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‘ACTivate Your Life with this fantastic new self-help book. Based on the revolutionary new therapy – Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) – this comprehensive workbook will help you to effortlessly navigate your way through the challenges in your life and transform it for the better. Whether you simply feel a little stuck or are chronically depressed, the three simple steps (Open, Aware and Active), case studies and worksheets will support you on your journey to enjoying life again.’


Dr Guy Meadows, author of The Sleep Book


‘All the latest research and a wealth of clinical experience have gone into this book. Clear, friendly language, fun illustrations and easy to use worksheets cut through the tangle of difficult thoughts and feelings so many people struggle with and allow themselves to be held back by. A state of the art, logical and supportive book that reassures you that you are not a freak for struggling in the first place, helps you identify the unhelpful strategies that drive and maintain your difficulties, builds your resilience and unlocks your potential.’


Suzy Dittmar, ACT therapist, London


‘ACT helps me when I’m struggling or having a tough day, and it helps clients I work with too. This book uses new metaphors, reframes ‘classic’ ACT images and presents realistic examples to explain the concepts in a way that makes them understandable and worth trying. I will recommend this to clients and friends.’


Dr Ben Sedley, Clinical Psychologist and author of Stuff That Sucks


‘Psychological suffering is inevitably interwoven into human life and this book addresses that simple truth. Although it is only natural to not want to suffer, desperate attempts to blow out the flame of emotional suffering often make it even bigger. ACTivate Your Life proposes how to deal with our vulnerabilities, weaknesses and imperfections without struggle, and teaches us how to meet them with gentleness and self-compassion. The book can be used by everyone as a guide to navigating a wide range of common psychological problems and challenges, such as depression, anxiety, anger and low self-esteem.’


Stanislaw Malicki, Senior Licensed Clinical Psychologist and peer-reviewed ACT trainer, Akershus University Hospital, Norway


‘This outstanding new book allows you to use the ACT approach to bring a greater sense of meaning, purpose, and vitality into your own life right now. This is an excellent resource for anyone struggling with anxiety, worry, depression, lack of self-esteem, loss of life direction, or anger issues. However, I want to be bold here and suggest that everyone should read this book. Why? Because it shows how modern psychology views the human condition, and illustrates how to relate skilfully to the strange internal world of thought and emotion that we all experience.’


Dr Paul Flaxman, Senior Lecturer in Psychology, City University London and author of The Mindful and Effective Employee


‘Destined to become an ACT self-help classic, ACTivate Your Life provides a witty and charming delivery of ACT concepts that brings the reader along in a compassionate and gentle style. The examples are easy to identify with and the exercises well-timed. A great way to be introduced to the ACT model and an excellent contribution from creative and influential authors in the ACT field.’


Dr Louise McHugh, Lecturer in the School of Psychology, University College Dublin and author of The Self and Perspective Taking


‘This book is not a magic wand that will effortlessly free you from all of your problems: it invites you to actively participate in what could be hard personal work. Written with great wisdom and expertise, but also from a place of compassion and full of our common humanity, Oliver, Hill and Morris have placed in your hands a supremely practical resource for changing how you approach your life, and building a more meaningful and fully-lived existence.’


Dr David Gillanders, Academic Director, Doctoral Programme in Clinical Psychology, University of Edinburgh
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	Introduction:
Getting Unstuck and Enjoying Your Life








If you’ve picked up this book then two things are likely to be true:




There is something in your life that you would like to change.


You are not sure what to do to change it.





Perhaps you find yourself spending more time than you’d like in your head – worrying about the future, dwelling on the past – so that it seems as if life is passing you by. Maybe you notice yourself feeling hopeless and unhappy and yet you feel unsure of how to move forward. Perhaps you notice yourself feeling angry and irritable, as if you are being controlled by your fluctuating moods. Possibly you just feel stuck – as if everyone else is living their lives and you are on the sidelines looking in. This is an uncomfortable, unpleasant, and often painful place to be, and the temptation in this kind of situation can be to look outside of ourselves in the hope that someone somewhere has the elusive magic formula, the set of rules that will make life feel effortless. Maybe you have even found a set of rules that has worked for you in the past, which has allowed you to make changes and get more of what you want out of life for a while. But now here you are again, reading these words and still wishing for something to change.


Life Is Messy


The truth is that life is messy. It’s chaotic, unpredictable and change is just about the only thing that remains constant. Just when you think you’ve got it all figured out, life changes and you need a new set of rules! Even the most robust and well-intentioned set of ‘rules for life’ will come up short at some point.


So, what if there was no magic answer, no set of rules? What if the messiness and chaos of life wasn’t actually the problem? What if it were possible to live a rich, meaningful and rewarding life despite all the storms and uncertainty, the fears and the setbacks?


You Have the Skills!


As humans, we are pre-programmed with the skills necessary to negotiate even the most challenging of life situations, and we use these skills every day without even noticing. Have you ever been in a situation where you took action even when every thought in your head and every atom in your being was telling you to hide? Think hard – try to think of an example, just one. Maybe you had an important job interview and your mind started showing you lots of scary images of yourself getting tongue-tied and not knowing what to say, but you went ahead and did the interview anyway? Maybe you arranged a dinner date with someone you really liked and felt your stomach tying itself up in knots as you approached the restaurant, but you were able to go inside, sit down and enjoy the evening anyway? Maybe you just woke up one morning and felt like staying in bed, but you got up, had a shower and went to work all the same?


