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This little book packs a big punch. You can use it as either a rapid refresher course or a brief but powerful introduction to ACT. With an engaging and easy-to-read style, Mike Sinclair and Matt Beadman take you step-by-step through the theory and practice of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, and show you how to enrich and enhance your sessions with the core ACT processes. You’ll learn how to wake up, loosen up and step up to create a richer, fuller, more meaningful life. An excellent addition to your ACT library.

Dr Russ Harris
Author of ACT Made Simple and The Happiness Trap



The Little ACT Workbook is one of the clearest and best-written presentations of ACT I’ve seen. Short and practical, you can put it in your pocket and begin immediately to relate to your own life in a new way. Highly recommended.

Steven C. Hayes
Co-developer of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, and
author of Get Out of Your Mind and Into Your Life



The Little ACT Workbook is a wonderful introduction to how to succeed in life. Based on clear scientific principles and evidence, it may surprise, intrigue, amuse or inspire. It will ask you to look at your circumstance in an entirely different way than you have done before. What you will see is that our goals and our difficulties are connected, our own thoughts are as likely to help as to mislead, and one sure way to lose is to refuse to participate. What you will do is up to you.

Lance M. McCracken, PhD
Professor of Behavioural Medicine, King’s College London



The Little ACT Workbook by Michael Sinclair and Matthew Beadman is an excellent introduction to how Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) can help you to pursue a life of meaning and purpose. The authors have brilliantly distilled the essence of ACT, drawing upon the most up-to-date science that underpins this new approach to cognitive behavioural therapy. This is a clear, engaging guide as to why we struggle with unwanted thoughts and feelings, and what steps you can take for an alternate, effective approach to life’s experiences. The book uses carefully chosen exercises and metaphors that will strengthen your ability to be aware of and, most importantly, do what most matters to you.

Dr Eric Morris
Director of the La Trobe University Psychology Clinic, Melbourne
Australia, and co-author of ACTivate Your Life



Want to learn how to get unstuck and get moving in life? Dr Michael Sinclair and Dr Matthew Beadman have written an accessible, fun and practical book that will open you up to the skills to do just that. They artfully bring together the key components of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, a powerful and scientifically grounded mindfulness-based behavioural change programme. I would highly recommend this book.

Dr Joe Oliver
Co-author of ACTivate Your Life



I just loved reading this book. It is so practical in its’ organisation and written in everyday language that is easy to understand. The authors systematically teach three core ideas which are at the heart of ACT: wake up, loosen up and step up. In each section, they provide numerous, easy-to-follow daily strategies to help increase your ability to be in the present moment, to practise detachment when you are in troubled waters, and to live your life guided by what really matters to you. The case examples used to highlight key concepts are really well done. The authors have succeeded at their goal of making ACT refreshingly simple to understand and utilise in daily life.

Kirk Strosahl, PhD
Co-founder of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, and
author of In This Moment: Five Steps to Transcending Stress
Using Mindfulness and Neuroscience
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Introduction

Hello, and a sincere and warm welcome from both of us.

We are delighted that you have chosen to read this book and, whatever your reasons for choosing it, we hope it offers you what you’re looking for. Perhaps you have already heard of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy and would like to find out more about it and how it could help. Or, maybe you have been recommended this book by someone and know very little about Acceptance and Commitment Therapy. Perhaps you are like many other people who have already worked their way through a long list of self-help books and therapies that have advised you to think positively, stop worrying and pull yourself together, in the hope of finding some sense of enduring happiness (if only it was that easy!). Whatever your reasons, the fact that you’re reading this book suggests other approaches haven’t been as helpful as you were hoping and there is perhaps still something in your life that you would like to change. So, let’s take a look at what that might be. How’s life going for you? See whether any of the following questions resonate with you.

Perhaps …

[image: Book title]you’ve been through a difficult time and you’re trying to recover

[image: Book title]you’ve been struggling to find a sense of meaning, purpose, enjoyment or fulfilment in your life

[image: Book title]you’re feeling dissatisfied at work and/or in relationships with friends, your partner or family

[image: Book title]you’re feeling a general sense of unease, as if something is missing

[image: Book title]you’ve been feeling distracted or preoccupied by worries or other repetitive, troubling thoughts or memories

[image: Book title]your life seems controlled by anxiety and a host of associated unpleasant physical sensations

[image: Book title]anger, sadness, fear or other strong emotions seem more in charge of your life than you are

[image: Book title]you notice yourself spending less and less time each day doing the things that really matter to you

[image: Book title]you’re lacking the motivation, energy or enthusiasm to get stuck into an aspect of life in the same way that you used to.



Regardless of whether any of these dilemmas or other concerns seem relevant to you, we do hope that this book will be helpful. We also want to assure you that you are certainly not alone in experiencing these kinds of difficulties.

