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Introduction

Depression does not discriminate. It affects individuals across a wide
spectrum of ages, backgrounds, and life experiences. Even if you feel
alone in your struggles, it is essential to recognize that millions of
people worldwide face similar challenges. Acknowledging that
depression is a common human experience rather than a personal
failing is a critical step toward healing. In this first chapter, we will delve
into who can be affected by depression, how it manifests in diverse
individuals, and why understanding its universality is vital for both

awareness and compassion.

Depression can impact anyone—regardless of age, gender, race, culture,
or socioeconomic status. It is irrelevant whether you are an extrovert or
an introvert, achieving success in your career or facing a series of
challenges, surrounded by a supportive network or feeling utterly
isolated. The reality is that depression can infiltrate every aspect of life,

often without warning.

By recognizing that depression does not limit itself to any specific
group, we can foster a more inclusive understanding of this condition.
This inclusivity is essential for dismantling the stigma surrounding
mental health and encouraging open discussions about emotional well-

being.



Depression Knows No
Boundaries

e QOver 264 million people worldwide
experience depression each year (World
Health Organization).

e 1in 5 people will experience depression
at some point in their lives.

e Depression is the leading cause of
disability worldwide.

* |t affects people of all genders, though
women are statistically more likely to be
diagnosed.

e Depression is common among children,

teens, adults, and older adults.

Stories from Real People

Case Study 1: David, 42, Engineer

David always perceived himself as a strong
and independent individual. However, when he
began to lose interest in his work and found
himself withdrawing from family activities, he
initially attributed it to stress.

As sadness and fatigue persisted for several
months, he started feeling ashamed and
isolated from those around him.

‘| thought depression was something that

happened to other people,” he expressed.




Case Study 2: Sara, 17, Student

Sara was a top student and a celebrated athlete.
However, when she began experiencing sleep
disturbances and lost interest in her favorite
sports and activities, her parents dismissed it as a
typical “phase” of adolescence.

As time progressed, Sara withdrew from her
friends and became engulfed in feelings of
hopelessness regarding her future.

“No one realized how much | was struggling,” she
shared. “I didn't know how to ask for help." Her
story serves as a poignant reminder of the
importance of recognizing emotional distress in

young individuals.

Case Study 3: Mrs. Green, 74, Retiree

Following the death of her husband, Mrs. Green
felt an overwhelming sense of loss and loneliness.
She stopped attending her knitting group and had
little appetite for food. “People assume older folks
are just sad,” she commented. “But this was
different. | felt empty, as if nothing mattered
anymore.

This case emphasizes that depression can
profoundly impact individuals in their later years,
often overlooked due to societal assumptions
about aging.



The Universality of Depression

Depression manifests uniquely in each individual. For some, it may feel like a constant weight

pressing down, while for others, it arrives in waves that are difficult to predict. Symptoms can
present as sadness, irritability, numbness, or even physical discomfort. Understanding these
differences is crucial, as it emphasizes that there is no singular way to experience depression. Each
person's journey is valid, and recognizing this diversity can foster empathy and connection among
those who suffer.

To navigate the heavy fog of depression and the scars of trauma, we turn to the psychological
flexibility model created by Dr. Steven C. Hayes. As the founder of ACT, Hayes shifted the paradigm
from symptom reduction to meaningful living. Following this evidence-based tradition, my goal is
not to help you simply 'get over' your history, but to help you carry it differently—transforming your

pain into a compass that points toward a rich, self-connected life."



Common Myths About Who Gets Depressed

e Myth: Only people with “bad” lives get depressed.
e Fact: Depression can affect individuals with supportive families, successful careers, and
loving relationships.
Myth: Children and teens don't get depressed.
Fact: Depression can begin at any age.
Myth: Men aren't affected by depression.

Fact: Men experience depression, though they may express it differently, such as through

anger, irritability, or withdrawal.




The ACT Perspective: You Are Not Your
Depression

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) teaches us that you are more
than your thoughts, feelings, or diagnosis. Depression is an experience you
undergo—it does not define who you are as a person. This distinction is
vital for healing; it allows individuals to separate their identity from their
mental health struggles. By viewing depression as a temporary state rather
than an inherent part of oneself, people can gain a sense of agency and
hope.

ACT Principle: Self-as-Context

This principle encourages individuals to see themselves as the container
for their experiences, rather than the content of those experiences.

Think of yourself as the vast sky, while depression represents the weather

that passes through. This perspective can help reduce the weight of

depression and allow for a more expansive view of self.




Exercise: Mapping Your Circle

Draw a circle on a piece of paper. Inside the circle, write “Me.”
Surrounding the outside of the circle, jot down words or phrases that
describe depression as you experience it, such as sadness, fatigue, or
hopelessness. This exercise serves as a powerful visual reminder that
you—the individual—are at the center, while depression exists outside of
you. It allows for reflection on the relationship you have with

depression.

» What does this exercise reveal about your relationship with
depression?

e How does it feel to view depression as something you experience
rather than something that defines you?




Recognizing Diversity in Experience

Depression is influenced by a myriad of factors, including culture, family dynamics, and individual
life experiences. In some cultures, open discussions about depression are encouraged, while in
others, it may be hidden or stigmatized. Family beliefs regarding mental health can significantly
shape how one perceives and responds to feelings of depression. Additionally, some individuals
may express their depression through physical symptoms—such as headaches or stomachaches
—rather than emotional signs. Recognizing this diversity is crucial for fostering understanding and

compassion.

Reflection:
How has your cultural background influenced your perspective on depression?
Are there specific beliefs or messages you've received that make it more challenging—or easier—

to seek help?

12



The Importance of Understanding

Recognizing that depression is a common and treatable condition can significantly reduce feelings of
shame and isolation. This understanding can also facilitate reaching out for support, which is crucial for
recovery. When individuals know that they are not alone, it can empower them to take the necessary steps
toward healing.

e You are not alone.
e Depression is not your fault.

e Help is available, and recovery is possible.

Reflection Questions

1. When did you first notice signs of depression in yourself or someone you care about?

2. What messages have you received about depression from your family, culture, or community?

3. How does it feel to know that depression is a common human experience?

4. What might change for you if you viewed depression as something you experience, rather than
something you are?

13



ACT in Action

Try This:
The next time you notice a depressive thought, such as “I'm not good enough,” pause and remind
yourself, “I'm noticing that I'm having the thought that I'm not good enough.” This simple shift in

language helps you to recognize thoughts as experiences rather than absolute truths.

14



Summary

Depression impacts individuals from every background and environment. By understanding its
universality and learning to separate your identity from your experiences, you can begin to loosen the grip
of depression. Always remember that you are not alone, and you are not defined by your depression. In
the upcoming chapters, you will discover practical tools and strategies to help you move forward, step by
step.

Next Steps

In the next chapter, we will explore what depression truly is—how it manifests in the mind and body, and

how you can start to recognize its patterns in your own life.
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Introduction

What is depression, really? Is it merely a
feeling of sadness, or does it encompass
something much deeper? Gaining a clear
understanding of depression is a pivotal step
in your healing journey. When you are able to
identify and articulate what you are
experiencing, you can begin to respond to it
with compassion and skill. In this chapter, we
will break down the essence of depression—
both what it is and what it is not—so that you

can view your experiences with greater

clarity and reduced judgment.

Defining Depression
Depression is far more than just a fleeting
feeling of sadness. It is a complex medical
condition that intricately affects your
thoughts, feelings, body, and behaviors. It
can severely hinder your ability to enjoy life,
perform at work or school, and maintain
connections with others. Depression should
not be viewed as a sign of weakness or a
flaw in character; it is a legitimate health
issue that warrants understanding and
support. Recognizing its complexity is
essential for those who seek to help or

understand someone who is suffering.



Key Features of
Depression

Most mental health professionals rely on a set
of established criteria to define depression,
such as those outlined in the DSM-5
(Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental

Disorders). Common symptoms include:

 Persistent sadness or low mood

e Loss of interest or pleasure in activities

e (Changes in appetite or weight

* Sleep problems (too much or too little)

 Fatigue or loss of energy

e Feelings of worthlessness or excessive
guilt

e Difficulty concentrating or making
decisions

e Restlessness or slowed movements

e Thoughts of death or suicide

It is important to note that not everyone will
experience all of these symptoms, and the

severity can vary widely among individuals.

18

How Depression Feels

Depression manifests in different ways for each
person. For some, it may present as a heavy
blanket of sadness, while for others, it can feel
like a numbness or irritability that permeates
daily life. Physical symptoms—such as
headaches, stomachaches, or chronic pain—are
also frequently reported by those who suffer
from depression. Understanding how these
feelings differ can be crucial for both

recognition and treatment.



