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What actually started working 

 
My mother's anxiety kept me socially isolated and therefore badly socialized. 
 
I wanted better for my kids. 
 
So despite the fact that social interaction caused me varying levels of anxiety ranging between "get me the hell out of 
here" and "full-blown panic attack" I did what I needed to give my kids the socialization they needed. 
 
I interacted with the other mothers at school on a daily basis. I talked to the teachers. I volunteered at the school. I took 
the kids to after school activities, playdates, and birthday parties. 
 
I started to notice something. 
 
Every time got a little bit easier. Not no anxiety, just less anxiety. Like a person with a phobia going through aversion 
therapy, my anxiety became more and more manageable. 
 
Not gone, just manageable. Like my threshold increased. 
 
The panic attacks started to diminish in number and intensity, but still plagued me. 
 

Aversion therapy was not enough 

 
Aversion therapy didn't get me all the way there. We moved during this time, and leaving behind old patterns and habits 
helped. Continuing the aversion therapy through social interaction helped, as long as I kept pushing my limits. Knowing 
my limits and not pushing too far past them helped. Self-care and proper nutrition and rest helped. Self compassion 
helped as well. 
 
The anxiety still plagued me. I still wanted to be rid of the anxiety and panic attacks forever. I wanted to be "normal", to 
not be "sick", to be "healthy". 
 
So while I reduced my anxiety, life circumstances never let up and I was always one more major problem away from 
rolling panic attacks. I'd made tremendous progress but life seemed intent on throwing even more anxiety and panic 
inducing circumstances my way. 
 
While my ability to deal with the anxiety increased, the physical symptoms of the anxiety also increased and made me 
utterly miserable. 
 

Sometimes you just need to ask the right person 

 
In this case the right person ended up being a friend who is a doctor who told me to look into an alternate therapy 
concept called ACT, or Acceptance and Commitment Therapy. 
 
ACT ended up being extremely helpful, and while I still end up in occasional panic attacks (low food supplies mixed with 
lack of cash mixed with changing life circumstances outside of my control is my panic-causing kryptonite) the panic 
attacks have gone from controlling me to being annoying. If one more major life stress is resolved I expect the panic 
attacks to leave me be until something else potentially life-ending occurs. 
 

But isn't the goal to get rid of the panic attacks and anxiety?  

 
That's an awesome, noble goal. I've spent years of my life chasing that particular goal. 
 
I've got next to nothing to show for it, other than an empty bank account and a huge stack of self-help books that didn't 
help at all. 
 
Learning to live with the anxiety and manage how it affects my life, well, that's actually improving my life. 
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That's the goal of ACT: learning to live, function, and pursue 
your goals despite the anxiety 

 
Remember when you thought figuring out why you were the way you were would suddenly resolve the issue and make 
you a healthy person without insane levels of anxiety? 
 
How well did that work? 
 
It doesn't. That kind of navel-gazing makes the assumption that your anxiety somehow responds to logic and conscious 
attempts to change. 
 
That's a faulty assumption. 
 
Don't get me wrong. Understanding the "why" is useful, in that it helps you practice the self-compassion you'll need to 
manage your anxiety. It's just not the end. 
 

The fundamental assumption of ACT: your brain is a dirty, dirty 
liar that isn't interested in your happiness, only in avoiding 
pain 

 
This makes sense. Happiness isn't a survival strategy, Avoiding pain is an awesome survival strategy, if your life isn't 
complex. 
 
Panic attacks are often associated with the "fight or flight" instinct and tend to happen in situations in which you don't pick 
either option. Your brain has associated the anxiety-causing situation with pain or fear and therefore tries to get you to 
get the hell away because it might kill you. 
 
Useful reaction, if the situation is coming across a mama bear in the wild. Detrimental reaction if it's your first day at a 
new job and your brain is balking at the concept of the unknown. "What are you doing?!?!?!?!?!" your brain screams 
"we've never been there before and there might be a predator hiding in there!" 
 
Congratulations! Your insanely low anxiety threshold would have made you more likely to survive and have children who 
survived... when we were still in caves. 
 
Our brains haven't exactly caught up to our new world order. 
 
