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Thank you, Dr. Lai, for the kind introduction. It is
truly my honor and pleasure to be here this morning.
The theme of this conference is “Flourishing Mental
Wellness Across The Life Span”. This morning, we
have heard about many psychological and mental health
challenges in today’s world, including those we have
experienced through COVID-19, as well as the broader
social, political, and economic turbulence around us.

Today, I will not focus heavily on research. As
Dr. Lai mentioned in his introduction, my passion lies
in clinical practice and psychotherapy. I would like to
introduce what I believe is one of the keys to flourishing
mental health across the life span: psychological
flexibility. The concept of psychological flexibility was
first developed by Prof. Steven Hayes, who introduced
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT), a
third-wave form of cognitive behavioral therapy. In
ACT, the hallmark of mental health is the enhancement
of psychological flexibility.

There are now more than 5,000 studies and
over 1,000 randomized clinical trials demonstrating
ACT’s effectiveness in treating a range of mental
disorders, including depression, anxiety, substance use
problems, and others. Prof. Steven Hayes has described
psychological flexibility as the most important mental
health skill set. My hope is that after this presentation,
you will be more interested in, and curious about, this
important construct in mental health.

In recent years, many local ACT-based mental
health programmes have been developed in Hong Kong
by universities and NGOs. One well-known example is
The Mental Health Association of Hong Kong’s men’s
mental health programme, £ 5 &€ T &M B & | 3
2] , also known as Jockey Club Men’s Space. | am
sure many of you have already heard about its positive
outcomes.

Psychological Flexibility and Inflexibility

Psychological flexibility is, by definition, the
ability to stay in contact with the present moment. It
means being aware of our emotions, sensations, and
thoughts while remaining mindful, open, and accepting
of them as conscious human beings.

In ACT, this is reflected in the acceptance part of
the model. The commitment part refers to continuing
to act according to one’s authentic values rather than
being driven by difficulties in life. In other words,
commitment means value-based living and behavior.

Psychological inflexibility, by contrast, is regarded
as a major underlying psychological mechanism in many
psychopathologies and mental disorders. It refers to rigid
patterns of behavior in which actions are excessively
guided by internal experiences such as thoughts,
feelings, and cravings, rather than by what is effective
in the current context and aligned with one’s values.
Psychological inflexibility is most clearly reflected in two
processes: cognitive fusion and experiential avoidance.
I will explain these shortly. From the ACT perspective,
psychological problems often arise when a person faces
difficult life situations such as COVID-19 or a personal
crisis. Naturally, such situations bring difficult thoughts
and feelings, and that is a normal part of human suffering.
However, when a person responds inflexibly through
cognitive fusion, meaning the mind begins to control
emotion and behavior, and through avoidance, that person
may act in ways that are inconsistent with personal values
and ultimately self-defeating. In this sense, our difficult
thoughts and feelings are not the main problem. The real
problem is getting hooked by them through fusion and
avoidance.

There is a well-known Hexaflex model of
psychological flexibility in ACT. Psychological flexibility
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consists of six dimensions or processes that together form
a crucial mental health skill set. This is a capacity we
can train, coach, and help our clients to develop. I will
now walk you through these six processes one by one,
and I hope that by the end you will have a much clearer
understanding of what psychological flexibility means.

Six Processes of Psychological Flexibility in ACT

The first process is cognitive fusion. The mind is
a very powerful machine. Some surveys suggest that
we have more than 50,000 thoughts or images each
day on average, so the mind is extremely busy. We
can become trapped in our thinking, especially under
stress. In ACT, this is called cognitive fusion. When
fused, we are often caught up in ruminative thoughts
about the past, including our failures, mistakes, and
missed opportunities, or we worry about the future by
catastrophizing and predicting the worst. We may also
become over-identified with our self-concept: “I am not
good enough”, “I am not as smart as that professor”,
or “He is doing so much research”. We are also easily
dominated by internalized rules, just as CBT reminds us
that we often live by too many “shoulds”, “musts”, and
“should nots”. Fusion occurs when cognition dominates
behavior. From the ACT perspective, the key issue is
not simply what we think, but how we relate to what
we think. The question is whether we can maintain a
healthy distance from troubling thoughts, or whether we
become overly attached to and identified with them.