We’re willing to bet that, as soon as you thought of one example of a time when you did what was necessary (regardless of how you felt), your mind would have offered up three examples of times when you weren’t able to do that! When uncomfortable thoughts, feelings, memories, urges or sensations actually did get in the way of your doing what you wanted to, and living the kind of life that you wanted to live. But that’s OK: we’re not going to try to convince you that it’s always easy. We just want to invite you to notice that it is possible to take action that enriches your life, even when all you internal stuff is urging you not to – in fact, you do it all the time! And sometimes you don’t do it. The aim of this book is not to set out a lot of complex rules about how to manage your internal world and live your life. The aim is simply to encourage you to learn from your past experience – to do more of the stuff that works for you and less of the stuff that doesn’t work, and to practise these useful habits until they become second nature.



Life Is for Living


This book is based on Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (which is usually shortened to ACT and pronounced ‘act’) and is not a set of rules – it is a way of life. ACT has been proven to be one of the most effective ways of helping people to ‘un-stick’ themselves: to escape from the quicksand of uncomfortable internal experiences, not by fighting, suppressing or trying to change them, but by developing a sense of willingness to do the things that bring them fulfilment, even when that means coming into contact with painful thoughts and feelings. When we talk about ‘acceptance’ we do not mean simply resigning oneself to a life of pain and unhappiness. We mean acknowledging that certain things in life are outside of our control. We are going to propose that we have a lot less control over our thoughts and feelings than we have been taught to believe, but that we can still take full responsibility for what is within our control – what we do and say, how we live our lives every day.


But ACT is also about more than that. Life is for living and many of us are so busy attending to the business of living our lives – jobs, bills, responsibilities, routine – that we don’t stop to think about what is really important to us. ACT involves pressing the pause button and asking the questions that most of us rarely spend much time considering. What kind of a person do I want to be? What do I want to stand for in life? How do I really want to use the limited amount of time and energy available to me every day? We use these questions to help us to set goals that will take us closer to the lives that we want, and to motivate us to take actions – even tiny ones – that are true to our values.


Open, Aware, Active


ACT is simple. It doesn’t require that you delve deep into your past to find hidden answers or to spend your days identifying and challenging ‘wrong’ thoughts. Using ACT, anyone can transform their lives for the better by being three things – Open, Aware and Active.


Open


Being Open means learning to respond more effectively to the painful and unpleasant thoughts and feelings that are an inevitable part of the human experience, so that they no longer act as a barrier between you and the things that you value.


Aware


Being Aware means easing out of automatic pilot mode and beginning to connect with what is going on around us and inside us right here and now. It means using the skill of mindfulness to notice the small details and beauty around us that we can miss when we’re wrapped up in our busy minds, problem-solving, comparing, judging, criticising and doing all the things that minds are great at! That awareness can also help us to notice the opportunities that may have slipped under our radar – opportunities to know ourselves better, opportunities to do more of the things that make life worth living.


Active


Being Active simply means becoming clear on what matters to us most in life, and then pursuing those things vigorously – living life on purpose, rather than drifting through unconsciously. It’s about knowing the kind of person that you want to be, the kind of life you want to live, and then intentionally taking steps in that direction. More than that, it’s about doing so even when you know that it might be uncomfortable or challenging, and being fully open to and aware of the experience as you go.


Helen Keller, the American author, political activist and lecturer who experienced and overcame considerable adversity in her life, said that ‘Life is either a daring adventure or nothing at all.’1 ACT gives you the tools to set sail on that adventure, and to keep your ship moving forward, whether the seas are calm or stormy – to get out of your head and start living your life again. Each of us has years of experience in applying these principles at work and in our own lives. We are really excited to introduce you to the world of ACT – to help you get unstuck and ACTivate your life.



Meet Tim, Marcia, Samantha and Dave


In this book, we are going to introduce you to four characters: Tim, Marcia, Samantha and Dave. They represent real people with real problems with whom we have each worked over the years, and their stories will give you a full sense of how the skills of being Open, Aware and Active can be successfully applied.




Tim’s Story – ‘Why can’t I stop worrying?’


Tim, a thirty-year-old man working in human resources, came to therapy after struggling for two years with increasing worry and anxiety. In the first session Tim described his worrying as ‘out of control’ and said that he did not know how to switch off his mind. He found that he was spending all of his energy and time trying to avoid making mistakes or letting ‘bad’ things happen. Tim said that because of this constant worry, life was passing him by.


Tim had moved from his home city for his current job several years ago, and lived with flatmates near his workplace. Tim’s parents still lived in his home city, and were retired. He described having a good relationship with them: he phoned them regularly and visited them for holidays. Tim said that he got along with his flatmates (friends from university), although he spent only a small amount of time with them, due to the long hours that he worked. Tim was single, having come out of a long-term relationship a couple of years ago. He described that while he had friends, he didn’t socialise often due to work demands. Tim said that, while he would like a relationship, he had felt ‘too busy’ for this lately. He admitted that he frequently felt lonely.


Tim said that he felt that his main issue was that he frequently worried about potential problems and catastrophes, both at work and home. His most common worries were about making big mistakes at work, which would cost the company a substantial amount of money and lead to him losing his job. To make sure this didn’t happen, Tim was extra cautious – always double-checking (sometimes triple-checking) his work and constantly thinking about potential future problems. He found that he took much longer to complete tasks than others in his team, which meant that he often worked late.


