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Foreword

There is a tremendous irony in happiness. It comes from a root word meaning “by chance” or “an occurrence,” which in a positive sense connotes a sense of newness, wonder, and appreciation of chance occurrences. The irony is that people not only seek it, they try to hold on to it—especially to avoid any sense of “unhappiness.” Unfortunately, these very control efforts can become heavy, planned, closed, rigid, and fixed.

Happiness is not just a matter of feeling good. If it were, drug abusers would be the happiest people on the planet. Indeed, feeling good can be a very unhappy pursuit. It is not by accident that drug users call their methods of doing so a “fix”—because they are chemically trying to hold something in place. Like a butterfly pinned to a table, however, happiness dies unless it is held lightly. Drug abusers are not the only ones. In the name of producing an emotional result we call happiness, most of us tend to engage in behavior that is the exact opposite and then feel awful and inadequate with the inevitable result. Until we wise up, we are all generally trying to get a “fix” on happiness.

This book is based on Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT), which is an empirically supported approach that takes a new and unexpected tack in dealing with the issue of happiness and life satisfaction. Instead of teaching new techniques to pursue happiness, ACT teaches ways to undermine struggle, avoidance, and loss of the moment. Russ Harris has very carefully and creatively presented this approach in an accessible way. In thirty-three bite-sized chapters he systematically explores how we get into the “Happiness Trap” and how mindfulness, acceptance, cognitive defusion, and values can release us from it.

The joyful message in these pages is that there is no reason to continue to wait for life to start. That waiting game can end. Now. Like a lion placed in a paper cage, human beings are generally most trapped by the illusions of their own mind. But despite the appearance the cage is not really a barrier that can contain the human spirit. There is another way forward, and with this book Dr. Harris shines a powerful and loving beacon forward into the night, lighting that path.

Enjoy the journey. You are in excellent hands.

—Steven C. Hayes, PhD

Originator of ACT

University of Nevada


Introduction

I Just Want to Be Happy!

Just suppose for a moment that almost everything you believed about finding happiness turned out to be inaccurate, misleading, or false. And suppose that those very beliefs were making you miserable. What if your very efforts to find happiness were actually preventing you from achieving it? And what if almost everyone you knew turned out to be in the same boat—including all those psychologists, psychiatrists, and self-help gurus who claim to have all the answers?

I’m not posing these questions just to grab your attention. This book is based on a growing body of scientific research that suggests we are all caught in a powerful psychological trap. We lead our lives ruled by many unhelpful and inaccurate beliefs about happiness—ideas widely accepted because “everyone knows they are true.” These beliefs seem to make good sense—that’s why you encounter them in nearly every self-help book you ever read. But unfortunately, these misleading ideas create a vicious cycle in which the more we try to find happiness, the more we suffer. And this psychological trap is so well hidden, we don’t even have a clue that we’re caught in it.

That’s the bad news.

The good news is there’s hope. You can learn how to recognize the “happiness trap” and, more importantly, you can learn how to escape. And this book will give you the skills and knowledge to do so. It’s based on a revolutionary new development in human psychology, a powerful model for change known as Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, or ACT.

ACT (pronounced like the word “act”) was developed in the United States by psychologist Steven Hayes and his colleagues, Kelly Wilson and Kirk Strosahl. ACT has been astoundingly effective in helping people with a wide range of problems from depression and anxiety to chronic pain and even drug addiction. For example, in one remarkable study, psychologists Patty Bach and Steven Hayes used ACT with patients suffering from chronic schizophrenia and found that only four hours of therapy were sufficient to reduce hospital readmission rates by half! ACT has also proved highly effective for the less dramatic problems that millions of us encounter, such as quitting smoking and reducing stress in the workplace. Unlike the vast majority of other therapies, ACT has a firm basis in scientific research and because of this, it is rapidly growing in popularity among psychologists all around the world.

The aim of ACT is to help you live a rich, full, and meaningful life while effectively handling the pain that inevitably comes your way. ACT achieves this through the use of six powerful principles, which will enable you to develop a life-enhancing ability known as “psychological flexibility.”

Is Happiness Normal?

In the western world we now have a higher standard of living than humans have ever known before. We have better medical treatment, better food, better housing conditions, better sanitation, more money, more welfare services, and more access to education, justice, travel, entertainment, and career opportunities. Indeed, today’s middle class lives better than did the royalty of not so long ago. And yet humans today don’t seem very happy. The self-help sections of bookstores are packed with books on depression, anxiety, stress, relationship problems, addiction, and more. Meanwhile, on the television and radio the “experts” bombard us daily with advice on how to improve our lives. The number of psychologists, psychiatrists, marriage and family counselors, social workers, and “life coaches” is increasing every year. Yet despite all this help and advice, human unhappiness does not seem to be diminishing but growing by leaps and bounds! Isn’t there something wrong with this picture?

The statistics are staggering: In any given year almost 30 percent of the adult population will suffer from a recognized psychological disorder. The World Health Organization estimates that depression is currently the fourth biggest, costliest, and most debilitating disease in the world and by the year 2020, it will be the second biggest. In any given week, one-tenth of the adult population is suffering from clinical depression, and one in five people will suffer from it at some point in their lifetime. Furthermore, one in four adults, at some stage in their life, will suffer from drug or alcohol addiction, which is why there are now over twenty million alcoholics in the United States alone.

But more startling and more sobering than all those statistics is that almost one in two people will go through a stage in life when they seriously consider suicide and will struggle with it for a period of two weeks or more. Scarier still, one in ten people will at some point actually attempt to kill themselves.

Think about those numbers for a moment. Think of your friends, family, and coworkers. Almost half of them will at some point be so overwhelmed by misery that they seriously contemplate suicide. One in ten will actually go on to attempt it. Clearly, lasting happiness is not normal!