Experiencing sadness is a normal and healthy
part of life, especially following a loss or
disappointment. Sadness is typically a
transient emotion that tends to fade over time.
In contrast, depression is characterized by a
more persistent state:

Case Vignette: Alex’s Story

Alex, a 29-year-old, initially did not recognize his
—ﬂ depression. He was not crying or overtly sad;
instead, he felt an emptiness, a lack of motivation,
and persistent fatigue. Gradually, he found himself
ignoring texts from friends and losing interest in
hobbies he once loved. ‘I thought | was just lazy,’

he admitted. “It wasn't until | read about the

symptoms that | understood what | was going

through.” His experience illustrates how
depression can be insidious, often masquerading

as something else entirely.

19



Depression vs. Sadness

Doesn't usually disrupt daily life

Linked to a specific event

Lasts most of the day, nearly every day
Interferes with work, school, and relationships
Eases with support or time

May occur without a clear trigger

Comes and goes

Persists, even with support



Myths and Facts About Depression

Myth: Depression is “all in your head.”

Fact: Depression affects your entire body, influencing sleep patterns, appetite, and energy levels.

Myth: You can “snap out of it" if you try hard enough.

Fact: Depression is a medical condition; it is not a choice or a sign of personal weakness.

Myth: Only adults experience depression.

Fact: Children and teenagers can experience depression as well.

Myth: If you have depression, you'll always have it.

Fact: Many individuals recover with the right help and support.




The ACT Perspective:
Acceptance, Not Self-Judgment

One of the core messages of ACT is the
acknowledgment that it is normal to experience difficult
thoughts and feelings. The goal is not to forcibly
eliminate depression but rather to respond to it in new
and flexible ways. When symptoms arise, aim to
observe them with curiosity instead of judgment. This
shift in perspective can foster a more compassionate
approach to your own mental health.

ACT Principle: Acceptance

Acceptance involves allowing your feelings and
thoughts to coexist, even when they are
uncomfortable. This does not imply that you must like
them, but rather that you cease the battle against
them.




Exercise: Symptom Self-Check

Take a few moments to check in with yourself. Which of the
following symptoms have you noticed in the past two weeks?

Please check all that apply.

e Persistent sadness or emptiness

e Loss of interest or pleasure

e (Changes in appetite or weight

¢ Sleeping too much or too little

e Fatigue or low energy

e Feelings of worthlessness or guilt
 Trouble concentrating or making decisions
e Restlessness or slowed movements

» Thoughts of death or suicide

If you checked several symptoms, it may indicate that you are
experiencing depression. This is not a formal diagnosis but
serves as a valuable starting point for self-awareness and the
pursuit of help.



Exercise: Self-Compassion Letter

Write a letter to yourself as if you were addressing a friend who is struggling with depression. Offer kindness,
understanding, and encouragement. Pay attention to how it feels to communicate with yourself in a

compassionate manner rather than resorting to self-criticism. This practice can foster a gentler relationship

with oneself.
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Why Understanding Matters

Labeling your experience is a powerful act. When you identify that you are grappling
with depression—not merely “laziness” or “weakness"—you can take proactive steps
toward healing. A clear understanding of depression also enhances your ability to

communicate with others and seek the necessary support.

Reflection Questions

1. Which symptoms of depression have you noticed in yourself?

2. How does depression influence your mind, body, and behaviors?

3. What myths about depression have you accepted as truth? How do the facts
alter your perspective?

4. How might it benefit you to accept your experiences rather than judge them?

ACT in Action

Try This:
When you notice a symptom of depression, take a moment to pause and say, ‘I notice
that I'm feeling tired/sad/hopeless.” Try to describe the experience without attaching

judgment to it. This practice can help create distance between you and your thoughts.

25



Summary

Depression is a real, prevalent, and treatable condition. It encompasses a range of effects on thoughts,
feelings, and behaviors—and it is not a reflection of your character. By deepening your understanding of what
depression entails, you can begin to approach your experiences with curiosity and compassion. In the next
chapter, we will investigate where depression commonly appears in your life, as well as ways to become more
cognizant of its patterns.

Next Steps

Remember that understanding is the first step toward healing. If you are currently struggling with depression,

know that you are not alone—and there is hope for recovery.

In the upcoming chapter, we will examine where depression manifests in your daily life and relationships, and

how Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) can assist you in responding effectively.
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IntrOdUCtlon At times, depression can be subtle and concealed,

Depression affects not only your thoughts and lurking quietly in the background; at other times, it
emotions but also extends its reach into every can be overt and disruptive, making its presence
aspect of your life. It can significantly alter known loudly and clearly.

how you engage with your home, workplace,
school, relationships, and even your physical
body. Recognizing the various contexts in
which depression manifests is a vital step
toward comprehending its overall impact and
reclaiming a sense of control over your life. In
this chapter, we will delve into the various
environments and situations where
depression may emerge, and explore how
techniques such as mindfulness and

acceptance can aid in responding effectively.

The Many Faces of
Depression

Depression can reveal itself in numerous
contexts, often in ways that can catch you off
guard. For some individuals, the signs of
depression are most evident within the
confines of their homes, while others may
experience its effects predominantly at work

or during social interactions.

28



Common Places
Depression Shows Up

* In Relationships: Depression can create barriers to connection, making it challenging to
communicate or experience closeness with others. You may find yourself withdrawing or feeling
irritable.

 In Social Settings: You might begin to avoid gatherings, experience anxiety in crowded
environments, or become preoccupied with the fear of being judged by others.

* In Your Body: Alongside emotional symptoms, physical manifestations such as aches, pains, or

persistent fatigue often accompany the experience of depression.

e At Home: You may find it increasingly difficult to rise from bed, manage daily chores, or even enjoy
quality time with family members.
e At Work or School: Your ability to concentrate might wane, motiva

that once felt manageable may now seem overwhelming.

29




Case 1: Home Is Where the Fog Is

After her depression intensified, Jasmine, a 38-year-old mother of two, began to find herself
immobilized on the couch for hours on end. Household responsibilities, like laundry, accumulated,

and she felt a profound guilt for not engaging in playtime with her children.

‘It was as if there was a glass wall separating me from my family,” she reflected, expressing the

isolation that accompanied her condition.

30



Case 2: The Office Shadow

Marcus, a 27-year-old who once thrived in his job, found that as depression crept in, focusing on
tasks became an uphill battle, leading to missed deadlines and growing anxiety. He feared that his
supervisor would take notice of his declining performance. ‘I felt like | was failing, even though |
was putting forth my best efforts,” he admitted, highlighting the internal struggle that often
accompanies depression.

Case 3: Social Withdrawal

Omar, a 19-year-old, gradually stopped responding to his friends’ texts. Activities that once
invigorated him, such as parties and group projects, now filled him with dread and anxiety. “I just
wanted to disappear. Pretending to be okay became emotionally exhausting,” he explained,

underscoring the toll that depression can take on social connections.




Internal vs. External Environments

Depression does not exclusively manifest in physical spaces; it also
invades your internal landscape. Often, the most formidable
environment to navigate is the one within your own mind. Negative
self-talk, pervasive feelings of hopelessness, self-criticism, and
persistent rumination can dominate your thoughts, complicating your

experience of the world around you.

* Internal: Negative self-talk, hopelessness, self-criticism, and
rumination.

 External: Chaotic living spaces, avoidance of work
responsibilities, and conflicts in relationships.

ACT Principle:
Mindfulness—By becoming aware of where and when depression
manifests, you can learn to respond thoughtfully rather than react

impulsively.

Exercise: Depression Map

Create a simple map that outlines your daily life. Identify and label the
spaces you frequent (such as your bedroom, kitchen, office,
classroom, gym, etc.). For each location, take a moment to reflect on

the following:




* How does depression appear in this space?

 Are there specific locations where you feel its effects
more intensely?

 Are there places where you experience even a small
sense of relief?

Engaging in this exercise can help you identify patterns and
determine where to direct your energy and self-care efforts.

The Ripple Effect

The impact of depression in one area of your life often extends
into others. Challenges at work can lead to increased tension at
home, while social withdrawal can exacerbate negative thought
patterns and feelings of isolation. This interconnectedness,
known as the “ripple effect,’ is a common occurrence, but it is

important to recognize that it can be interrupted.

ACT in Action

Notice if you find yourself blaming yourself when depression
interferes with your performance or relationships. Consider
rephrasing your thoughts with compassion, such as,
‘Depression is present here—not because | am weak, but

because | am human.”



Becoming a Mindful Observer

When you develop an awareness of how and where depression manifests, you can begin to create a
distinction between yourself and your condition. Instead of labeling yourself as “I am depressed,’
consider rephrasing it to “Depression is presenting itself at work today,” or “I notice that sadness is
accompanying me during dinner.” This cognitive shift allows you to respond with curiosity rather than
self-judgment.

Exercise: Mindfulness Check-In

Select one specific environment (for instance, your bedroom or workplace) and set a timer for five

minutes. During this time, take note of the following:

e What thoughts and feelings arise in this space?
» How does your body feel while in this environment?

e Can you allow these thoughts and feelings to exist without attempting to alter them?

Record your observations. Qver time, you may begin to notice patterns that can help you anticipate and

manage difficult moments more effectively.
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Reflection Questions

1. Where do you observe the most significant impact of depression—at home, work,
in relationships, or elsewhere?

2. Are there particular places or situations where you feel a bit better? What
distinguishes them from others?

3. How might it be beneficial to adopt a mindful observer stance regarding where
depression manifests, rather than engaging in self-criticism?