He also found worries intruding in other areas of his life: he worried about being single, and ending up alone for the rest of his life; that an accident would happen to his parents; or that he would make a poor financial decision and end up living with crippling debt. He also worried about his health: he felt tired a lot and so he was concerned he may have a serious health problem, such as cancer. He’d had several check-ups with his doctor and he’d been told his physical health was fine. The doctor suggested that the worrying may be a sign of a mental-health issue. This led Tim to worry more!


Tim described how difficult it was to live with such a high level of worry. He was frequently anxious and unhappy, and the worries affected his enjoyment of many things. He also shared that he experienced trouble sleeping, with a key time for worrying thoughts being when he was trying to get off to sleep at night. During the day, Tim was frequently tired and fatigued, and reported being quite fidgety and agitated and having trouble concentrating. He described other symptoms of anxiety, such as a nauseous feeling in his stomach and breathlessness. On one occasion when he was so worried about making a mistake at work he had had a full-blown panic attack.


As part of his motivation to try therapy, Tim described the various ways he had attempted to stop worrying so much, without ever really getting on top of the problem. He said that he’d tried telling himself not to worry, that he was being silly, and blocking out the worrying thoughts, but these strategies didn’t seem to stop them. Tim said that he occasionally wrote down his worries and tried to problem-solve, but found that this actually increased the amount that he worried, rather than reducing it. He said that he sometimes called his parents to discuss his worries. They would usually try to reassure him that things would work out OK, but that it only helped him feel less anxious for a short period of time. He had found that his father had been less patient with him more recently.


Tim said that he occasionally coped with his worrying by drinking alcohol, although this led him to be concerned about becoming an alcoholic. He did not drink regularly, but described that when his worrying became overwhelming and he didn’t have to go to work the next day, then he would drink up to half a bottle of wine ‘to bring down the tension’. This did seem to work, at least in the short term, although it would tend to make him feel hung-over and lethargic the next day.


Tim said that he felt pretty stuck – like the worrying had taken over his life.





How Open, Aware and Active Is Tim?


The therapist agreed with Tim that the worrying certainly did seem to be having a big influence on his life now. Tim accepted that living as though the worst was going to happen was costing him a lot. It was as though the task of living was to avoid all possible errors, mistakes and calamities, rather than about, well, living.


Let’s now think about to what extent Tim was being Open, Aware and Active: at what stage do you think Tim is?



Open


A key observation that Tim made is that he found it hard to tolerate uncertainty or risk and the feelings that accompanied such situations. While in certain situations it can be useful to be cautious, it looked as if he was being overly cautious in many areas of his life.


Tim was also responding to his thoughts about the future almost as if the catastrophic events he worried about had actually already happened. It was as if he was taking these thoughts literally, and they deserved his full attention and needed an immediate response. It was hard for him to see that these thoughts are part of the process of living; it was as though to him they represented what life was all about.


Aware


Rather than being aware of the present moment, Tim was in fact spending most of his time living in the future: a worrying fantasy of the future from which he found it hard to escape. It is no wonder that he was experiencing physical symptoms of stress. Tim had noticed that he was frequently caught up in these worries and the thought that life may be passing him by: currently, he finds his worries so consuming that he spends much of the time totally disconnected from the present moment.


Tim’s sense of his identity – who he is – appeared to be threatened by his worrying thoughts. It was as if he was being held hostage by the worries and that whatever he tried it would be a big risk.


Active


Tim had a clear idea about how he would like to live: to have an intimate relationship, to connect with someone, to act like a caring and reliable friend, and to be a dedicated and thoughtful worker. However, his actions were more influenced by trying to handle his worries at the expense of other important aspects of his life. This was most apparent when he reflected on the amount of time he spent working in order to avoid some catastrophic event from happening. Instead of pursuing and developing other areas of his life, Tim was driven by his worries, staying in the office until 9 p.m. in the hope that this would help him to feel better. In fact, Tim’s suffering was two-fold: the pain of the anxiety that came with the worrying thoughts and images that filled his head, and the pain of living a life that was shrinking around him. His experience told him that this was no way to live.




Marcia’s Story – ‘I want to feel happy like everyone else’


Marcia was thirty-eight years old and, for the past six months, she had often found herself inexplicably tearful and feeling a deep sense of loneliness. This was not normally like her but she’d started to notice that other people around her seemed to be much happier, more confident and more able to enjoy their lives. In comparison, she thought that she didn’t feel as good as other people, which she found hard to understand as she felt as if she did everything right in her life. She was always helpful, she never got angry with others and she worked hard. She couldn’t make sense of where these feelings were coming from.


She worked in the fundraising department of a local charity and had been in the same position for the past ten years. She enjoyed her job and felt she was good at it, although she occasionally wondered what it would be like to be in a more challenging senior role. However, when she thought this, she would typically tell herself, ‘you’d never be good enough, just stick to what you know.’


Marcia also worried what would happen to her mother if she changed jobs and had less time to devote to her. Her mother, with whom she lived and was very close, needed a lot of support as she had a number of complex mental and physical health issues. Her father had died in a car accident when she was in her late teens. Since then, her mother had experienced bouts of severe depression, and Marcia had often needed to look after her. Although she had a good relationship with her mother, Marcia occasionally felt her mother could be demanding and needy.


Marcia tended to keep herself very busy and spent most evenings and weekends out with friends or helping her mother. While she enjoyed this, she did her best to avoid time on her own because that was when she felt most lonely, a feeling she really struggled with. On the rare occasion she spent an evening alone, she found herself comfort eating and drinking wine to dull these feelings. She tended to be very critical of herself when she did this – ‘you’re fat and lazy – such a loser’.