Cognitive defusion means responding more
flexibly to our inner experience so that thoughts may
influence us, but do not dominate our behavior. It is a
mindful awareness of thoughts. We allow thoughts to
come and go without holding too tightly to them. We
notice them, and then choose to do what is meaningful.
This is one of the central features of ACT: it consistently
emphasizes meaning-based action. Defusion helps
reduce the impact of thoughts on behavior.

Let us try a simple cognitive defusion exercise.
Imagine that you are having a very troublesome thought.
For me, I might say, “I am not a good presenter”. If I
fuse with that thought for ten seconds, I repeat it silently
to myself: “I am not a good presenter, I am not a good
presenter”. Then I begin to distance myself from the
thought. I change the statement to: “I am having the
thought that I am not a good presenter, but it is just a
thought”. Then I take one more step back and notice: “I
am aware that [ am having the thought that I am not a
good presenter”. In this way, I recognize that it is only a
thought, a mental event in my brain.
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We can also use meditative exercises such as
“leaves on a stream”. Imagine sitting by a stream,
with a large tree above you. It is autumn, and the leaves
are falling into the water. Each time a thought arises in
your mind, place it on a leaf and watch it float away on
the stream. Let the thoughts come and go. You remain
quietly seated on the riverbank. This is another vivid
and effective imagery exercise for defusion.

The second process is acceptance and willingness.
Let me ask: when you feel distressed or unhappy,
what do you tend to do? For some people, it may be
shopping. For others, it may be gaming or drinking
alcohol. We all like eating, so overeating can also
become a stress response. Some people may even over-
exercise or sleep excessively.

From the ACT perspective, experiential avoidance
is one of the major processes contributing to psychological
distress. It refers to the desire to avoid or get rid of unwanted
private experiences, and everything we do in service of
that goal. However, research shows that the more time and
energy we spend trying to avoid or eliminate unwanted
internal experiences, the more likely we are to suffer
psychologically in the long run. I do not know whether you
have had this experience, but I certainly have.

Running away from painful emotions is not a
workable long-term solution. Instead, we can choose
a third option: acceptance. Acceptance means being
willing to take in what life offers, whether it feels pleasant
or painful. It means opening up to our inner experiences
and allowing them to be as they are. Acceptance is not
an end in itself, but a means of learning from emotional
experience. It is the beginning, the foundation, from
which we can embrace our emotions, understand the
messages they carry, recognise the needs or desires they
reflect, and then take effective action.

The third process is contact with the present
moment, which is closely related to mindfulness. Our
mind easily distracts us from the present. Our capacity
for self-reflection can also make us highly self-critical
and judgmental. This cognitive tendency creates
complex inner dialogues about the past and the future,
as we regret, worry, and move our attention away from
the present moment.

We need to develop and strengthen mindfulness
skills so that we can make direct contact with the
present moment, noticing our feelings, sensations,
and urges as they arise. This helps us face difficulty
more directly rather than avoiding painful emotions or

Hong Kong Journal of Mental Health



Psychological Flexibility and Prevention in Adult Mental Health

ACT Psychological Flexibility
Model

LEET
(Being Present)

RN EREE
(Acceptance) (Clarifying Values)
IRE M
Psychological
Flexibility
EE’?PH%%E \ / EEEITEN
(Defusion) (Committed Action)
UEHIE
(Self-As-Context)

Figure 1: ACT Psychological Flexibility Model
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Figure 2: Three Parts of the Self
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experiences. It also enables us to make choices based on
what truly matters to us, rather than simply reacting to a
passing moment.