4. What is one minor adjustment you could implement in a challenging environment

to better support yourself?

ACT in Action

Try This:

The next time you find yourself in a space where the presence of depression is strong,
take a moment to pause and acknowledge, “I notice that depression is present here.”
Take a deep breath and remind yourself that you can bring awareness and kindness to

this moment, even if the feelings are heavy.

Summary

Depression can emerge in various contexts—whether at home, in the workplace, within
relationships, or within your own mind. By mapping its appearance and observing your
experiences with mindfulness, you can begin to diminish its grasp. Always remember,
you are not defined by your depression, and you are not alone in this struggle. In the
upcoming chapter, we will examine when depression typically arises and how you can

equip yourself to face challenging periods.
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Next Steps

Awareness is the first crucial step in
managing depression. In the following
chapters, you will discover how to utilize
ACT skills to effectively respond to
depression wherever it may appear, and
how to cultivate small moments of relief,

even on the most challenging days.
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Introduction

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT)
IS a robust, evidence-based approach
designed to help individuals overcome
depression while fostering a life filled with
meaning, even in the face of pain. Unlike
traditional therapies that may focus primarily
on "fixing" or eliminating symptoms, ACT
emphasizes transforming your relationship
with difficult thoughts and feelings. By doing
S0, it enables you to move toward what
matters most to you and live a more fulfilling
life. This chapter will provide an overview of
the foundational principles of ACT, examine
its six core processes, and illustrate how this
therapeutic model can effectively support

your journey through depression.

38

What Is ACT?

ACT, pronounced like the word "act" rather
than as an acronym, stands for Acceptance
and Commitment Therapy. The fundamental
premise of ACT is that experiencing painis a
natural part of the human condition, while
suffering often arises from our attempts to
resist or struggle against that pain. By
cultivating psychological flexibility, which is
the ability to remain present and engaged
with life despite discomfort, you can learn to
respond to depression in constructive and
adaptive ways. This approach encourages
individuals to confront their pain rather than
avoid it, ultimately leading to a more

meaningful existence.

ACT poses a central question that guides its
practice: Are you willing to experience your
pain if it allows you to move toward what
truly matters to you? This inquiry invites
individuals to reflect on their values and
consider the trade-offs involved in pursuing a
life aligned with those values, even in the

presence of emotional distress.



The Six Core Processes of
ACT

ACT is structured around six interrelated
processes, often represented as points on a
hexagon, commonly referred to as the
"hexaflex." These processes are designed to
help you cultivate psychological flexibility,
which enables you to navigate life's challenges
with openness and resilience. By
understanding and integrating these core
components into your daily life, you can
enhance your ability to cope with depression

effectively.

1. Acceptance

Acceptance involves allowing thoughts and
feelings to exist as they are, even when they
are uncomfortable. It is essential to recognize
that acceptance does not equate to
resignation or passive acceptance; rather, it
means making space for your experiences
without engaging in a struggle against them.
By embracing acceptance, you can free
yourself from the exhausting fight against
pain and instead focus your energy on what
truly matters in your life.

39
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2. Cognitive Defusion

Cognitive defusion is the practice of
stepping back from your thoughts, allowing
you to perceive them as mere words or
images in your mind rather than as facts or
commands that dictate your behavior. This
process helps create distance between you
and your thoughts, enabling you to observe
them without becoming entangled in their
grip. By recognizing thoughts for what they
are—temporary mental events—you can
reduce their power over your emotional

state.




3. Being Present (Mindfulness)

Mindfulness is the practice of focusing your attention on the
present moment without getting lost in regrets about the
past or anxieties about the future. By cultivating
mindfulness, you can enhance your awareness of your

thoughts, feelings, and bodily sensations as they arise.

This heightened awareness allows you to engage more fully
with your life and helps you to respond to challenges with a

clearer mind and an open heart.
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4. Self-as-Context

Self-as-context refers to the understanding that you are more than just your thoughts, feelings, or

experiences. You are the observer of these experiences, akin to the sky that remains unchanged
regardless of the weather. By adopting this perspective, you can create distance between your
identity and your mental health struggles, fostering a sense of self that is resilient and capable of

enduring the ups and downs of life.

5. Values

Clarifying your values involves identifying what truly matters to you—your deepest desires for the
person you want to become and the life you wish to lead. Understanding your values serves as a
guiding compass, helping you navigate decisions and actions in alignment with what you hold

most dear. This clarity can provide motivation and direction, even in the face of depression.
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6. Committed Action

Committed action entails taking steps—whether large or small—in the direction of your values, even
when obstacles arise. This proactive approach empowers you to make meaningful choices that
contribute to your well-being and personal growth. By committing to actions aligned with your
values, you reinforce your identity and foster a sense of purpose, which can be especially vital
during challenging times.

The ACT Hexaflex

Visualize a six-sided figure, with each point representing one of the core processes of ACT. The aim
is not to achieve perfection in mastering each process but rather to integrate them into your
everyday life. By weaving together acceptance, cognitive defusion, mindfulness, self-awareness,
values, and committed action, you can cultivate the flexibility and resilience necessary for

navigating the complexities of life and overcoming depression.

Contact
with
Values




Why ACT for Depression?

Depression often traps individuals in cycles of avoidance, rumination,
and self-criticism, making it difficult to escape its grip. ACT provides a
pathway out of this cycle—not by promising to eliminate pain, but by
teaching you how to carry it differently. Through ACT, you learn to
accept what you cannot control, defuse from painful thoughts, remain
present even amid discomfort, perceive yourself as more than your
depression, reconnect with your values, and take meaningful action

toward a fulfilling life.

e Accept what you can't control

 Defuse from painful thoughts

e Be present, even in discomfort

 See yourself as more than your depression
e Reconnect with values

e Take meaningful action

Case Vignette: ACT in Action

Elena, a 36-year-old woman, had felt trapped in depression for several
years. She found herself avoiding social situations, ruminating on
negative thoughts, and feeling disconnected from her passions.
Through the practice of ACT, Elena learned to observe her thoughts—
such as the belief, "I'm not good enough"—without feeling compelled
to accept or fight them. She discovered how to accept moments of
sadness without resistance and gradually re-engaged with her
passion for art, which had long been neglected. "ACT didn't make my
pain disappear,’ she reflects, "but it helped me learn to coexist with it
and rediscover joy in my life."




Exercise: Your ACT Self-Assessment

To facilitate your understanding and application of ACT, take a
moment to reflect on each core process. Rate your current
experience with each process on a scale from 1 (struggling) to 5
(doing well):

e Acceptance: Can | allow my feelings to be present?

e Cognitive Defusion: Can | notice thoughts without getting
hooked?

* Being Present: Can | stay in the moment?

e Self-as-Context: Can | see myself as more than my
depression?

e Values: Am | clear on what matters to me?

e Committed Action: Am | taking steps toward my values?

Reflect on which areas feel particularly strong and which
aspects may require further attention and development.




Exercise: The Willingness Contract

Consider a challenging feeling or thought that you frequently grapple with, such as
hopelessness or the belief that "I'm not good enough." Are you willing to allow this
experience to coexist with your life if it means you can take steps toward something

that you value? Write a brief "willingness contract" with yourself, such as:

"I'am willing to feel sadness if it means | can reconnect with my friends."

Reflection Questions

1. Which ACT process feels most challenging for you right now? Conversely, which
one feels most natural?

2. How might your life transform if you stopped resisting your pain and started
moving toward what matters?

3. What values would you like to reconnect with, even when depression is present?

ACT in Action

Here's a practical suggestion: choose one small value-driven action to undertake today,
such as sending a supportive text to a friend, stepping outside for fresh air, or spending
five minutes drawing. As you engage in this action, pay attention to any thoughts or

feelings that arise. Practice allowing them to exist without judgment, and proceed with

your chosen action regardless of your emotional state. TI11
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Summary

ACT is not focused on eliminating pain; rather, it emphasizes creating a life filled with meaning despite the
presence of pain. By integrating acceptance, cognitive defusion, mindfulness, self-awareness, values, and
committed action, you can forge new possibilities for yourself. In the upcoming chapters, we will delve deeper
into each of the ACT processes and practice the skills necessary to help you break through the clouds of

depression.

Next Steps

In the subsequent chapters, we will explore each ACT process in detail, beginning with the concept of

acceptance—learning how to make space for pain so that you can progress, step by step.
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Chapter 5:
Acceptance—Makin
Room for Pain




Introduction

Living with depression can often feel like an
overwhelming burden. Naturally, the instinct
is to escape, fight, or exert control over this
pain; you might find yourself trying to push
away feelings of sadness, numb your
emotions, or distract yourself from
distressing thoughts. However, the more we
struggle against pain, the more formidable it
can become. Acceptance, a fundamental skill
within the ACT framework, entails creating
space for challenging thoughts and feelings,
allowing them to exist without letting them
dictate your life. It is vital to understand that
acceptance does not signify giving up; rather,
it embodies a conscious choice to cease the
exhausting struggle, enabling you to

concentrate on what truly matters.