Why Is It So Difficult to Be Happy?

To answer this question, let’s take a journey back in time. The modern human mind, with its amazing ability to analyze, plan, create, and communicate has largely evolved over the last hundred thousand years, since our species, Homo sapiens, first appeared on the planet. But our minds did not evolve to make us “feel good” so we could tell jokes, write poems, or say “I love you.” Our minds evolved to help us survive in a world fraught with danger.

Imagine that you’re an early human hunter-gatherer. What are your essential needs in order to survive and reproduce? There are four of them: food, water, shelter, and sex. But none of these things matter if you’re dead. So the number one priority of the primitive human mind was to look out for anything that might harm you—and avoid it. The primitive mind was basically a “Don’t get killed” device, and it proved enormously useful. The better our ancestors became at anticipating and avoiding danger, the longer they lived and the more children they had.

So with each generation the human mind became increasingly skilled at predicting and avoiding danger. And now, after one hundred thousand years of evolution, the modern mind is constantly on the lookout, assessing and judging everything we encounter: Is this good or bad? Safe or dangerous? Harmful or helpful? These days, though, it’s not saber-toothed tigers or woolly mammoths that our mind warns us about. Instead it’s losing our job, being rejected, getting a speeding ticket, embarrassing ourselves in public, getting cancer, or a million and one other common worries. As a result we spend a lot of time worrying about things that, more often than not, never happen.

Another essential for the survival of any early human is to belong to a group. If your clan boots you out, it won’t be long before the wolves find you. So how does the mind protect you from rejection by the group? By comparing you with other members of the clan: Am I fitting in? Am I doing the right thing? Am I contributing enough? Am I as good as the others? Am I doing anything that might get me rejected?

Sound familiar? Our modern-day minds are continually warning us of rejection and comparing us to the rest of society. No wonder we spend so much energy worrying whether people will like us! No wonder we’re always looking for ways to improve ourselves or putting ourselves down because we don’t “measure up.” A hundred thousand years ago we had only the few members of our immediate clan to compare ourselves with. But these days we only need to glance at a newspaper, magazine, or television to instantly find a whole host of people who are smarter, richer, slimmer, sexier, more famous, more powerful, or more successful than we are. When we compare ourselves to these glamorous media creations, we feel inferior or disappointed with our lives. To make matters worse, our minds are now so sophisticated they can conjure up a fantasy image of the person we’d ideally like to be—and then we compare ourselves to that! What chance have we got? We will always end up feeling not good enough.

Now, for any Stone Age person with ambition, the general rule for success is: get more and get better. The better your weapons, the more food you can kill. The larger your food stores, the greater your chances for survival in times of scarcity. The better your shelter, the safer you are from weather and wild animals. The more children you have, the greater the chance that some will survive into adulthood. No surprise then that our modern mind continually looks for “more and better”: more money, a better job, more status, a better body, more love, a better partner. And if we succeed, if we actually do get more money or a better car or a better-looking body, then we’re satisfied—for a while. But sooner or later (and usually sooner), we end up wanting more.

Thus, evolution has shaped our brains so that we are hardwired to suffer psychologically: to compare, evaluate, and criticize ourselves, to focus on what we’re lacking, to rapidly become dissatisfied with what we have, and to imagine all sorts of frightening scenarios, most of which will never happen. No wonder humans find it hard to be happy!

What Exactly Is “Happiness”?

We all want it. We all crave it. We all strive for it. Even the Dalai Lama has said: “The very purpose of life is to seek happiness.” But what exactly is it?

The word “happiness” has two very different meanings. The common meaning of the word is “feeling good.” In other words, feeling a sense of pleasure, gladness, or gratification. We all enjoy these feelings, so it’s no surprise that we chase them. However, like all human emotions, feelings of happiness don’t last. No matter how hard we try to hold on to them, they slip away every time. And as we shall see, a life spent in pursuit of those good feelings is, in the long term, deeply unsatisfying. In fact, the harder we chase after pleasurable feelings, the more we are likely to suffer from anxiety and depression.

The other far less common meaning of happiness is “living a rich, full, and meaningful life.” When we take action on the things that truly matter deep in our hearts, move in directions that we consider valuable and worthy, clarify what we stand for in life and act accordingly, then our lives become rich and full and meaningful, and we experience a powerful sense of vitality. This is not some fleeting feeling—it is a profound sense of a life well lived. And although such a life will undoubtedly give us many pleasurable feelings, it will also give us uncomfortable ones, such as sadness, fear, and anger. This is only to be expected. If we live a full life, we will feel the full range of human emotions.

In this book, as you’ve probably guessed by now, we are far more interested in this second meaning of happiness than in the first. Of course, we all enjoy feeling good, and we should certainly make the most of pleasant feelings when they appear. But if we try to have them all the time, we are doomed to failure.

The reality is, life involves pain. There’s no getting away from it. As human beings we are all faced with the fact that sooner or later we will grow infirm, get sick, and die. Sooner or later we all will lose valued relationships through rejection, separation, or death. Sooner or later we all will come face to face with crisis, disappointment, and failure. This means that in one form or another, we are all going to experience painful thoughts and feelings.

The good news is that, although we can’t avoid such pain, we can learn to handle it much better—to make room for it, reduce its impact, and create a life worth living despite it. This book will show you how to do it. There are three parts to this process. In part 1 you will learn how you create and get stuck in the happiness trap. This is an essential first step, so please don’t skip it. You can’t escape the trap if you don’t know how it works. In part 2, rather than trying to avoid or eliminate painful thoughts and feelings, you will learn how to make room for them and experience them in a new way that will reduce their impact, drain away their power, and dramatically decrease their influence over your life. Finally, in part 3, instead of chasing happy thoughts and feelings, you will focus on creating a rich and meaningful life. This will give rise to a sense of vitality and fulfillment that is both deeply satisfying and long lasting.

