The ACT of Self-Care

By Mira Brancu, M.Ed., MA, LPC, on behalf of the Colleague Assistance Committee

Imagine someone blindfolded you and told you that your job in life was to run around a field with the blindfold on. What they didn’t say was that there were large, deep holes throughout the field. So, eventually you find yourself in one of these holes. You feel around and realize the hole is way too deep to climb out of. You happen to have a toolkit with you, but the only useful thing you find is a shovel. Sadly, no matter how hard you try, you just end up digging the hole deeper and larger. 

This metaphor is a popular one used in Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT). ACT is one of the empirically-based third-wave cognitive-behavioral treatments, similar to DBT, that includes components of mindfulness, acceptance, and behavior change. The core philosophy behind ACT is that psychological suffering occurs when we avoid experiencing our internal reactions and acknowledging unwanted thoughts in the present moment. This causes people to respond with limited psychological flexibility and find themselves going through their everyday life without a sense of fulfillment or connection to their personal values. 

As psychologists and graduates in training, we are not impervious to the same human pitfalls in which our patients find themselves. Though we have many tools to manage those pitfalls, enough stress can lead any of us to get stuck to the point of being impaired without recognizing the signs. For students and psychologists alike, signs of distress or impairment may involve procrastinating, missing bill payments, avoiding advisers or patients, isolating yourself from colleagues, or self-medicating (i.e., overeating, overuse of prescription medications, alcohol, etc.). We call this “digging” – any action that serves the purpose of avoiding or escaping painful or unwanted thoughts or feelings. The major problem with digging is that despite the short-term fix, in the long-term the digging has made the hole deeper and harder to get out of.

If we’re focused on holding tightly onto our shovel thinking it will eventually help us get out of our hole, our hands are not free to try other things that might be more helpful for resolving the situation. Self-care is one tool we have in our toolkit that may protect us, or at the very least help us out of the hole once we fall in. There are a number of ACT principles that can be applied to our own self-care: 

Mindfulness
Take time each day to slow down and be fully present and still in the here and now. Take note of your body  - is it tense? Relaxed? Keyed up? Take note of your external environment – does it feel calm? Inviting? Hectic? Daily mindfulness can give you more control in determining whether what you are doing is consistent with what you want to be doing. It is also a great stress reducer. 

Acceptance
Allow internal experiences, such as thoughts and feelings, to come and go without struggling with or avoiding them. Accept that this is just your mind trying to make sense of the world around you. Painful feelings, such as shame and guilt, are signs that your behaviors may not be consistent with what is most important to you. Acceptance of the presence of these internal experiences allows you more flexibility to decide what action you would like to take to realign yourself with your core values. 

Values
Values are different from goals. Whereas goals are outcome-oriented, observable achievements, values are process-oriented. They are the compass that helps guide you in a specific direction throughout life. What is important to you as a psychologist? Have you consistently stayed on track with what is most important to you? Have there been barriers that have taken you off-track? Has there been a recent situation that has caused you to question yourself or struggle with your professional identity? Do you feel good about the choices you are making? These questions can help identify your professional values.

Committed Action
Make a commitment to set needed goals in order to remain consistent with your values. Acknowledge that there will be barriers and plan strategies for handling the barriers, including re-evaluating unattainable goals, creating new goals that will keep you on track with your values, and seeking peer consultation. 

For questions, brief peer consultation, or for more information on professional self-care, contact the Colleague Assistance Committee: 
· NCPA office: 919/872-1005

· Peer Consultation Line: 919/785-3969

· Email: NCPA.CAC@gmail.com
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