What Acceptance Is—and
Isn't
Acceptance is often misunderstood. It does

not involve:
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* Approving of pain or wishing for it to
persist.

 Resigning yourself to a life of suffering
without end.

e Liking or yearning for difficult feelings

to continue.

In contrast, acceptance involves:

e Making room for uncomfortable
thoughts, emotions, and physical
sensations.

e Allowing your experience to unfold as
itis, just for this moment.

e Choosing to live alongside pain rather

than be dominated by it.

ACT teaches that acceptance creates space
for action. When you cease your struggle
with pain, you liberate energy to pursue what

is meaningful in your life.

Why Not Fight
Depression?

It is entirely normal to wish to avoid pain, but
avoidance can come with significant costs.
Engaging in avoidance strategies may lead

to:



e Withdrawing from relationships and
activities that you value.

¢ Numbing your emotions with food,
substances, or endless scrolling
through social media.

e Becoming ensnared in cycles of

rumination and self-criticism.

Although these avoidance strategies may
provide temporary relief, they often
exacerbate suffering in the long run.
Acceptance offers an alternative path: by
facing your pain with openness, you can
diminish its hold over you and reclaim your

life.

Case Vignette: Maria’s
Journey

Maria, a 40-year-old woman, spent years
grappling with depression. In her attempts to
cope, she tried to "think positive," distract
herself, or power through her feelings, but
nothing seemed to provide lasting relief. In
therapy, Maria was introduced to the concept
of acceptance. Initially, the idea of allowing
pain felt insurmountable—why would she want

to embrace suffering?
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Through practice, Maria engaged with the
‘Leaves on a Stream" exercise. When the
thought "I'm a burden” arose, she visualized it
floating by on a leaf. Instead of believing,
resisting, or attempting to eradicate that
thought, she learned to simply notice it and let
it be. Qver time, Maria discovered that while her
pain did not vanish entirely, it became less
overwhelming. This new perspective allowed
her to concentrate on her core values, such as
spending quality time with her children and
enjoying walks in nature, even while sadness

lingered.



Exercise: Leaves on a Stream

1. Find a comfortable seated position and close your eyes.

2. Visualize yourself sitting beside a gentle stream, where leaves drift along
the water’s surface.

3. For each thought, feeling, or sensation that arises, imagine placing it on
a leaf and watching it float downstream.

4. 1f you become entangled in a thought, gently redirect your attention back
to the stream.

5. Engage in this practice for approximately 5-10 minutes.

This exercise aids in observing thoughts and feelings without getting caught up

in them, promoting a sense of detachment and mindfulness.
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Exercise: Willingness Scale

Contemplate a difficult feeling you are currently experiencing, such as sadness, hopelessness, or

anxiety. On a scale from 0 (not willing at all) to 10 (completely willing), assess your willingness to

make space for this feeling right now.

Reflect on the following questions:

e What might change if | allowed this feeling to exist, rather than fighting it?
» What strategies have | employed to avoid or control this feeling?
e How effective have those strategies been for me?
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Acceptance in Everyday Life

Accepting your experiences is an ongoing practice rather than a one-time decision. You can

cultivate acceptance in your daily life through various methods:

e When a wave of sadness strikes, pause and take a deep breath. Acknowledge, "This feeling is
present right now."

e When self-critical thoughts emerge, observe them without judgment.

e When you experience physical discomfort, gently allow the sensations to exist without
resistance.

Practicing acceptance does not imply that you no longer care about feeling better. Instead, it
signifies that you are choosing to stop battling against what you cannot control, enabling you to

focus on what you can influence.

Reflection Questions

1. What thoughts or feelings have you been struggling against lately?
2. What would it be like to accept these feelings, even if just for a few moments?

3. How might acceptance enable you to move toward the things you care about?




ACT in Action

Here's an actionable exercise: set a timer for five minutes. Observe any uncomfortable
thoughts or feelings that arise during this time. Rather than attempting to alter them,
simply acknowledge, “I'm noticing sadness is present,” or "I'm having the thought that
things won't improve." Practice allowing these experiences to exist without judgment
for the duration of the exercise.

Common Obstacles and How to Overcome Them

One common obstacle is the belief that "If | accept my pain, it will never go away." In
response, it's important to recognize that acceptance does not equate to abandoning

hope. Paradoxically, allowing pain to exist often facilitates its passage.

Another obstacle may be the perception that "My feelings are too intense to accept.'
You can begin small by practicing acceptance for brief moments, gradually extending
the duration as you become more comfortable.

Lastly, some may think "Acceptance means I'm weak." In truth, acceptance requires
immense courage. It is an active choice to confront your experiences rather than

evade them.
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Summary

Acceptance serves as the cornerstone of psychological flexibility. It empowers you to cease fighting against
your pain and embark on the journey of crafting a life that holds significance. Like any skill, acceptance
develops through practice and patience. By creating space for pain, you also pave the way for hope, meaning,

and purposeful action.

Next Steps

In the forthcoming chapter, you will delve into cognitive defusion—learning how to untangle from unhelpful

thoughts and view them for what they truly are, rather than allowing them to define your identity.
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Introduction

Depression often fills our minds with harsh, unhelpful thoughts
such as, “I'm a failure,” “Things will never get better” and “I'm not
good enough.” These thoughts can feel incredibly real and
powerful, leading us to accept them without question. In
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT), cognitive defusion
is the skill that allows individuals to untangle from these
thoughts, learning to view them as mere words or mental events
rather than as absolute facts or commands that dictate our
actions.

By practicing cognitive defusion, you can create a space
between yourself and your thoughts. This space enables you to
respond to your mind with curiosity and compassion rather than
being overwhelmed or pushed around by negativity. It is about
recognizing that thoughts are not the entirety of your
experience; they are simply elements passing through your
mind.



What Is Cognitive
Defusion?

Cognitive defusion refers to the process of
changing your relationship with your
thoughts. Rather than attempting to
eliminate negative thoughts—which is often
an ineffective strategy—you learn to notice
them, hold them lightly, and perceive them
for what they truly are: products of a busy
mind. This practice fosters a healthier
perspective, allowing you to become an
observer of your thoughts rather than a

prisoner to them.

Defusion is not about arguing with your
thoughts, trying to force yourself to think
positively, or suppressing or ignoring
unwanted thoughts. Instead, it is about
observing your thoughts with openness and
recognizing that they are not always true or
beneficial. This process grants you the
freedom to choose your actions, even when

your mind is critical and discouraging.
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Why Do Thoughts Feel So
Powerful?

Our brains are naturally wired to think,
problem-solve, and keep us safe. However,
during episodes of depression, the mind can
become stuck in negative or self-critical
loops. These “sticky” thoughts can feel like
absolute truths, even when they are merely
ingrained mental habits that do not

accurately reflect reality.

Common depressive thoughts may include
statements like “I'm worthless,” “Nothing will
ever change,” “I always mess things up,” and
“No one cares about me." It is important to
recognize that these thoughts are not your
fault; they are a typical part of experiencing
depression. The reassuring news is that you

do not have to believe or comply with them.



Case Vignette: Breaking the
Spell

After losing his job, Ben found himself trapped in a
relentless cycle of self-criticism, repeatedly
thinking, “I'm a failure.” He attempted to argue
against this thought, but it stubbornly resurfaced.
In therapy, Ben learned to reframe his perspective
by saying, “I'm having the thought that 'm a
failure.” This simple yet profound shift allowed him
to see that his mind was generating narratives
rather than presenting factual statements. Over
time, Ben was able to take proactive steps toward
job hunting, even when that critical thought

lingered.

Exercise: I'm Having the
Thought That...

1. Notice a negative or self-critical thought
(e.g., “I'm hopeless”).

2. Add the phrase, “I'm having the thought
that.." in front of it: “I'm having the thought
that I'm hopeless.”

3. Repeat this phrase several times, noting how
the thought begins to feel less like an
undeniable fact and more like a transient

mental event.
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Try applying this technique to different thoughts
throughout your day to cultivate an ongoing

awareness of your mental patterns.



Exercise: Silly Voices Exercise: Thought Parade

1. Select a common negative thought (e.g., Visualize your thoughts as floats in a parade that

“I'm not good enough'’). is passing by. Picture yourself standing on the

2. Articulate it out loud using a silly voice- sidewalk, observing each float as it goes by. You

such as a cartoon character or robot voice. are not required to jump on or stop the parade;

3. Notice how this exercise diminishes the simply notice each thought as it passes by,

seriousness and power of the thought, acknowledging its presence without becoming

allowing you to view it with a lighter entangled in it

perspective.

This exercise helps you recognize your thoughts Common Thmkmg Traps

as mere sounds rather than absolute truths.

Depression often introduces “thinking traps”—
cognitive patterns that keep us stuck in negative

cycles. Some prevalent thinking traps include:

e All-or-Nothing Thinking: “If I'm not perfect,
I'm a failure.”