Even better, our brains can "learn" to identify more situations as dangerous because they cause us emotional pain. Ever 
been heckled on stage? Stage fright for you from now on. Been bullied? Let's avoid other people, because they cause us 
pain. Cheated on? Have a freak out every time your new man is out of sight, courtesy of your brain learning that situation 
causes pain. 
 
There's nothing conscious about this. Your brain would just rather avoid the pain. It's not smart enough to reason through 
the fact that no risks means no change, and no possible increase in happiness. 
 
In order to convince you that you're better off avoiding those situations, your brain plays a dirty trick on you: it lets you 
think it's right and that your emotions are right and based on reality. In other words it lies to you and lets you think that 
your thoughts and emotions are truthful and real. 
 

Thoughts and emotions do not necessarily reflect reality 

 
How much conscious control do you have over your thoughts and emotions? 
 
Try not to think of the pink elephant. 
 
That's how much control you have over your thoughts, next to none. 
 
Ever watch a movie and burst into tears? 
 
That's how much control you have over your emotions, so little that someone who doesn't even know you can manipulate 
your emotions. 
 
ACT is about recognizing that your thoughts and emotions aren't you and don't necessarily reflect reality. 



 
This is a radical departure from therapies that you may have tried before because... 
 

ACT isn't an attempt to "fix" your brain, it's an attempt to learn 
to live with your brain 

 
What happens if you accept that your thoughts and emotions aren't necessarily real or truthful and your brain 
manufactures anxiety based on unconscious assumptions that you don't control? 
 
You stop trying to control it. You accept the way your brain works. You accept that the thoughts and emotions exist but 
don't necessarily mean anything. 
 
That's the A in ACT. Acceptance. Your brain, your thoughts, your emotions are not "you" and not fully under your control. 
 
Try not to think of the pink elephant. Try to keep the image out of your mind. 
 
Now think of the pink elephant and let your attention go somewhere else. 
 
What took less energy and ended the thoughts fastest? Struggling with them and trying to control them, or noticing and 
letting them go? 
 
Emotions are much the same. Ever try *not* to be angry at someone? How well did that work? What about just admitting 
you're angry, accepting it, and moving on to something else? 
 
How much did your anxiety level just drop? 
 
One of the theories behind ACT is that the act of trying to control the anxiety, the thoughts, and the emotions is actually 
more painful and damaging than just letting the anxiety, thoughts, and emotions happen. 
 
You notice the anxiety, you notice the symptoms, you notice the thoughts, you notice the emotions, you accept that they 
exist, you let them go (there's several techniques for this that can be found in any book outlining ACT), and you go act in 
accordance with your values and goals without regard to the anxiety. 
 

ACT isn't about how you think or feel, it's about what you do 

 
What would you do if you didn't have anxiety? Finally finish that book? Get a degree? Ask that person out on a date? 
 
ACT is about learning to do what you want and need to do despite the anxiety, thoughts, or emotions that plague you. 
 
That's what the C stands for: commitment. Commitment to your values and goals. 
 
Is a clean house important to you? Do you go into a panic attack any time you start to clean because of past trauma (I 
do)? 
 
The goal of ACT is learning to clean the house despite the panic it will induce. Or talking to a stranger, Or being on the 
stage. 
 
The goal is to act in accordance with your values and goals. The side effect is a reduction in anxiety, 
 
Think about it. Doing things despite your anxiety is just another form of aversion therapy. Every time you do what causes 
you anxiety and you don't suffer harm, you brain (as stupid as it is) believes in the supposed danger of the situation a 
little bit less. 
 
Do it enough, and the brain barely puts up a protest anymore. 
 
Keep avoiding it however, and the brain continues to think the situation is horribly dangerous and must be avoided at all 
costs. The more you think about it, the more anxiety you feel, the more your brain interprets the anxiety as pain and 
danger, the more powerful the anxiety becomes. 
 
Learn how to push forward despite the anxiety, and the anxiety starts dropping. 
 
Counterintuitive, huh? 
 
ACT is about learning methods for letting go of the thoughts and emotions so you can do what you want to do. There's 



mindfulness techniques, relaxation techniques, techniques for resolving panic attacks, the whole deal. More techniques 
than I can list here. 
 
Eventually you get practiced enough that you don't need the crutch in the form of the techniques. You just accept what's 
going through your head and go on your merry way doing whatever it is you need or want to do. 
 