She had an active social life and enjoyed spending time with her friends and being involved in her local church. All her friends saw her as a bright, bubbly, cheerful person who was always busy and willing to help out. In her friendships, she often found herself giving a lot but receiving little in return. She felt a certain sense of pride that she was always there for other people, however she intermittently found herself wishing she had someone to look after her.


One thing Marcia did for herself was running. She would run most days in the morning and loved the sense of energy and freedom. She occasionally felt guilty about doing this as she felt she was being selfish but she allowed herself this one ‘guilty pleasure’.


Recently, a close friend, Theresa, had noticed that she seemed down and asked whether there was something wrong. Initially, Marcia was reluctant to say anything: ‘You don’t want to hear me moaning on about my problems!’ But Theresa insisted, and Marcia opened up about all the things that seemed to be wrong with her and her life. Theresa asked her what she wanted out of life. Marcia was surprised to find herself becoming tearful: ‘I just want to be happy, like everyone else!’





How Open, Aware and Active Is Marcia?


With Theresa’s support, Marcia decided that she wanted to do something to change things. She bought a self-help book and started to reflect a little on her thoughts and feelings, and how they seemed to keep getting in the way of the life she really wanted for herself. Slowly she came to see that the life she was living was not Open, Aware, or Active.


Open


Marcia noticed that there were certain thoughts, feelings, memories and sensations that she would just rather not have, so she ended up avoiding situations that might trigger them. In particular, feelings of anxiety and loneliness felt almost unbearable for her. There also seemed to be lots of rules – shoulds, oughts and musts – that Marcia was following in order to decide what she should think, feel and say. On reflection she could see how much these were restricting her choices in life.



Aware


Marcia noticed that she often tended to be ‘wrapped up’ in her thoughts – dwelling on the past or worrying about the future –– and therefore not so aware of what was going on around her. She told Theresa that she struggled to really enjoy anything in life as she always had a sense that she was missing out and that other people were doing better than her. In particular, she could see that she was not so good at recognising her own feelings, desires and wishes.


Active


Listening to her talk, her friend Theresa heard several things that sounded as if they were important to Marcia. It was clear that her relationships with other people were important, in particular, being there for others. At the same time, Theresa wondered about Marcia’s values related to herself – when she wasn’t looking after others what were the things that were important to her? It seemed that sometimes these weren’t very clear for Marcia.




Samantha’s Story – ‘I’m just so angry all the time!’


Samantha is a forty-six-year-old woman who referred herself for therapy after being reprimanded at work by her manager, following a heated argument with a co-worker in a meeting. Samantha described struggling with her temper over the past year.


Samantha said that she wanted therapy ‘in order to handle stress better’ and ‘act like the person I was before’. Samantha said that her problems with anger had not just been in the workplace, but also in her personal life. Her husband had confronted her about her anger, stating that her behaviour was making him unhappy. Samantha also had a falling out with a close friend, and described saying things in anger that she wished she could take back.


Samantha lived with her husband, Colin, and had two young children, Charlie (seven years old) and Emma (five years old). Samantha described that she and Colin had argued more since there had been changes in his work, and his employer had asked him to work longer hours. This had resulted in Colin helping less with childcare, and coming home late in the evening. Samantha felt guilty about arguing with him in front of the children. She also struggled with her sense of shame about ‘losing it’ when the children misbehaved, being quicker to raise her voice and harsher in how she reprimanded them. Both Emma and Charlie told Samantha that they had ‘felt scared of mum’ when she became angry like this. Samantha worked part-time as a receptionist in a busy medical practice. Her job had become more stressful lately and involved interacting with patients in a GP surgery, which at times meant dealing with people who were demanding or were unhappy when appointments ran late. She said that she had found herself becoming more easily irritated by patients in these situations. While Samantha reported that she had never criticised or lost her temper at work, she had recently experienced occasions when she had felt strong urges to shout at people. She said that she worried about losing control in this way. In addition, she had been impatient with and critical of her colleagues, becoming annoyed by situations that she found unfair or by management decisions that she saw as errors. Samantha frequently found herself thinking that she shouldn’t have to put up with other people doing a poor job. On one occasion she expressed this view to a co-worker in a meeting, leading to an argument where they both started shouting at each other. On several occasions she expressed her critical views to her manager, who responded defensively. Samantha reported feeling exasperated and trapped by her work situation: at times she felt like ‘making a statement’ by quitting her job, but she also knew that she would not do this because of family financial commitments.


Samantha reported that many times she feels her anger is justified (‘I had to say something, I shouldn’t have to put up with it’), that there were unfair and silly situations that she had to deal with, and that others do not take the care and attention required to do things properly. On other occasions, however, she described feeling regretful for becoming annoyed, reflecting that she ‘made a mountain out of a molehill’ and that expressing her anger inflamed the situation rather than changing it for the better.


Samantha said that she had tried to cope with her temper by telling herself to calm down, and to lower her standards. She found that this didn’t really work: instead she ended up getting frustrated and focused on how outrageous it was that she had to put up with a bad situation. Samantha described feeling her anger like a ‘red ball’ inside her chest, and while there were a number of occasions when she noticed this feeling and didn’t act on it, it felt as though things ‘build up like a pressure cooker that is just going to explode’. At times Samantha tried to avoid confrontations by telling people she didn’t want to discuss things while she was angry; she found that this just seemed to make people avoid discussing things with her.





