Brief Observing Self with Values Exercise

Materials needed:

Writing implements and 3 x 5 or 4 x 6 cards.
About the exercise:

This is a version of the Observer exercise, which can be found in multiple ACT texts. The language incorporates passages taken directly from ACT Made Simple (Harris, 2009). The exercise described here also incorporates values, which is different from the traditional Observer exercise. The purpose is to help facilitate an experiential sense of self as context and connect this to values.

Instructions:

Break the group into smaller groups of two or three. Give them the following directions:

Today we are going to learn about the observing self, a new perspective on who you are and what you think and feel.

To do this, we are going to start with values as we have defined them in this group. Values are how you choose to be or act on an ongoing basis.

To start, I would like you to discuss with your partners what you are like at your best in some important area of your life such as academics, work, family, friendships, romantic relationships, fun, creativity, or health. (You can also pick another area I haven't identified.) Paint a vivid picture for your partners. Use action words – verbs and adjectives – to describe yourself. For example, in the area of academics, you might describe yourself as "hard-working and inquisitive."

Give the groups 5 to 10 min. for discussion. Then, discuss the exercise as a large group. Ask for a few examples. When group members give examples of values that might be feelings masquerading as values – words like "patient" or "calm" – remind them that one can be or act patient or calm even when one doesn't feel that way inside. Then, pass out 3 x 5 cards and markers.

Now, pick a few of words that really capture how you are at your best. Write these down on one side of the card.

When you're finished, turn the card over. Don't write anything just yet. I want you to think of some thought or feeling, or combination of thoughts and feelings, that gets in the way of you being your best. It might be a judgment of yourself. It might be stress or impatience. Or it might be a fear you have. Feel free to pick something small you are willing to interact with in a new way today. When you have thought of something, then represent it on the card, either with words, or, if you don't want your neighbor to see it, some kind of symbol such as an "x."

Next, we are going to do an experiential exercise that incorporates mindfulness and visualization. We will begin with mindfulness. Sit comfortably in your chair, your feet flat on the ground, your hands in your lap or on your knees, and your head and neck straight up and down but not rigid. Hold your card with the feeling facing up in one of your hands… Allow your eyes to close gently… Come into this present moment by noticing your breathing… Notice the rising and falling in your chest and belly… Notice the sensations in your nostrils as the breath flows in and out… Shift your awareness to your body, noticing the points of touch or pressure where your body meets the chair… Notice how the pressure is different at different points… Now turn your attention to your feet inside your shoes… Notice the various sensations of touch and temperature there…

And as you notice the sensations of your feet inside your shoes, take a moment to notice who's noticing… Recognize that there is a you there, a you that is different from this sensation… there is your feet inside your shoes, and there you are noticing it. We call this the observing self…

Now return again to your breathing. And watch that for a few moments… now take a moment to notice who's noticing… there is a you there, behind your eyes, watching this experience… there's the feeling of breathing, and there's your observing self noticing this…

Now take a moment to imagine the various roles you take on in your life: student… friend… athlete… partier… partner… son or daughter.… mother or father… And though the roles change, and you're a little bit different in every role, it is still the same you in each of these roles. A you that remains the same no matter what changes…

Now think back across your life… And imagine the millions and millions of thoughts and feelings and other experiences you've had over the course of your life… Sometimes sad… Sometimes happy… Sometimes scared… Sometimes elated… Imagine for a second how much your body has changed since you were a child… Everything has changed, everything that has happened inside of you physically and mentally has been transient… But there is a part of you that is still the same… When you said “I”10 years ago, that was the same “I” you are talking about when you say "I" today. An "I" that is continuous. Stable. This is the observing self…

Finally, open your eyes and gaze upon the card in your hand… imagine that the experience described there is actually in your hand.… However you make sense of that… Feel the weight of it in your hand… And then take a moment to notice who's noticing this… There is a you there, behind your eyes, who is watching this experience you are holding in your hand… a you that is different from this experience you are holding in your hand. This is the observing self… from this place, thoughts, feelings, physical sensations – no matter how painful – cannot harm you. They're merely more experiences to observe.

Now let's return to our conversation as a large group…

Group members will have a variety of experiences. As you talk about the experience in the large group, stress the following points:

· The observing self is not the "real" self, but merely a perspective one can take on thoughts and feelings to provide freedom to choose values-directed actions.

· Notice that the thought or feeling on one side of the card and the values on the other are two parts of a whole: you can't have one without the other. To do what's important, you also have to have the pain that comes with it. If you take away the pain, you also take away the value. 

