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Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT): The Six Core Principles for 
Psychological Flexibility 

Introduction to ACT and Psychological Flexibility 

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) is a mindfulness-based approach that 
helps people develop psychological flexibility—the ability to stay present, open up to 
difficult experiences, and take action that aligns with what truly matters to them.  

Psychological flexibility is the cornerstone of mental well-being. It allows us to:  

• Adapt to life’s challenges without getting stuck in unhelpful thoughts or 
emotions. 

• Engage fully in the present moment rather than being hijacked by regrets about 
the past or worries about the future. 

• Live a meaningful life by clarifying our values and taking committed action 
toward them. 

ACT achieves this through six core principles, often represented as facets of a single 
diamond (the "Hexaflex"). Below, we explore each principle, why it matters, and how to 
apply it in daily life.  

 

1. Contacting the Present Moment (Be Here Now) 

What It Is: Being fully aware of your here-and-now experience—both internally 
(thoughts, emotions) and externally (your surroundings)—instead of being lost in 
thoughts or autopilot. 
Why It Matters: When we’re present, we respond to life as it unfolds rather than 
reacting to mental "stories." This reduces stress and improves decision-making. 
Example:  

• Situation: You’re walking in nature but ruminating about a work problem. 

• Practice: Pause, notice the sensation of the breeze, the sound of birds, and the 
ground under your feet. Gently return your focus to the present whenever your 
mind wanders. 
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2. Defusion (Watch Your Thinking) 

What It Is: Stepping back from thoughts to see them as just words or images—not facts 
or orders. 
Why It Matters: Defusion reduces the power of negative thoughts (e.g., "I’m a failure") 
so they don’t dictate your actions. 
Example:  

• Thought: "I’ll embarrass myself if I speak up." 

• Defusion: "I’m having the thought that I’ll embarrass myself. Thoughts aren’t 
predictions—they’re just mental chatter." 

 

3. Acceptance (Open Up) 

What It Is: Making room for uncomfortable emotions/sensations without fighting or 
avoiding them. 
Why It Matters: Resistance to pain (e.g., anxiety) often amplifies it. Acceptance allows 
emotions to pass naturally. 
Example:  

• Emotion: Anxiety before a presentation. 

• Acceptance: "I notice my heart racing. I’ll let this feeling be here while I focus on 
delivering my talk." 

 

4. Self-as-Context (Pure Awareness) 

What It Is: Recognising that you are the observer of your experiences—not defined by 
them. 
Why It Matters: Helps you detach from limiting self-labels (e.g., "I’m broken") and 
access a stable sense of self. 
Example:  

• Self-Concept: "I’m a failure because I made a mistake." 

• Self-as-Context: "I’m the person who notices the thought ‘I’m a failure.’ 
Thoughts come and go, but ‘I’ remain." 
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5. Values (Know What Matters) 

What It Is: Clarifying what you deeply care about (e.g., kindness, creativity) to guide 
your actions. 
Why It Matters: Values provide direction and motivation, even when emotions are 
challenging. 
Example:  

• Value: Connection. 

• Action: Call a friend even when feeling low, because staying connected matters 
to you. 

 

6. Committed Action (Do What It Takes) 

What It Is: Taking purposeful steps aligned with your values, even when it’s hard. 
Why It Matters: Growth happens through action, not just insight. Small steps build 
confidence and meaning. 
Example:  

• Goal: Improve fitness. 

• Committed Action: Walk for 10 minutes daily, despite thinking, "I’m too tired." 

 

Psychological Flexibility in Action: The ACT Acronym 

To remember the core aim of ACT, use this simple acronym:  

• A = Accept your thoughts/feelings and be present. 

• C = Choose a valued direction. 

• T = Take action toward it. 

Example:  

• A: Notice anxiety about a job interview ("My hands are shaking—that’s okay"). 

• C: Connect with your value of courage ("I want to grow, even when it’s scary"). 

• T: Attend the interview, regardless of anxious thoughts. 
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Key Takeaway 

ACT isn’t about eliminating pain but about changing your relationship with it. By 
practicing these six principles, you can:  

• Reduce struggle with difficult thoughts/emotions. 

• Engage more fully in life. 

• Build resilience and vitality, no matter what challenges arise. 

Try This: Pick one principle to focus on this week (e.g., defusion). Notice how it shifts 
your experience.  
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