How Open, Aware and Active Is Samantha?


In the session the therapist explored with Samantha about how her problems could be thought of in terms of the skills of Open, Aware and Active:


Open


Samantha said that she often felt controlled by her anger, which meant that she ended up acting in a way that didn’t reflect who she was and what was important to her. She also described sometimes making conscious efforts to avoid or reduce the thoughts and feelings she had when something triggered her anger. Other times she would just allow herself to ‘go with’ her thoughts and feelings, usually finding herself getting further caught up with a sense of injustice and a need to be right. Neither approach seemed to be working for her.


Aware


Samantha was often strongly influenced by the thoughts, feelings and memories that showed up when she experienced provocations. She described having thoughts that had a very ‘right and wrong’ feel, and getting caught up with her judgements about the unfairness and pointlessness of situations. She also had quite critical thoughts about others and herself that she responded to as though they were the truth. At the time there was little room for Samantha to take a flexible view of her experiences, to take the perspective of others, or to treat herself with a sense of compassion.


Active


Samantha was not acting like the person she would like to be at home, in her friendships, or at work. Samantha described doing things that sabotaged her efforts to repair or improve situations. From the position of needing to be right and defending what she felt was unfair, there was little room for her to do things that give her a sense of vitality and meaning. Tearfully, Samantha said that she didn’t want to act like someone that other people would rather avoid. Instead, she would like to be nurturing and warm to others, and to think creatively about how to improve the situation at work and home.




Dave’s Story – ‘Why am I always sad and low? I want to be free of this black hole.’


Dave sat in his chair and glared at the counsellor. He clearly didn’t want to be in the meeting and said as much. ‘Talking is a waste of time and will only make things worse for me.’ He admitted that the only reason he was in the meeting was because his sister had pushed him into coming along. ‘She thinks if I don’t change soon, I might end up doing something silly. I suppose she might be right . . .’ Dave reluctantly admitted that he was feeling depressed and very stuck, and that he didn’t know how to get himself out of his situation. In spite of himself, Dave started to tell his story.


Dave was a forty-two-year-old marketing executive. Things had started to go downhill for Dave after he had recently been made redundant from his job. Up until six months ago, he had worked in a large sporting goods company. He had started in the company in his early twenties and had steadily worked his way up within the organisation through regular promotions. With each successive promotion, he found the responsibility and time commitment increased, which he enjoyed. The money gave him a greater sense of financial security and he liked the sense of respect from his colleagues. However, as Dave continued to progress in his career, he’d noticed the rest of life starting to fade into the background as work took up more and more time. He’d had a series of short, unfulfilling relationships that had often ended as he’d been unwilling to make a more serious commitment. He’d given up on the prospect of ever having children. Dave had a reasonably large circle of friends, who he knew mostly from work. Social activities were largely based around drinking after work. At times he’d noticed a sense of loneliness and isolation, however, he didn’t have too much time to think about this.


It was a major restructuring that had led to Dave being made redundant. Dave couldn’t believe it had happened and had not seen the redundancy coming. Although the company had clearly struggled recently, he’d assumed his position would be safe. He felt like his whole life had been completely turned upside down and his identity had been stripped from him. He was devastated and described feeling ‘completely at sea’.


In the weeks afterwards he experienced strong feelings of resentment about the fact he’d been made redundant. He often found himself spending long periods of time angrily ruminating about how his employer had let him go. The redundancy package he’d been given meant he didn’t have to look for work immediately, for which he was grateful. He felt he needed time to collect himself before thinking about going back to work. Eventually, he started to send out his CV but received several early knock-backs that shook his confidence. He started to notice himself becoming increasingly pessimistic about the future, saying to himself, ‘What’s the point, no one is going to want to employ a washed-up has-been’ or ‘I’m just not as good as everyone else on the job market these days’. Often at these times he would end up drinking to relieve some of these feelings but found that this would spiral him into deep feelings of self-loathing because he would beat himself up for being ‘soft’. He remembered his father telling him that men who couldn’t handle tough times were weak.


Dave found himself withdrawing from his friends and family and spending increasing amounts of time watching television. Eventually, he’d noticed the feelings eased up and he felt more numb. Initially he’d enjoyed this respite, but he sometimes worried that he didn’t have any drive or motivation.


He didn’t feel he could open up to anyone about what he was going through as he worried what they would think of him. The longer he left contacting friends the harder it was to think about reaching out. After some time his sister contacted him to see how he was doing. He’d never been particularly close to her but he ended up telling her everything that had been going on. She had pushed him to seek out some help and had set up the initial assessment appointment with the counsellor for him.






How Open, Aware and Active Is Dave?


Open


Although Dave was experiencing, to some degree, a normal and natural response to a big life change, he had some fairly inflexible rules about how he should feel that made it hard for him to make space for his emotions. This meant he tended to do things that would temporarily distract him from feelings of sadness and hopelessness (like watching TV or drinking) and avoid situations that he anticipated might be difficult or uncomfortable (like seeing friends, talking about his problems or looking for work).


Alongside this, his therapist noticed that Dave had a tendency to respond to his negative, self-critical thoughts in one of two unhelpful ways. He either gave in to them and went along with them or he ended up fighting and struggling with them. His therapist wondered about the impact these response styles had on Dave’s ability to stick with doing the things that were important to him.


