the benefits of knowing and using our values:
▪ One, they help us make wiser choices, so we can do things that tend to work better.
▪ Two, they’re like an inner compass that can guide us, help us find our way and give us a sense of purpose.
▪ Three, they provide motivation, giving us the strength to do what really matters.
▪ Four, when life is dull and grey, they add some colour.
▪ And five, when you act on them they give you a sense of fulfilment — a sense of being true to yourself, living life your way, behaving like the sort of person you really want to be.
It’s important to know the difference between values and goals. A value is a quality we desire to bring to our behaviour; a quality that guides the words we use and how we say them, and the actions we take and how we do them. In contrast, a goal describes what we want to have, get, achieve or complete. So if you want to ‘have a great job’ that’s a goal; but if you want to ‘be responsible and reliable’ those are values. Here are some more examples:
▪ To ‘find a partner’: goal. To ‘be loving’ (whether or not you have a partner): value.
▪ To ‘buy a house’ for your family to live in: goal. To ‘be supportive and caring’ towards your family (whether or not you buy a house): values.
▪ To ‘go travelling overseas’: goal. To ‘be curious, open, appreciative’ while you are travelling (even if you’re just on your way to work): values.
▪ To ‘have a child’: goal. To ‘be loving and nurturing’ (whether or not you have a child): values.
▪ To ‘have lots of friends’, ‘make people like me’ or ‘be popular’: goals. To ‘be warm, open and understanding’ (whether or not you have lots of friends): values.
▪ To ‘recover from this physical illness’ or ‘heal this injury’: goals. To ‘be self-caring, self-supportive, self-compassionate’ (no matter what state your physical health is in): values.
Notice in each example above, you can live by the values whether or not you achieve the goal in question. So if you want to obtain a degree, become rich or famous or powerful, own a house or a car, have a good body, get other people to treat you well or recover from an illness … those are all goals. Values are how you want to treat yourself, others and the world around you — both now and in the future — while you are pursuing your goals, when you achieve your goals and when you don’t achieve your goals.
Think of values as ‘what you want to bring to life’s table’. On the vast table of life, there are many dishes. Some of these dishes we love, like our favourite food or music, or a warm and caring connection with a close companion. Some of these dishes we hate, like a terrible illness or the death of a loved one. And the rest of the dishes are somewhere in between.
From moment to moment, the dishes on life’s table continually change. And we may rant about the dishes we want that are not there, or rage against those we wish had not been served. But although these are normal reactions, they are not helpful. A more useful approach is to consider: What do we want to bring to life’s table? No matter how that table is set, there is always much we can bring to it: love, kindness, caring, curiosity, openness, courage, wisdom, self-compassion or any other values we choose. We can consciously bring these qualities into being through our words, our deeds and our actions. And this is what we mean when we talk of ‘living by our values’.
In Chapter 10 we discussed people living in refugee camps in conditions of scarcity and adversity that most of us can barely imagine, where all sorts of privileges that we take for granted — like freedom, food, water, housing, medical care and electricity — are completely out of their reach. Yet they are still able to live by their values in little ways, every day; and the more they do so, the better their quality of life within the camp. This is such an important insight, especially if you are in a situation that deprives you of what you want most, or stops you from doing many of the things you want to (e.g. if you’re in a prison or hospital, stuck in an awful job or suffering from a chronic illness or injury).
However, living by our values doesn’t mean we give up on all our goals. Let’s go back to Fred. He stayed in that job because he needed to earn money to live; and every day at work, he continued to live his values. However, he didn’t give up on his goal of finding work he genuinely wanted. He’d always been an excellent organiser and administrator, with a particular interest in theatrical and musical events, and this was the area he most wanted to work in. Eventually, after many months of unsuccessfully applying for all sorts of jobs, Fred found one as the organiser of a local arts festival. It was a job that fulfilled him, paid him well and allowed him to spend a lot more time with his wife.
Fred’s story serves as a great example of how we can live by our values even as we continue to pursue our goals. It’s also a good example of how we can improve any job — even if it’s one we don’t want — by bringing our values to the table. That way, even while we search or train for a better job, we can get more satisfaction from the one we have. In Chapter 22 we’re going to look at how to set realistic goals and maximise your chances of achieving them — but for now we’re going to keep the focus on values. Why? Because a life that’s heavily goal-focused is a life of chronic discontentment. To understand why, let’s consider …
Two kids in the back of a car
There are two kids in the back of a car, and Mum’s taking them to Disneyland, a three-hour drive away. One kid is totally fixated on the goal: Get to Disneyland! He’s sitting on the edge of his seat, impatient, frustrated. Every few minutes he’s whining, ‘Are we there, yet?’, ‘I’m bored’, ‘How much longer?’ (Does this sound familiar?)
The second kid has exactly the same goal — get to Disneyland! — but he’s also in touch with his values of playfulness and curiosity; so he’s playing games like ‘I spy with my little eye’ and looking out of the window, noticing the cows and sheep in the fields, admiring the giant trucks zooming past, waving at friendly pedestrians. He’s living in the moment, appreciating where he is rather than fixating on where he’s not.
When they reach Disneyland both kids will be happy because they achieved their goal — but only one of them enjoyed the trip. Then on the way home, the first kid is whining, ‘Are we there yet?’ while the other is again making the most of the journey.
Now suppose a different scenario: the car breaks down on the way to Disneyland, so the kids never get there; both are disappointed, but which one has had the most rewarding journey?
When we go through life like the first kid, it’s exhausting: continually chasing goal after goal after goal. The mind hooks us with this story: ‘I’ll be happy after I get this job, lose weight, find a partner get a promotion, have a child, buy a car, finish this project …’ And if we let this story run our life, we will experience looooong periods of dissatisfaction and frustration, while we frantically pursue those goals — punctuated by brief moments of happiness if we achieve them. (And even those pleasant feelings quickly evaporate as soon as the next goal looms). The values-focused life will always be more fulfilling than the goal-focused life because we get to appreciate every step of the journey as we move towards our goals (even if we don’t achieve them).
A life worth living
Many of my clients ask questions like, ‘What’s the point of life?’, ‘Is this all there is?’, ‘Why don’t I feel excited about anything?’, ‘Why is my life so dull/empty/boring?’ Others say things like, ‘Life sucks!’, ‘Maybe the world would be better off without me’, ‘I have nothing to offer’, ‘Sometimes I wish I could go to bed and never wake up again’. Such thoughts are commonplace not just among the 10 per cent of adults who suffer from depression at any given time, but also among the rest of the population. And values provide a powerful antidote: a way to give your life purpose and meaning.
Any activity we do will be more meaningful and fulfilling if it’s motivated primarily by our values. We can go to work in OBEY mode, hooked by rules like ‘I have to do this job to pay the bills’. And we can go to work in STRUGGLE mode, trying to avoid difficult thoughts and feelings: ‘Working helps me escape feeling like a loser’. Alternatively, we can go to work motivated by our values: ‘I’m living my values: being supportive and caring for my family’.
Likewise, when we’re at work we can go through the day hooked by ‘This job sucks’. Or we can treat each day as an opportunity to live by our values, such as being helpful, honest and cooperative. This won’t turn a dull job into a dream job, but it will make it more meaningful and fulfilling. And the same holds true for everything we ever do, especially all those dull, tedious or stressful things we need to do to make our life better.
But hey, that’s enough of the theory. Let’s do something more practical.
Connect and reflect
The ‘connect and reflect’ exercise involves thinking about someone you care about and reflecting on what you like to do together. (If you can’t visualise it, that’s not a problem; just get a sense of it.)
Part A
Think of someone you care about who is active in your life today — someone who treats you well, who you like to spend time with. And remember a time, recent or distant, when you were together, doing an activity you like. This needn’t be anything dramatic; it could just be hanging out together, having a drink or a meal, playing a game, going for a walk, swimming at the beach, having a chat, going for a drive, hugging and kissing, kicking a ball around, playing with the kids … any activity you enjoy.
Once you’ve picked a memory, make it as vivid as possible. Relive it as if it is happening here and now. Sense it, feel it, recreate it. Where are you? What are you doing? What can you see, hear, touch, taste or smell?
Notice the other person in this memory — what do they look like? How are they dressed? What are they saying or doing? What’s their tone of voice, the expression on their face, their body posture?
Make the most of this memory. Let yourself feel it. What does it feel like to be doing something you enjoy with someone who treats you well? Appreciate it. Lap it up. Savour it.
Please do this for at least a minute, before moving on.
Part B
Now step back and look at the memory as if you’re watching it on a TV screen (or get a sense of studying/examining the memory.)
Now focus on yourself as you are inside that memory. What are you saying and doing? How are you interacting with the other person?
In particular, notice: how are you treating the other person? How are you responding to them?
For example, are you being open, loving, kind, fun-loving, playful, light-heated, connected, engaged, interested, appreciative, honest, real, curious, courageous, intimate, sensual, creative, enthusiastic?
Really think about this for a minute: what qualities are you bringing to the table?
Now consider: What does this remind you about the way you want to treat other people? And the sort of relationships you want to build?
Please think about this carefully for a minute or two.
Now please do this experiment again, but this time choose another pleasant memory that involves a different person.
Again: What does this tell you about the way you want to treat others, and the sort of relationships you want to build?
Now please do this one last time, but this time choose a memory of doing something enjoyable, meaningful or satisfying by yourself.
Then consider: What does this remind you about the way you want to treat yourself? And the sort of relationship you want to build with yourself?
How did you go? For some people these experiments give rise to ‘warm and fuzzy’ feelings. For others, they trigger painful thoughts and feelings. And both types of reaction are completely normal.
But the point of these exercises isn’t to trigger any particular feelings; it’s to help you connect with some values. Were you able to do so? Did you get a sense of who you want to be in the relationship you picked? A sense of how you want to treat the other person and/or yourself? See if you can come up with at least three or four values you connected with. (And if difficult thoughts and feelings are showing up, use your unhooking skills: thank your mind, make room, and treat yourself kindly.)
Now before the next experiment, let’s quickly touch on two important points about values.
Values are not rules
‘Rules’ are basically commands, orders, laws imposed by your mind. Like a tyrant, your mind tells you: ‘You must OBEY these rules. And if you don’t, something very bad will happen!’ so if you’re feeling heavy, burdened or trapped, you are probably hooked by rules rather than connecting with your values. Here are some examples to illustrate the difference:
Being loving = value
I MUST always be loving, no matter what! = rule
Being kind = value
I SHOULD be kind at all times, even when people are abusive = rule
Being efficient = value
I HAVE TO ALWAYS be efficient, and MUST NEVER make any mistakes = rule
Basically, rules are strict instructions your mind says you have to obey. They usually contain words like have to, must, ought, should, right, wrong, always, never, do this, don’t do that, can’t until, won’t unless, can’t because and so on. There are always many ways to act upon our values, even in the most difficult situations. Rules, in contrast, massively narrow our options: the more strictly we OBEY them, the less choice we have.
Of course, rules are often useful; it’s good to know which side of the road we have to drive on. But many of our self-imposed rules keep us stuck: ‘I must do it perfectly — and if I can’t, there’s no point in doing it’, ‘I have to drink to cope’, ‘I shouldn’t let people get close because they’ll hurt me’, ‘I have to always put others first; their needs are more important than mine’. The more hooked we are by our rules, the stronger the compulsion to follow them — and the greater the anxiety that shows up when we bend or disobey them.
In addition, when rules hook us they ‘suck all the life’ out of our values. When we live by our values flexibly, we have a sense of meaning, purpose, empowerment or vitality; but when we get hooked by rules we experience pressure, obligation, heaviness, shame, guilt, anxiety, a sense of being trapped.
Naturally, then, we want to unhook from rules, while digging out the values buried beneath them. All the usual unhooking methods can help. For example, we can ‘notice and name’: ‘I’m noticing the rule that I have to XYZ’, or ‘Aha! Here’s that rule again.’ Or we can ‘thank our mind’: ‘Thanks, Mind. I know you’re trying to help by giving me strong guidelines on how to live. And I’m going to take a different approach and see how that works.’ Or if the compulsion to obey the rule is very strong, we can drop anchor.
Values continually ‘move’
Our values are like the continents on a globe of the world. No matter how fast you spin that globe, you can never see all the continents at the same time; some are always moving to the back, others coming to the front. So, throughout the day, the positions of your values change: as you change roles and move into different situations, some values come to the foreground, while others recede into the background.
This means we often need to prioritise which values we act on in a given situation. For example, when it comes to close relationships, we might have values such as being loving and caring. But if we have a parent who is continually hostile and abusive to us, we might cut off all contact with that person because our values around self-protection and self-respect take priority. However, our values around being loving and caring haven’t disappeared; we’ve just moved them to the ‘back of the globe’ in that specific relationship. Meanwhile, in our good, healthy relationships, loving and caring remain ‘at the front of the globe’.
The values checklist: revisited
In Chapter 10 I asked you to read through a values checklist and assess which ones seem important to you and which ones don’t. Given all the extra skills and knowledge you have now, I encourage you to go back and do it again. You might find the experiment gives you different results this time around. Or you might not. Either way, it’s worth doing again, if only to give you more clarity about what your values are. So please do this now, before reading on.
Did you do it? Was it easy or difficult? Did uncomfortable thoughts and feelings show up? Was it the same or different to last time? People have vastly different experiences doing any sort of work with values; a few find it easy, most find it challenging and some find it incredibly painful or anxiety-provoking. So if painful thoughts and feelings do show up, please don’t give up; utilise all those unhooking skills, and treat yourself kindly.
Barriers
Our mind can throw up all sorts of barriers to hold us back from our values. After doing this exercise, Karl said sadly, ‘I’ll be honest with you, Russ. I want to say “loving” and “kind,” but when I look at what I’ve been doing — how bitchy and mean and selfish I’ve been — it’s pretty obvious those aren’t my values.’ This is a common misunderstanding. Many people assume that our problematic, destructive or self-defeating behaviours reflect our core values. But research shows us the very opposite; such behaviours rarely if ever reflect our values. The reason we do these things is because we get hooked by our thoughts and feelings and pulled away from our values.