 Qvergeneralization: ‘| failed once; I'll always
fail”

e Mind Reading: “They must think I'm
useless.’

e (Catastrophizing: “If | make a mistake,

everything will fall apart.”

Cognitive defusion assists you in recognizing

these traps without becoming ensnared by them.




Reflection Questions

1. What negative thoughts appear most frequently in your mind?

2. How do these thoughts influence your feelings and actions?

3. What occurs when you treat your thoughts as stories rather than facts?

4. In what ways might cognitive defusion help you respond differently to your mind?




ACT in Action

Try This: When a painful thought arises, take a moment to pause and express gratitude
to your mind: “Thanks, mind, for that thought." Observe how this simple
acknowledgment creates space between you and the thought, allowing for a more

mindful response.

Defusion in Everyday Life

e When you notice your mind criticizing you, label the thought: “There’s my mind
again.

 Practice observing your thoughts during daily activities such as washing dishes,
walking, or driving.

e Remember that while you cannot control which thoughts arise, you can choose
how you respond to them.

Common Obstacles and How to Overcome Them

e Obstacle: "My thoughts feel too real to ignore.”
Response: Cognitive defusion is not about ignoring thoughts, but rather noticing
them with openness and curiosity.

e (bstacle: “If I don't fight my thoughts, they'll take over.”
Response: Fighting thoughts often strengthens them; cognitive defusion allows
them to lose their grip.

e Obstacle: “I'm afraid my thoughts reflect something bad about me.”
Response: Everyone experiences strange or negative thoughts. Remember,

thoughts are not facts and do not define your worth.
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Summary

Cognitive defusion is the practice of disentangling from unhelpful thoughts and recognizing them as mere
thoughts—not commands or truths. By engaging in this practice, you gain the freedom to choose your

actions and align with your values, even in the presence of depression.

Next Steps

In the upcoming chapter, you will discover the importance of being present—utilizing mindfulness to anchor

yourself in the here and now, regardless of the thoughts or feelings that may arise.




Chapter 7: Values— “ 4
Discovering What....
Truly Matters B



Introduction

Living with depression can often lead to feelings of emptiness and a lack of direction. When
engulfed in pain, it is easy to lose sight of what gives life meaning and purpose. Individuals may
find themselves merely going through the motions, uncertain about what they value or why they
should continue to strive for more. This chapter emphasizes the significance of values in the
context of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT), illuminating how they represent your
heart's deepest desires and guide your actions toward the life you wish to lead.

In the framework of ACT, values are not merely goals or achievements; they are the guiding
principles that give your life direction and purpose. By clarifying your values, you can begin to
reconnect with hope, even amidst the challenges presented by depression. Understanding what

truly matters to you can serve as a lighthouse, guiding you through the fog of despair.
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What Are Values?

Values can be defined as the chosen life directions that shape your actions and decisions. They are

ongoing qualities of action, such as being kind, curious, or honest. Importantly, values are unique to
each individual; what holds significance for one person may differ greatly for another. Recognizing
your values is a personal journey that can lead to profound insights about yourself and your

aspirations.

e (Chosen life directions, not specific outcomes
» 0Ongoing qualities of action (e.g., being kind, curious, honest)

 Unigue to each person—what matters most to you may differ from what matters to others

It is essential to clarify what values are not. They are not goals you can check off a list, such as
"graduate from college." Values do not represent rules or "shoulds" imposed by others. They are also
not fleeting desires or feelings that come and go. Understanding these distinctions can help you

remain focused on what is truly important.




For example, if you value “kindness,” you can express it in various
ways every day, whether through small gestures or larger acts.
Similarly, if you value “growth,” you can pursue learning and personal
development, even when progress feels slow. This ongoing
commitment to your values fosters a sense of fulfillment, regardless
of external circumstances.

Why Are Values Important for
Depression?

Clarifying your values holds significant importance, particularly when
navigating the challenges of depression. Knowing what is meaningful
to you can help you find motivation, even during difficult periods.
Values act as a beacon, guiding you to make choices that align with
the person you aspire to be. They can help you reconnect with hope

and purpose, offering direction even when life feels overwhelming.

Find meaning and motivation, even when life is hard

Make choices that align with who you want to be

Reconnect with hope and purpose

Guide your actions, even when you feel stuck

Values act like a compass, pointing you toward what truly matters,
especially when the fog of depression clouds your view. They provide
a framework for decision-making, allowing you to navigate life's
challenges with greater clarity and intention.




Case Vignette: Rediscovering
Direction

After several months of feeling lost, Jasmine, a 28-year-old
woman, recognized that she had stopped engaging in activities
she once loved. In therapy, she began to explore her values and
discovered that creativity and connection were profoundly
important to her. With this newfound awareness, Jasmine
started painting again and reached out to old friends she had
neglected. "l still have hard days," she reflects, "but
remembering my values gives me something to move toward.”
Her story illustrates the transformative power of reconnecting

with one's values.

Exercise: The Values Checklist

To begin clarifying your own values, review the following list and
check any values that resonate with you. Feel free to add your
own values if necessary. This exercise can help you identify
what is most important to you at this moment in your life.




e Compassion
e Honesty

e (Creativity
e Learning
e Connection
e Adventure
e Spirituality
e Health

e Justice

e Courage

e Kindness
e Family

e Humor

* Independence

e Growth

e Service

Reflection: Which values resonate most with you right now? What

significance do they hold in your life?
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Exercise: The Eulogy
Exercise

Imagine attending your own 80th birthday
celebration or a gathering honoring your life.
Consider what you would want people to say
about you—not in terms of your
achievements, but regarding the kind of
person you were. This exercise can provide
insight into the qualities and values you wish
to be remembered for, guiding your present
actions and choices.

Exercise: Values in Action

Select one value that feels particularly
important to you. Then, identify three small

ways you could express this value in your

daily life, even in the presence of depression.

For instance:

* Value: Kindness
Actions: Smile at a stranger, send a
supportive text, be gentle with
yourself.

 Value: Growth
Actions: Read a new article, try a new

recipe, reflect on a recent experience.
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Values vs. Goals

Understanding the distinction between
values and goals is critical for navigating
life's challenges. Goals are specific,
achievable outcomes, such as “run a 5K” or
‘get a new job," while values represent
ongoing directions in life, like “living a healthy
life” or “being adventurous.” You may not
always achieve your goals, but you can strive
to live your values every day, making choices

that reflect what truly matters to you.




Common Obstacles and How
to Overcome Them

e (QObstacle: “l don't know what | value

anymore.”

Response: Start small. Pay attention to SQVC our (.t'\lld.fen

moments that provide you with a sense of

meaning or satisfaction, even if they are 'IY\\{QS‘\- W'\ our C‘\"d(en

brief.

e (bstacle: "Depression makes it hard to care - Ma_\‘se OUY" VO|C e STrO ng
about anything.” E D
Response: Remember that values can guide FR E 0 M

Zz:,oenvsezov::fn motivation is low. Small v\ﬂow \ed ge
Obstacl "l\/l. lues have changed. -teach Morals, MOT‘G i

 Obstacle: “My values have changed.
B Kmdé BE HUMAN

Response: That's perfectly normal. Values

can evolve as you grow and as life presents

new challenges.

Reflection Questions
1. What values resonate most with you at this
moment?
2. How have your values changed over time?

Si'rwe for PEACE

3. How might clarifying your values assist you

in navigating through depression?
4. What is one small action you can take

today that aligns with your values?

70



ACT in Action

Try This: At the beginning of each day, select one value to focus on. Ask yourself, “What is one small way | can
embody this value today?” At the end of the day, take a moment to reflect on how you honored that value and

how it impacted your mood.

Summary

Values serve as a compass that can guide you through even the darkest of times. By clarifying what is truly
important to you, you can find direction, hope, and meaning, regardless of the challenges presented by
depression. Living in accordance with your values is not about achieving perfection; it is about making

incremental moves toward the life you wish to lead.

Next Steps

In the next chapter, you will explore the concept of committed action—how to translate your values into
tangible steps, even when it feels challenging.
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Introduction

Clarifying your values is a significant and empowering step, but it marks only the
beginning of your journey. To cultivate a meaningful life, even in the presence of
depression, it is essential to convert your values into actionable steps. In ACT,
this process is referred to as committed action, which involves taking deliberate
actions—whether large or small—toward what matters most to you, particularly

in tough times.

Committed action is not about pushing through discomfort or forcing yourself to
engage in activities that you find unenjoyable. Instead, it revolves around
consistently making choices that reflect your values, even when the path ahead

feels daunting. Each small action taken can be a significant victory, especially

when living with the challenges of depression.




What Is Committed Action?

Committed action entails:

Choosing actions that align with your values

Taking steps, even when you feel doubt, fear, or discomfort

Being flexible—adapting your actions as life circumstances change

Focusing on the process, not just the outcome

It is crucial to understand what committed action is not. It does not involve forcing yourself to be
productive at all times. Nor does it mean pretending everything is fine when it is not. Committed
action does not require achieving perfection or never making mistakes; rather, it emphasizes the

importance of effort and intention.
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Why Is Committed Action Important for Depression?

