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INTRODUCTION TO ACCEPTANCE AND COMMITMENT THERAPY

UNHOOK FROM FEAR

AND

DO WHAT MATTERS

1



RossCenter.com  |

Be Present

• ACT therapists often begin sessions by connecting to the present moment so let’s try that 
together

• Please take a minute to close your eyes and acknowledge and name your thoughts and 
feelings silently

• Now scan your body head to foot and notice any physical sensations that appear as you scan 
down

• With eyes still closed, take a deep breath through your nose and let out a long audible exhale  
• Look around your immediate space and notice what you can see around you
• Notice you, me, the slide….
• And let’s begin!



OBJECTIVES

1. Learn the names of and broadly understand the function of the six 
core ACT processes

2. Recognize the ACT psychological flexibility model as represented on 
the hexaflex

3. Incorporate metaphors into your therapeutic interventions to foster  
acceptance and committed action

4. Become acquainted with “The Choice Point” to help clients “unhook” 
and “do what matters”

5. Understand how the ACT model conceptualizes behavioral health and 
evaluates outcome using a process based, value guided approach



Values

Committed 
Action

Psychological
Flexibility
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Self as Context
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Acceptance

Cognitive
Defusion



These are the six core processes of

The Psychological Flexibility Model
known as

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy
also known as 

“ACT”



Psychological Flexibility

To actively engage in behavior directed towards a 
meaningful, fulfilling and vital life while effectively handling 
the pain and discomfort that are inherent to such a life.

The goal of ACT work is to foster psychological flexibility by 
broadening workable behavioral repertoires. These 
repertoires are conceptualized into 6 inter-related flexibility 
processes.



Psychological
Inflexibility

Psychological 
Flexibility



Psychological Inflexibility

To engage in rigid, narrow repertoires of behavior 
that lack valued direction and are dominated by 
avoidance of discomfort and fusion with unhelpful 
cognitions.



Experiential Avoidance Weak, confused, restricted
or absent valuing

Inaction, Avoidant
Inconsistent follow up

Attachment to Conceptualized Sense of Self

Psychological
Inflexibility

Dominance of the Conceptual Past/Feared Future

Cognitive Fusion

Rigid Attention Unclear PurposeControl
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Composite Case:  JASON

• 29 yr old heterosexual married male
• Client asked for therapy to get rid of jealousy, anger, fear 

that his wife Janet will cheat on him 
• Client reports a history of separation anxiety during 

childhood and opioid addiction by mother
• Janet told Jason about her history of hook ups during college 
• Per Jason, Janet appears to act as a loving and faithful wife

10
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• Client is compulsively checking Janet’s texts and emails as well 
as calling her at work with the hopes of getting rid of thoughts 
that she is having an affair and to get reassurance she is 
faithful 

• Client notes he is struggling to be intimate and present with his 
wife because of his jealousy and obsessions

• Client says he wishes that he could stop pushing Janet away 
• Client describes himself as not “good enough” in the marriage 

and vocational setting

JASON continued
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Open Up (Acceptance)

To willingly name, notice and make room for 
uncomfortable feelings, sensations and urges
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Experiential Avoidance or Control

Unwillingness to experience discomfort and pain 
resulting in attempts to get rid of unwanted 
emotions using covert and/or overt strategies; and 
worsening or prolonging of emotional pain.



RossCenter.com  |

Cognitive Defusion

Separating or detaching from unhelpful, intrusive thoughts, images, memories with non-
judgmental observation and curiosity. 

We refer to this process as “unhooking” or letting go of the traps of language such as 
negative self evaluations and self concepts, unhelpful rules and worries.

ACT focuses on adding to not subtracting from cognitions.

Note: Cognitions are considered functional and meaningful only if they are working to move 
the client in valued directions. Content and believability (truth) are not challenged. This 
specific process is incompatible with CBT.
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Fusion (Cognitive Fusion)

Relating to unhelpful cognitions by letting them 
direct, dominate, control behavior even when 
behavior is ineffective or harmful in the long run. 
We refer to fusion as getting “hooked” by 
cognitions.



Psychological 
Inflexibility

Experiential Avoidance
Trying to get rid of anxiety,
anger, jealousy, worry  

Cognitive Fusion (hooked)
Checking and reassurance seeking 
in an effort to get rid of thoughts 

Case Conceptualization
Jason
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Creative Hopelessness (terrible name)

• A strategy for helping clients understand the futility of emotional 
control; a strategy which may need to be revisited often

• Encourage Client to walk through everything they have tried to do to 
get rid of unwanted feelings, thoughts, urges (DOTS)

• Evaluate short versus long term workability of his strategies
• If the client is quite convinced that whatever he has tried has not

worked then suggest to your client that perhaps its time to try 
something new



You probably won’t want to explain or use the
hexaflex with your clients even if you are an ACT
therapist…but especially if you are not an ACT
therapist!

Instead, try using this white board exercise to visually map
out a client’s processes as they describe them to you.

The Choice Point



Towards Who I Want To Be Away From Who I Want To Be

Choice      Point



Wife is late coming home from work

“She is flirting, she is having
an affair” because
I am “not good enough”…
jealous, angry, anxious,
tense, nauseated Choice Point

Call wife to check and
to know that she is where
she says she is



Opening Up Metaphor

Struggling in Quicksand



Try saying “I am having the thought that…..”