So I reminded Karl that values are desired qualities of behaviour. I told him, ‘Values describe how we want to behave, in a world where we could choose. So if there’s any value you’d like to have, want to have, aspire to have — then by definition, it’s already your value; it’s a quality of behaviour you desire. If you’d like to be loving, then “being loving” is one of your values. If you want to be kind, then “kindness” is one of your values.’
‘But I’m not doing anything kind or loving’, said Karl.
‘So you’ve highlighted something important,’ I replied. ‘You’ve hit on the very important difference between values and actions. For any given value, you can either act on it, or not. If you want to act on the values of kindness or being loving, then even if you’ve never done so in your life, you can start today.’
‘But how do I know if these are my real values?’ asked Karl. This is a common question, and I usually answer it with an old English saying …
‘The proof of the pudding is in the eating’
Suppose there’s a delicious pudding (or some other dessert if you’re not keen on puddings … or a pizza, if you don’t like desserts … or a fruit salad if you don’t like pizza) and it’s there, freshly made, on the table in front of you. It looks and smells delicious — but is it? You can analyse it, ponder it, question it, contemplate it, philosophise about it for hours on end … but no matter how much you think about it, you still won’t know how good or bad it tastes. The only way to know is to eat some.
It’s the same with your values. If you don’t know whether they’re ‘really yours’, you won’t resolve that issue by ruminating or philosophising about it. The only way to know is to act on those values; to experiment with bringing them into your life and notice what happens as you do. If you find that when you act on them, you get a sense of being more like the person you want to be, then you know you’re on the right track; if you don’t get that sense, then you can experiment with some different values.
Flavouring and savouring
People often get overwhelmed because they try to change their whole lives overnight. That’s a recipe for stress and failure. The trick is to think small; take baby steps. Look for little ways to get better at living by your values. Over time, these small steps have large effects. With that in mind, I’m going to suggest another practice, called ‘flavouring and savouring’.
Each morning, choose one or two values you want to bring into play. So, for example, you might pick the values of ‘being helpful’ and ‘being open’ or the values of ‘being kind’ and ‘being courageous’. This is an ongoing experiment, so you can change the values you’re playing with daily or weekly, as desired.
(If you can’t decide which values to pick, then work your way alphabetically down through the list. Experiment with them and notice what happens. Try them on for size, like a new suit. If it’s a good fit, well and good. But if not, try on some others.)
As you go through your day, look out for opportunities to ‘sprinkle’ those values into your activities — especially into your relationships with other people. In other words, whatever you’re saying or doing, by yourself or with others, see if you can give it the flavour of those values (as long as that seems appropriate for the situation).
And as you flavour it, savour it! Notice what you’re doing, give it your full attention, be fully present and actively appreciate the experience — just like savouring your favourite food or music.
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ONE STEP AT A TIME
Have you ever sculpted a beautiful statue from a rough block of marble? No, nor have I. But I’ve seen sculptors in movies, and one thing’s for sure: they don’t chip away at the marble in ten different places simultaneously. They make one chip at a time. And bit by bit, one small chip at a time, that rough block of stone becomes something wondrous.
The same principle applies to building a better life. If you try to work on too many areas simultaneously, you’ll end up highly stressed, increasingly anxious, or get overwhelmed and give up. The trick is to think small: focus on making small changes in one aspect of life at a time. Over time, those small changes have large effects. (And if your mind starts protesting, ‘No! That’s not good enough. I need to sort my whole life out now!’ … well, you know the drill.)
Sometimes people say to me, ‘Yeah, that sounds good in theory, but that won’t work in my situation. When you’re up against what I have to deal with, there’s nothing you can do.’ I never try to debate this issue with them; instead, I introduce them to …
The challenge formula
No matter how difficult our situation, we always have choices. Whatever sort of challenge we face, our three options are:
1. Leave.
2. Stay, and live by your values: do whatever you can to improve the situation, make room for the pain that goes with it and treat yourself kindly.
3. Stay — but do things that either make no difference or make it worse.
Now of course, option 1 — leave — isn’t always possible. For example, if you’re in prison, you can’t just leave. But if leaving the situation is an option, seriously consider it. If you’re in a high-conflict relationship, a meaningless job, an undesirable neighbourhood, is your life likely to be better if you leave rather than stay?
If you can’t leave, won’t leave or don’t see it as the best option available, then you are down to options 2 and 3. And unfortunately, option 3 comes naturally to all of us; in challenging situations, we easily get hooked by difficult thoughts and feelings and pulled into self-defeating patterns of behaviour that either keep us stuck or make things worse.
So if option 1 isn’t on the table, the path to a better life lies in option 2: do whatever you can to improve the situation. Very importantly, this includes reaching out to others who can help and support you. And it might also involve joining groups or movements that actively work towards making positive changes in your culture, society or community.
Of course, you can’t expect to feel happy when you’re in a difficult situation; you will inevitably have lots of painful thoughts and feelings. So the second half of option 2 — make room for your pain, and treat yourself kindly — is essential.
In Chapter 10 I mentioned an ACT program used by the World Health Organization in refugee camps around the world. The challenge formula is a central pillar of that program. Obviously, refugees can’t just leave their camp, stop the war or end the persecution they’ve fled from, so option 1 isn’t available. But option 2 is. Within the camp, the many little values-based actions someone makes throughout each day — such as being friendly and supportive to other people, practising self-compassion or actively savouring a meal — have a significant impact on their life. And the same is true for all of us. So let’s now look at how we can practically do this.
Four domains of life
To ensure you don’t get overwhelmed by trying to work on too many things simultaneously, let’s divide life into four main domains: Work, Love, Play, Health. The aim is to work on just one domain at a time. We’re using these terms very broadly, as follows:
▪ ‘Work’ is an umbrella term for paid work, volunteer work or domestic/caregiver work. It also includes training and education, both formal (like a course or apprenticeship) or informal (e.g. from reading books, watching documentaries or having a friend teach you how to do something).
▪ ‘Love’ is a catch-all phrase for relationships with people you consider important in your life. This could include your partner, parents, friends or relatives, or even work colleagues; anyone with whom you have (or wish to build) a strong bond.
▪ ‘Play’ encapsulates everything you do for rest and recreation: your sports, hobbies or creative outlets; the things you do for fun, relaxation or to explore the world around you.
▪ ‘Health’ refers to all the things you do to look after your physical wellbeing, psychological wellbeing and (if relevant) your spiritual/religious wellbeing. This can include exercising, healthy cooking and eating, getting into nature, reading books like this one, seeing a coach or therapist, practising your unhooking skills, self-compassion, prayer, meditation, yoga, community work and so on.
These four domains all overlap, which is good because it facilitates the ‘domino effect’: small changes in one area of life have positive ‘knock-on’ effects in others.
In the table below there are four squares, one for each life domain. (You can print a copy from Chapter 23 of Extra Bits.) Please feel free to subdivide squares if you wish. For example, some people split the ‘Love’ box into friends/partner/children, or the ‘Health’ box into physical/psychological, or the ‘Work’ box into paid/volunteer.
Please write down between one and three values inside each square (or subdivision). Choose the values that seem most important to you; values you want to start or keep putting into play, within that domain. (You may find that some values appear in several squares, or subdivisions, whereas others appear in only one.)
After you’ve done that, score on average how well you’ve lived by these values (i.e. how much they’ve influenced your words and actions) over the last week: 10 = very well, and 0 = not at all. I emphasise ‘on average’ because from moment to moment, how well we live our values varies massively. One moment, we’re being who we want to be; the next, we get hooked by our thoughts and feelings and pulled into away moves, saying and doing things that are far removed from the person we want to be. (And if you have subdivided a box, give a score for each subdivision.)
The values square
Please do this before reading on.
How did you go? Did some difficult thoughts and feelings show up as you did that? If so, that’s completely normal; almost everyone finds their scores are lower than they’d like, and our mind is quick to judge us, so guilt, shame or anxiety often arises. And you know the routine: allow those thoughts and feelings to be there, thank your mind for its input, be kind to yourself and focus on what you’re doing. The next step is to set …
A short-term goal in just one domain
Pick one of those four domains (or one subdivision of a domain) to work on for the week ahead. That’s right, just one domain and only for the week ahead. It’s important to start small, because if we try to make too many changes at once we’ll get overwhelmed and give up.
Over time, the idea is to work on all domains of our life, and set medium-term and long-term goals, too (we’ll get to that in later chapters). But if we want to be successful in that endeavour, we need to go slow. Remember that ancient Chinese proverb: ‘A journey of a thousand miles begins with one step’. And Aesop’s famous fable: ‘Little by little does the trick’. And the old proverb: ‘Mighty oaks from tiny acorns grow’. And the well-known saying … oh, enough already; I’m sure you get the point.
So your aim now is to set a short-term goal for your chosen domain — something you can do in the next few hours or days, in line with the values you’ve chosen. But first, a few important tips on goal-setting:
Not too easy, not too hard
If your goal’s too easy, that’s not personal growth. It should stretch you a little, pull you out of your comfort zone. But if it’s too hard, you’ll either give up or try and fail. So find the middle ground.
No emotional goals
Don’t set emotional goals that describe how you want to feel. They will only pull you back into self-defeating struggle strategies.
No ‘dead person’s goals’
A ‘dead person’s goal’ is one that a corpse can do better than you. For example, if you want to stop smoking — that’s something a dead body can do better than you because, no matter what, they’ll definitely never smoke again. (Unless you cremate them.)10
Any goal that is about not doing something is a dead person’s goal; corpses are truly brilliant at not doing things. So to convert it to a ‘live person’s goal’ (i.e. something that a live person can do better than a dead one) you need to ask yourself: ‘If I don’t do this activity, what will I do instead?’ For example: ‘Instead of smoking a cigarette, I’ll drop anchor, surf the urge to smoke, and do some stretching, or go for a walk, or mindfully drink a glass of water.’ (That is definitely something you can do better than a corpse.)
Make it specific
It’s important to be specific about the actions you will take. For instance, ‘I’ll go swimming for 30 minutes, twice a week’ or ‘I’ll go for a ten-minute walk every lunchtime’, as opposed to making vague statements like ‘I’ll do more exercise.’
Also, specify when and where you’ll do it. For example, ‘I’ll go for a run in the park right after work on Wednesday.’
Make it realistic
Ensure the goal is realistic, given your current resources. Your resources include time, money, energy, physical health, skills, knowledge and the help and support of others. So, for example, if your physical health is impaired, going for a run or working out at the gym might be unrealistic, but it might be realistic to go for a walk. And remember, this is a short-term goal: you need to be able to realistically do this within the next week.
Anticipate difficult thoughts and feelings
When you leave the comfort zone, what shows up? Yup, that’s right: discomfort. So expect that reason-giving machine in your head to come up with all sorts of reasons not to do this. And likewise, expect uncomfortable feelings — especially anxiety — to show up in your body. What thoughts and feelings do you think are likely to show up for you? (Often they show up even as you’re doing this exercise.) Are you willing to make room for these difficult thoughts and feelings in order to move towards the life you want? (If the answer is ‘no’, you’ll need to go back and change your goal: reduce the difficulty; make it smaller, simpler, easier.)
So, are you ready to go ahead? Research shows you’re far likelier to take action if you write down your goals than if you just think about them. So please, for the sake of a better life, go get a pen — and either write in the book, or copy the diagram below onto some paper, or download the worksheet from Extra Bits — and take a few minutes to fill it in.
Please do this now, before reading on.
Putting your values into play
Did you do the previous exercise? Sometimes people try to skip this bit. If that’s you, gotcha! You will be tracked down, captured and tickled mercilessly until you repent for your sin. Seriously, though, please don’t skip it. This may seem like a lot of hard work right now, but after some practice it will start to come naturally, without the need for all this planning.
Earlier, we talked about effective goal-setting and action-planning as an alternative to worrying. This is what I meant. It may seem like a hassle, but you’ll find it’s a lot less time-consuming than worrying. And a lot more productive. And like any skill, it gets easier with practice. Over time, you’ll be able to go straight from values to actions in three quick steps:
1. First you ask yourself, as you deal with this aspect of your life: ‘Who do I want to be?’ or ‘What do I want to stand for?’
2. Then once you’ve tapped into a couple of values, you ask yourself: ‘How am I going to put these values into play? What can I say or do?’
3. Finally you ask yourself: ‘Am I willing to make room for the discomfort this will involve?’
Does this all sound a bit contrived — too orderly, detailed, structured? Wondering what happened to good old spontaneity, to taking life as it comes? Rest assured, there will be plenty of room for spontaneity once you’re moving in the right direction. But first, you’ve got to get moving!
A few examples
Remember Soula? She had just turned 33 and was feeling sad and lonely because she was still single while all her friends were in long-term relationships. In the domain of ‘Love’, soula’s values were being loving, caring, open, sensual and fun-loving. She was able to live these values in her closest relationships with friends, family and herself. However, she also wanted to live them with a partner — which she didn’t currently have. So her major long-term goal was: find a partner. So I asked her to come up with a short-term goal that she could do in the next week; something that would move her a step closer to the long-term goal. She decided to join an online dating service, create her profile and spend at least one hour looking through potential candidates.
As she started on the task, she was surprised at how much anxiety showed up. Her reason-giving machine told her that it would be a total waste of time and money, and all the guys would be losers, conmen or psychopaths. But she thanked her mind for trying to keep her safe, made room for her anxiety and went ahead.