Depression often leads to patterns of avoidance, causing individuals to withdraw from relationships,
activities, and responsibilities. The more one avoids, the smaller their world becomes, and the

tighter depression's grip can become. Committed action serves as a vital tool to break this cycle,
enabling you to reconnect with life, one step at a time.

Benefits of committed action include:

Building confidence and a sense of accomplishment

Creating opportunities for joy and connection

Reinforcing your identity as someone capable of action, even when faced with difficulty

Offering hope, meaning, and momentum




Case Vignette: Steps Toward a Bigger
Life

After gaining clarity on his value of “connection,” Sam, a 34-year-old
man, realized he had been isolating himself. To combat this, he set a
small, achievable goal: send one text message each day to a friend or
family member. Initially, reaching out felt awkward, and his mind
doubted its importance. Yet over time, these small actions
significantly diminished his feelings of loneliness and helped him
gradually rebuild his social life. “| learned that even tiny steps count,’
Sam reflects, emphasizing the power of committed action.

Exercise: Turning Values into Actions

1. Choose one value that resonates with you (e.g., kindness,
growth, connection).

2. List three small, specific actions you could take to express this
value in your daily life.

3. Select one action to try within the next 24 hours.

4. Afterward, reflect on how it felt and what you noticed about
your experience.




Exercise: The Tiny Steps Challenge

Depression can render even the simplest tasks overwhelming.
To combat this, the key is to break actions down into the

smallest possible steps.

* |f you value health, a tiny step might be drinking a glass
of water or stretching for one minute.

e |f you value creativity, a tiny step might be doodling for
two minutes.

e |f you value connection, a tiny step might be making eye
contact and saying hello.

Challenge: Choose one tiny step and take action today.

Celebrate your effort, irrespective of the outcome.



Setting Flexible Goals

Rigid goals can set you up for disappointment, particularly when depression affects your
motivation and energy levels. Flexible goals allow you to adapt your approach while still

moving forward.

Instead of stating: ‘I will exercise for 30 minutes every day,” try saying: ‘I will move my
body in a way that feels good, as often as I'm able.”

If you miss a day or fall short of your expectations, practice self-compassion and return
to focusing on your values. Remember that it's the progress that counts, not perfection.

Dealing with Setbhacks

Setbacks are an inevitable part of the journey. Depression ebbs and flows, and some
days will undoubtedly be more challenging than others. Committed action emphasizes

persistence rather than perfection.

If you find yourself feeling stuck:

Notice any self-critical thoughts and practice defusion (e.g., “I'm having the
thought that I'm failing”).
Reconnect with your values to remind yourself of what truly matters.

Adjust your goals if necessary to ensure they remain realistic and achievable.

Celebrate any effort you make, regardless of how small it may seem.
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Common Obstacles and How

to Overcome Them

¢ Obstacle: “| don't feel motivated.”

Response: Action often precedes motivation.

Taking small steps can ignite energy and

hope.
e QObstacle: “I'm afraid I'll fail.”

Response: Focus on the process rather than

striving for perfection. Every small step
represents progress.
e Obstacle: “It doesn't seem to matter.”

Response: Small actions accumulate over

time. Living your values is significant, even

when immediate results are not visible.

Reflection Questions
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1. What value do you wish to express
through your actions in the upcoming
week?

2. What is one tiny step you can take
today, even in the presence of
depression?

3. How do you typically respond to
setbacks? In what ways could you
demonstrate compassion and
flexibility to yourself?

4. How does taking action, even if it's a
small one, influence your mood or

sense of hope?

ACT in Action

Try This:

At the end of each day, write down one
action—however small—that reflected your
values. Notice and celebrate your efforts,
acknowledging the significance of taking
steps toward what matters.



Summary

Committed action involves living your values step by step, even in the face of depression. You do not need
to wait until you feel better to take action; you can start with the smallest steps. Each action is a

declaration: “My life matters, and | am choosing to move toward what | care about.”

Next Steps

In the upcoming chapter, you will learn how to integrate all the ACT skills you have acquired, creating a

flexible and resilient approach to living with depression while building a meaningful life.
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Introduction

Throughout this book, you have explored each

core process of Acceptance and Commitment

Therapy (ACT): acceptance, cognitive
defusion, being present, self-as-context,
values, and committed action. Each of these
skills offers a unique way to respond to
depression with greater flexibility, resilience,
and hope. Now, it is time to integrate these
tools into a cohesive toolkit that empowers
you to live a meaningful life, even in the
presence of depression.

This chapter will guide you in understanding
how the ACT processes work together in
everyday life and will help you develop a
personalized plan for ongoing growth and
healing. By utilizing these skills, you will be
better equipped to navigate the complexities
of depression, fostering a deeper sense of

self-awareness and agency.

The ACT Hexaflex
Revisited
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Let us revisit the ACT hexaflex—the six
interlocking processes that serve as the
foundation of psychological flexibility and
resilience. Each process is interconnected,
reinforcing and supporting the others. By
recognizing how these components work in
tandem, you can enhance your ability to cope
with depression and cultivate a more fulfilling

life.



The Six Core Processes of ACT

1. Acceptance

Acceptance involves embracing thoughts and feelings without judgment. It is a fundamental
process that encourages individuals to acknowledge their emotional states rather than suppress
them. By accepting difficult emotions, people can reduce the struggle and suffering that often
accompanies avoidance. This process helps to create space for healing and growth, allowing
individuals to experience life more fully. Acceptance is not about resignation; it is about
recognizing reality and choosing to move forward.
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2. Cognitive Defusion

Cognitive defusion refers to the practice of distancing oneself from unhelpful thoughts and beliefs.
Instead of getting entangled in negative thinking patterns, individuals learn to observe their
thoughts as mere mental events. This perspective enables people to see thoughts for what they are
—words and images that do not define their identity or reality. Cognitive defusion helps reduce the
power that negative thoughts can have over emotions and behaviors. By practicing this technique,

individuals can respond to their thoughts with greater flexibility and clarity.

3. Being Present (Mindfulness)

Being present, often referred to as mindfulness, is about anchoring oneself in the current moment.
It involves observing thoughts, feelings, and sensations without judgment or distraction. By
cultivating mindfulness, individuals can create a greater awareness of their experiences, fostering a
sense of connection to themselves and their surroundings. This practice allows for a more profound
appreciation of life, even amid challenges. Mindfulness can serve as a powerful tool for managing

stress and enhancing emotional resilience.




4. Self-as-Context

Self-as-context involves recognizing oneself as the observer of
experiences rather than being defined by them. This perspective
encourages individuals to view their thoughts and feelings from a
distance, allowing for greater clarity and understanding. By seeing
oneself as separate from one’s emotions, individuals can engage with
their experiences without being overwhelmed. This process fosters a
sense of identity that is more expansive, enabling individuals to
connect with their core values and authentic selves. Self-as-context is
critical for developing psychological flexibility and resilience.

9. Values

Values represent what is most important to an individual, guiding
their actions and decisions. Clarifying one’s values serves as a
compass for navigating life's challenges. In the context of ACT,
understanding personal values is essential for fostering motivation
and commitment to meaningful action. When individuals act in
accordance with their values, they experience a greater sense of
fulfillment, even when facing adversity. Values act as a foundation for

creating a life that resonates with one’s true self.




6. Committed Action

Committed action involves taking steps toward living in
alignment with one’s values, even in the face of difficulties. It
emphasizes the importance of setting specific goals and
following through on them, regardless of emotional barriers.
This process encourages individuals to take meaningful actions
that reflect their values, fostering a sense of purpose and
direction. Committed action is about persistence and resilience,
as it requires individuals to engage with their values
consistently. By committing to these actions, individuals can

cultivate a more satisfying and meaningful life.



The ACT Hexaflex
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The ACT hexaflex is a visual representation of the six core processes of ACT,
illustrating how they interconnect and support one another. It highlights the dynamic
nature of these processes, showing that they can be practiced in various combinations
and contexts. The hexaflex emphasizes that no single process is superior to the others;
rather, their collective application is what enhances psychological flexibility.
Understanding this model allows individuals to adapt their approach to treatment as
their needs evolve. The hexaflex serves as a reminder that growth is an ongoing

journey, requiring an integration of these processes.