The Journey Ahead

This book is like a trip through a foreign country: much will seem strange and new. Other things will seem familiar yet somehow subtly different. At times you may feel challenged or confronted, at other times excited or amused. Take your time on this journey. Instead of rushing ahead, savor it fully. Stop when you find something stimulating or unusual. Explore it in depth and learn as much as you can. To create a life worth living is a major undertaking, so please take the time to appreciate it.


PART ONE

How You Set the Happiness Trap


1

Fairy Tales

What’s the last line of every fairy tale? You got it: “. . . and they lived happily every after.” And it’s not just fairy tales that have happy endings. How about Hollywood movies? Don’t they nearly always have some sort of feel-good ending where good triumphs over evil, love conquers all, and the hero defeats the bad guy? And doesn’t the same hold true for most popular novels and television programs? We love happy endings because society tells us that’s how life should be: all joy and fun, peace and contentment, living happily ever after. But does that sound realistic? Does it fit in with your experience of life? This is one of four major myths that make up the basic blueprint for the happiness trap. Let’s take a look at these myths, one by one.

Myth 1: Happiness Is the Natural State for All Human Beings

Our culture insists that humans are naturally happy. But the statistics quoted in the introduction clearly disprove this. Remember, one in ten adults will attempt suicide, and one in five will suffer from depression. What’s more, the statistical probability that you will suffer from a psychiatric disorder at some stage in your life is almost 30 percent!

And when you add in all the misery caused by problems that are not classified as psychiatric disorders—loneliness, divorce, work stress, midlife crisis, relationship issues, social isolation, prejudice, and lack of meaning or purpose—you start to get some idea of just how rare true happiness really is. Unfortunately, many people walk around with the belief that everyone else is happy except them. And—you guessed it—this belief creates even more unhappiness.

Myth 2: If You’re Not Happy, You’re Defective

Following logically from Myth 1, Western society assumes that mental suffering is abnormal. It is seen as a weakness or illness, a product of a mind that is somehow faulty or defective. This means that when we do inevitably experience painful thoughts and feelings, we often criticize ourselves for being weak or stupid.

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy is based on a dramatically different assumption: the normal thinking processes of a healthy human mind will naturally lead to psychological suffering. You’re not defective; your mind’s just doing what it evolved to do. Fortunately, ACT will teach you to handle your mind more effectively, in ways which can dramatically improve your life.

Myth 3: To Create a Better Life, We Must Get Rid of Negative Feelings

We live in a feel-good society, a culture thoroughly obsessed with finding happiness. And what does that society tell us to do? To eliminate “negative” feelings and accumulate “positive” ones in their place. It’s a nice theory, and on the surface it seems to make sense. After all, who wants to have unpleasant feelings? But here’s the catch: the things we generally value most in life bring with them a whole range of feelings, both pleasant and unpleasant. For example, in an intimate long-term relationship, although you will experience wonderful feelings such as love and joy, you will also inevitably experience disappointment and frustration. There is no such thing as the perfect partner, and sooner or later conflicts of interest will arise.

The same holds true for just about every meaningful project we embark on. Although they often bring feelings of excitement and enthusiasm, they also generally bring stress, fear, and anxiety. So if you believe Myth 3, you’re in big trouble because it’s pretty well impossible to create a better life if you’re not prepared to have some uncomfortable feelings. However, in part 2 of this book you will learn how to handle such feelings altogether differently, to experience them in such a way that they have much less impact on you.

Myth 4: You Should Be Able to Control What You Think and Feel

The fact is, we have much less control over our thoughts and feelings than we would like. It’s not that we have no control; it’s just that we have much less than the “experts” would have us believe. However, we do have a huge amount of control over our actions. And it’s through taking action that we create a rich, full, and meaningful life.

The overwhelming majority of self-help programs subscribe to Myth 4. The basic claim is: if you challenge your negative thoughts or images and, instead, repeatedly fill your head with positive thoughts and images, you will find happiness. If only life were that simple!

I’m willing to bet that you’ve already tried countless times to think more positively about things, and yet those negative thoughts keep coming back, don’t they? As we saw in the introduction, our minds have evolved over a hundred thousand years to think the way they do, so it’s not likely that a few positive thoughts will change them much. It’s not that these techniques have no effect; they can often make you feel better temporarily. But they will not get rid of negative thoughts over the long term.

The same holds true for “negative” feelings such as anger, fear, sadness, insecurity, and guilt. There are multitudes of psychological strategies to “get rid of” such feelings. But you’ve undoubtedly discovered that even if they go away, after awhile they’re back. And then they go away again. And then they come back again. And so on and so on. The likelihood is, if you’re like most other humans on the planet, you’ve already spent a lot of time and effort trying to have “good” feelings instead of “bad” ones, and you’ve probably found that as long as you’re not too distressed, you can, to some degree, pull it off. But you’ve probably also discovered that as your level of distress increases, your ability to control your feelings progressively lessens. Sadly, Myth 4 is so widely believed that we tend to feel inadequate when our attempts to control our thoughts and feelings fail.

These four powerful myths provide the basic blueprint for the happiness trap. They set us up for a struggle we can never win: the struggle against our own human nature. It is this struggle that builds the trap. In the next chapter we will look at this struggle in detail, but first let’s consider why these myths are so entrenched in our culture.

The Illusion of Control

The human mind has given us an enormous advantage as a species. It enables us to make plans, invent things, coordinate actions, analyze problems, share knowledge, learn from our experiences, and imagine new futures. The clothes on your body, the chair beneath you, the roof over your head, the book in your hands—none of these things would exist but for the ingenuity of the human mind. The mind enables us to shape the world around us and conform it to our wishes, to provide ourselves with warmth, shelter, food, water, protection, sanitation, and medicine. Not surprisingly, this amazing ability to control our environment gives us high expectations of control in other arenas as well.