Now let’s return to Donna. After she had come to terms with the deaths of her loved ones and given up drinking alcohol, Donna faced the daunting task of rebuilding her life, piece by piece. She had lost a lot of weight and her body was in terrible condition, so now, on top of everything else, she was continually worrying about her health and the damage she’d done to her liver. Because of this, she chose to focus on the domain of ‘Health’. Her main values here were self-caring and self-encouragement. Her short-term goals were: eat a healthy lunch; follow it with a fifteen-minute walk; and go to bed at 11 p.m. (instead of 2 a.m.). Now I’m sure you noticed that’s actually three goals, not one. It’s fine to set more than one goal if you prefer, as long as it seems realistic and not overwhelming.
In her first week, Donna managed to eat the healthy lunch and do the walk on five out of seven days, and get to bed by 11 p.m. on four nights. She was very pleased with that. Yes, it wasn’t perfect, but so what? It was a significant improvement in terms of looking after her physical health. And trying to be perfect is a recipe for misery.
So back to you: have you completed the exercise above yet? If not, please do it now. And here’s a tip for you: research shows you’re far more likely to follow through on a goal if you make a commitment to another person (who is supportive and trustworthy). So is there someone you could call, text, email, Zoom or talk to in person, and tell them what you’re going to do? (If not, fair enough; but if yes, I encourage you to do so, even if it’s uncomfortable.)
My guarantee to you
Soula and Donna were able to follow through on their goals because they did the necessary work: learning how to unhook, getting in touch with their values, setting realistic goals. And here’s my guarantee to you.
I guarantee, that if you do everything we’ve covered in this chapter …
Then when it comes to achieving your goal …
I absolutely 100 per cent guarantee …
That either …
You will achieve it …
Or you won’t!
Now there’s a humorous side to that comment, but also a serious side. At times, you will use the strategies I’ve suggested, and you’ll follow through, and things will go well. But at other times, that won’t happen. Why? Because you’re human. And fallible. And wonderfully imperfect, like the rest of us. You’re not some fictional superhero who always follows through on their goals, always does ‘the right thing’ in the face of all obstacles. You’re a human being. And that means that just like all the rest of us, at times you’ll follow through on your goals — and, at other times, you won’t.
So, if you do follow through on this goal, well done. Notice what it’s like to act on your values, moving towards the life you want to build; be fully present, and savour the experience.
And if you don’t follow through? Well, let’s call your original goal ‘plan A’. Now if Plan A falls through, for whatever reason, then ‘plan B’ is: find another way to act on those values.
After all, life is complex and plans change. And our aim isn’t to achieve every single goal we ever set; that would be ridiculous. Our aim is to get better at living by our values. So if plan A is off the table, shift to plan B — and as you act on those values, notice what it’s like; appreciate the experience of moving in a meaningful direction.
Now if you don’t manage to do either of the above, a) be kind to yourself; remember you’re human, and imperfect, and all of us do similar things at times; and b) notice what gets in your way; especially what thoughts and feelings hook you. This will be golden information for the next chapter, which is all about overcoming our barriers to change.
Okay, enough said. Off you go, and good luck!
10Sorry. Bad taste. I couldn’t resist it.
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THE HARD BARRIERS
Ask any therapist, coach or counsellor, and they’ll tell you this happens all the time. In session, a client gets all fired up, brimming with enthusiasm, excitedly saying, ‘I’m going to do this, and that, and the other’. Then they come back to the next session, feeling guilty or embarrassed because they haven’t done any of it. So when my clients do this, do you know what I tell them?
I say, ‘You are so like me!’ (You should see the look of shock upon their faces.) ‘Yes,’ I continue. ‘Do you know how often I say I’m going to do something, but I don’t actually do it?’
‘You?’ they exclaim in astonishment. ‘But, but, but … you’re a doctor … you’re an author … you … bear a striking resemblance to Chris Hemsworth!’ (Okay, they don’t say that last bit.)
‘We’re all in the same boat,’ I tell them. ‘This is the human condition. We get excited and we say we’re going to do these things … and sometimes we do … and sometimes we don’t.’ Then I help them to unhook from their harsh self-criticism, and practise self-compassion. And then we look at what got in the way.
So, back to you. If you did follow through on plan A or plan B, well done. But if you didn’t, then rest assured: you’ve got plenty of company. We all fail to follow through at times. And beating ourselves up about it doesn’t help. So unhook from ‘not good enough’, hold yourself kindly, and let’s explore …
What gets in the way?
Again and again, as we move towards a more meaningful life, we will push up against the HARD barriers:
H = Hooked
A = Avoiding discomfort
R = Remoteness from values
D = Doubtful goals
Let’s take a look at each one.
H = Hooked
That reason-giving machine inside our head is so incredibly inventive; it has so many ways to talk us out of taking action: ‘I don’t deserve a better life’, ‘I’ll fail’, ‘I’ll screw it up’, ‘Something bad will happen’, ‘I don’t have what it takes’, ‘I’m too busy/tired/depressed/anxious’, ‘I’ll do it later’ and so on and so on.
And none of that is a problem … unless we get hooked. If these thoughts hook us, then for sure they’ll pull us off-track. But they won’t if we unhook. So the antidote is to make good use of your unhooking skills: notice and name those thoughts, or thank your mind, or if majorly hooked, drop anchor.
A = Avoiding discomfort
Personal growth and meaningful change necessitates leaving your comfort zone. This inevitably brings up discomfort in the form of difficult thoughts, sensations, emotions, memories and urges. If we aren’t willing to open up and make room for these experiences, then we won’t do the challenging things that matter to us.
The antidote? Yup, more unhooking skills. TAME those difficult feelings: allow them, breathe into them, make room for them and hold yourself kindly. Get into the habit of asking yourself: ‘Am I willing to make room for this discomfort, in order to do what matters?’
R = Remoteness from values
There’s not much point in doing this challenging stuff if it’s not important or meaningful. So if we’re ignoring, neglecting or forgetting our values, we’ll lack motivation. The antidote is to truly connect with our values; they are always there deep inside us, no matter how remote from them we are. (A value is like your body: even if you’ve totally neglected it for years it’s still there, and it’s never too late to make use of it.) Recognise that with each and every step you take, no matter how small it may be, you are living your values. And that’s what truly matters.
D = Doubtful goals
Is your goal genuinely realistic? Are you trying to do too much, or do it too quickly? Trying to do it perfectly? Trying to do things for which you lack the necessary resources (e.g. time, money, energy, health, social support or necessary skills)?
If your goals are excessive, you’ll feel overwhelmed and will probably give up; or you’ll try and fail. The solution is to break your goals down: make them smaller, simpler, easier, so they’re realistic for your current level of resources. Ask yourself: ‘What’s the smallest, easiest step I could take that would bring me even a tiny bit closer to achieving this goal?’ Then go ahead and do it.
Then once you’ve taken that step, ask the question again: ‘What’s the next small, easy step that would bring me a little bit closer to my goal?’ (It’s like that old joke: How do you eat an elephant? One mouthful at a time!)
And if you lack the necessary skills to achieve your goals? Then your new goal is to learn them. (You can’t expect to cycle the Tour De France if you haven’t first learned to ride a bike.)
And if you lack other resources you need (like time, money, health, energy, social support or equipment) and there is no way to currently find them? Then you’ll need to drop that goal (at least for now; you can always come back to it later) and set a different one that’s realistic.
The reason-giving machine will never stay silent for long
Don’t expect your mind to become a cheerleader: ‘Ra! Ra! You can do it! Ra! Ra! Just get to it!’ That’s sooooo unlikely to happen. For sure, it does occasionally happen, like when you set a goal that’s a long way off: ‘I’ll do it next year!’ (‘Yes!’ says your mind.) Or when you set a goal that’s easy-peasy, lemon-squeezy, no discomfort involved. But when it’s a short-term goal and it pulls you out of your comfort zone, the reason-giving machine will have its say. Here are a few of its classics:
‘I’ll screw it up’
‘I’ll get it wrong’, ‘I’ll make mistakes.’ Again, this is our mind being an overly helpful friend. What it’s trying to say is: a) pay attention to what you’re doing, and b) it’s important to practise.
The reality is, we will all often make mistakes; that’s a fundamental part of being human. Almost every activity you take for granted today — reading, talking, walking, riding a bicycle — was once hard to do. (Think how many times a baby falls on its bottom while learning to walk.) But the point is, you learned by making mistakes. You learned what not to do and you learned how to do it differently, so you became more effective. Making mistakes is an essential part of learning, so embrace it. Thank your mind and let go of aiming for perfection — it’s much more satisfying and fulfilling to be human.
‘I don’t know if I can do it’
To quote the author Henry James: ‘Until you try, you don’t know what you can’t do.’ In setting goals for ourselves, we’re talking about what is possible, not what is certain. There’s very little certainty in this world. We can’t even be certain we’ll still be alive tomorrow. So none of us can ever be certain that we’ll achieve our goals. But what we can be certain of is this: if we don’t even attempt to achieve them, there’s no possibility of success. To quote the legendary hockey player, Wayne Gretzky, ‘You miss 100 per cent of the shots you don’t take.’
‘But what if …?’
The reason-giving machine loves ‘what if?’ stories. ‘What if I try and I fail?’ ‘What if I invest all that time and energy and money and it all amounts to nothing?’ ‘What if I make a fool of myself?’ If you let yourself get hooked in by these stories, you can easily waste endless hours debating with yourself instead of taking action. So notice and name the story, ‘step out of the stream’ and put your values into play.
I’m sure your mind can come up with many more reasons than these. And they can be very persuasive. But you don’t have to OBEY them. For example, how often have you had thoughts such as ‘I can’t do this!’ — and then gone ahead and done it? How often have you thought about taking hurtful, harmful or self-defeating actions — but not actually done so? (It’s just as well that we don’t always OBEY all our thoughts, otherwise most of us would be in prison or hospital.)
To prove that you don’t have to OBEY your thoughts, here are two brief experiments:
1. Silently say to yourself, ‘I can’t scratch my head! I can’t scratch my head!’ — and as you do, lift your arm and scratch your head.
2. Silently say to yourself, ‘I have to close this book! I have to close this book!’ — and as you do, keep the book open.
How’d you go? No doubt you found that you didn’t actually have to OBEY those thoughts; you had some choice over what you did. And the better your unhooking skills, the more choice you have.
Earlier, I mentioned a young man called Marco who was overweight and unfit, and wanted to get back into shape. Marco chose ‘Health’ as a domain, and ‘Self-care’ as a value. His first short-term goal was: Get up half an hour early tomorrow morning and go for a run. Instantly, the reason-giving machine fired up: ‘But I like sleeping in, it will be too cold, I’m too unfit, It will hurt my knees, I don’t know where my runners are, I look funny in my sports gear.’
I said to him, ‘Those are all perfectly valid reasons not to go for a run. Now … suppose the person you love most in the world was kidnapped. And the kidnappers say they will never release this person unless you follow through with this goal. Would you do it?’
‘Yes, of course,’ he said.
‘What, you mean you’d get up early and go for a run, even though you’ve got all of these perfectly valid reasons not to do it?’
Marco got the point that we don’t have to wait until the reason-giving machine goes silent (or turns into a cheerleader) before we take action. We can have ten, 20 or 30 perfectly valid reasons not to do something — and we can still go ahead and do it. We can notice and name those reasons, and let our mind chatter away like a radio playing in the background while we get in touch with our values, start taking action and focus on what we’re doing.
Sometimes people protest when I ask them the ‘kidnap question’ above. ‘But that’s silly!’ they say. ‘The person I love has not been kidnapped!!’
And I reply, ‘You’re right. But the point is, an important part of your life has been “kidnapped”. It’s been “taken away” from you. So do you want to get it back? And if so, are you willing to do what matters, even though the reason-giving machine will try hard to talk you out of it?’
The HARD barriers
So, now you know the four HARD barriers: Hooked, Avoiding discomfort, Remoteness from values and Doubtful goals. (And if by chance you haven’t encountered them yet, don’t worry — you soon will.) So what next?
Well, if you did follow through on plan A or B from the previous chapter, then set yourself another short-term goal (or even two, or three — as long as that’s realistic and not overwhelming). This may be in the same domain (or subdivision) or a different one, whichever you prefer. And the aim is to use all the same steps as before. And if the HARD barriers show up, you know what to do.
On the other hand, if you didn’t follow through last time, then figure out which of the HARD barriers stopped you (sometimes it’s all of them) and apply the recommended antidotes. Then, either have another attempt at your previous goal or set yourself a new one.
And again, if plan A falls through, switch to plan B. Find another way — no matter how small it may be — to live those values.
25
DIFFICULT DECISIONS
Rebecca thinks she has a values conflict. But does she?
She’s a 40-year-old single mum who works as a real estate agent. The job is very demanding, but she enjoys it and wants to excel. She has two young kids to look after — Sammie, age seven, and Nina, age nine — and she finds it hard to balance the demands of work and family.
So does Rebecca have a values conflict?
Absolutely not. What she has is a time-management conflict: how much time does she invest in her family, and how much time does she invest in her career?
Her top values as a mother are being loving, caring and playful. These values will not change if she spends ten hours a week with her family, 20 hours or 50 hours. Her top values at work are being friendly, efficient and responsible. These values will not change whether she spends ten hours a week at work, 20 hours or 50 hours.
No matter how much time she invests in her family or her career, her values will remain the same. It’s not a values conflict, but a time-management conflict: how to divide her time between two important life domains. And no matter how clear she is about her values, this will not resolve the issue. Rebecca has to choose how much time to spend in each domain of life — and there won’t be a perfect answer. She will need to experiment, find out what works best for her. And whatever she chooses, her mind will likely criticise her for not spending enough time in one area or the other (or maybe even both).
However, no matter how she divides her time between work and family, Rebecca can have the satisfaction of living her values fully. When she’s with her kids she can be loving, caring and playful. And when she’s at work she can be friendly, efficient and responsible. And when her mind beats her up for spending too much time in one area, or not enough in the other, she can unhook from the ‘not good enough’ story, make room for her guilt or anxiety, and treat herself kindly, recognising there is no perfect answer for this complex situation.