Aware


Dave was often very wrapped up in his thoughts, dwelling on the past and worrying about the future. This meant he was often not very mindful of how he was actually feeling. While this could provide short-term respite, it meant that he limited his ability to finding out what works best for him. Also, this reduced his ability to step outside of his experiences, and take a different perspective on what he was going through.


Active


Dave had clear values related to work and invested a lot in his job over the years. In some ways, this heavy investment had prevented him from thinking more broadly about how he wanted his life to be. As such, when faced with a significant change in his working life, he didn’t have other resources to draw on to sustain him.


Dave’s behaviour also appeared to be largely driven by a desire to think and feel better before he took action. He believed that only once he was thinking more positively and feeling more optimistic would he be able to do what he needed to do. This approach meant he severely limited his opportunities to take effective action in the present moment. Waiting until he was thinking and feeling better could mean he would be waiting for a long time!


How Open, Aware and Active Are You?


In this next section, we’d like to invite you to think about how Open, Aware and Active you are. We’d like you to fill in the worksheet below, answering the prompt questions, to help you get a sense of both where your skills lie and also the areas in which you need to improve.


OPEN, AWARE and ACTIVE WORKSHEET












	Briefly describe here the main problem(s) that you had in mind when you picked up this book. Keep this problem in mind as you answer the following questions:







	
 


 


 


 


 


 








	
Open


Generally, how open are you to internal experiences such as thoughts, feelings, emotions, memories and physical sensations?


•    Which of these internal experiences do you struggle with particularly?


•    Are there times when you’re able to be open to uncomfortable internal experiences?








	
 


 


 


 


 


 








	
Aware


How aware are you of your thoughts and feelings as they occur? How good are you at recognising and labelling them? How mindful are you of what is going on around you?


•    Do you find yourself often running on autopilot, wrapped up in your own thoughts?


•    How easy do you find it to step out of yourself to take someone else’s perspective?


•    Do you find it difficult to go easy on yourself and be self-compassionate?








	
 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 








	
Active


Do you have a clear direction forward in life? Do you know what is important to you? Or do you feel lost and confused about how you want your life to be going?


•    What are the moments when you feel most alive, vital and engaged?


•    How good are you at setting a course in life, making goals and sticking with them – even when things get rough?








	
 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 









Open, Aware and Active Chart


Once you’ve completed the Open, Aware and Active worksheet, use Figure 1 to map out where your strengths lie and where you need to develop your skills. Give yourself a score on each of the three skills from 0 to 10. Then place an ‘X’ on the corresponding line. You can then use this chart to monitor your progress. Come back to it after you’ve read the book to see how you’ve developed.
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Figure 1





 


 


1 ‘The Open Door’ (Doubleday, 1957)
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	Open: The Skill of Opening Up to Thoughts and Feelings








Most people would probably agree that life is, at times, quite a tricky business. There are lots of obstacles to navigate, problems to manage, births, deaths, marriages, losses and traumas along the way. Of course, there is lots of fun, richness, vitality and meaning too – this is the stuff that we live for. But it’s a complex, often confusing adventure. And what’s more, we arrive on this planet with no manual! The average new television comes with 100 pages of instructions – we come with nothing. We’re just supposed to figure it all out by ourselves.


One of the main pieces of learning for most of us is how to respond effectively to all the interesting stuff that goes on under our skin. How do we manage all the thoughts, feelings, emotions, memories and physical sensations that are part of being alive, and also live lives that are rich, fulfilling and fun?


Although we don’t come with an instruction manual, there are lots of suggestions out there about how to deal with all this stuff. Lots and lots of advice from our friends, our family, our community and our society: ‘Get over it!’, ‘Think more positively!’, ‘Put it behind you, don’t worry, don’t stress, chill out, relax!’ Stop thinking. Stop feeling. If only it were that easy. This is well-meaning advice and sometimes it even seems to works. The danger comes if we apply this to all of our experiences, all of the time. Sometimes in life we need to be able to open up to parts of our experiences we’d perhaps rather not have. Let us give you an example, using bears and blueberries. This story comes from occupational psychologist, Rob Archer.
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The Bear and the Blueberry Bush


Imagine you are following a path through a forest. You have been following the path for several hours and you are not totally sure where you are going. Already on the journey there have been some really cool, fun moments – things you’ve seen that have been weird and beautiful. But there have been some unpleasant moments too – stuff that has been scary, and at times you’ve felt completely lost. Right now you know that you are a little tired and very hungry . . .


Then you come to a fork in the path – it splits off in two directions. When you look down one path you see, bathed in sunlight, a tall, lush, wild blueberry bush. When you look down the other path you see, snarling from the shadows, an enormous, hulking, grizzly bear. Which path do you choose?


This is not a trick question. If you are anything like almost anybody else on planet Earth, you would pick the blueberry-bush path. Of course you would! Free, tasty blueberries! Who doesn’t love blueberries? On the other hand, very few people enjoy being ripped to pieces and eaten by huge, hungry bears.


This is common sense – when it comes to human behaviour we are naturally motivated to move towards stuff that is pleasant, and to avoid stuff that is or feels threatening. And this tends to work quite effectively in the external world when navigating down actual paths with bears and blueberries at the end. But the trap is when we apply this rule too rigidly to our internal world – the world of thoughts, feelings, memories, and sensations. If we always avoid situations that are scary, frightening or that take us out of our comfort zone, our lives become very limited. It may work in the short term – there is a sense of relief, not having to put up with those horrible thoughts and feelings. But in the long term? Nothing changes. You don’t connect, you don’t do the stuff that matters most, you don’t grow or develop or push yourself.