You are not alone

In Britain today, one in six of the adults you walk past in the street, chat to at work or sit beside on the train are struggling with their emotions to the extent that they would meet diagnostic criteria for a psychological disorder. An even greater number of people will be struggling with other forms of psychological distress. The same is true for people living in the USA and other European countries. In Western nations, up to 40% of all illness is accounted for by mental health difficulties. An astonishing statistic is that twice as many people are affected by these difficulties than by diabetes, heart disease, strokes, cancer and lung disease combined. Now, the vast majority of people who suffer from physical health problems will receive treatment. Yet two-thirds of people with mental health problems, the most common being anxiety and depression, will not. This is unfair and represents an important form of discrimination. It is particularly sad because many effective, evidence-based psychological treatments exist for those who need them.

Help is at hand

This book aims to introduce you to a relatively recent and ground-breaking psychological approach that has already been shown by a great deal of scientific evidence to help people to recover from mental health difficulties and to reclaim the life they want to live. This psychological approach is called Acceptance and Commitment Therapy and was developed in the USA by Steven Hayes, Kelly Wilson and Kirk Strosahl. Acceptance and Commitment Therapy is often called ACT, which is pronounced as one word – ‘act’ –rather than as the initials A-C-T.

At this early stage it is important to emphasise that ACT is not just a treatment for those who may be experiencing mental health difficulties; the benefits of ACT are far greater and further reaching than that. ACT has the potential to offer each and every one of us a profound insight into the daily stresses and struggles we will all inevitably experience from time to time, as well as a set of invaluable life skills to help us live a more meaningful and fulfilling life. The ideas in ACT are relevant to us all, whoever we are! We know this from the rapidly growing body of research, from our experience of working as Practitioner Psychologists using ACT with clients of all ages, and from our personal experience of applying ACT in our everyday lives.

ACT starts from the idea that when we are suffering in some way, this doesn’t indicate that some aspect of ourselves is ‘broken’ or sick, rather that we’ve become stuck and caught up in the very natural pitfalls and traps that can affect any one of us. ACT is therefore concerned with understanding the principles and processes that are involved in making us human. In doing so, ACT helps to promote our psychological flexibility (a term we will come back to later on), which can help us to make better life choices and ultimately create a life that is rich, full and meaningful.

Backed up by science

ACT has been developed from laboratory studies of how humans learn to use language and thought, and, at the time of writing, has been tested in over 150 randomised controlled trials. Randomised controlled trials are the same kind of high-quality clinical research trials that are used to evaluate other forms of treatment, such as medication. The results have consistently found that ACT is an effective psychological approach for helping people with an array of common mental health difficulties and other psychological problems, such as depression, anxiety, psychosis, substance misuse and insomnia, and in the management of long-term physical health conditions. ACT has also been shown to help people quit smoking, change their eating behaviour, manage their weight, reduce work-related stress and increase productivity at work. This is a really important point to emphasise; as we just mentioned, ACT is not just for people who are experiencing mental health difficulties. The fundamental principles and techniques of ACT can be used by everyone to help us all live better lives – the kind of life we would choose to have.

Having highlighted the evidence supporting ACT, we are certainly not claiming that ACT is the ‘right’ or best approach to help all people who are suffering, nor that you will necessarily find all the answers to your problems by applying ACT to your life. We are all unique, and different approaches work differently for different people – this is entirely normal. All we can say is that ACT has worked for us personally, and has also worked well for many of the people we have met in helping them to suffer less and to move towards living the kind of life they really want to live. We hope that ACT and the ideas and techniques in this book will help you, too. Of course, you will be the best person to judge whether they do or not through your own personal experience.

How to use this book

First and foremost this book is intended to be a simple, practical and concise introduction to Acceptance and Commitment Therapy. It is important to emphasise that this book cannot replace the benefits of actually meeting face-to-face with a psychologist or other therapist. This book has not been subject to scientific evaluation, it is merely an introduction to a psychological approach that has been. Furthermore, most psychologists concur with overwhelming evidence indicating that a positive relationship with a therapist who listens to you, who you get on well with and who you feel able to confide in is one of the most powerful ingredients for helping people to make changes in their lives. Needless to say, this book cannot provide this. Instead, we hope that this book might be helpful to you in one or more of the following ways:

[image: Book title]as an introduction to Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) and to explain how ACT might help you to make the changes in your life that you hope for

[image: Book title]by providing an opportunity for you to try out some alternative and revolutionary techniques and strategies designed to help you manage your thoughts and emotions more effectively

[image: Book title]by helping you decide whether you would like to work with a psychologist/therapist who uses ACT

[image: Book title]by providing an alternative source of information and self-help for you to use alongside your work with a psychologist or other therapist who uses ACT.