Tough decisions and difficult dilemmas
We’ve all, at times, had to grapple with a difficult dilemma or tough decision. ‘Do I stay in this relationship or leave?’, ‘Do I quit this job or do I stay?’, ‘Do I enrol in that course or the other one?’, ‘Do I start the medical treatment or not?’, ‘Do we try to have children or not?’, ‘Do I tell them the truth/reveal my secret or hide it?’
When we’re in these situations, our mind easily goes into overdrive, desperately trying to figure out what to do; to ‘make the right decision’. The problem is, it can take days, weeks, months — or even years in some cases, such as unhappy marriages or unfulfilling jobs — before we finally choose one option over the other. And, in the meantime, we can easily spend our days wandering around in a thick psychological smog — endlessly pondering ‘Do I or don’t I?’ — and, in the process, we make ourselves anxious or stressed, and we miss out on life, here and now.
So, how can ACT help us?
Step 1: Acknowledge you’ve got a dilemma
If you are facing a major dilemma or a really tough decision, it’s highly unlikely you will resolve it in the next few hours. Can you make room for this reality? Struggling against it will only make it worse.
Step 2: Commonsense steps — costs, benefits and more information
Sometimes a dilemma can be resolved by the age-old ‘commonsense’ method of doing a ‘cost-benefit analysis’. In other words, write down a list of all the benefits and all the costs for each option. If you’ve already done this and it hasn’t helped, fair enough — at least you tried. But if you haven’t yet done this, or if you’ve done it half-heartedly or you’ve done it in your head but not on paper, then it’s worth a try.
When you write it all down in black and white, that’s a radically different experience to thinking it through inside you head or talking it through with a friend — and it could help you finalise your decision or resolve your dilemma.
Also, keep in mind that sometimes the issue can be resolved by finding out more information from a reliable source (a book, a person, a website, an organisation, etc.) So, make sure you have gathered enough information to make an informed decision. If you are lucky, this new information will make the costs and benefits of each option clearer, and help you decide what to do.
However, the inconvenient truth is this: the greater the dilemma, the tougher the decision and the less likely these ‘commonsense’ methods are to be helpful. Why? Because if one option was obviously far better than the other, you wouldn’t have a dilemma in the first place!
Step 3: No perfect solution
Next, recognise there is no perfect solution. So, whichever choice you make, you are likely to feel anxious about it and your mind is likely to tell you ‘That’s the wrong decision’, then point out all the reasons why you shouldn’t do it. If you’re waiting until the day there are no feelings of anxiety and no thoughts about making the wrong decision, you’ll probably be waiting forever.
Step 4: There’s no way not to choose
Recognise that whatever your dilemma is, you’re already making a choice. Each day you don’t quit your job, you are choosing to stay. (Until the day you hand in your resignation, you are staying in that job.) Each day that you don’t leave your marriage, you are choosing to stay. (Until the day you pack your bags and move out of the house, you are staying in that marriage.) Each day that you don’t sign the consent form for the operation, you are choosing not to have surgery. Each day you stay silent about the secret you are keeping, you are choosing not to reveal it.
Step 5: Acknowledge today’s choice
Following on from the above, kick off each day by acknowledging the choice you are making for this day. For example, say to yourself, ‘Okay, for the next 24 hours, I choose to stay in the marriage’ or ‘For the next 24 hours, I choose to keep this secret’. If 24 hours seems too long, then make a choice for the next twelve hours, or six hours (or even for the next 60 minutes). At the end of that time period, reassess; and then make another choice for the next 24 (or twelve or six) hours.
Step 6: Take a stand
Given your choice in step 5 above, what do you want to stand for in the next 24 (or twelve or six) hours? What values do you want to live by in this domain of life? If you’re staying in the marriage for another day (or another hour), what sort of partner do you want to be for that one day (or hour)? If you’re staying in your job for another day (or another hour), what sort of employee do you want to be for that one day (or hour)?
No matter what situation you’re in, you can always find ways to act on your values. For example, suppose you choose to stay silent about the secret you’re hiding, but the value of being honest is very important. If so, there are zillions of other ways to live the value of honesty in everyday life. For example, you could practise self-compassion, which involves being honest with yourself about how much you’re hurting. Or you could write honestly about your feelings in a journal. Or you could honestly confide in someone how difficult it is to keep this secret.
Step 7: Make time to reflect
Put aside time on a regular basis to mindfully reflect on the situation. The best way to do this is as in step 2: using a diary or a computer, write down the costs and benefits of each option, and see if anything has changed since last time you did this. You could also try to imagine what life might be like — both the positives and the negatives — a) if you went down one path, and b) if you went down the other path.
For most people, ten to fifteen minutes three or four times a week is more than enough reflection time — but you can put aside as little or as much as you like. The key thing is, make it focused; in other words, don’t try to do it at the same time as watching TV, doing housework, driving home, going to the gym or cooking dinner; just sit quietly with your pen and paper or a computer, and do nothing else but reflect, as above, for the allotted time.
Step 8: Name the story
Throughout the day, your mind will try to pull you back into the dilemma, over and over again. But if this was truly helpful, you’d already have resolved your dilemma, wouldn’t you? So practise ‘naming the story’. For example, try saying to yourself, ‘Aha! Here it is again. The “stay or leave” story. Thanks, Mind; I know you’re trying to help, and it’s okay — I’ve got this covered.’ Then focus your attention on doing some meaningful, values-guided activity. You will probably find it helpful to remind yourself, ‘I’ll think about this later, in my reflection time’.
Step 9: Open up and make room
Feelings of anxiety will almost certainly arise — again and again and again — whichever option you choose. So practise opening up and making room for those feelings. Acknowledge to yourself, ‘Here’s anxiety’. Remind yourself, ‘This is normal. It’s what everybody feels in a challenging situation with an uncertain outcome.’
Step 10: Self-compassion
Last, but not least, be compassionate to yourself. Treat yourself gently. Talk to yourself kindly. Unhook yourself from all that unhelpful, self-judgmental mind chatter, using whatever techniques you find best.
Remind yourself that you’re a human being with emotions; you’re not some high-tech computer that can coldly analyse the probabilities and spit out an answer. Remind yourself that this is a bloody hard decision — if it were easy, you wouldn’t have a dilemma in the first place!
Acknowledge that you’re in pain, you’re hurting. And do plenty of kind, caring, nurturing, considerate things for yourself; things that sooth, nurture or support you in this time of hardship. This could include anything from spending quality time with close friends, taking care of your body, treating yourself to a favourite leisure activity, making time for yourself to pursue a sport or creative outlet, cooking a healthy dinner or doing the ‘kind hands’ exercise from Chapter 15.
Recycle through these steps every day (or several times a day, if necessary). And one of three things will happen:
1. Over time, one option becomes obviously more attractive than the other.
2. Over time, one option disappears; it’s no longer available.
3. Over time, your dilemma remains unsolved.
If either 1 or 2 happens, the decision is made; the dilemma is resolved.
If 3 happens, then at least you get to go through each day mindfully living by your values and treating yourself kindly, instead of being lost in a smog of anxious indecision.
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BREAKING BAD HABITS
We’ve all got them. And plenty of them. ‘Bad habits’ (things we do repeatedly that take us away from the life we want) come naturally to us all, and are rarely easy to change. To quote the famous author, Mark Twain, ‘Habit is habit and not to be flung out of the window by any man, but coaxed downstairs a step at a time.’ (Twain also said, ‘Giving up smoking is easy … I’ve done it hundreds of times.’)
So it’s somewhat misleading to talk about ‘breaking’ a habit — as if we can just snap it in half, throw it in the bin and it’s done with. Remember, the brain works by addition, not subtraction; we can’t simply delete those old neural pathways that underpin our ‘bad habits’. Those pathways will remain and give rise to impulses and urges to keep doing whatever that away move happens to be. But we can lay down new neural pathways on top of the old ones. We can develop new, more effective patterns of behaviour and consciously choose to do these new towards moves instead of the old away moves.
And if we practise, practise, practise these new behaviours repeatedly, then eventually, over time, with lots and lots of repetition, we will reach a point where we start to do them automatically, naturally, readily — at which point we could say that we have developed a ‘new habit’. However, it takes a looooong time for a new behaviour to become habitual. Don’t believe all those bloggers, self-help books and motivational speakers who claim it takes 21 (or 28 or 35) days to form a new habit. Those numbers sound good, but there’s no scientific validity to them. Someone literally just ‘made them up’ because they do sound good — and now everyone repeats them as if they’re facts. But you only need to look closely at your own experience to realise it usually takes many months, if not years, of repeated practice, until a new pattern of behaviour becomes habitual. So until we eventually reach that point where our new behaviour is automatic, we will need to make a conscious effort to repeatedly ‘catch ourselves in the act’: to notice that we are about to start (or already have started) doing this away move, and to interrupt it and choose a towards move instead.
The good news is, when we apply the skills we’ve covered in this book, we can interrupt pretty much any ‘bad habit’ and choose a more effective one instead (as illustrated below).
A good way to kick off this process is to run through these five steps:
1. What are the triggers?
2. What are the payoffs and costs?
3. What’s a good alternative behaviour, and why?
4. What unhooking skills are needed?
5. What or who can help?
Let’s work through this now. Choose a ‘bad habit’ you’d like to work on (any ineffective, problematic or self-defeating pattern of behaviour you do repeatedly) and write down your answers to each question. (There’s a worksheet for this in Extra Bits.) To help you out, I’ll provide you with examples for one extremely common problematic behaviour: procrastination.
Ready to roll? Got your pen and paper? Okay, first write down the behaviour you want to reduce, and then consider …
Question 1: What are the triggers?
What situations, thoughts and feelings typically trigger this behaviour? Any particular people, places, events, thoughts, memories, urges, emotions? (If you’re not sure what triggers it, for now, just write down ‘not sure’. Then over the next few days, use your ‘being present’ skills to carefully notice when and where you do it, and what thoughts and feelings show up immediately beforehand.)
Example: my problematic behaviour is procrastinating on important tasks. The triggers are usually a) thinking about a boring, difficult or anxiety-provoking task I need to do, and b) the anxiety, dread or other unpleasant feelings that show up when I think about it.
Question 2: What are the payoffs and costs?
Any type of behaviour has both payoffs and costs. (By ‘payoffs’, I mean ‘benefits’ or ‘gains’.) And if we ever want to know why we keep doing some problematic behaviour, we first notice the triggers, and then we identify the payoffs. Basically, the payoffs of any behaviour (whether it’s a towards or an away move) boil down to:
▪ you avoid or escape something you don’t want (inside you, outside you, or both)
▪ you get something you do want (inside you, outside you, or both).
Below are some extremely common payoffs. The behaviour helps us to:
▪ escape or avoid challenging people, places, situations or activities
▪ escape or avoid unwanted thoughts, emotions, memories, urges or sensations
▪ get our needs met
▪ gain attention or approval
▪ get others to do what we want
▪ ‘look good’ to or ‘fit in’ with others
▪ feel better (e.g. relaxed, relieved, calm, happy, safe)
▪ feel righteous (we are ‘in the right’ and others are ‘wrong’)
▪ feel like we are working hard on our problems.
There are many possible payoffs for any behaviour but most of them will fit under one or more of the broad categories above (usually several). Occasionally, despite our best efforts, we just can’t figure out the payoffs — and that’s okay. We don’t have to know. It’s much more important to get clear on the costs.
Of course, when we contemplate changing our behaviour, we are already aware of some of the costs — otherwise, why would we bother changing? However, we want to reflect more deeply, and truly connect with what this behaviour is costing us; otherwise we might not be ‘bothered enough’ to do the hard work required. So we want to ask ourselves, honestly:
▪ Are there any costs or drawbacks to this behaviour? Any unintended negative consequences?
▪ Is there anything important we lose or miss out on when we do this?
▪ Does it hold us back from anyone or anything important?
▪ Does it have any negative impact on our health, wellbeing, work, relationships or life satisfaction?
Example: my payoffs for procrastinating are:
▪ I avoid tasks that are boring, challenging or anxiety-provoking.
▪ I avoid anxiety, dread and other unpleasant feelings.
▪ I get to do other things instead that are more interesting, easier or more fun.
▪ Each time I decide to put it off a bit longer, I get a feeling of relief.
Example: the costs for procrastinating are:
▪ Important tasks that could improve my life are not getting done.
▪ I’m missing out on the benefits I’d get from doing those tasks, such as A, B and C (e.g. feeling of satisfaction or achievement, being true to myself, improvements in my health or relationships, moving closer towards an important long-term goal).
▪ In the long term, putting it off is increasing my anxiety, reducing my sense of wellbeing and putting a strain on X, Y and Z (e.g. my health, my finances, my relationships).
▪ I’m wasting precious time and energy distracting myself with other activities.
After doing this, ask yourself: do the costs outweigh the payoffs?
If the answer is ‘no’ (and you’re genuinely being honest with yourself) then clearly you don’t see this behaviour as a significant problem, so pick a different one to work on.
If the answer is yes, then consider …
Question 3: What’s a good alternative behaviour, and why?
Once you’re clear the habit is costing you more than it’s giving you, the next step is to consider what new, effective behaviour you will do instead. For example:
▪ If you don’t yell at your kids or partner when you’re frustrated, annoyed or angered by their behaviour — what will you do instead?
▪ If you don’t drink or take drugs, overeat or smoke when you’re feeling miserable, stressed, anxious, bored, etc. — what will you do instead?
▪ If you want to spend less time watching TV, playing computer games, hanging out on social media or ‘sleeping in’ — what will you do instead?