ACT has been shown to be particularly effective for individuals dealing with depression.
Ilts focus on acceptance and mindfulness helps to reduce the struggle with negative
emotions, leading to a more compassionate relationship with oneself. By encouraging
individuals to engage with their values, ACT fosters a sense of purpose and motivation,
which can be crucial in overcoming depressive symptoms. The model's emphasis on
committed action empowers individuals to take meaningful steps toward recovery,
reinforcing the belief that they can create positive change in their lives. As a
therapeutic approach, ACT offers a holistic framework for managing depression and

enhancing overall well-being.
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Case Vignette: ACT in
Action

Consider the story of Julia, who has struggled
with depression for years. Through ACT, she
learned to accept her feelings without
judgment, which reduced her sense of
shame. By practicing cognitive defusion, she
could observe her negative thoughts without
being overwhelmed. Julia also began to
identify her core values, which included

family, creativity, and personal growth. With

this newfound clarity, she committed to
spending more time with her loved ones and

pursuing her passion for painting. I I I I I
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Exercise: Your ACT Self-Assessment

To deepen your understanding of how ACT processes resonate with you, take time to
reflect on your own experiences. Consider the following questions and jot down your

thoughts:

1. How comfortable are you with accepting your thoughts and feelings? What
challenges arise for you in this area?

2. How often do you find yourself entangled in negative thoughts? Can you recall a
recent experience where you practiced cognitive defusion?

3. How frequently do you engage in mindfulness practices? In what ways do they

help you stay present?

4. Can you identify moments when you viewed your experiences from the
perspective of the observer? How does this shift your understanding of your
emotions?

5. What core values guide your life? Are you currently taking committed actions that

align with these values?

Reflecting on these questions can provide valuable insight into your relationship with
ACT processes and highlight areas for growth. This self-assessment is a step toward

integrating these principles more fully into your life.
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Exercise: The Willingness Gontract

Creating a willingness contract can help solidify your commitment to practicing ACT processes.
Write down your intention to embrace acceptance, defusion, mindfulness, self-as-context, values,
and committed action. Specify the actions you will take to honor this commitment, such as
practicing mindfulness daily or reaching out to a friend when feeling low. Review your contract
regularly to remind yourself of your goals and reinforce your dedication to personal growth. This
contract serves as a powerful tool for maintaining focus and motivation on your journey toward

overcoming depression.

Reflection Questions

1. Which ACT skills resonate with you the most, and why do you think that is?
2. What challenges do you anticipate as you implement ACT processes in your life?
3. What support systems do you have in place to help you practice ACT consistently?

4. How do you believe integrating ACT processes will change your experience of depression?

ACT in Action

Incorporate ACT into your daily routine by considering the following prompts when faced with

difficult emotions:

e What emotions am | currently experiencing? (Acceptance)
 What thoughts are entering my mind right now? (Defusion)
» What sensations or experiences am | aware of in this moment? (Being Present)
» Who is observing my current experience? (Self-as-Context)
 What values are important to me in this situation? (Values)

» What small action can | take that aligns with my values? (Committed Action)

These questions can guide you toward a more flexible and empowered response to your

experiences, helping you navigate the challenges of depression with greater ease.
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Summary

Your ACT toolkit encompasses a range of practical skills designed to help you live more
fully with depression. By integrating acceptance, defusion, mindfulness, self-awareness,
values, and committed action, you can create a meaningful and hopeful life, even in the
face of challenges. Remember that practice, patience, and self-compassion are
essential components of this journey. Embrace the process as you cultivate resilience

and growth.

Next Steps

In the subsequent chapter, you will reflect on your progress, celebrate your
achievements, and prepare for the path ahead as you continue to integrate these

transformative skills into your life.

Your journey continues. With your ACT toolkit, support, and values, you can keep moving
forward—living a life of meaning, hope, and growth, even when depression is present. It
is essential to recognize that this path is not always straightforward, but each step you
take is significant in shaping your future. Remember that progress may come in small
increments, and it's okay to encounter obstacles along the way. Thank you for allowing

this book to walk beside you.

May a seed be planted, a break through the soil momennt occur and endure, untill the
fruit is ripe and you are ready for the harvest,
Jason Sopkovich LPC LICDC 1-2026
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Introduction

Finishing this book is a significant achievement. You've learned powerful skills, explored your values, and begun to
reshape your relationship with depression. However, it is important to understand that healing and growth are
lifelong journeys that require ongoing effort and commitment. This chapter offers resources, next steps, and

encouragement to help you continue building a life filled with meaning, hope, and resilience. By utilizing these

resources, you can sustain your progress and keep nurturing your mental well-being.




Continuing Your ACT Practice

The ACT skills you've learned are tools for ongoing growth. To deepen your practice and reinforce

what you've learned, consider the following suggestions:

 Set Regular Check-Ins: Schedule weekly or monthly times to review your ACT skills and reflect
on your progress. These check-ins are opportunities to assess how effectively you are applying
ACT principles in your daily life and make adjustments where necessary.

e Create a Personal ACT Journal: Track your experiences, successes, setbacks, and insights.
Writing about your journey can provide clarity, helping you identify patterns and recognize
progress in your mental health.

* Revisit Exercises: Cycle through your favorite exercises from this book—acceptance, defusion,
mindfulness, values, and committed action. Regularly practicing these exercises can help
solidify your understanding and make the skills more intuitive.
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Exercise: Your ACT Maintenance Plan

e Which skills will you focus on first?
e How will you remind yourself to use your toolkit?

e Who can support you in your practice?

Seeking Support

You don't have to do this alone. Support is available in many forms, and reaching out can be an
essential part of your healing process:

e Therapists and Counselors: Consider working with a professional trained in ACT or other
evidence-based therapies. A qualified therapist can provide guidance and help tailor your
approach to your unique needs.

e Support Groups: Many communities and online spaces offer groups for people living with
depression. These groups can provide a sense of belonging and understanding, as well as
practical tips from others who share similar experiences.

e Trusted Friends and Family: Share your journey and ask for encouragement when you need it.

Engaging with loved ones can foster deeper connections and reduce feelings of isolation.




If you ever feel overwhelmed or hopeless, reach out for help. You are
not alone in this journey, and there are people who care and want to

support you.

Recommended Books and Reading

Expand your understanding and practice with these recommended

resources:

The Happiness Trap by Dr. Russ Harris

ACT Made Simple by Dr. Russ Harris

Get Out of Your Mind and Into Your Life by Dr. Steven C. Hayes
A Liberated Mind by Dr. Steven C. Hayes

Mindfulness for Beginners by Jon Kabat-Zinn




c o o o o o o Online Resources

e The Happiness Trap Website:

e Research Opportunities

Crisis and Helpline Information

If you are in crisis or need immediate support:

088 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline (USA): Call or text 988

» Samaritans (UK): 116 123

e Lifeline (Australia): 1311 14

e Text or chat services: Many countries offer text-based
crisis support

e Local emergency services: If you are at immediate risk,
call emergency services



https://restoredohiorecovery.com/blog
https://mindflex.org/

Finding a Therapist

* Look for therapists trained in ACT, CBT, or other
evidence-based approaches. Ensure they have
the credentials and experience necessary to
provide effective support.

» Ask about telehealth options if in-person visits
are difficult. Many therapists now offer remote
sessions, making it easier to access care.

» Use directories such as Psychology Today,
GoodTherapy, or local mental health
organizations. These resources can help you

find qualified professionals in your area.
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Joining a Community

Connection is vital for healing. Consider the following options to

foster a sense of community:

 Joining online forums or groups focused on ACT and
depression recovery. These platforms can provide a
supportive environment where you can share experiences
and learn from others.

e Participating in local meetups, workshops, or classes.
Engaging in face-to-face interactions can deepen

connections and provide a sense of belonging.

 Volunteering or finding ways to help others—giving back
can reinforce your values and sense of purpose. Helping
others can be a rewarding experience that enhances your

own mental well-being.
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Reflection: Your Next
Steps

1. What is one resource you'd like to
explore in the coming month?

2. How will you continue to support
your mental health and growth?

3. What small step can you take today
to move toward your values?

4. Who can you reach out to for

support or encouragement?
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Inspiration for the Road Ahead

Remember, recovery is a journey. There will be setbacks and
successes, quiet days and breakthroughs. Each step you take is
meaningful, and even small actions can lead to significant
changes over time. By continuing to use your ACT toolkit, seeking
support, and connecting with your values, you are building a life
that matters—one moment at a time. Embrace the journey, for it is

in the process that we find growth.

Final Words

Thank you for allowing this book to be part of your journey. May
these resources and next steps help you continue breaking
through the soil, finding light even in the darkest times, and living

a life of hope, meaning, and growth.
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Introduction

Learning ACT skills is only the beginning—
real change happens when you put these
tools into practice. This chapter offers a
collection of worksheets and practice quides
designed to help you apply acceptance,
defusion, mindfulness, values, and
committed action in your daily life. These
resources can serve as valuable tools for
reinforcing what you've learned and ensuring
that the principles of ACT are integrated into
your everyday experiences. Use these pages
as often as you need, revisiting them
whenever you want to refresh your skills or

track your progress.
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Worksheet 1: Acceptance
Practice Log

Instructions:

Each day, notice a difficult thought or feeling. Record your
experience below and reflect on how you responded to it, what
helped you accept it, and any insights gained.

Date

Thought/Feeling

How | Responded

What Helped Me Accept It?

What Did | Learn?
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Worksheet 2: Cognitive Defusion
Exercise

Instructions:

When a troubling thought arises, use this worksheet to practice
defusion. This exercise aims to help you create distance from
your thoughts, making them less overwhelming.

e What is the thought?

e How believable does it feel (0-10)?

