
Strategies for living a life that matters
ACT for Depression and Anxiety

"I used to think that the brain was the most 
wonderful organ in my body. Then I realized 
who was telling me this!"
- Emo Philips
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Thoughts
Feelings

Sensations
Urges

D E F U S I O N

Building Skills for Acceptance



“No one 
likes me”

FUSION

● Seeing internal experiences (thoughts, feelings, 
sensations, urges) as literal truth, rather than 
something created by the mind and body

● Binding tightly with the IE (e.g. thought: I’m 
stupid vs. I feel stupid) 

● Looking from our IE’s rather than at our IE’s
● Synonyms: absorbed, wrapped up, entangled, 

hooked



FUSION WITH THOUGHTS
● an evaluation or judgment
● a prediction
● a feeling or physical sensation
● a memory, an image
● an unhelpful thinking habit:e.g. mind-reading (assuming 

we know what others are thinking), negative filter (only 
noticing the bad stuff), emotional reasoning (I feel bad so it 
must be bad), catastrophizing (imagining the worst), the 
internal critic etc.

https://www.getselfhelp.co.uk/unhelpful.htm


“I’m 
stupid”

FUSION: THE PROBLEM

● Taking IE’s as facts blinds us to other 
possibilities (e.g. thought: I’m stupid and 
nothing can convince me otherwise)

● We give up our ability to choose and 
allow our IE’s to dictate our responses 
(Since I’m stupid I will…)

● We become enslaved to our IE’s rather 
than liberated human beings



“I’m 
stupid”

FUSION: MORE PROBLEMS

● Fusion with painful IE”s adds to suffering 
(I’m stupid leads to behavior that makes a 
person feel more “stupid”)

● We become ‘allergic” to our internal world
● Our energy and focus turns to efforts to 

control our IE (avoidance)
● Avoidance leads us away from our values 

and pursuing a life that matters.



“I’m 
stupid”

FUSION: MORE PROBLEMS

“I knew I 
was 

stupid”

“I’m not going 
to have the
thought I’m 

stupid”
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stupid

I’m having the thought, 
“I’m stupid”

DEFUSION: THE SOLUTION



FUSION: THE PROBLEM

Kate’s story:

1. What situations/triggers led to distressing IE’s?

2. What were her distressing IE’s (t, f, s, u)?      

3. How did the her IE’s influence her behavior?

4. What did her coping strategies cost her?



thoughts

feelings urges

sensations

E M O T I O N

KATE’S 
Internal experiences

What if I 
end up
 alone?

Is there 
something 
wrong with 

me?
I’m tired of 
feeling this 

way
Muscle tension,
Aches, Fatigue,
Stomach Upset

Lonely
Confused

Disappointed 
Frustrated, 

Irritable

Avoid, Distract,
Self-soothe

Isolate



“_______”

FUSION: THE PROBLEM
● Kate’s fusion with her painful IE”s added to 

suffering (I can’t stand seeing couples together 
led her to avoid going out, creating loneliness 
and more efforts to escape)

● She became ‘allergic” to her internal world (an 
IE became something to control)

● Her energy and focus was on avoiding her pain 
(eating, working, internet)

● Avoidance led her away from her values 
(health, loyalty, security) and pursuing a life 
that matters (self-worth, connection with others)



I’m 
stupid

I’m 
stupid

I’m having the thought, 
“I’m stupid”

DEFUSION: THE SOLUTION



DEFUSION

● Seeing internal experiences (thoughts, feelings, sensations, 
urges) for what they are: streams of words, passing 
sensations, etc.

● Letting IE’s come and go rather than holding onto them
● Simply noticing IE’s and committing to valued actions
● Allowing IE’s to have less influence over our behavior - we 

are liberated from them, rather than enslaved by them



DEFUSION

● Is not... a control technique to get rid of painful thoughts, 
images, or memories, or to reduce the painful feelings 
associated with them. 

● Is… a way to reduce the influence of internal sensations on 
our thoughts and actions so that we can be fully  present 
and engaged in experience. In other words, the aim of 
defusion is to enable valued living.



. FUSION VS. DEFUSION VIDEO

 

Dr. Russ Harris 
Psychotherapist 

Author “The Happiness Trap”

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dz_nexLqY_8

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dz_nexLqY_8


PRACTICING DEFUSION: using metaphors

Allow your internal sensations come and go like:
● passing cars, driving past outside your house;
● clouds drifting across the sky;
● people walking by on the other side of the street;
● suitcases on a conveyor belt;
● bubbles rising to the surface of a pond;
● waves washing gently onto the beach;
● birds flying across the sky;
● trains pulling in and out of the station; or
● leaves blowing gently in the wind.



PRACTICING DEFUSION: Observing and labelling

Defusion begins with: 
(Step 1) Observing our own inner experiences

AND 
(Step 2) Labelling thoughts as thoughts, 

feelings as feelings, sensations as sensations, 

memories as memories, and urges to act as urges to act. 



PRACTICING DEFUSION: observing and labelling

Example 1: Thought: “What if I fail the test?”

(Step 1) OBSERVING:
I’m having the thought, “What if I fail the test”

I’m noticing the thought, “What if I fail the test”



PRACTICING DEFUSION: observing and labelling

Example 1: Thought: “What if I fail the test?”

(Step 2) LABELLING:
That is my anxiety talking

That’s what my mind does when I feel anxious



PRACTICING DEFUSION: observing and labelling

Example 2: Sensation - nausea, muscle tension

(Step 1) OBSERVING
I’m having some muscle tension
I’m noticing that I feel nauseous



PRACTICING DEFUSION: observing and labelling

Example 2: Sensation - nausea, muscle tension

(Step 2) LABELLING:
That is my anxiety talking

That’s what my body does when I feel anxious



KATE’S 
STORY:
Observing and 
labelling using 
defusion



LEAVES ON A 
STREAM



Therefore I tell you, do not 
worry about your life, what 
you will eat or what you will 
drink, or about your body, what 
you will wear. Is not life more 
than food, and the body more 
than clothing? Look at the 
birds of the air; they neither 
sow nor reap nor gather into 
barns, and yet your heavenly 
Father feeds them. Are you not 
of more value than they? And 
can any of you by worrying 
add a single hour to your span 
of life? 

The 
Welcoming 

Prayer

And why do you worry about 
clothing? Consider the lilies of 
the field, how they grow; 
they neither toil nor spin, 
yet I tell you, even Solomon in 
all his glory was not clothed 
like one of these. But if God 
so clothes the grass of the 
field, which is alive today and 
tomorrow is thrown into the 
oven, will he not much more 
clothe you— you of little 
faith? 

~ Matthew 6:25-30 1



DE-FUSION

“I’d love to 
have 

a snack 
right now”

“ --- “
“ 

--- 
“

“I’m having the 
thought…”

“I notice I’m having 
the thought…”

“ --- “

..



WHAT INTERNAL EXPERIENCES GET YOU HOOKED?

● THOUGHTS ABOUT THE PAST, FUTURE OR SELF?

● FEELINGS SUCH AS SADNESS, ANGER OR FEAR

● SENSATIONS SUCH AS DISCOMFORT, PAIN, 

DIS-EASE

● URGES SUCH AS SELF-SOOTHING, ESCAPING, 

DISTRACTING, BUSYNESS


