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Skills to Support Mental Health in Uncertain Times
Part 3: Being Engaged
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Introduction

A great way to increase your life satisfaction during difficult times

is by actively engaging in what matters most to you (Flowers et

al., 2023; Wasowicz et al., 2021). By engaging in actions that

matter to you, you can live the life you value rather than allowing

uncomfortable thoughts or feelings to keep you stuck (Hayes, Psychological

2020). This can protect your quality of life when you experience Eagninility

distress (Levin et al., 2020).

Skill Overview: Engaging Fully

Being engaged involves aligning your aFtions with Your core psychological flexibility is comprised of several
values or what matters most to you. It includes actively processes (Ciarrochi et al., 2010). This fact sheet
participating in life and taking steps toward what matters most is the third in a series of three fact sheets. It
even when you’re facing challenging circumstances (Hayes, addresses the skill of being engaged; the other

2020). This can be done through setting meaningful goals and two address being open and being aware.

committing to follow through with these goals.

Application: Engaging Fully

Examine and Clarify Your Values
Reflect on what truly matters to you in life. Consider your relationships, career, personal growth, health,
community, and hobbies. In each of these areas, these values represent the qualities you want to prioritize in
your actions.
e Research shows that writing down your values is more helpful than just thinking about them
(Hayes, 2020).
e On either your phone or a piece of paper, write down one or two things you value in each of the
following areas: relationships, career, health, and hobbies.
e Remember, values change and evolve. This activity is helpful to repeat regularly.



Set Meaningful Goals

One way to help you turn your values into action is by setting meaningful goals. Values-based goals can help
provide a sense of purpose and direction. It’s easy to set goals that are unachievable by thinking too big or too
generally. Consider using “SMART,” an acronym to help you set an achievable goal. Make goals that are:

e Specific.
e Measurable.
e Attainable.

e Relevant.
e Time-bound.
This useful acronym can help you set goals that may reduce stress and help you live in line with your values
(Weintraub et al., 2021); however, it’s not the best fit for all goals! It’s okay to focus on just two to three of
these elements as you set your goals.
Example
Diana and Dave both value being patient and gentle with their children, but when they’re experiencing
stress or other uncomfortable thoughts and feelings, they will often react to these feelings by yelling at
their children. Both decide to set a goal to help them live better according to their values.
o Diana decides that she will never yell at her children again.
e Dave thinks about when he yells the most—it’s usually when he’s tired or hungry. He makes
a goal to go to bed 30 minutes earlier each night and include protein in each of his meals to
help him stay satisfied longer. He plans to write in his journal each night and record
whether he yelled at his children and how he could have prevented getting to the point of
yelling. After a week, he will assess his progress and consider whether he needs to make
additional changes to his daily schedule to help him avoid yelling.
Which of the five parts of SMART goals did Diana meet? Which ones did Dave meet?
Practice
Think about your values. Choose one value you want to focus on. Consider ways you can live aligned
with that value. Set a goal using the SMART acronym (or the parts of it that make sense to you) to help
you act according to your values.

Take Committed Action
e Once you’'ve set a clear and attainable goal, decide on the specific steps you will take to achieve
your goal.
e Communicate this specific goal to someone you deeply care about. Research indicates that when
we share a commitment, we are more likely to follow through with it (Hayes, 2020).

Develop Resilience
e Engaging fully does not mean avoiding difficulties or setbacks. Instead, it is all about embracing
challenges as opportunities for growth.
e Practicing self-compassion, accepting and learning from failures, and seeking support when needed
helps build resiliency. This resiliency will help you remain actively engaged during hard times.
Practice
If you fall short of your goal, for whatever reason, acknowledge that you didn’t meet your goal.
Consider whether you need to revise your goal before committing to it again.
e Being open, aware, and engaged are all interconnected!
e Revisit the activities in the related two fact sheets in the “Skills to Support Mental Health in
Uncertain Times” series to help you remain flexible as you work toward and adapt your
goals.



Take a Step Back and Remove the Pressure
While values-based goals will be the most meaningful, sometimes they can create pressure (Kroska et al.,
2020). It can be helpful to practice following through with a goal just to show yourself that you can (Hayes,
2020). Set a goal that doesn’t have any specific reason behind it. It can be something like the following:

e “This month, I'll spend 15 minutes every morning reading a book | enjoy.”

e “I'll crochet for a few minutes before bed every night until | run out of yarn.”

¢ “I’'m going to make my coffee every day this week instead of going to Starbucks.”

Remember, the only “why” behind these goals is because you choose to set that goal and follow through!
For more information about psychological flexibility and to access additional skill building exercises, see the

website Steven C. Hayes, Ph.D. To focus specifically on becoming more engaged, scroll to the ACT Tools section
on this webpage and look at the “Values” and “Committed Action” exercises.
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