Now, in the material world, control strategies generally work well. If we don’t like something, we figure out how to avoid it or get rid of it, and then we do so. A wolf outside your door? Get rid of it! Throw rocks at it, or spears, or shoot it. Snow, rain, or hail? Well you can’t get rid of those things, but you can avoid them by hiding in a cave or building a shelter. Dry, arid soil? You can get rid of it by irrigation and fertilization, or you can avoid it by moving to fertile ground.

But how much control do we have in our internal world; the world of thoughts, memories, emotions, urges, and sensations? Can we simply avoid or get rid of the ones we don’t like? Well, let’s see. Here’s a little experiment. As you keep reading this paragraph, try not to think about your favorite flavor of ice cream. Don’t think about the color or the texture. Don’t think about how it tastes on a hot summer day. Don’t think about how good it feels as it melts inside your mouth.

How’d you do? Exactly! You couldn’t stop thinking about ice cream.

Now here’s another little experiment. Bring to mind your earliest childhood memory. Get a picture of it in your head. Got it? Good. Now delete it. Totally obliterate that memory so it can never come back to you again.

How did it go? (If you think you succeeded, just check again and see if you can still remember it.)

Next, tune in to your left leg and notice how it feels. Feeling it? Good. Now make it go completely numb—so numb, that we could cut it off with a hacksaw and you wouldn’t feel a thing.

Did you succeed?

Okay, now here’s another little thought experiment. Imagine someone puts a loaded gun to your head and tells you that you must not feel afraid; that if you feel even the slightest trace of anxiety, then they will shoot you. Could you stop yourself feeling anxious in that situation, even though your life depends on it? (Sure you could pretend to be calm, but could you truly feel calm?)

Now, one last experiment. Stare at the star below, then see if you can stop yourself from thinking for two minutes. That’s all you have to do. For two minutes, prevent any thoughts whatsoever from coming into your mind—especially any thoughts about the star!

[image: ]

Hopefully by now you’re getting the point that thoughts, feelings, sensations, and memories are just not that easy to control. It’s not that you don’t have any control over these things; it’s just that you have much less control than you thought. Let’s face it, if these things were that easy to control, wouldn’t we all just live in perpetual bliss?

How We Learn about Control

From a young age, we are taught that we should be able to control our feelings. When you were growing up, you probably heard a number of expressions like, “Don’t cry,” “Don’t be so gloomy,” “Stop feeling sorry for yourself,” “There’s nothing to be afraid of.”

With words such as these, the adults around us sent out the message again and again that we ought to be able to control our feelings. And certainly it appeared to us as if they controlled theirs. But what was going on behind closed doors? In all likelihood, many of those adults weren’t coping too well with their own painful feelings. They may have been drinking too much, taking tranquilizers, crying themselves to sleep every night, having affairs, throwing themselves into their work, or suffering in silence while slowly developing stomach ulcers. However they were coping, they probably didn’t share those experiences with you.

And on those rare occasions when you did get to witness their loss of control, they probably never said anything like, “Okay, these tears are because I’m feeling something called sadness. It’s a normal feeling, and you can learn how to handle it effectively.” But then, that’s not too surprising; they couldn’t show you how to handle your emotions because they didn’t know how to handle theirs!

The idea that you should be able to control your feelings was undoubtedly reinforced in your school years. For example, kids who cried at school were probably teased for being “crybabies” or “sissies”—especially if they were boys. Then, as you grew older, you probably heard phrases (or even used them yourself ) such as, “Get over it!” “Shit happens!” “Move on!” “Chill out!” “Don’t be a chicken!” “Snap out of it!” and so on.

These phrases imply that you should be able to turn your feelings on and off at will, like flicking a switch. And why is this myth so compelling? Because the people around us seem, on the surface, to be happy. They seem to be in control of their thoughts and feelings. But “seem” is the key word here. The fact is that most people are not open or honest about the struggle they go through with their own thoughts and feelings. They “put on a brave face” and “keep a stiff upper lip.” They are like the proverbial clown crying on the inside; the bright face paint and chirpy antics are all we see. I commonly hear my clients say things like, “If my friends/family/colleagues could hear me now, they’d never believe it. Everyone thinks I’m so strong/confident/happy/independent.”

Penny, a thirty-year-old receptionist, came to see me six months after the birth of her first child. She was feeling tired and anxious and full of self-doubt about her mothering skills. At times she felt incompetent or inadequate and just wanted to run away from all the responsibility. At other times she felt exhausted and miserable and wondered if having a child had been a huge mistake. On top of that, she felt guilty for even having such thoughts! Although Penny attended regular mothers’ group meetings, she kept her problems a secret. The other mothers all seemed so confident, she feared that if she told them how she was feeling, they would look down on her. When Penny eventually plucked up the courage to share her experiences with the other women, her admission broke a conspiracy of silence. The other mothers had all been feeling the same way to one degree or another, but they’d all been putting on the same act of bravado, hiding their true feelings for fear of disapproval or rejection. There was a huge sense of relief and bonding as these women opened up and got honest with one another.

To make a gross generalization, men are much worse than women at admitting their deepest concerns because men are taught to be stoic, to bottle up their feelings and hide them. After all, big boys don’t cry. In contrast, women learn to share and discuss their feelings from a young age. Nonetheless, many women are reluctant to tell even their closest friends that they are feeling depressed or anxious or not coping in some way, for fear of being judged weak or silly. Our silence about what we are really feeling and the false front we put on for the people around us simply add to the powerful illusion of control.

So the question is: How much have you been influenced by all these control myths? The questionnaire on the following pages will help you find out.