This brings us back to goal-setting skills: in this case, choosing new, effective behaviours guided by values. For example, regarding the bullet points above:
a) Instead of yelling, we might calmly and patiently request them to change what they’re doing; or we might accept what’s happened and make a joke out of it; or we might talk calmly and honestly about how we feel when they do that.
b) Instead of turning to drink, drugs, food or tobacco, we might first TAME our difficult feelings, then follow this by doing any activity we find meaningful and fulfilling, whether that’s playing with the dog or cat, reading a book, watching a movie while working out, planning a holiday, doing something creative, poring through old photographs, spending quality time with friends or family, etc. (It’s important to run through TAME first — to open up and make room for the feeling — otherwise all these activities will function as distraction.)
c) Instead of spending so much time doing these activities, we can schedule in other things we find more meaningful, such as the examples in b), above. (And if you’re stuck for ideas about how to spend your time meaningfully, have a look at the list of 300 activities in Extra Bits Chapter 26.)
We also want to be clear on why this is a good alternative. In other words, what are the payoffs for doing this? How could this help our health, wellbeing, relationships, work? Is this taking our life in the direction we want? What values will we be living? What long-term goals does this move us towards?
Example: instead of procrastinating on this task, I will make a start on it.
On (specify day, date, time) _________________________
I will spend (specify duration) ____________ minutes working on it.
I will begin with (specify first step) ________________________________
On a scale of 0–10, how realistic is this?_________________________
The payoffs are: I’m living my values; an important task is getting done; and I’ll get benefits such as A, B and C (e.g. feeling of satisfaction or achievement, improvements in my health, wellbeing or relationships, taking my life forwards in a meaningful direction, moving closer towards an important long-term goal).
Question 4: What unhooking skills are needed?
Because this new behaviour pulls us out of our comfort zone, difficult thoughts and feelings are guaranteed to arise. So it’s wise to plan ahead; as the saying goes, ‘forewarned is forearmed’.
▪ What unhelpful thoughts (e.g. reasons not to do it, rigid rules, harsh self-judgments) will arise?
▪ What unpleasant feelings (e.g. anxiety, anger, shame) will show up?
▪ What unhooking skills will we need to apply? (Thanking the mind, naming the story, dropping anchor, urge surfing, kind hands?)
It goes without saying, if our unhooking skills are weak, we’ll need to practise them. And the cool thing is, the more we practise the entire range of unhooking skills, the less discomfort we actually have to deal with. If we see the thought ‘You’ll fail’ as only words, it’s a lot less bothersome than when we respond in OBEY mode. And when we turn OFF that struggle switch, our feelings are a lot easier to live with, because they don’t get amplified.
Example: when I’m about to start on this task, unhelpful thoughts will show up such as: ‘Leave it until later. It can wait. I don’t have the energy. I’m not in the mood. I hate doing this. It’s so boring. Putting it off for another day won’t matter.’ And difficult feelings will show up such as anxiety, knots in my stomach, and urges to do other things instead (like eat a snack, make a cup of coffee, surf the net or check my emails).
I will unhook from these thoughts and feelings through dropping anchor and making room.
Question 5: What or who can help?
Many things can help us develop new patterns of behaviour: getting support and encouragement from other people, setting up reward systems, restructuring the physical environment and so on. We’ll explore these strategies, and more, in the next chapter. Here I want to mention just two strategies that are incredibly useful: starting small and kind self-talk. Let’s briefly look at each.
Starting small
When you first join a gym, you don’t go straight for the heaviest weights in the room; you start with light weights and gradually build up your muscles. And the same principle applies for developing any new behaviour. Start with smaller, less-challenging goals and gradually up the ante, over time. So consider: what’s a not-too-challenging way to start off? What’s something that’s doable, realistic and not too great a leap out of your comfort zone?
As it happens, this principle is the
strategy for procrastination. Don’t try to complete the whole task or project in one go: nibble away at it, one small piece at a time. Set a goal of working on the task only for a brief amount of time — after which you can stop. (Or carry on if you wish to.)
Example: I will work on this task for just 20 minutes. At the end of that time, I can stop. (Or carry on, if I wish to.)
Kind self-talk
A bit of kind, encouraging self-talk can often do wonders for our motivation.
Example: I can do this. It’s just 20 minutes of my time. At the end of that time, I can stop — or I can carry on if I feel like it. I know that often once I make a start on something, I gather momentum and keep going. But if that doesn’t happen, then at least I’ve done 20 minutes, and that’s a start. I can build up from there. I’m willing to make room for my discomfort in order to do what matters.
Action time
If you’ve run through the steps above, it’s time for action. (And if HARD barriers get in your way, you know what to do; see Chapter 23 if you’ve forgotten.) However, please do remember: you don’t have to do this; it’s a personal choice. A choice to live by your values, to behave more like the sort of person you want to be. So as you do it, engage in it; focus your full attention on the task at hand. And make room for all the thoughts and feelings that arise.
In other words: be present, open up and do what matters.
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STAYING THE DISTANCE
The philosopher, Alfred Souza, wrote: ‘For a long time it had seemed to me that life was about to begin — real life. But there was always some obstacle in the way, something to be gotten through first, some unfinished business, time still to be served, a debt to be paid. Then life would begin. At last it dawned on me that these obstacles were my life.’
He was on to something. Life is full of obstacles, and whenever we meet them we can either say ‘yes’ — make room for our thoughts and feelings, and do what matters — or we can say ‘no’, and retreat. If we repeatedly say no, our life stagnates or shrinks. If we repeatedly say yes, our life gets bigger. Fortunately, even when we don’t want to say yes, we can still choose to. And each time we make that choice, we grow as a person.
Over time, saying ‘yes’ to our obstacles will gradually become easier, more habitual. And the experience we gain from doing this gives us a deep reservoir of strength, which we can draw from when the going gets tough. What we’re talking about here is a quality I’ve been referring to as ‘willingness’. To get a better sense of this concept, consider …
The lost city of Oompa-Loompa
You’re an intrepid explorer, hacking your way through the jungle in search of the ancient city of Oompa-Loompa. And suddenly you come across this huge, smelly swamp full of leeches. And the only way you can reach those ancient ruins is to wade through all that mosquito-infested muck. It’s either that or go back, no third option. So which do you choose?
If you choose to keep going, it’s not because you enjoy wading waist-deep through cold, smelly swamp water, getting eaten alive by leeches and mosquitoes — it’s because exploring those ancient ruins truly matters to you. You’re willing to have that discomfort, not because you like it, want it or enjoy it, but because it enables you to do something important and meaningful.
Soula got the point of this story. To pursue her goal of finding a partner, she started going on dates with guys she met through the online dating agency. She was willing to make room for feelings of vulnerability, insecurity and anxiety, and for thoughts like ‘I’m wasting my time’, ‘I’ll only meet weirdos and losers’ and ‘If I do meet anyone nice, they won’t like me’. Her willingness to have that discomfort enabled her to go on some dates and meet some nice guys.
Likewise, to spend more quality time with her family, Michelle was willing to make room for the anxiety of assertively saying ‘no’ instead of always people-pleasing. Similarly, to reclaim her life and put her alcoholism behind her, Donna was willing to open up and make room for her sadness, and practise self-compassion, instead of trying to drink her pain away.
Then there was Kirk, a wealthy commercial lawyer. When Kirk truly connected with his values, his work was no longer meaningful. He had become a lawyer primarily for status and money, and to win the approval of his parents (who were both successful lawyers). What he really wanted to do, though, was to support and care for people, especially to help them grow, learn and develop. Ultimately, he decided to retrain as a psychologist. To do this, he was willing to make room for a lot of discomfort: loss of income, many years of extra study, parental disapproval, anxiety over whether he was doing the right thing, thoughts about ‘all those years wasted’ and so on. The last time I saw Kirk, he’d graduated as a psychologist and loved the profession. But he’d never have gotten there without willingness to make room for all that discomfort.
Personal growth
If we wish to keep growing as a person, we need to keep opening up and doing what matters. So far, we’ve been setting short-term goals in just one life domain, because that’s the best way to get moving. However, as time goes on, we also want to set medium-and long-term goals, in all the life domains we consider important. So let’s make a start, right now.
Medium-term goals
Choose a life domain, connect with two or three values you want to put into play and ask yourself: ‘What larger challenges (in line with these values) can I set for the next few weeks and months?’
As usual, be specific. For example, if the domain is health and the value self-caring, a medium-range goal might be, ‘Three nights a week, I will cook dinner using recipes from a healthy cookbook’ or ‘I will go for a 20-minute walk every lunchtime’.
Long-term goals
For the same domain and values as above, ask yourself: ‘What major challenges can I set for the next few years?’ This is where you dare to think big. What would you like to achieve in the next one, two, three, four or five years from now? Long-term goals could include anything from changing careers, finding a partner or having kids to buying a house, learning an instrument or travelling the world. Allow yourself to dream.
And if you draw a blank here — if your mind says, ‘I have no idea!’ — rest assured, that’s extremely common, and not a problem. Just stick to short-term and medium-term goals. Over time, you will grow, and your life will expand, and sooner or later those long-term goals will come to you. Or they won’t. And whether they do or whether they don’t, it actually doesn’t matter; because in the meantime, you’re living your values and being who you want to be, and making the most of life as it is in this moment.
Other life domains
Once we’ve made some progress in a given life domain, it’s usually a good idea to switch to another. And after we’ve made some progress in that one, switch to yet another.
There’s no right or wrong way to do this; no formula to follow. We each need to experiment and find what works best for us. Some people swap domains weekly; others monthly; others only after they achieve a particular goal. And some people find they can work on several domains simultaneously; but most of us find it overwhelming to focus on more than one or two at a time.
So it’s important to keep checking in with yourself. Are you feeling overwhelmed, burdened, trapped, overstretched? If so, you’re exceeding your resources, trying to do too much, too soon (or too perfectly). So cut back: make your goals both realistic and life-enhancing. If they’re sucking the life out of you, you’ve fallen back into the trap of the goal-focused life (see Chapter 21).
Also watch out for this common mind-trap: ‘What should I do with my life?’ Ever been hooked by that one? I certainly have, and I can tell you: it’s a recipe for misery. The more it hooks you, the more dissatisfied you become with the life you have. The problem is, this question is sooooo big, almost nobody can answer it (except for the tiny number of people who have some sort of grand calling for their whole life — usually to do with religion, politics or saving the world).
For most of us, this is not a useful question to ask; it’s just too big, too overwhelming. Far more useful questions are:
In this one domain of my life, what do I want to do for …
… the next few hours?
… the next few days?
… the next few weeks?
… the next few months?
Once you’ve answered that, pick another domain and ask the same questions. And so on and so on. I’m confident you’ll find this is a much more fulfilling way to live than trying to figure out ‘What should I do with my life?’
Now, for the second half of this chapter, let’s look at another very important topic …
How to keep new behaviour going
There are hundreds, if not thousands of tools out there to help us with the difficult challenge of sustaining our new patterns of behaviour — but we can pretty much bundle them all into what I call ‘The Seven Rs’: Reminders, Records, Rewards, Routines, Relationships, Reflecting and Restructuring the environment. Let’s take a look at each.
Reminders
We can create all sorts of simple tools to help remind us of the new behaviour we wish to persist with. For example, we might create a pop-up or a screensaver on our computer or smartphone with an important word, phrase or symbol that reminds us to act mindfully or to utilise a particular value.
We might use the old favourite of writing a message on a card and sticking it on the fridge, propping it against the bathroom mirror or taping it to the car dashboard.
Or we might write something in a diary or calendar or in the ‘notes’ app of our smartphone. We might write just one or two words, like ‘drop anchor’ or ‘be kind’; or an acronym like ACE; or a phrase like ‘be present, open up, do what matters’.
Alternatively, we might put a brightly-coloured sticker on the strap of our wristwatch, the back of our smartphone or the keyboard of our computer, so that every time we use these devices, the sticker reminds us to do the new behaviour.
Records
We can keep a record of our behaviour throughout the day, noting down when and where we do the new behaviour, and what the benefits are; and also when and where we do the old behaviour, and what the costs are. Any diary or notebook — on paper or on a computer screen — can serve this purpose. (There’s a worksheet for this in Extra Bits.)
Rewards
When we do some form of new behaviour that involves acting on our values, hopefully this will be rewarding in its own right. However, we can help to strengthen the new behaviour with additional rewards.
One form of reward is kind, encouraging self-talk (e.g. saying to yourself: ‘Well done. You did it!’). Another form of reward is sharing your success and progress with a loved one who you know will respond positively.
On the other hand, you might prefer more material rewards. For example, if you sustain this new behaviour for a whole week, you buy or do something that you really like (e.g. get a massage or buy a book).
Routines
If you get up every morning at the same time to go for a run, do some yoga or meditate, over time this new pattern of behaviour will start to come more naturally; you won’t have to think so hard about doing it; it will require less ‘willpower’; it will become a part of your regular routine. So experiment: whatever your new behaviour may be, see if you can build it into a regular routine so it becomes a normal part of daily life. For example, if you drive home from work, then every night, just before you get out of your car, you might do two minutes of dropping anchor and reflect on what values you want to put into play when you walk in through the front door.
Relationships
It’s easier to study if you have a ‘study buddy’; easier to exercise if you have an ‘exercise buddy’. In AA programs, they team you up with a sponsor who is there to help you stay sober when the going gets tough.
So, can you find a kind, caring, encouraging person who can help support you with your new behaviour? (This could be a therapist, counsellor or coach.) Maybe you can check in with this person on a regular basis, and tell them how well you are doing, as mentioned in ‘Rewards’.
Or maybe you can email your support person the Records you’ve been keeping. Or maybe you can use the other person as a Reminder; ask them to remind you to do the new behaviour, if and when that would be useful. For example, you might say to your partner, ‘When you see me worrying, can you please remind me to drop anchor?’
Reflecting
Regularly take time to reflect on how you are behaving and what effect it is having on your life. You can do this via writing it down (Records) or in discussion with another person (Relationships).
Or you can do this as a mental exercise throughout the day, or just before you go to bed, or just as you’re waking up in the morning. You simply take a few moments to reflect on questions such as:
‘How am I going?’