EXERCISE – Think of a Proud Moment


Take a moment to think of something you achieved in life that you feel really proud of. It could be something momentous, or it may be something small. But choose something that was meaningful to you. Now, think back to the moment right before you started working towards this achievement. What feelings and thoughts were present just as you embarked on this journey? Some excitement? Maybe a thrill as you thought about achieving the goal?


Chances are, it wasn’t all good. Was there a bit of fear or trepidation? Worries like ‘What if I fail? What if I can’t do it? What will others think of me?’ Memories that flood back from the past when you set out to achieve something and it didn’t work out? Notice how there is often a mix of positive and negative thoughts and feelings that show up at these points. When we extend ourselves or step outside of our comfort zones, it’s very normal to have this mix. Now, can you imagine what would happen if you spent your whole life trying to avoid having such thoughts and feelings?





So here’s a key point we’d like to make. Leading a full, rich and meaningful life is not always about thinking positive thoughts or feeling good feelings. Thoughts and feelings come and go. They are like the weather, which is constantly changing. The one constant is change. To become more Active, we need to learn to be guided less by our ever-changing thoughts and feelings and more by something broader (but more of this in Chapter 4: Active).


In order to do this, we need to develop and enhance some particular skills. Broadly, we call this skill set Open. In this next section, we’d like to go through some ideas about how to be more Open with our thoughts and emotions so we are able to be more effective in our lives.


Thoughts – What Are They Good For?


Human language: there’s no doubt that it’s a very handy skill. We are the only species who use it to the level we do and it is central to how we think. It allows us to do all sorts of amazing things. With it we can learn from past experiences, plan and organise for the future. We can be creative. It allows us to connect deeply and meaningfully with others around us. Also, language allows us learn from others’ experience. For example, as children, our parents can tell us not to stick our fingers where they shouldn’t go, like wall sockets and toasters, because it hurts. Most of us, if we’re smart, listen and don’t have to go through the actual painful experience to learn that fingers don’t belong in wall sockets or toasters. Perhaps most significantly, language allows us to cooperate. In the process we’ve developed life-saving technologies, advanced science to previously unimagined levels and taken creative arts in all sorts of incredible directions. All of this is courtesy of the gift of language.


However, language is also a double-edged sword. These same processes are used to compare ourselves negatively to others, to ruminate over how bad our lives have been, to worry obsessively over the future. We can use it to hurt others, bring them down, judge and criticise them. At our worst, we can demonstrate phenomenal levels of cruelty, engage in acts of prejudice, discrimination and dehumanisation with the resulting acts of war and genocide. Language offers us this too.


This ability to think, to attach abstract and arbitrary sounds to objects and concepts, developed and evolved because, overall, it was very useful and gave us humans a huge advantage over our competitors in the evolution race. Being relatively short on claws, teeth, tusks, shells, horns or other useful equipment, average humans, by themselves, are a fairly harmless sort of creature. But our ability to use language gave us the edge that outstripped our competitors. As we could communicate and cooperate we were able to form ourselves into tribes, and we became a formidable force. Very much at the forefront of our ancestors’ minds was, ‘whatever you do today, don’t get eaten’. So our minds evolved in this way, so for this kind of environment we were highly attuned to any forms of threat. First and foremost was not ending up on the menu of local lions and tigers. But second was remaining within the tribe. Early tribes were not particularly forgiving of members who did not contribute, who were greedy or lazy – for the survival of the tribe, they couldn’t afford to be. These members were ejected from the group, which, for a toothless, clawless, hairless, (and, some would argue, tasty) mammal, meant certain death. The result of this is that those of our ancestors who survived were the ones who were vigilant. They were cautious and looked out for lions and tigers. Also, they were cautious in the tribe, vigilant for cues they were not pulling their weight. Those that weren’t, who tended to be relaxed, easy-going, a little carefree and not bothered about what others thought of them, tended not to stick around long enough to successfully pass on their genes.


With that short history lesson, we get a picture of our average ancestor. They were generally an anxious type. They tended to worry a lot about the future. They dwelled a lot on their mistakes. They were concerned about what others thought of them. The more effective they were at this, the more likely they were to stay safe and connected to the tribe, and to be able to procreate and reproduce. Knowing where we came from gives us some clues about ourselves because, as a general rule, the modern human does the same! We can often be anxious. Most of us worry about the future and dwell on the past. We tend to be concerned about how we come across to others and what they think of us. We have our ancestors to thank for these qualities (and we mean that genuinely – if it weren’t for these qualities, we wouldn’t be here today!). While, as a general rule, lions and tigers don’t threaten us these days, we carry forward this sensitivity towards threat. It’s as if our minds come pre-loaded with an old computer operating system designed for a bygone era. While it was once right up to date, these days it has its limitations. It’s a little slow and clunky and doesn’t always work smoothly. However, knowing this allows us to build in a few handy improvements (more on this later).


Not only do we come pre-loaded with this tendency to think somewhat negatively but we also carry forward messages from our upbringing and the environments we grew up in. Some of us were fortunate to have grown up in environments that taught us how to manage unhelpful messages about ourselves, other people and the world around us more effectively. But some of us grew up in environments where the messages were more like, ‘you’re not good enough’ or ’the world is a dangerous and scary place’. It’s possible that such messages served a good purpose for us at certain points in our lives. Perhaps they kept us safe, stopped us from taking risks or kept us on our guard around dangerous people. As a result of this, we hold on to these messages tightly, even when they clearly no longer work for us.