It’s important to emphasise that we have written this book assuming that you have not encountered ACT before, so for anyone entirely new to ACT this is a good place to start. However, if you have read other ACT books or discussed ACT already with a friend or psychologist/therapist and are familiar with the model, we hope this book will still provide a useful refresher as well as giving you lots of opportunities to practise using some key tools and exercises.

As you read this book, we are very keen for you to get your own direct experience of applying ACT. What do we mean by this? Well, we hope that you won’t just read about ACT but you’ll also experience its impact for yourself. This is because (as we hope you will soon discover) ACT is not just an intellectual approach, simply requiring you to engage your head and think your way out of the problems you may be experiencing. Instead, it is a highly experiential approach and about ‘getting out of your head’ a lot of the time. As you’ll see, language and thought can all too often be the problem at times, rather than the solution. So, in order to really benefit from ACT, you have to do it rather than simply read about it.

Therefore, to ensure that you get a real feel for ACT, we’ve included a number of experiential exercises so that you can experiment with using some of these new ideas for yourself. Along with these, you will notice other invitations to try out specific practical techniques and tasks designed to help you reflect on the principles and processes of ACT. Some of these tasks will invite you to jot down some notes as you do them; so, if you are reading this electronically, you might like to have a pen and paper to hand, or alternatively you may prefer to use the ‘Notes’ function on your mobile phone, tablet or other digital device. We have also included a number of mini case studies, which have been adapted directly from our work with our clients. Please note that all case study material used in this book has been anonymised to protect the confidentiality of our clients.

We understand that when you come across an exercise in a book like this, it can be very easy to skip it and continue reading. Your mind might give you a million and one reasons why you can’t/won’t do the exercise, such as ‘I don’t have time for this right now’, ‘I don’t need to do that’ or ‘I’ll come back to this later’. Unfortunately, by listening to your mind and skipping exercises in this way, you may well be missing out on an important opportunity. As we just mentioned, much of the work in this book will be ‘experiential’; this means we might ask you to take part in a particular exercise, to remember a particular experience, or experiment with a new idea or metaphor. We do this deliberately so you can experience using ACT, rather than just reading about it.

Learning to use the ideas in this book is a bit like learning to ride a bike; you can read for hours on end about how to balance, steer and push down on the pedals, but you are unlikely to learn a great deal until you actually start trying to ride the bike (and probably fall off a few times!). A similar approach is called for with this book. We try to remind you of this important point with the following bicycle symbol, which you’ll find placed next to each exercise throughout the book:

[image: Book title]



If you’re with us on this (which we really hope you are), and you notice that your mind evaluates these exercises as silly or unnecessary at times, we hope that you will never mind your mind and instead give ALL these exercises a go as they crop up throughout the book. We want to assure you that we wouldn’t invite you to take part in any exercise unless we thought it might be helpful – so, if you’re willing to try something completely different, please read on!

How much time will this take?

Given the brief nature of this book, it might be tempting to read it very quickly in one or two sittings. On the other hand, you might be someone who prefers to work through new ideas like these in a more steady fashion, pausing as you go. It’s difficult for us to suggest how quickly or slowly you should read through this book, but our advice would be to give yourself plenty of time to practise and reflect on the exercises and the new ideas. There will also be some exercises that might benefit from a few days or weeks of practice, and some that you might want to return to and repeat. Whatever your approach, we recommend you use this book in a flexible fashion in whatever way seems to work for you, allowing yourself plenty of time to experience the exercises.

One last important note before we continue …

While writing this book we’ve tried our best to include the essential features of the ACT model and to draw upon its core components. We hope the result is a user-friendly, focused, brief and concise guide to the principles and philosophies of ACT that have been so helpful to our clients and us. If you’re anything like us, and most of the people we’ve worked with, you’ll also know how life can feel pretty busy and that time often feels very limited indeed. However, this is no reason to miss out on the powerful ideas ACT has to offer. We hope that as you read The Little ACT Workbook you will find that there is nothing ‘little’ about ACT at all, but that this title simply reflects our ambition to create a no-nonsense, straight-to-the-point and bite-size introduction to some really big and important ideas. There are of course some excellent, longer and more in-depth books on ACT, some of which we have listed for you in the ‘Recommended reading’ section at the end of this book.

We hope you enjoy working your way through this book and that it makes a real difference to your life.