‘What am I doing that’s working?’
‘What am I doing that’s not working?’
‘What can I do more of, or less of, or differently?’
Make sure you also reflect on the times when you fall back into your old behaviour. Notice what triggers those relapses and setbacks, and notice what it costs you (i.e. how do you suffer?) when that happens. This doesn’t mean beat yourself up! This means compassionately reflect on the genuine costs to your health and wellbeing of falling back into old habits — and use your awareness of the suffering this causes you to help motivate yourself to get back on track.
Restructuring the environment
We can often restructure our environment to make our new behaviour easier and therefore more likely to sustain. For example, if the new behaviour is ‘healthy eating’ we can restructure the kitchen to make that easier: get rid of or hide away the junk food, and stock the fridge and pantry with the healthy stuff.
If we want to go to the gym in the morning, we could pack up our sports gear in our gym bag and place it by the side of the bed or somewhere else obvious and convenient, so it’s all ready to go as soon as we get up. (And of course, when we see our gym kit lying there, it acts as a Reminder.)
So there you have it. ‘The seven Rs’: Reminders, Records, Rewards, Routines, Relationships, Reflection and Restructuring the environment. Now be creative; mix and match these methods to your heart’s content, to create your own set of tools for lasting change. Good luck with it!
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BREAKING THE RULES
At times our mind can be a bit of a tyrant. It lays down strict rules and tells us, ‘You have to OBEY! And if you don’t, the consequences will be dire!’ We all follow these ‘rigid rules’ to some extent — and often we aren’t consciously aware of them. They can usually be identified by words like should, have to, must, ought, can’t until, unless, won’t until, shouldn’t because, always, never, do it this way, don’t do it that way and so on.
Here are some common examples:
▪ I have to do things perfectly; I mustn’t make mistakes.
▪ I have to keep others happy; my needs don’t matter.
▪ I have to keep checking up on others; I can’t trust them.
When rigid rules hook us, life constricts. For example, the first rule above pulls us into the stress of ‘unhealthy perfectionism’; the second one into the strain of ‘excessive people-pleasing’. And the third one pulls us into bad habits of continually checking up on others —-like an overcontrolling parent or a workplace ‘micromanager’.
Back in the 1940s, psychologist Karen Horney referred to these kinds of issues as ‘The Tyranny of the Shoulds’; and in the 1960s, psychologist Albert Ellis called them ‘musturbation’. Let’s take a look at how to break free from this tyranny.
Payoffs and costs
In Chapter 25 we explored the art of ‘breaking bad habits’, and all the same principles apply here. So first we look at the payoffs and costs of responding to a rule in OBEY mode.
The payoffs
When Michelle OBEYED her people-pleasing rules, it motivated her to look after and take care of others; protected her from rejection or hostility; gained her approval, affection or gratitude; helped her avoid conflict; boosted her self-image as caring, kind, helpful, a ‘giver; and helped her briefly escape the ‘I’m unlovable’ story.
You can take almost any rigid rule — whether it’s based on the demands of your parents, your religion, your culture, your workplace or your own self-imposed demands to be perfect — and find similar payoffs. When we OBEY rigid rules, it helps us to temporarily avoid or escape unwanted thoughts and feelings, especially fear, anxiety, guilt, shame and ‘not good enough’ stories; and it also helps us get or achieve things we want.
The costs
There are usually many long-term costs for OBEYING rigid rules, including chronic stress, exhaustion, burnout, lack of fulfilment, tension and conflict in close relationships, a sense of missing out in life, feelings of heaviness or being trapped, or a life that’s largely drained of joy and contentment. Michelle experienced all of the above. In addition, the more her life revolved around pleasing others, the more it strengthened her belief, ‘I’m not important; my needs don’t matter’. And over time, her fear of disapproval actually increased. Why? Because as long as we avoid what we’re scared of, we never have a chance to learn that we can handle it. Eleanor Roosevelt summarised this brilliantly: ‘You gain strength, courage and confidence by every experience in which you really stop to look fear in the face. You are able to say to yourself, “I have lived through this horror. I can take the next thing that comes along.” You must do the thing you think you cannot do.’
Obviously if OBEYING your rule doesn’t have significant costs, there’s no problem. But if it is taking a toll on your health, wellbeing and happiness, then please take a minute to deeply connect with the costs, before reading on.
A freer, fuller life
The alternative to living bound by rigid rules is a freer, more fulfilling life. You see, underneath rigid rules there are always important values. And we can put those values into play in ways that give us a lot more freedom.
For example, buried underneath perfectionism we usually find values such as being efficient, reliable, competent and responsible. And underneath people-pleasing we tend to find values such as self-protection, giving, caring and helping. We can learn how to live by these values without turning them into life-draining rules; we can learn to act on them flexibly, in ways that enhance our wellbeing and improve our quality of life in the long term.
When we do this, we’ll still get many of the benefits of OBEYING rigid rules but without all the costs. Yes, we will lose some of the payoffs — especially that temporary avoidance of anxiety and other uncomfortable feelings — but that’s the trade-off for a freer, more satisfying life.
Now pause for a moment and notice what thoughts and feelings are showing up. Anxious? Sceptical? Is your mind protesting? Is the reason-giving machine activated? Or are you excited, curious, open to something new? Whatever your reaction is, notice it, name it, allow it and read on.
The good news is, we can all bend or disobey rigid rules and live better, freer, more enjoyable lives — provided we’re willing to make room for the uncomfortable thoughts and feelings that will inevitably arise: fear, anxiety, guilt, self-judgment, reason-giving and so on. In other words, we’ll need to use all our unhooking skills!
Choosing towards moves
If we wish to disobey these rigid rules, we need to consider: what towards moves will we do instead? How will we put those values (the ones that were buried underneath the rules) into play, in ways that free us up and enhance our health and wellbeing? This is illustrated below.
For example, perfectionistic rules pull you into setting unrealistic goals: trying to achieve too much, too soon, too perfectly. So, a good alternative towards move is to set realistic, values-guided goals, like those in Chapter 22. And this will require your unhooking skills. Before you set any new goal, you’ll need to switch off ‘autopilot’ and get present. (When we’re on autopilot, we automatically OBEY our rigid rules without even realising it.) You’ll then want to pause for a few seconds while you drop anchor or take a slow, gentle breath; and, if necessary, TAME your anxiety or surf the urge to set a perfectionistic goal. After unhooking, you then set a realistic, flexible, life-enhancing goal.
And, as always, start small: begin with less difficult challenges before building up to more demanding ones. For example, one of Karl’s perfectionistic behaviours was to rewrite his emails at least four or five times until satisfied; what should have been a simple five-minute task became a half-hour ordeal. Now the thing is, Karl was excellent at writing emails. And sometimes he absolutely had to send them off quickly; due to a crazy deadline, there was just no time to rewrite them. But whenever he did this … nothing bad happened. His emails were always to the point, practical and well-received. All that rewriting reduced Karl’s anxiety but served no other purpose. Knowing this, Karl’s first goal was: ‘I will only allow myself to rewrite my emails once’.
Karl also started to set time limits on his tasks. If he knew he could complete a task ‘reasonably well’ within 30 minutes (but his away move was to go over and over and over it, trying to make it perfect, thereby stretching it out to two hours), then he would set the goal: ‘I will allow myself only 30 minutes to do this’. At other times, his goal was: ‘I will only do this to 80 per cent of my best possible effort’.
(Obviously, if you decide to use such strategies yourself, you need to be sensible about it. A perfectionistic brain surgeon wouldn’t operate to 80 per cent of their best ability. However, they might apply this strategy to writing an email to the hospital administration.)
Every time Karl completed his tasks ‘less than perfectly’, he flooded with anxiety. But he made room for his discomfort in order to do what matters. He knew he couldn’t get rid of ‘must do it perfectly’ (no delete button in the brain). But he learned how to notice it and name it, thank his mind and let it play on like a radio in the background. And he spoke kind words to himself: ‘Good enough is good enough’, ‘I don’t have to do it perfectly’, ‘Everyone makes mistakes. I’m only human.’
Over time, he learned that nothing terrible happened when his work was less than perfect. On the contrary, he became more efficient and productive: less procrastination, more tasks completed. And he found his work far more enjoyable when he wasn’t continually fixating on the need for a perfect result.
Learning new skills
Sometimes, in order to break free from rigid rules, we’ll need to learn new skills. Michelle provides a good example. She wanted to free up time to do things for herself, instead of always rushing around helping out others. This meant she would need to start declining other people’s requests and demands — and start respecting her own needs and rights. In other words, she would need to learn assertiveness skills.
‘Assertiveness’ means standing up for our own rights, wants and needs in a way that is firm but also fair, calm and respectful. We all have the right to decline unreasonable requests from others; and we all have the right to ask for what we want; but the manner in which we do so is very important. The fair, calm and respectful way we behave when being ‘assertive’ is radically different to that of ‘aggressive’ behaviour, which involves demanding what you want (or refusing what you don’t want) in a way that dismisses or tramples on the rights of others. When we’re aggressive, we’re like a battering ram, smashing down the door to get what we want; there’s none of the calmness, fairness and respect for others that assertiveness involves.
Being assertive is also radically different to being ‘passive’. When we’re passive, we are like the proverbial ‘doormat’, letting everyone else walk all over us; our rights, wants and needs don’t matter; everyone else’s are more important. ‘Passive’ was Michelle’s default setting. So she started working on how to say no, assertively. To do this, she used three useful strategies for bringing any new pattern of behaviour into your life: practice, pause and start small.
Practice
Any new skill requires practice. So in private, in front of her bedroom mirror, Michelle practised assertively declining requests, using statements like: ‘I’m going to say no, because I have something else very important going on’, ‘Thanks for the offer, but I’ll give it a pass this time’, ‘I’m flattered you want my help, but I need to decline because I’ve got way too much on my plate’, ‘I’d like to help out but unfortunately it conflicts with other priorities’.
And specifically for requests by her manager at work, Michelle practised this one: ‘I would like to help, but I already have so many priorities; could we please discuss which one is the most important at present, and which ones you’d like me to put on hold?’ (Note: part of rehearsal includes planning when and where you will apply your new skills and strategies. For example, it wouldn’t have gone down well if Michelle had said that to her manager as a passing comment at the water cooler; she organised a time for the discussion.)
Michelle also practised saying, ‘Let me get back to you’. This is an especially useful assertive phrase, for buying yourself time. You can follow this statement by saying that you ‘need to check with someone else’, ‘see what’s in the calendar’ or you’re ‘juggling a lot of balls’ so you ‘need to check the diary and see what’s doable’. You can then take the time you need to make the choice that’s right for you. And if you do then choose to say no, it’s often easier to send a text or email, or make a phone call, than to do so in person.
Pause
When you feel the urge to OBEY your rigid rule, a brief pause can work wonders. Do a five-second anchor-drop: take a slow, gentle breath, or push your feet down and straighten your back. The few seconds this buys you is enough to disrupt your ‘default setting’.
When people asked her to do something, Michelle would take a slow, gentle breath and wait three or four seconds before replying. That brief pause gave her enough time to remember the assertive statements she’d been practising.
Start small
When experimenting with new skills, we want to ‘start small’ and build up our abilities over time. So Michelle began by declining requests assertively in situations that weren’t too difficult: when someone called her on the phone and asked her to complete a survey; when a shopkeeper said, ‘If you buy two, you get a third one for free?’; and when her daughter said, just before dinner, ‘Can I have some chocolate, please?’ Then gradually, over time, she worked up to declining requests in higher-stakes situations.
Over several months, Michelle gradually developed her assertiveness muscles — declining requests (and demands) from many people who had taken her help for granted. And each time she did so, it triggered high anxiety. But she told herself kindly, ‘I have the right to say no’. And she made room for her anxiety, in order to ‘do what matters’.
Some people were fine when Michelle said no. But others gave her a hard time. They became snappy or said how ‘disappointed’ they were, or tried various ways to manipulate her into changing her mind. And sometimes she caved in and said yes when she didn’t really want to. But mostly she persisted with her assertive nos — and each time she did, she felt a sense of triumph.
Bit by bit, Michelle reduced her obligations and freed up her time so she could do more of the things she genuinely wanted. Along the way, she broke off relationships with two ‘toxic friends’ who wouldn’t take no for an answer. This was very anxiety-provoking in the short term, but in the long term she realised she was much better off without them.
Of course, there’s a lot more to assertiveness than declining unreasonable requests; it also involves making requests and asking for what you want — calmly, fairly and respectfully. For Michelle, this was even harder than saying no; even the thought of it triggered the tyrant within: ‘Your needs don’t matter’. So Michelle’s next goal was to sign up for an online course in assertiveness skills. (If you’d like to know more about assertiveness and other skills for building healthier relationships, you may want to check out my book on relationship issues, ACT With Love.)
Over time, Michelle shaped her life in meaningful ways. She was still helpful, loving and supportive to others — but now she did this on her own terms (instead of always OBEYING her rigid rule). And as she started living life her way and unhooking from her rules and self-judgments, making room for her anxiety and practising self-compassion, her life got a whole lot better. Her anxiety reduced, her depression disappeared, her stress levels were lower, her life became far more fulfilling.
Imposing your rules on others
Above we’ve focus on self-imposed rules (‘I should … XYZ’). But equally problematic are the rules we impose on others (‘He/she/they/you/we should … XYZ’). When we get hooked by rules about what others should or shouldn’t be doing, it’s a recipe for conflict and tension in those relationships. Why? Because we get angry, hurt, anxious or disappointed when others do not OBEY our rules. So if you’re getting into conflict and tension with your loved ones or people at work, consider: What rules am I imposing on them? If I hold these rules tightly, does that help me to build the relationships I want?
Then come back to your values. Who do you want to be in this relationship? How do you want to treat the other party? How can you be assertive, rather than passive or aggressive: say no to what you don’t want, and ask for what you do want, in a way that’s calm, fair and respectful?