Added to this, our mind is a great storyteller. It doesn’t like gaps or inconsistencies – it likes things to add up, and make sense. We’re powerfully driven by this need for coherence – we love it when things neatly fit together (like a good game of Tetris). Part of this is because it is hard work to maintain contradictory ideas in mind at the same time. If we can resolve things into a simple story that matches what we already know, and what we’ve learned growing up, so much the better. Things seem more manageable and predictable when there is less complexity.


To give an example, remember Tim from the Introduction, who was struggling with anxiety? He was asked to give a presentation to his team about a new computer software package that was being rolled out. It wasn’t the most exciting topic but everyone needed to know about it. Tim didn’t enjoy public speaking very much, but he was very familiar with the package and thought it wouldn’t be too bad. About five minutes into his presentation, he noticed a few people in the audience yawning and checking their phones. At first he couldn’t understand why they would be bored, as everyone had to learn about the software. Then his mind, filling in the gaps, came up with an old story – ‘It’s because I’m boring and terrible at public speaking’. After this, he rattled on through the rest of the presentation as fast as he could, and finished without giving anyone a chance to ask questions. As he took his seat, he thought, ‘I’m never going to put myself out there like that again.’


Holding on to these old stories too tightly could mean we end up behaving the way we always have, missing opportunities to live a life of value. It can constrict us and narrow our worldview. This makes it difficult to remain open to new experiences, see things from different perspectives and respond to what life throws us in a flexible way. We need to keep in mind the question, ‘how useful and effective are these stories in helping me build a life that I want: a life that is meaningful, rich and vital?’


Thoughts as Tools


A sledgehammer is a marvellous tool. You can smash through concrete blocks. You can drive metal stakes into the ground. You can knock down a wall in no time. But, sledgehammers are not so great for small nails, or for gently tapping a glass pane into position. You could say the same about thoughts: great for planning ahead for the future and fantastic for solving problems. But when it comes to things like enjoying an incredible sunset, learning to play an instrument or falling in love, let’s be honest here, thinking can really get in the way! ‘That’s a nice sunset but not quite as good as the one last week – a little more red perhaps?’ Or, ‘you can’t play the guitar – you’re just not musical.’ ‘He doesn’t really like you so keep your distance.’ Sometimes thoughts can be useful in helping us getting the job done. Other times, they are not useful at all and stop us from being effective. They can pull us off course, preventing us from appreciating, from learning, from just being in the moment.


The US comedian Emo Philips famously quipped, ‘I used to think the brain was the most wonderful organ in my body. Then I realised who was telling me this.’ Sometimes our minds can be a little like this, wanting us to believe they are the best tools ever! At the same time they can be reluctant in admitting their shortcomings. However, there’s something liberating in the knowledge of the limitations of our minds. As we contact the edges of what this powerful word machine can do, we then really develop the opportunity to harness its potential.


Our Mind at Work


Have you ever watched an athlete take an important penalty shot (you choose the sport – hockey, football, basketball – the same principles generally apply)? Inevitably the crowd starts shouting. The home crowd will be yelling (seemingly) helpful advice: ‘get it in the net! Don’t miss it like last time!’ The away supporters will be doing their best to distract the player: ‘you’re useless, you’ll never make it’ (usually with slightly more colourful language). The player has a choice here – listen to the crowd and get caught up in what they are saying, or argue back at the crowd and tell them they don’t know what they are talking about. You could imagine the end result of either of these two approaches.


Isn’t it a bit like this in our own lives, particularly at those really important moments when we’re stepping out of our comfort zones and taking risks? Our minds love to wade in with all sorts of advice, commentary or criticism. How we respond at these moments is crucial. Do we get absorbed with what the ‘crowd’ is saying? Do we work excessively hard to fight, struggle, discount, argue with what the crowd says? Or is there scope to respond to them in a third way that allows us to effectively engage with the task at hand? Going back to the penalty-shot situation, most modern athletes are now trained to manage high-pressure situations like this effectively. They are taught specifically to focus mindfully on the task at hand and use a clear, well-rehearsed routine. In this way, they lessen the impact the crowd has (and their own minds too!) so that they can take the best shot they can. These are the kinds of skills we will be talking about more in this chapter.


Just Control Your Thoughts!


Just control your thoughts. Stop being so negative. Think more positively. If it were that easy you probably would have done that a long time ago and you wouldn’t be reading this book! You might be relieved to hear that in fact, changing your thoughts or blocking them out is a very difficult thing to do. Although we can of course consciously ‘think’ thoughts, the vast majority pop into mind completely randomly and of their own accord, often as a result of a previous thought, or even the situation you are currently in. It’s almost as if our minds have a mind of their own! We also know that when we try to control our thinking by pushing away or blocking a thought, we get a rebound effect. It’s as if the harder we push a thought away, the more it tries to come back into our consciousness. It’s a lot like trying to hold a beach ball under water in a swimming pool. The further down we push the ball, the more it pushes back, trying to get to the surface. It can take a lot of effort to push thoughts out of our minds, and while possible, the energy expended blocking out thoughts could be more usefully expended elsewhere in our lives.


So the important message is that you probably have a lot less control over your mind than you’d like. It can be tempting to enter into a struggle and try to change what is going on, particularly if the content of your thoughts is upsetting or very negative. The key though is learning to respond in more effective ways to thoughts. The first step is being able to become skilled at noticing the process of thinking in a less habitual way.
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