QUESTIONNAIRE

Control of Thoughts and Feelings

This questionnaire has been adapted from similar ones developed by Steven Hayes, Frank Bond, and others. When the phrase “negative thoughts and feelings” is used, it refers to a whole range of painful feelings (anger, depression, and anxiety) and painful thoughts (bad memories, disturbing images, and harsh self-judgments). For each pair of statements, please select the one that most accurately fits how you feel. The answer you choose doesn’t have to be absolutely 100 percent true for you all the time; just pick the answer which seems to be more representative of your general attitude. (If you don’t want to write in this book, you can download a free copy of this questionnaire from the resources page on www.thehappinesstrap.com.)

1a.  I must have good control of my feelings in order to be successful in life.

1b.  It is unnecessary for me to control my feelings in order to be successful in life.

2a.  Anxiety is bad.

2b.  Anxiety is neither good nor bad. It is merely an uncomfortable feeling.

3a.  Negative thoughts and feelings will harm you if you don’t control or get rid of them.

3b.  Negative thoughts and feelings won’t harm you even if they feel unpleasant.

4a.  I’m afraid of some of my strong feelings.

4b.  I’m not afraid of any feelings, no matter how strong.

5a.  In order for me to do something important, I have to get rid of all my doubts.

5b.  I can do something important, even when doubts are present.

6a.  When negative thoughts and feelings arise, it’s important to reduce or get rid of them as quickly as possible.

6b.  Trying to reduce or get rid of negative thoughts and feelings frequently causes problems. If I simply allow them to be, then they will change as a natural part of living.

7a.  The best method of managing negative thoughts and feelings is to analyze them; then utilize that knowledge to get rid of them.

7b.  The best method of managing negative thoughts and feelings is to acknowledge their presence and let them be, without having to analyze or judge them.

8a.  I will become “happy” and “healthy” by improving my ability to avoid, reduce, or get rid of negative thoughts and feelings.

8b.  I will become “happy” and “healthy” by allowing negative thoughts and feelings to come and go of their own accord and learning to live effectively when they are present.

9a.  If I can’t suppress or get rid of a negative emotional reaction, it’s a sign of personal failure or weakness.

9b.  The need to control or get rid of a negative emotional reaction is a problem in itself.

10a.  Having negative thoughts and feelings is an indication that I’m psychologically unhealthy or I’ve got problems.

10b.  Having negative thoughts and feelings means I’m a normal human being.

11a.  People who are in control of their lives can generally control how they feel.

11b.  People who are in contol of their lives do not need to control their feelings.

12a.  It is not okay to feel anxious, and I try hard to avoid it.

12b.  I don’t like anxiety, but it’s okay to feel it.

13a.  Negative thoughts and feelings are a sign that there is something wrong with my life.

13b.  Negative thoughts and feelings are an inevitable part of life for everyone.

14a.  I have to feel good before I can do something that’s important and challenging.

14b.  I can do something that’s important and challenging even if I’m feeling anxious or depressed.

15a.  I try to suppress thoughts and feelings that I don’t like by just not thinking about them.

15b.  I don’t try to suppress thoughts and feelings that I don’t like. I just let them come and go of their own accord.

To score your test, count the number of times you selected option “a” or “b.” (Please keep a record of your score. At the end of this book, I’ll ask you to come back and do this test again.)



The more times you selected option “a,” the greater the likelihood that control issues are creating significant suffering in your life. How so? That’s the subject of the next chapter.


2

Vicious Cycles

Michelle has tears streaming down her eyes. “What’s wrong with me?” she asks. “I have a great husband, great kids, a great job, a lovely home. I’m fit, healthy, well-off. So why aren’t I happy?” It’s a good question. Michelle seems to have everything she wants in life, so what’s going wrong? We’ll come back to Michelle later in this chapter, but for now let’s take a look at what’s happening in your life.

Presumably, if you’re reading this book, your life could work better than it does right now. Maybe your relationship is in trouble, or you’re lonely or heartbroken. Maybe you hate your job or perhaps you’ve lost it. Maybe your health is deteriorating. Maybe someone you love has died or rejected you or moved far away. Maybe you have low self-esteem or no self-confidence. Maybe you have an addiction or financial problems or legal difficulties. Maybe you’re suffering from depression, anxiety, or “burnout.” Or maybe you just feel stuck or disillusioned.

Whatever the problem is, it undoubtedly gives rise to unpleasant thoughts and feelings—and you’ve probably spent a lot of time and effort trying to escape them or blot them out. But suppose those attempts to get rid of your bad thoughts and feelings are actually making your life worse? In ACT we have a saying for this: “The solution is the problem!”

How Does a Solution Become a Problem?

What do you do when you have an itch? You scratch it, right? And usually this works so well you don’t even think about it: scratch the itch and it goes away. Problem solved. But suppose one day you develop a patch of eczema (red, irritated skin). The skin is very itchy, so naturally you scratch it. However, with this condition, the skin cells are highly sensitive, and when you scratch them, they release chemicals called histamines, which lead to further irritation and inflammation. So very soon the itch returns—but with a greater intensity than before. And, of course, if you scratch it again, it gets even worse!

Scratching is a good solution for a fleeting itch in normal, healthy skin. But for a persistent itch in abnormal skin, scratching is harmful. The “solution” becomes part of the problem. This is commonly known as a “vicious cycle.” And in the world of human emotions, vicious cycles are common. Here are a few examples:

•  Joseph fears rejection, so he feels very anxious in social situations. He doesn’t want those feelings of anxiety, so he avoids socializing whenever possible. He doesn’t accept invitations to parties. He doesn’t pursue friendships. He lives alone and stays home every night. This means that on the rare occasion when he does socialize, he’s more anxious than ever because he’s so out of practice. Furthermore, living alone with no friends or social life just serves to make him feel completely rejected, which is the very thing he fears!