Any given value is a two-way street: it describes how we want to treat ourselves and others. So if you’ve been focusing too much on yourself, reflect on how you want to treat others. And if you’ve been focusing too much on others, look at how you want to treat yourself. There’s no simple formula for doing this; you really need to experiment and notice what works. But it’s worth making the time to do this, because all relationships inevitably have …
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UPS AND DOWNS
No matter how well you learn to walk, sooner or later you will stumble. Sometimes you’ll catch yourself in time and sometimes you’ll fall over. Sometimes you may even hurt yourself. The fact is, from the day you took your very first step, you have fallen down many hundreds of times — and yet at no point did you ever give up walking! You always picked yourself up, learned from the experience and carried on. It is this sort of attitude that we are referring to when we use the word ‘commitment’ in Acceptance and Commitment Therapy.
‘Commitment’ doesn’t mean being perfect, always following through, never giving up or going astray. ‘Commitment’ means that when we do inevitably stumble or go ‘off-track’, we pick ourselves up, find our bearings and carry on in the direction we want to go.
This is well exemplified in the legend of the great Scottish hero, Robert the Bruce. It’s a true story that happened 700 years ago, in a period of history when the king of England ruled over Scotland. The English king was violent and cruel, and he brutally oppressed the Scots for many years. But in the year 1306, Robert the Bruce was crowned king of Scotland, and he made it his number one priority to liberate his country. Soon after he took the throne, he raised an army and led it into war against the English, on the blood-soaked battlefield of Strathfillan. Unfortunately, the English army had greater numbers and superior weapons, and the Scots were savagely defeated.
Robert the Bruce escaped and went into hiding in a cave. Cold, wet, exhausted and bleeding from his wounds, he felt utterly hopeless. So great was his shame, so crushing his despair, he thought about leaving the country and never returning.
But as he lay there, he looked up and noticed a spider, which was trying to spin a web across a gap in the wall of the cave. This was no easy task. The spider would spin a strand and string it from one side of the gap to the other. Then it would spin another and another, weaving back and forth to build the web. Yet every few minutes a strong gust of wind would blow through the gap, breaking the web and sending the spider tumbling.
But the spider didn’t give up. The moment the wind died down, it would crawl back up to the edge of the gap and start spinning again from scratch.
Again and again the wind blew the web apart, and again and again the spider started rebuilding. Eventually, the wind died down long enough for the spider to spin a truly firm foundation, so that the next time the wind kicked up, the web was strong enough to withstand it and the spider was finally able to finish the job.
Robert the Bruce was amazed by this spider’s persistence. He thought, ‘If that tiny creature can persist despite all those setbacks, then so can I!’ The spider became his personal symbol of inspiration and he is said to have coined the famous motto: ‘If at first you don’t succeed, try, try again.’ After his wounds had healed he raised another army and continued to battle against the English for the next eight years, finally defeating them in 1314 at the Battle of Bannockburn — a battle in which his own men were outnumbered ten to one!
Of course, Robert the Bruce didn’t know he would succeed at his goal. He only knew that freedom truly mattered. And as long as he pursued that freedom, he was living a life he valued. (And he was therefore willing to make room for all the hardship that went with it.)
Such is the nature of commitment: you can never know in advance whether you will achieve your goals; all you can do is keep moving forward in a meaningful direction. The future is not in your control. What is in your control is your ability to continue your journey, step by step, learning and growing as you progress — and getting back on track whenever you wander.
Redefining success
There’s a potential danger in inspirational stories, such as that of Robert the Bruce. The danger is in the way we define success. Whether we’re talking of artists, doctors, athletes, businesspeople, rock stars, politicians or police officers, ‘successful people’ are typically defined in terms of the goals they’ve achieved. If they’ve achieved a particularly impressive goal, we say they are ‘successful’. But if we buy into this woefully limited definition, then we condemn ourselves to the goal-focused life: long stretches of frustration punctuated by fleeting moments of gratification if and when we do achieve our goals.
So I invite you now to consider a new definition: Success in life means living by your values.
Adopting this definition means you can be successful right now, whether or not you’ve achieved your major goals. Fulfilment is here, in this moment — any time you act in line with your values. And you are free from the need for other people’s approval. You don’t need someone to tell you that you’ve ‘made it’. You don’t need someone to confirm that you’re ‘doing the right thing’. You know when you’re acting on your values, and that’s enough.
Soula, Donna and the other people we’ve met in this book weren’t heroes of the sort we find in movies. They didn’t accomplish awe-inspiring feats or triumph against overwhelming odds. But they were all successful in connecting with their hearts and making meaningful changes in their lives. (Of course, as I’ve said before, living by your values doesn’t mean giving up on your goals; it merely means shifting the emphasis, so life becomes about appreciating what you have now rather than always focusing on what you don’t have.)
It’s also worth mentioning that every one of the clients I’ve written about did, on many occasions, go ‘off-track’. They all lost touch with their values at times, got caught up in unhelpful thoughts, struggled with painful feelings and acted out in self-defeating ways. But sooner or later they always got back on track again.
Take Donna, for example. It took her the best part of a year to recover completely from her alcoholism. There were plenty of times where she stayed off the drink for a few weeks, but then something would trigger another binge: the anniversary of the car crash; the anniversary of the funeral; the first Christmas Day since her husband and daughter had died. Occasions such as these brought up many painful feelings and memories for Donna, and with them came strong urges to drink. At times she ‘forgot’ all the skills she’d learned in therapy and turned to alcohol to try to escape her pain.
But as time went on, Donna got better and better at catching herself. Her first relapse came on the day of her daughter’s birthday. This triggered an entire week of heavy drinking. Her second relapse involved only three days of drinking and her third lasted for just one day.
Donna learned quickly that there’s no point in beating yourself up when you screw up or fail to follow through. Guilt trips and self-criticism don’t motivate you to make meaningful changes; they just keep you stuck, dwelling on the past. So after each relapse, Donna came back to the basic ACT formula:
Be present.
Open up.
Do what matters.
What does this mean in practice? Well, the first step, once we’ve gone off-track, is to consciously acknowledge it: to be fully present with what’s happening. At the same time, we need to acknowledge that once this has happened, we can’t change it; there is no way we can possibly alter the past. And while it might be valuable to reflect on the past and think about what we might do differently next time around, there’s no point in dwelling on it and crucifying ourselves for being imperfect. So we acknowledge that we went off-track, and we hold ourselves kindly. We unhook from ‘not good enough’. We open up and make room for the painful thoughts and feelings that inevitably arise when we fall back into our away moves. We practise ‘kind hands’ or ‘kind words’. We remind ourselves, with great kindness and understanding: ‘What’s happened has happened. It’s in the past and is now unchangeable. Like everyone else on the planet, I’m an imperfect human being and at times I screw up.’
The second step is to consider: ‘What do I want to do now? Rather than dwelling on the past, or beating myself up, what can I do in the present that’s important or meaningful?’
Then the third step is, of course, is to take action in line with that value.
Try, try again?
Robert the Bruce’s motto, ‘If at first you don’t succeed, try, try again’ is certainly powerful — but it’s only half the story. The other half of the story is that we must assess whether what we’re doing is effective. A better motto might be: ‘If at first you don’t succeed, try, try again; and if it still isn’t working, try something different.’
But there’s a fine line to tread here, too. When we face a significant challenge, the ‘It’s too hard!’ story often shows up. ‘You can’t do it! Give up!’ our mind will tell us. And the reason-giving machine prints out a list of 20 good reasons to quit. Naturally, then, our temptation is to give up and try something else. However, often persistence is precisely what is required.
This is where our ‘focusing and refocusing’ and ‘being present’ skills come in handy. By paying full attention to what we are doing and noticing the impact it is having, we’re in the best position to answer this question: ‘In order to achieve my goals, do I need to persist with what I’m doing — or change it?’ Then, depending on our answer, we commit to either changing or persisting.
An attitude of optimism
As we saw in the last chapter, soula joined a dating agency and started going out with a variety of different men. At first this was an awkward, embarrassing and nerve-racking process for her. Her mind repeatedly told her she was a ‘loser’ and that she would only ever meet ‘other losers’. But despite these unhelpful stories, soula persisted and over time she gradually became more comfortable with the process.
Some of her dates were disastrous: the men were boring, arrogant, sexist, egotistical or just generally obnoxious. On the other hand, some of her dates were a lot of fun: the men were witty, charming, intelligent, open-minded and attractive. It was always hit-and-miss. At one point she dated a guy for seven weeks, fell madly in love with him and then found out he’d been cheating on her the whole time. Naturally, she was devastated and, being human, she went off-track for a while. For over a month she fell back into her old habits: staying home alone, cutting herself off from friends, dwelling obsessively on her loneliness and eating ice-cream by the bucket to ‘cheer herself up’. Still, eventually Soula realised what she was doing and she applied the basic ACT formula: be present, open up, do what matters.
She made room for her sadness and her loneliness, and treated herself kindly. She focused again on life here and now, and reconnected with her values of loving and caring. She realised that although she hadn’t yet achieved her long-term goal (of cultivating a loving, meaningful relationship with an intimate partner) she could live her values of loving and caring right now, in a thousand little ways, in her relationships with her friends and family (and with herself). So she resumed spending quality time with her loved ones, and she also continued the dating process.
A little while later Soula fell in love with another man, whom she dated for over seven months. Unfortunately, it didn’t work out; they split up because Soula wanted to get engaged but he wasn’t ready to settle down. And I hate to disappoint you, but there’s no fairytale ending to Soula’s story. The last time I saw her, she was still dating. However, she was also investing in meaningful, loving relationships with her friends and family and herself — and although this didn’t get rid of her desire for a partner, it certainly gave her a lot of satisfaction and fulfilment.
What’s more, she had developed a sense of humour about the dating game. She had learned to see it as an opportunity to meet new people, discover new social venues and learn more about men! She also used dates as an opportunity to try new activities, from playing miniature golf to riding horses. In other words, the process of dating became a values-guided activity: a means for personal growth rather than a painful ordeal driven by loneliness.
As we go through life, we encounter all sorts of obstacles, difficulties and challenges, and each time this happens we have a choice: we can embrace the situation as an opportunity to grow, learn and develop; or we can fight, struggle and try whatever we can to avoid it. A stressful job, a physical illness, a failed relationship: all these are opportunities to grow as a person, to develop new and better skills for dealing with life’s problems.
ACT is an inherently optimistic approach. It doesn’t teach you to identify and challenge pessimistic thoughts and replace them with optimistic ones. But it does have an optimistic stance towards life. ACT assumes that no matter what problems you encounter, you can learn and grow from them; no matter how dire your circumstances, you can find at least some measure of fulfilment in living by your values; and no matter how many times you wander off the path, you can always get back on track and start again.
Choose to grow
A core theme in this book is that life involves pain. Sooner or later we all experience it — physically, emotionally and psychologically. But in every painful life circumstance there is an opportunity for us to grow. Earlier in the book we encountered Roxy, a 32-year-old lawyer who had been diagnosed with MS (multiple sclerosis). Before her illness, Roxy’s life had been totally focused on work. Success in her career meant everything and she had done very well for herself, getting promoted to junior partner and earning a huge salary. But she was working an average of 80 hours a week, lived on takeaway food, rarely exercised and was always ‘too tired’ to spend time with friends and family. Her relationships with men were typically short-lived because she never had the time or energy to invest in them. And she rarely found time to chill out and have fun.
Facing the possibility of severe disability or premature death awoke Roxy to the fact that there’s more to life than work and money. She realised that our time on this planet is limited and she connected with what was most important, deep in her heart. She cut back on her work hours, spent more time with the people she cared about and began to look after her health through swimming, yoga and sensible eating.
She also changed the way she related to people at work. She had always been So driven to excel, she’d paid little attention to social niceties in the workplace and, as a result, appeared to her colleagues as closed-off and cold. Now she started treating her colleagues differently: showing an interest in their lives outside work and opening up, letting them know more about her own life. As she warmed to her colleagues, they in turn warmed to her and she started to make some genuine workplace friendships.
By embracing the opportunity in her difficulty, Roxy made her life far richer and more meaningful. Of course, she would rather not have had the illness in the first place, but since that was not in her control, she chose to go down the path of personal growth.
Stories like this are commonplace. I have seen many people face a serious diagnosis — cancer, heart disease, a stroke — and completely re-evaluate their lives as a result. But we don’t have to wait until death is staring us in the face; we can make meaningful changes whenever we wish. So, when difficulties show up in your life (as they often will), develop the habit of asking yourself: ‘How can I think about this in a way that enables me to live by my values?’, or ‘How can I look at this in a way that helps me to act more effectively?’ The more often we do this, the more our life becomes …
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A DARING ADVENTURE
You may know the story of Helen Keller. Born in Alabama in the United States in 1880, she was struck by a terrible illness (probably meningitis) when she was only nineteen months old. This left her deaf and blind. Yet against all the odds, she eventually learned how to read and write, and she went on to become a prolific author and powerful mover for social change. And she famously said, ‘Life is a daring adventure, or nothing’.
So, which are you going to choose? If we want to turn our life into a daring adventure — to step out of our comfort zone and let our values guide us into uncharted territory, not knowing what will happen and with no guarantees it will turn out the way we wish — then we’ll need to make room for all the discomfort that’s guaranteed to show up along the way. So, given this is the final chapter, let’s recap some useful things that can help us on our big adventure.
Being present, opening up, doing what matters
One more time, for good luck: the three overarching principles of ACT are:
Be present. Focus your attention on what’s important and engage in what you do.
Open up. Unhook from your thoughts and feelings; allow them to be as they are and let them freely flow through you.
Do what matters. Act effectively, guided by your values.
The technical term for our ability to be present, open up and do what matters is ‘psychological flexibility’. Earlier I mentioned the impressive fact that there are more than 3000 published studies on ACT, and they all show the same thing: the higher your level of psychological flexibility, the better your quality of life. But don’t believe this just because of the research. Try it out and trust your own experience. If ACT’s principles work for you, if they give you a rich, full life, then it makes sense to embrace them as fully as possible.