The fourth process is self-as-context, which is a
particularly interesting and complex concept. We have
the self as content, or the “storying self”, (# Fay# ) .
We also have the self as process, or the “experiencing
self”, (#&Exe44% ) . In addition, there is the observing
self, the “I” that notices our experiences, or the “self-as-
context”, (& %X #4 £ ) . This observing-self is aware
of both our storying self and our experiencing self. Why
is this important for flourishing mental health? Because
no matter how painful our experiences are, there is still a
part of us that can observe them and remains untouched
by them. For example, if you suffer a severe bodily injury
and part of your body becomes deformed, the part of you
that notices the deformity is not itself damaged.

We can understand ourselves as a container
of ongoing experiences, and this part of the self is
larger than, and greater than, our inner experiences. A
beautiful metaphor for self-as-context is the sky and
weather metaphor. Our emotions and thoughts are like
the weather: they change from moment to moment and
may sometimes be pleasant and sometimes unpleasant.
But there is a part of us that can step back and notice
them, like the sky observing the weather. No matter
how bad the weather becomes, it cannot harm the sky,
because the sky remains the sky.

The fifth process is clarifying values, which is the
commitment part of ACT. In ACT, values are qualities of
being and doing: the way we want to relate to ourselves,
to others, and to the world; the way we want to behave
from moment to moment; and the kind of person we
choose to become. Values express our deepest wishes and
our humanity. They help us clarify what sort of person
we truly want to be and how we can live with meaning
and purpose. In ACT, living a full, rich, and meaningful
life is the ultimate goal of mental health.

There is a powerful exercise for clarifying values.
Imagine that you continue living your life exactly as
you are until the age of 80. Would you feel that you
had spent too much time worrying, or too much time
on certain activities such as gaming, sleeping, or other
habits? If you could go back and live differently, what
would you do instead?

Finally, there is committed action. ACT is about

action, so we are encouraged to live a committed life
guided by our core values. Committed action is the
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realization of our values, a way of living that is values
based, and behavior that is consistent and purposeful.

Let me share a case. Sarah, a 34-year-old
teacher, struggled with chronic anxiety and frequent
overwhelming thoughts such as “I am not good enough”
and “I will fail no matter what I do”. Anxiety was
her main concern. Through ACT, she first received
psychoeducation about the nature of thoughts and
emotions. She learned that instead of trying to eliminate
her anxious thoughts, she could accept them as part of
the human experience. Through mindfulness exercises,
Sarah learned to observe her thoughts and feelings
without judgment. Cognitive defusion techniques helped
her create distance from negative thoughts. For example,
instead of saying, “I am a failure”, she learned to say, “I
am having the thought that I am a failure”. She identified
her personal values and began working towards them.

ACT Groups in the Local Setting

At my hospital, United Christian Hospital, I have
conducted three ACT groups over the past two years,
involving a total of 18 patients. This was only a very
preliminary pilot experience. The participants were
outpatients with common mental health disorders such
as adjustment disorder, depression, and anxiety. Each
programme consisted of seven two-hour sessions led
by me and another clinical psychologist. We used the
Depression Anxiety Stress Scales, the World Health
Organization Five Well-Being Index, and Psy-Flex.
Psy-Flex is a questionnaire specifically designed to
measure the dimensions and processes of psychological
flexibility. It is a six-item measure that taps into the
six processes of psychological flexibility. The results
showed a significant improvement in patients’ well-
being, as measured by the WHO-5, as well as in
psychological flexibility, as measured by Psy-Flex.
About 90% of the patients reported that they were
satisfied with the programme.

Final Words

My final point is a reflection on the Serenity Prayer,
which has an ACT version:

“Noticing self, show me the compassion to accept
the inner events I cannot change, the willingness to
change the behavior I can, and the flexibility to notice
the difference.”

I believe this is an excellent summary of flourishing
mental health. Thank you.
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