•  Yvonne also feels anxious in social situations. She copes with this by drinking heavily. In the short term, alcohol reduces her anxiety. But the next day she feels hungover and tired and she often regrets the money she spent on alcohol or worries about the embarrassing things she did while under the influence. Sure, she escapes anxiety for a little while, but the price she pays is a lot of other unpleasant feelings over the long term. And if she ever finds herself in a social situation where she can’t drink, her anxiety is greater than ever, because she doesn’t have alcohol to rely on.

•  There’s a lot of built-up tension between Andrew and his wife, Sylvana. Sylvana is angry at Andrew because he works long hours and doesn’t spend enough time with her. Andrew doesn’t like those feelings of tension in the house, so in order to avoid them, he starts working longer hours. But the more hours he works, the more dissatisfied Sylvana gets, and the tension in their relationship steadily increases.

•  Danielle is overweight and hates it, so she eats some chocolate to cheer herself up. For a few moments, she feels better. But then she thinks about all the calories she’s just consumed and how that will add to her weight, and she ends up feeling more miserable than ever.

•  Ahmed is out of shape. He wants to get fit again. He starts working out, but because he’s unfit, it’s hard work and it feels uncomfortable. He doesn’t like the discomfort, so he stops working out. Then his fitness level slides even lower.

You can see that these are all examples of trying to get rid of, avoid, or escape from unpleasant feelings. We call these “control strategies” because they are attempts to directly control how you feel. The table below shows some of the most common control strategies. I’ve organized them into two main categories: fight strategies and flight strategies. Fight strategies involve fighting with or trying to dominate your unwanted thoughts and feelings. Flight strategies involve running away or hiding from those unwelcome thoughts and feelings.

COMMON CONTROL STRATEGIES






	FLIGHT STRATEGIES
	   FIGHT STRATEGIES


	Hiding/Escaping
	Suppression


	You hide away or escape from people, places, situations, or activities that tend to give rise to uncomfortable thoughts or feelings. For example, you drop out of a course or cancel a social event in order to avoid feelings of anxiety.
	You try to directly suppress unwanted thoughts and feelings. unwanted thoughts and feelings. You forcefully push unwanted thoughts from your mind, or you push your feelings “deep down inside.”


	Distraction
 	Arguing


	You distract yourself from unwanted thoughts and feelings by focusing on something else. For example, you’re feeling bored or anxious, so you smoke a cigarette or eat some ice cream or go shopping. Or you’re worried about some important issue at work, so you spend all night watching TV to try to keep your mind off it.
 	You argue with your own thoughts. For example, if your mind says, “You’re a failure,” you may argue back, “Oh, no I’m not—just look at everything I’ve achieved in my work.” Alternatively, you may argue against reality, protesting, “It shouldn’t be like this!”


	Zoning Out/Numbing
	Taking Charge


	You try to cut off from your thoughts You try to take charge of your and feelings by “zoning out” or making yourself numb, most commonly through the use of medication, drugs, or alcohol. Some people do their zoning out by sleeping excessively or simply by “staring at the walls.”
	You try to take charge of your thoughts and feelings. For example, you may tell yourself things like, “Snap out of it!” “Stay calm!” or “Cheer up!” Or you try to force yourself to be happy when you’re not.


	 
	Self-Bullying


	 
	You try to bully yourself into feeling differently. You call yourself names like “loser” or “idiot.” Or you criticize and blame yourself: “Don’t be so pathetic! You can handle this. Why are you being such a coward?!”






The Problem with Control

What’s the problem with using methods like these to try to control your thoughts and feelings? The answer is, nothing if:

•  You use them only in moderation.

•  You use them only in situations where they can work.

•  Using them doesn’t stop you from doing the things you value.

If you’re not too distressed or upset—if you’re just dealing with run-of-the-mill, everyday stress—then deliberate attempts to control your thoughts and feelings aren’t likely to be a problem. In some situations distraction can be a good way of dealing with unpleasant emotions. If you’ve just had a fight with your partner and you’re feeling hurt and angry, it could be helpful to distract yourself by going for a walk or burying your head in a book until you calm down. And sometimes zoning out can be beneficial. For example, if you’re stressed and drained after a grueling day’s work, falling asleep on the couch may be just the ticket to help you rejuvenate.

However, control methods become problematic when:

•  You use them excessively.

•  You use them in situations where they can’t work.

•  Using them stops you from doing the things you truly value.

Using Control Excessively

To varying degrees, every one of us uses control strategies to get rid of or avoid difficult feelings. In moderation this is no big deal. For instance, when I’m feeling particularly anxious, I sometimes eat a bar of chocolate. This is basically a form of distraction; an attempt to avoid some unpleasant feeling by focusing on something else. But because I only do this in moderation, it’s not a major problem in my life. I maintain a healthy weight, and I don’t give myself diabetes. However back in my early twenties, it was a different story. Back then I ate a truckload of cookies and chocolates to try to avoid my anxiety (on a bad day I could go through five family-size packages of chocolate chips), and as a result I became seriously overweight and developed high blood pressure. Thus when used excessively, this control strategy had serious consequences.

If you’re worried about upcoming exams, you may try to distract yourself from the anxiety by watching television. Now, that’s fine if you’re only doing it every now and then, but if you do it too much, you’ll spend all your evenings watching television and you won’t get any studying done. This, in turn, will create more anxiety as your studies lag further and further behind. Therefore, as a method for anxiety control, distraction simply can’t work in the long run. And then there’s the obvious: dealing with your anxiety in this way prevents you from doing the one thing that would be genuinely helpful: studying.