At the same time, see this as a personal choice. You don’t have to live by these principles. There’s no obligation, no right or wrong, good or bad. If you embrace these principles, it won’t make you a ‘good person’ or superior to others in any way. And if you ignore them, it won’t make you ‘bad’ or ‘inferior’. If you go around thinking you have to live by these principles, that’s just OBEYING yet another rigid rule; it creates a sense of coercion, as if you were being forced to do something you don’t really want to do — which is sure to drain your life, rather than enhance it.
The way you live your life is a personal choice. And while most people find these principles transform their lives in many positive ways, it’s important to remember they aren’t The Ten Commandments! Apply them if and when you choose to, in the interests of making life better. But don’t make them into rules you must OBEY!
I’m quite sure there will be plenty of times when you ‘forget’ what you’ve learned in this book. You’ll get caught up in unhelpful thoughts, struggle uselessly with your feelings and act in self-defeating ways. But the instant you recognise what you’re doing, you can choose to do something about it — if you want to, that is. Again, this is a personal choice. You don’t have to do anything. In fact, I’m sure there will be times that you deliberately choose not to use the principles in this book. And that’s okay. Just aim to be more aware of the choices you make and the effects they have on your life; especially when it comes to choice points such as those we’re about to discuss.
Choice point: Stay stuck or get unstuck?
It may be that you’ve reached this point in the book and still haven’t made many (or any) significant changes. If that’s what’s happening, you’ve probably come up against one or more of the HARD barriers:
Hooked.
Avoiding discomfort.
Remoteness from values.
Doubtful goals.
So if you’re feeling stuck or you’re putting off taking action, take a few moments to identify barriers in your way and apply the ‘antidotes’ as discussed in Chapter 23.
Choice point: OBEY, STRUGGLE or unhook?
Our default settings when difficult thoughts and feelings arise are OBEY or STRUGGLE. In OBEY mode, we give them all our attention, allow them to dictate our actions. In STRUGGLE mode, we fight or flee them. And although these modes of responding aren’t always problematic, they do often pull us into away moves.
Unhooking skills give us many other ways of responding to difficult thoughts and feelings. We can notice them with curiosity and openness and see their true nature: words and pictures in our head, and physical sensations in our body. We can name them non-judgmentally and allow them to freely come and stay and go as they please. We can acknowledge our pain and treat ourselves kindly, while focusing and refocusing our attention on what truly matters.
Choice point: Get swept away or drop anchor?
Dropping anchor is by far the most widely applicable unhooking skill in this book. You can do it any time, any place, any activity, whether your emotional weather is pleasant or unpleasant, mild or extreme. You can use it to unhook, make room, wake up, refocus your attention, engage in what you’re doing, regain control over your actions or hold yourself steady to ‘weather the storm’. You can do a ten-second or a ten-minute version, or anything in between, depending on the demands of the situation. So if you’ve skipped it, or only dabbled in it, or tried it once and didn’t like it, I encourage you to revisit Chapter 5 and really give it a good workout.
Choice point: Rise to the challenge, or not?
When times are tough, remember the ‘challenge formula’. No matter what sort of problematic situation you encounter in life, you always have choices. Your options are:
1. Leave.
2. Stay, and live by your values: do whatever you can to improve the situation, make room for the pain that goes with it and treat yourself kindly.
3. Stay — but do things that either make no difference or make it worse.
At times the best way to improve a challenging situation is to leave it. But if you can’t or won’t leave it, option 2 will be much more rewarding than option 3.
Choice point: Instant success or long-term frustration?
If you like the idea of ‘instant success’ (and who doesn’t?) then you’ll surely want to embrace the values-focused life. When we live such a life, we still set goals, and pursue them — but they aren’t the be-all and end-all. Instead, we define success as living by your values. And because there’s always some small way to do this, in any moment of life, instant success is possible whenever we wish.
Choice point: A pleasant feeling or a meaningful life?
In Chapter 1 we looked at two different meanings of happiness: a) a transient feeling of pleasure and contentment; b) a rich and meaningful life, in which we feel the whole range of human emotions, both pleasant and painful. When we stop pursuing the former and start building the latter, we escape from ‘The Happiness Trap’. (And when we do the reverse, we fall back into it.)
Choice point: Missing out or making the most?
When we’re hooked by thoughts and feelings — in STRUGGLE or OBEY mode
— we’re missing out on life. Unhooking skills, especially ‘being present’, ‘focusing’ and ‘savouring’, enable us to appreciate what we have in our life right now. This is important, because now is the only time we ever have. The past doesn’t exist; it’s nothing more than memories in the present. And the future doesn’t exist; it’s nothing more than thoughts and images in the present. The only time you ever have is this moment: now. So make the most of it. Appreciate it in its fullness. And remember: Life gives most to those who make the most of what life gives.
Choice point: Self-kindness or self-judgment?
I’ve said it before, and I’ve said it again: you’re human. So just like me and everyone else on this planet, you’re going to screw up, make mistakes, go off-track. There’ll be times you forget everything in this book. You’ll get hooked by your thoughts and feelings, pulled away from your values, and you’ll act in ways that are far removed from the person you want to be. And you will hurt and suffer as a result.
So can you be compassionate to yourself? Can you acknowledge how hard it is to be human, and treat yourself kindly? Can you recognise your suffering as something you share with all other humans on the planet? We get to improve our behaviour, but we don’t get to be perfect. We all go off-track; we all make mistakes; and we all suffer as a result. But being hard on ourselves doesn’t help. It just gets us more stuck than before. So unhook from the ‘I’m not good enough’ story and treat yourself like you’d treat a suffering friend: kind words, kind hands, kind deeds.
The ultimate choice
Auschwitz was the most notorious of the Nazi death camps. We can scarcely begin to imagine what took place there: the horrific abuse and torture, the extremes of human degradation, the countless deaths through disease, violence, starvation and the infamous gas chambers. Viktor Frankl was a Jewish psychiatrist who survived the unspeakable horrors of Auschwitz and other camps, which he described in gruesome detail in his awe-inspiring book Man’s Search for Meaning.
One of the most fascinating revelations in this book is that, contrary to what we would expect, the people who survived longest in the death camps were often not the physically fittest and strongest, but rather those who were most connected with a sense of meaning and purpose in life. If prisoners could connect with their values, it gave them something to live for; something that kept them going, despite all their suffering. Those who could not do this soon lost the will to live — and thus, their lives.
For example, one of Frankl’s core values was being helpful. So, throughout his time in the camps, he consistently helped other prisoners to cope with their suffering. He listened compassionately to their woes, gave them words of kindness and inspiration, and tended to the sick and the dying. Most importantly, he helped people to connect with their own deepest values So they could find their own sense of purpose. This would then literally give them the strength to survive.
Another powerful insight from Man’s Search for Meaning is that even in a Nazi concentration camp, people have choices. Frankl describes Nazis who at times chose to act with kindness towards Jewish prisoners. For example, he mentions a Nazi guard who, at great personal risk, secretly slipped Frankl a piece of bread. ‘It was far more than the small piece of bread which moved me to tears at the time. It was the human “something” that this man gave to me — the word and look which accompanied the gift.’ In stark contrast, Frankl also describes Jewish prisoners who chose to act with appalling hostility and sadism towards their fellow Jews. The message is clear: even in the most extreme circumstances, choices are available.
Frankl writes ‘We who lived in concentration camps can remember the men who walked through the huts comforting others, giving away their last piece of bread.’ He acknowledges that such people were few in number, but he points out they offer undeniable proof that: ‘Everything can be taken from a man but one thing: the last of the human freedoms — to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way.’
Every time I read that quote, I get goosebumps. ‘To choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way’. How inspiring is that?
But … how do we actually do that? I mean, it’s easy to choose our attitude when life’s going well, giving us what we want, no major reality gaps; when our health is good, we’re on holiday, the weather is great and we haven’t a care in the world. But how do we choose our attitude when life is really difficult? When there are huge gaps between the reality we want and the reality we’ve got? Do we just ‘think positively’? Or read a Nike poster and ‘Just do it’?
If we want to choose our attitude when life is incredibly hard, we first need to drop anchor. We acknowledge the painful reality we are dealing with, make room for all those painful thoughts and feelings, and treat ourselves kindly. Then we get in touch with our values and choose what we will stand for in the face of this. In other words: be present, open up and do what matters. The greater our ability to do this, the more freedom we have — no matter what obstacles life puts in our path.
And that brings us to the end of this book, but not to the end of your journey. Life goes on, minute by minute, hour by hour and day by day. So make the most of it. Ask yourself often, every day: Am I present? Am I open? Am I doing what matters?
Keep going, keep living, keep loving. And I wish you all the best for your daring adventure.
RESOURCES
Free resources
In addition to The Happiness Trap: Extra Bits, there’s a huge treasure trove of free materials — including audio recordings, eBooks, handouts and worksheets, YouTube videos, book chapters, articles, blogs and published studies — available on the ‘Free resources’ page of www.TheHappinessTrap.com.
The Happiness Trap: eight-week online program
This is a personal-growth program for wellbeing and vitality, inspired by the book but going way beyond it. It’s a beautifully filmed (and very entertaining) online course, suitable for pretty much anyone and everyone who wishes to build a richer, fuller life.
Other books by Russ Harris
The Happiness Trap Pocketbook: How to stop struggling and start living by Russ Harris and Bev Aisbett
A fun, comic-book version of the original — especially for teenagers and adults who are not into reading. (It’s alternatively titled The Illustrated Happiness Trap in the United States.)
The Reality Slap: How to survive and thrive when life hits hard (2nd edition)
An ACT-based self-help book for grief, loss and crisis, with a major emphasis on self-compassion. (The second edition has more than 50 per cent new material.)
When Life Hits Hard: How to transcend grief, crisis and loss with Acceptance and Commitment Therapy
This is the same book as The Reality Slap (2nd edition), mentioned above. Because it has over 50 per cent new material, the US publishers decided to change the title and release it as a new book.
ACT with Love: Stop struggling, reconcile differences, and strengthen your relationship with Acceptance and Commitment Therapy
A popular self-help book on the use of ACT for common relationship issues.
The Confidence Gap: From fear to freedom
A self-help book that looks at confidence, success and performance from an ACT perspective; especially suitable for life coaching, executive coaching, and sports and business performance.
ACT Made Simple: An easy-to-read primer on Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (2nd edition)
The world’s best-selling textbook on ACT, with over 100,000 copies sold and translations into 20 languages. A classic in the field of psychotherapy literature. (The second edition has over 50 per cent new material.)
Trauma-Focused ACT: A practitioner’s guide to working with mind, body, and emotion using Acceptance and Commitment Therapy
My most recent textbook for therapists, this covers in depth how to use ACT with all types of trauma-related issues.
Getting Unstuck in ACT: A clinician’s guide to overcoming common obstacles in Acceptance and Commitment Therapy
The first advanced-level textbook on ACT. This does not cover the basics; it assumes you know them. Instead, it focuses on common sticking points for both clients and therapists.
ACT Questions & Answers: A practitioner’s guide to 150 common sticking points in Acceptance and Commitment Therapy
Also known as ‘Everything you wanted to know about ACT but were afraid to ask!’ This is another advanced-level textbook for therapists, in an easy-to-read Q&A format.
The Weight Escape: Stop fad dieting, start losing weight and reshape your life using cutting-edge psychology by Joe Ciarrochi, Ann Bailey and Russ Harris
A self-help book on the ACT approach to fitness, weight loss and self-acceptance with any size body.
ACT Companion: The Happiness Trap app
Australian psychologist Anthony Berrick created this excellent smartphone app. It’s loaded with cool ACT tools, including the choice point, and contains over two hours of audio recordings — some with my voice, some with Anthony’s.
Online training for therapists, counsellors and coaches
I have created a range of online courses for professional training in ACT, from beginner to advanced level. They cover everything from trauma, depression and anxiety disorders to adolescence, grief and loss, and brief interventions. They are available at www.ImLearningACT.com.
Values cards
I’ve created a pack of full-colour values cards containing simple descriptions of values accompanied by delightful cartoons. More specifically, they’re ‘values, goals and barriers’ cards; there are extra cards for goal-setting, action-planning, and dealing with barriers such as values conflicts, fusion and so on. In Australia, you can purchase these at www.actmindfully.com.au. For orders outside Australia, go to www.edgarpsych.co.uk/shop.
Facebook groups
The ‘Happiness Trap Online Program’ Facebook group is a supportive and welcoming community of people who have either read the book or done the online program. It’s a great place to discuss any difficulties — or successes — you have had with the ACT approach.
The ‘ACT Made Simple’ Facebook group is for health professionals only — coaches, counsellors, therapists, doctors, nurses, OTs and others who use ACT with clients or patients as part of their work. It’s a supportive online community (with, at the time of writing, over 35,000 members) where practitioners, students and researchers can share resources, ask questions, discuss struggles and successes, get the latest updates and free materials from me, and So much more.
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This book is a general guide only and should never be a substitute for the skill, knowledge and experience of a qualified medical or mental health professional dealing with the facts, circumstances and symptoms of a particular case. The medical and health information presented in this book is based on the research, training and professional experience of the author, and is true and complete to the best of their knowledge. However, this book is intended only as an informative guide; it is not intended to replace or countermand the advice given by the reader’s personal physician or therapist. Because each person and situation is unique, the author and the publisher urge the reader to check with a qualified healthcare professional before using any procedure where there is a question as to its appropriateness. The author, publisher and their distributors are not responsible for any adverse effects or consequences resulting from the use of the information in this book. It is the responsibility of the reader to consult a physician or other qualified healthcare professional regarding their personal care. The intent of the information provided is to be helpful; however, there is no guarantee of results associated with the information provided.