 Try a defusion technique (e.g., “I'm having the thought
that.." or say it in a silly voice).

» How believable does it feel now (0-10)?

e \What did you notice?

105




Worksheet 3:
Mindfulness in Daily
Life

Instructions:

Choose one daily activity (e.g., eating, walking,
brushing teeth). Use this guide to practice

mindfulness during that activity, enhancing

your awareness of the present moment.

» What activity did you choose?

e What sensations did you notice?

e What thoughts or feelings arose?

» How did you bring your attention back
to the present?

e How did you feel afterward?
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Worksheet 4: Self-as-Context
Reflection

Instructions:

Practice stepping back and observing your experience. This exercise
is about recognizing that you are more than your thoughts or
feelings.

e What thoughts or feelings are present?

» Can you notice the “observer” part of you, watching these
experiences?

e How does it feel to notice you are more than your thoughts
and feelings?

e What did you learn from this practice?
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Worksheet 5: Values Clarification

Instructions:
Review the values list below. Circle or write down 3-5 values that feel most important to you. Identifying these

values can guide your actions and decisions moving forward.

e Compassion
e Honesty

e (Creativity

e Learning

e (Connection
e Adventure
e Spirituality
e Health

e Justice

e (Courage

e Kindness

e Family

e Humor
 Independence
e Growth

e Service

Reflection:
Why are these values important to you? How can you express them in daily life? Reflecting on these values can

help you align your actions with what truly matters to you.
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Worksheet 6: Committed Action Planner

Instructions:

Choose one value. List three small actions you can take to express it this week. This exercise encourages you to transla

values into actionable steps.

Value:

Action 1:

Action 2:

Action 3:

Obstacles | Might Face:

How I'll Respond:

How I'll Celebrate Effort:

Believe,
Achieve,
Succeed,
Repeat.




Worksheet 7: ACT Skills Check-In

Instructions:
At the end of each week, reflect on your use of ACT skills. This
exercise helps you assess your progress and identify areas for

improvement.

ACT Process

How did | use this skill?
What worked?

What was challenging?

What will I try next week?




Acceptance

Defusion

Mindfulness

Self-as-Context

Values

Committed Action



Practice Guide: Creating Your ACT Routine

Morning:

 Set an intention for the day (e.g., “Today | will practice acceptance with whatever
arises”). This practice can help you start your day with purpose and awareness.

 Review your chosen value and one small action you'll take. Connecting your daily
actions to your values can enhance motivation.

Throughout the Day:
» Notice thoughts and feelings; practice defusion and acceptance. Being aware of your
thoughts can help you manage them more effectively.

 Bring mindfulness to routine activities. Engaging fully in your daily tasks can increase
your overall sense of well-being.

Evening:

Reflect: What ACT skills did | use? How did I live my values? What will | try tomorrow? This

reflection can help reinforce your learning and prepare you for the next day.
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Practice Guide: Preparing for

Set

113

backs

Notice early signs of depression or struggle. Being aware of
these signs can help you respond proactively.

Pause and use an acceptance or defusion exercise. Taking
a moment to practice these techniques can help you regain
perspective.

Review your values—what matters most right now?
Reconnecting with your values can provide clarity during
tough times.

Choose a tiny committed action, even if it's just self-
compassion. Small steps can lead to significant changes
over time.

Reach out for support if needed. Connecting with others

can provide comfort and reassurance.



Practice Guide: Support and
Resources

e List three people you can reach out to for encouragement.
Identifying your support network can help you feel less
isolated.

e Write down crisis numbers or resources. Having this
information readily available can provide peace of mind.

* |dentify online or local support groups to join if you feel
isolated. Being part of a community can foster connection

and understanding.
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Reflection: Using Your
Worksheets

1. Which worksheet or practice guide feels most helpful right
now?

2. How will you remind yourself to use these tools regularly?

3. What changes do you notice when you track your progress?

Final Note

These worksheets and practice guides are here for you—use them
as often as you need, and adapt them to fit your life. Each time
you fill out a page, you are taking a step toward hope, meaning,

and growth.
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ACT Practice Guide



Instructions:

Spend 10-15 minutes journaling about a
time in your life when you felt truly fulfilled or
proud. Reflecting on these moments can help

you reconnect with your core values.

What were you doing?

Who was with you?

Which values were you expressing?

How can you bring those values into

your life today?

Sample Entry:

"I remember helping my younger sibling with
their homework. | felt proud and connected.
The value | was expressing was support and
patience. Today, | could express this by being
present and listening to a friend who needs

help.”
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Instructions:

Practice three different defusion techniques

with a recurring negative thought. This

exercise aims to help you create distance

from unhelpful thoughts.
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Write down the thought.

Technique 1: “I'm having the thought
Believability (0-10): _______
Technique 2: Say the thought in a silly
voice (describe):
Believability (0-10):
Technique 3: Visualize the thought as

words on a computer screen, slowly
fading away.
Believability (0-10): ______

Which technique helped most?



Instructions:
Go for a 5-10 minute walk, focusing on each sense in turn. This

exercise enhances your awareness of the present moment.

e What do you see?

e What do you hear?

e What do you smell?

» What do you feel (touch, temperature)?

e What do you taste (if applicable)?

How did this mindful walk affect your mood or thoughts?
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Instructions:
Write a letter to yourself as if you were comforting a friend going
through depression. This exercise encourages kindness toward

yourself.

What kind words would you offer?

How would you encourage them to use ACT skills?

Read the letter aloud to yourself.

How did it feel to receive compassion?

Sample Start:

"Dear Me, You're doing your best in a tough situation. It's okay to feel
sad or tired. Try to notice your thoughts and feelings, let them be, and
remember you are not alone. You are worthy of kindness and support—

from others and yourself."
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Instructions:
List three values-based actions you can take when energy or
motivation is low. This exercise prepares you to respond

thoughtfully during challenging times.

Value

When I'll Try It
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Instructions:
At the end of each day, jot down one way you lived your values.
This practice can enhance your awareness of how you align with

your core values.

Date

Value Expressed

How | Expressed It
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Instructions:

Think about a recent setback or difficult day.

What happened?

Which ACT skills did you use (or wish you had used)?

What did you learn from the experience?

What will you try next time?
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Instructions:
Imagine your thoughts as floats in a parade passing by. This
exercise helps cultivate a non-judgmental awareness of your

thoughts.

List the thoughts that showed up today:

Which ones tried to pull you into the parade?

How did you practice watching them pass by?

What did you notice about your ability to let go?
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Instructions:

Draw or list your support system.

Who can you talk to about your feelings?

Who encourages you to use your ACT skills?

Are there professionals or groups you can reach out to?

What steps will you take to strengthen your support network?
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Instructions:

Test your understanding of the six ACT processes, and set a values-based goal.

ACT Process

My Explanation

Example/Exercise

Acceptance

Defusion

Mindfulness

Self-as-Context

Values

Committed Action

Which skills do you feel strongest in?

Which would you like to improve?
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Values-Based Goal Setting:

Choose one value and set a short-term and a long-term goal that reflects it.

Value

Short-Term Goal (1 week)

Long-Term Goal (1-6 months)

Obstacles

Solutions

Reflection:

How will you celebrate progress?
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How to Use These Worksheets:

e Print or copy them into a journal.
e Use them individually or in sequence.
* Review completed worksheets monthly to track growth and

patterns
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Recommedations

1. A Liberated Mind by Steven C. Hayes
Focus: The founder of ACT on pivoting from
pain to purpose.

2. The Reality Slap by Russ Harris Focus:
Using ACT to cope with grief, loss, and life's
hardest hits

3. In the Realm of Hungry Ghosts by Gabor

Maté Focus: A compassionate look at the
link between trauma and addiction.

4. Things Might Go Terribly, Horribly Wrong by Kelly G. Wilson Focus: An ACT co-founder’s perspective
on anxiety and addiction.

5. Man's Search for Meaning by Viktor Frankl Focus: The classic text on finding purpose through
suffering.

6. The Wisdom to Know the Difference by Kelly G. Wilson Focus: An ACT guide specifically for addiction
recovery and healing trauma.

On the Web

ACT & Research

contextualscience.org — The official site for the Association for Contextual Behavioral Science (ACBS).
stevenchayes.com - The official site of Dr. Steven C. Hayes (Founder of ACT).

hwww.counseling.org American Counseling Association (ACA).

aacc.net American Association of Christian Counselors (AACC).

csi-net.org Chi Sigma lota International Honor Society.
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Breaking Through the Soil: Finding the Light, and
Growing In Your Potential

Jason Sopkovich is a counselor and author with 14 years of experience treating addiction and
trauma. He holds a Master's in Clinical Mental Health Counseling from Liberty University and
maintains memberships with the ACA, AACC, and Chi Sigma lota. Through an Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy (ACT) lens, Jason’s writing invites readers to embrace their emotions,
deepen their self-connection, and discover the redemptive purpose hidden within their pain.