The same goes for zoning out with alcohol or drugs. Moderate drinking or taking the occasional tranquilizer isn’t likely to have serious long-term consequences. But if such control methods become a crutch, it can easily lead to addiction, which then creates all sorts of complications, giving rise to even more painful feelings.

Trying to Use Control in Situations Where It Can’t Work

If you love somebody deeply and you lose that relationship—whether through death, rejection, or separation—you will feel pain. That pain is called grief. Grief is a normal emotional reaction to any significant loss, whether a loved one, a job, or a limb. And, once that pain is accepted, it will pass in its own good time.

Unfortunately, many of us refuse to accept grief. We will do anything rather than feel it. We may bury ourselves in work, drink heavily, throw ourselves into a new relationship “on the rebound,” or numb ourselves with prescribed medications. But no matter how hard we try to push grief away, deep down inside it’s still there. And eventually it will be back.

It’s like holding a ball under the water. As long as you keep holding it down, it stays beneath the surface. But eventually your arm gets tired, and the moment you release your grip, the ball leaps straight up out of the water.

Donna was twenty-five years old when her husband and child died in a tragic car crash. Naturally, she felt an explosion of sadness, fear, loneliness, and despair. But Donna could not accept those painful feelings, and she turned to alcohol to push them away. Getting drunk would temporarily soothe her pain, but once she sobered up, her grief returned with a vengeance, and then she’d drink even more to push it away again. By the time Donna came to see me six months later, she was knocking back two bottles of wine a day, as well as taking Valium and sleeping tablets. The single biggest factor in her recovery was her willingness to stop running away from her pain. Only when she opened herself to her feelings and accepted them as a natural part of the grieving process was she able to come to terms with her terrible loss. This enabled her to grieve effectively for her loved ones and channel her energy into building a new life. (Later in the book, we’ll look at how she accomplished that.)

When Using Control Stops Us from Doing What We Value

What do you cherish most in life? Health? Work? Family? Friends? Religion? Sports? Nature? It’s no surprise that life is richer and more fulfilling when we actively invest our time and energy in the things that are most important or meaningful to us. Yet all too often our attempts to avoid unpleasant feelings get in the way of doing what we truly value.

For example, suppose you are a professional actor and you love your work. Then one day, quite out of the blue, you develop an intense fear of failure just as you are due to appear onstage. So you refuse to go on (a problem commonly known as “stage fright”). Refusing to go onstage may well reduce your fear temporarily, but it also stops you from doing something you truly value.

Or suppose you’ve just gone through a divorce. Sadness, fear, and anger are all natural reactions, but you don’t want to have these unpleasant feelings. So you try to lift your mood by eating junk food, getting drunk, or chain-smoking cigarettes. But what does this do to your health? I’ve never met anyone who didn’t value their health, and yet many people use control strategies that actively damage their physical bodies.

How Much Control Do We Actually Have?

The degree of control we have over our thoughts and feelings depends largely on how intense they are, and what situation we are in—the less intense the feelings and the less stressful the situation, the more control we have. For instance, if we’re dealing with typical everyday stress, and we’re in a safe, comfortable environment such as our bedroom or a yoga class or the office of a coach or therapist, then a simple relaxation technique can make us feel calmer right away. However, the more intense our thoughts and feelings are and the more stressful the environment we are in, the less effective our attempts at control will be. Just try feeling totally relaxed when you’re going for an interview or arguing with your partner or asking someone out on a date, and you’ll soon see what I mean. While you can act calmly in those situations, you will not feel relaxed, no matter how hard you practice your relaxation techniques.

We also have more control over our thoughts and feelings when the things that we’re avoiding aren’t too important. For example, if you’re avoiding cleaning your messy garage or your car, then it’s probably fairly easy to take your mind off it. Why? Because in the larger scheme of things, it’s simply not that important. If you don’t do it, the sun will still rise tomorrow, and you will continue to draw breath. All that will happen is that your garage or car will remain messy. But suppose you suddenly developed a large, suspicious-looking black mole on your arm and you avoid going to the doctor. Would it be easy to take your mind off it? Sure, you could go to a movie, watch television, or surf the Internet, and maybe, for a little while, you could stop thinking about it. But in the long term, you will inevitably start thinking about that mole, because the consequences of not taking action are potentially serious.

So, because many of the things we avoid are not that important, and because many of our negative thoughts and feelings are not that intense, we find that our control strategies can often make us feel better—at least for a little while. Unfortunately, though, this leads us to believe that we have much more control than we actually do. And this false sense of control is only compounded by the myths we encountered in the last chapter.

What Does Control Have to Do with the Happiness Trap?

The happiness trap is built through ineffective control strategies. In order to feel happy, we try hard to control what we’re feeling. But these control strategies have three significant costs:

1.  They take up a lot of time and energy and are usually ineffective in the long run.

2.  We feel silly, defective, or weak-minded because the thoughts/ feelings we’re trying to get rid of keep coming back.

3.  Many strategies that decrease unpleasant feelings in the short term actually lower our quality of life over the long term.

These unwanted outcomes lead to more unpleasant feelings, and thus even more attempts to control them. It’s a vicious cycle. Psychologists have a technical term for this inappropriate or excessive use of control strategies: “experiential avoidance.” Experiential avoidance means the ongoing attempt to avoid, escape from, or get rid of unwanted thoughts, feelings, and memories—even when doing so is harmful, useless, or costly. (We call this “experiential avoidance” because thoughts, feelings, memories, sensations, etc., are all “private experiences.”) Experiential avoidance is a major cause of depression, anxiety, drug and alcohol addiction, eating disorders, and a vast number of other psychological problems.