Identify thoughts as unhelpful and say “thank you” to the thought

Hands as thoughts or clipboard exercise

Metaphor:  Feeding the Tiger, Floaters in the Eye

Name thoughts such as my “doom and gloom radio”, “fascist dictator”, 
“inner critic”, the “unwanted wedding guest”

Do the opposite of the urge

Defusion Metaphors and Strategies



Values 

Values are our deepest desires for who we want to be, 
where we want to go, how we want to act and relate to 
others, what we want to stand for in this life. Clarifying 
values is like using a compass to guide you. 

By clarifying values we are motivated to head in a clear 
direction by which we can find intrinsic rewards.



Values Clarification Strategies

• Lists of values are online on various sites
• Have clients indicate values by domain of living, difficulty 

and importance
• Bulls Eye exercise
• Values Card Sort



1. Acceptance: to observe myself, others, life with an open, 
non-judgmental, present moment perspective 
2. Adventure: to actively explore novel or stimulating experiences 
3. Assertiveness: to respectfully stand up for my rights and request 
what I want 
4. Authenticity: to be genuine, and real; to be true to myself 
5. Caring/self-care: to be supportive toward myself, others, the 
environment, etc. 

Common Values



6. Compassion/self-compassion: to act kindly toward myself and
others in pain 
7. Connection: to engage fully in whatever I’m doing and be fully 
present with others 
8. Contribution and generosity: to give, help, assist, or share 
9. Cooperation: to be collaborative with others 
10. Courage: to be brave; to persist in the face of fear, threat, 
or difficulty 
11. Creativity: to be innovative 

Common Values
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Unclear Direction/Unclear Values
Behavioral repertoires in the domains of love, work, play, self 
growth/health without values as a guide is a process by which we 
act from emotional urges or cognitions merely in order to achieve 
very specific outcomes. 

We behave this way largely because we judge those outcomes to 
be desirable or a relief from pain.  Living without values as a guide 
is unworkable, unrewarding in the long term.  (Michael Phelps)



Try to get rid of anxiety
Experiential Avoidance

checking
reassurance seeking  
Eliminate uncertainty  
Cognitive Fusion (Hooked) 

Struggling to be intimate
Difficulty w/Commitment

Client reports he is neither
present nor intimate
Some Values Awareness

Psychological
Inflexibility

Control Unclear Direction
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Committed Action (Do What Matters)

• Jason subsequently clarified that he wanted to be more present, 
intimate, sexual in his marriage and came up with a plan

• He also disclosed that he has not been very industrious and wants to 
change jobs but he procrastinates

• He clarified very important values and value guided actions in two 
domains of living, i.e. marriage and career (Choice Point)

• The Magic Wand strategy
• Skiing metaphor



Conceptualized Self

Psychological 
Inflexibility

Not good enough

Dominance of past/feared future
Obsessing about past /fear she will cheat on him

Be Present

Self As Context

Psychological
Flexibility
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Self as Context 
Stepping back from negative self narratives by using flexible, non-judgmental, perspective 
taking with curiosity and self compassion from the point of view of the transcendent or 
observing self.

Strategies: 
How old is this narrative? 
If your wise, accepting self went back to you at age …, in that house, when that happened 
what would they do or say………? 
How would you like to look back on this in the future?



“She is with another guy”
Jealous, angry, anxious
nauseous, tense
“I’m not good enough”
Images of her in college

Don’t Feed the Tiger
Urge Surging 
Plan romantic dinner
Take walks with Janet
Read “The Jealousy Cure”, 
Leahy

Start working on resume
“I’m having the thought…”
Self compassion (Neff)

Thoughts & Feelings

Committed Action

Values
Be present, intimate, sexual, accepting,
industrious, courageous

Towards Who You Want To Be

Opening up, unhooking, be present, V-ACT
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Measuring Therapeutic Outcome

• Is there an increase in psychological flexibility in the diagnosed  
problematic core processes?

• Has the Client been able to broaden behavioral repertoires and 
workable actions to move towards his valued directions?

• Reduction of symptoms is NOT an outcome measure; (no use of 
SUDS)



Resources

Introduction to ACT
Learning ACT, by Steven Hayes
ACT Made Simple, 2nd Edition by Russ Harris
The Art & Science of Valuing in Psychotherapy
by Dahl, Plumb et. al.
www.actmindfully.com
https://contextualconsulting.co.uk/workshop/a
ct-made-simple-a-beginners-workshop-with-
russ-harris Feb, 2021
https://stevenchayes.com/actinpractice/
https://contextualscience.org/
https://phw.nhs.wales/services-and-
teams/activate-your-life/
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789
240003927 Doing What Matters in times of Stress/WHO

TV Show: The Good Place on NBC/Cable

http://www.actmindfully.com
https://contextualconsulting.co.uk/workshop/act-made-simple-a-beginners-workshop-with-russ-harris
https://stevenchayes.com/actinpractice/
https://contextualscience.org/
https://phw.nhs.wales/services-and-teams/activate-your-life/
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240003927
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