1    So what’s new about ACT?

ACT derives from a family of psychological therapies called Cognitive Behavioural Therapy, or ‘CBT’ as it is more commonly known. In its traditional format, CBT is currently one of the most widely practised methods of psychological therapy. Backed up by a large body of scientific research, traditional CBT has proven to be highly effective in helping people to manage and overcome a vast range of mental health difficulties and psychological problems. ACT differs from traditional CBT in a number of important ways. Possibly the most significant of these differences is the alternative mechanisms it has at its core in helping people to bring about change in their lives. Rather than necessarily always trying to change or control distressing experiences, such as troublesome thoughts or unwanted emotions (as traditional CBT might advocate), ACT offers an alternative and sometimes more helpful approach. We’ve often heard from people how, at times, they can feel increasingly stuck and thwarted in their attempts to change, control or distract themselves away from painful thoughts and feelings. When you think about it, you may be able to relate to this. When you’ve been through difficult experiences in life, how easy has it been to change or control how you’ve thought or felt about these experiences? It can prove to be a real challenge to try to think or feel differently when life takes a turn for the worse. What’s more, recent research indicates that we don’t necessarily have to change how we think and feel about a situation before we can move on, recover and continue with our lives. This is where ACT comes in – much more on this in the next chapter.

Getting unstuck and back on track

This book, and ACT, is all about getting unstuck and learning new and, hopefully, more effective strategies to handle difficult thoughts, unpleasant emotions and physical sensations when they show up, so that you can stay on track. By ‘staying on track’ we mean doing the things that matter to you in your life and behaving in a manner that’s consistent with the kind of person you really want to be – rather than always being controlled by the thoughts, emotions and physical sensations you might experience in any given moment.

Let’s take a closer look at what we mean by this. Usually when people pick up a book like this they are hoping to learn some strategies for reducing unwanted thoughts, emotions or physical symptoms – we can think of these as the problem. When the problem shows up, people often respond in a fairly automatic and understandable fashion, with certain behaviours designed to make the problem go away. Take Lisa’s case, for example.


At 35 years old, Lisa had always been a pretty confident person. However, after a difficult relationship break-up with her now ex-partner, she noticed she had begun to feel more anxious and worried, particularly when socialising with friends and also when speaking up in meetings at work. Now, as Lisa had never really experienced these unpleasant thoughts and feelings before she quite understandably labelled them as the problem and responded to them in a completely understandable way – she started doing things to avoid these anxiety-provoking situations. She stopped going to meetings at work, and called in sick or blocked her diary by booking other appointments. Lisa also found that she would avoid making arrangements with friends, and tended to stay at home instead, distracting herself from her worries by watching TV, all in an attempt to feel better and not become anxious. When she felt compelled to attend her best friend’s wedding, she noticed how she drank more alcohol than she would normally want to, again in an attempt to reduce her nerves and control the problem as she saw it. Although these strategies seemed to be working in the short term by reducing her immediate worries and anxious feelings, they didn’t seem to be helping her to eliminate these feelings in the longer term; she still felt anxious about socialising, and at work these feelings just kept coming back. Moreover, Lisa didn’t recognise herself any more. She was drinking more than she would like to and had stopped looking after her health. Before, she had really enjoyed socialising and had considered herself an active, supportive team member at work. Although Lisa’s coping strategies seemed to help her to curb her anxieties (in the short term, anyway), they certainly weren’t helping her to live the kind of life that really mattered to her in the longer term. As a result, she started to feel even more anxious and fed up.





Even at this early stage, maybe you’re aware of some of the things you might do when your problems show up? Like Lisa, can you spot yourself doing anything to try to control, reduce or avoid your unwanted thoughts, emotions or physical sensations in your life? We’ll come back to this in more detail in the next chapter.

Switching perspective on the problem

If you’re like most of us (which we’re sure you are!), you can probably notice yourself doing things to try to control, avoid, get rid of or escape from the problems you’ve been experiencing. Maybe you’ve been trying to work the problem out; thinking and analysing your way through it for a while and not really getting anywhere?

As we’ll discuss in the next chapter, this problem-solving approach to unwanted thoughts and emotions is completely understandable, and similar to the approach we take to physical health problems. For example, if you’ve got an ache, pain or illness, you go to your doctor or hospital and hopefully there will be medical treatments that can help get rid of the problem.

Similarly, when it comes to psychological problems, sometimes trying to avoid or control our difficult thoughts and emotions can work just fine and have no other consequences – in which case, we don’t want to make any changes. For example, someone who lives in England can usually avoid snakes (which can make many of us feel very anxious), and this avoidance has no real costs in terms of quality of life. Sometimes though, these strategies can cause more problems. In Lisa’s case, avoiding anxiety-provoking situations and relying on alcohol to help her get through parties may have some unwanted consequences.

All this begs the big question: what is the real problem here? Is it the unpleasant thoughts, emotions and physical sensations – as we tend to assume? Or is it more about our behaviours and responses to these psychological experiences? What do you think?
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