So here is the happiness trap in a nutshell: to find happiness, we try to avoid or get rid of bad feelings, but the harder we try, the more bad feelings we create. It’s important to get a sense of this for yourself, to trust your own experience rather than simply believing what you read. So with this in mind, please complete the following exercise. (You can download a worksheet for this exercise from the resources page on www.thehappinesstrap.com.)

QUESTIONNAIRE

The Costs of Avoidance

First, complete this sentence: “The thoughts/feelings I’d most like to get rid of are . . .”

Next, take a few minutes to write a list of every single thing you’ve tried in order to avoid or get rid of these unpleasant thoughts or feelings. Try to remember every strategy you have ever used (whether deliberately or by default). Come up with as many examples as possible, such as: avoiding people, places, or situations where the feeling occurs; using drugs, alcohol, or prescription medications; criticizing or chastising yourself; going into denial; blaming others; using visualization, self-hypnosis, or positive affirmations; reading self-help books; seeing a coach or therapist; praying, talking it through with friends; writing in your diary; smoking; eating; sleeping; putting off important changes or decisions; throwing yourself into work/socializing/hobbies/exercise; or telling yourself, “It will pass.”

Once you’ve done that, go through your list and for each item, ask yourself:

1.  Did it get rid of my painful thoughts and feelings in the long term?

2.  What did it cost me in terms of time, energy, money, health, relationships, and vitality?

3.  Did it bring me closer to a rich, full, and meaningful life?

Please put the book down and complete this exercise before reading on. Even if you don’t write your answers, please spend a good fifteen minutes seriously thinking about this.



If you did this exercise thoroughly, you probably discovered three things:

1.  You’ve invested a lot of time, effort, and energy trying to avoid or get rid of difficult thoughts and feelings.

2.  Many of the strategies you’ve tried made you feel better in the short term, but did not get rid of your painful thoughts and feelings in the long term.

3.  Many of these strategies have had significant costs in terms of wasted money, wasted time, wasted energy, and negative effects upon your health, vitality, and relationships. In other words, they made you feel good in the short term, but in the long term, they lowered your quality of life.

Feeling a bit dazed, confused, or disturbed? If so . . . good! This is a major paradigm shift, and it challenges many deeply entrenched beliefs. Strong reactions are quite normal.

Of course, if your control strategies have not had significant costs, or if they have brought you closer to the life you want, then they are not problematic and we don’t need to focus on them. We are only concerned about control strategies that lower your quality of life in the long run.

“Wait a moment,” I hear you say. “Why haven’t you talked about things like giving to charity or working diligently or caring for your friends? Isn’t giving to others supposed to make people happy?” Good point. However bear in mind that it’s not just the things you do that matter; it’s also your motivation for doing them. If you’re giving to charity to get rid of thoughts that you’re selfish, or you’re throwing yourself into work to avoid feelings of inadequacy, or you’re looking after your friends to counteract fears of rejection, then chances are, you won’t get much satisfaction out of those activities. Why not? Because when your primary motivation is the avoidance of unpleasant thoughts and feelings, this drains the joy and vitality from what you are doing. For example, recall the last time you ate something rich and tasty to get rid of feelings of stress, boredom, or anxiety. Chances are, it wasn’t all that satisfying. However, did you ever eat that very same food, not to get rid of bad feelings, but purely and simply to enjoy it and appreciate its taste? I bet you found that much more fulfilling.

Great advice about how to improve your life comes at you from all directions: find a meaningful job, do this great workout, get out in nature, take up a hobby, join a club, contribute to charity, learn new skills, have fun with your friends, and so on. And all these activities can be deeply satisfying if you do them because they are genuinely important and meaningful to you. But if these activities are used mainly to escape from unpleasant thoughts and feelings, chances are, they won’t be very rewarding. Why not? Because it’s hard to enjoy what you’re doing while you’re trying to escape from something threatening.

So, when you do things because they are truly meaningful to you, because deep in your heart they truly matter to you, those actions would not be classified as control strategies. They would be called “values-guided actions” (I’ll explain that term later), and they would be expected to improve your life in the long term. But if those very same actions are mainly motivated by experiential avoidance—if their primary purpose is to get rid of bad thoughts and feelings—then they would be called control strategies (and it would be very surprising if you found them truly fulfilling).

Remember Michelle, who seems to have everything she wants in life and yet she’s not happy? Michelle’s life is driven by avoiding feelings of unworthiness. She is plagued by thoughts like, “I’m a lousy wife” and “Why am I so inadequate?” and “Nobody likes me,” along with all the accompanying feelings of guilt, anxiety, and disappointment.

Michelle works hard to make those thoughts and feelings go away. She pushes herself to excel at her job, frequently working late to accommodate others; she dotes on her husband and kids and caters to their every whim; she tries to please everyone in her life, always putting their needs in front of her own. The toll this takes on her is enormous. And does it get rid of those upsetting thoughts and feelings? You guessed it. By continually putting herself last and working so hard to win others’ approval, she merely reinforces her sense of unworthiness. She is truly stuck in the happiness trap.

How Do I Escape the Happiness Trap?

Increasing your self-awareness is the first step. Notice all the little things you do each day to avoid or get rid of unpleasant thoughts and feelings and also notice the consequences.

Keep a journal or spend a few minutes each day reflecting on this. (You can download a simple form for this from the resources page on www.thehappinesstrap.com.) The faster you can recognize when you’re stuck in the trap, the faster you can lift yourself out of it. Does this mean you just have to put up with bad feelings and resign yourself to a life of pain and misery? Not at all. In part 2 of this book you will learn a radically different way of handling unwelcome thoughts and feelings. You’ll discover how to take away their power so they can’t control you and how to reduce their impact so they can’t harm you. But don’t rush. Before reading on, take a few days. Notice your attempts at control and how they are working for you. Learn to see the trap for what it is. And look forward to the changes soon to come.


PART TWO

Transforming Your Inner World
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