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Buddhism and Acceptance and Commitment Therapy 

Steven  C. Hayes,  University o f  Nevada ,  Reno  

The philosophy, basic theory, applied theory, and technology of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) are briefly described. 
Several issues relevant to Buddhist teachings--the ubiquity of human suffering, the role of attachment in suffering, mindfulness, 
wholesome actions, and self--are examined in relation to ACT. In each case there are clear paraUels. Given that a major focus in the 
development of ACT has been on the identification of basic behavioral processes that make sense of acceptance and defusion-based 
treatments, these parallels suggest that the basic account may also provide a scientific grounding within the behavioral tradition for 
a range of Buddhist concepts and practices. 

T HE PURPOSE of this paper  is to relate Acceptance and 
Commi tmen t  Therapy (ACT; said as one word, "act," 

not  A-C-T) to a Buddhist  view of suffering and its amelio- 
ration. ACT was developed over the last 20 years from the 
confluence of behavior analysis, the huma n  potential  
movement ,  and  experiential  psychotherapies. That  de- 
velopment  work refined the contextualistic philosophy 
upon  which the therapy is based (e.g., Hayes & Brown- 
stein, 1986; Hayes, Hayes, Reese, & Sarbin, 1993), de- 
veloped a contextual theory of language and cognition 
(Hayes & Hayes, 1992; see Hayes, Barnes-Holmes, & 
Roche, 2001, for a book-length treatment),  and generated 
a working account of relevant forms of psychopathology 
(e.g., Hayes, Wilson, Gifford, Follette, & Strosahl, 1996), 
as well as developing ACT as a technological approach 
(Hayes, Strosahl, & Wilson, 1999). Each of these areas 
will be touched upon  in the present  paper. 

The ACT work was always closely connected  to issues 
of spirituality (indeed, the first article on this work was on 
spirituality; Hayes, 1984) and the parallels between ACT 
and Buddhist th inking are quite clear in some areas. 
However, there was no conscious at tempt to base ACT on 
Buddhism per se, and my own training in Buddhism was 
limited. It is for that very reason that these parallels may 
cast an interest ing light on the current  discussion. It is 
one thing to note how Buddhist  philosophy and practices 
can be harnessed to the purposes of behavioral and cog- 
nitive therapy. It is another  to note how the development  
of a behavioral clinical approach has ended  up dealing 
with themes that have domina ted  Buddhist  thought  for 
thousands of years. Such an unexpected  confluence 
strengthens the idea that both are engaging topics cen- 
tral to h u m a n  suffering. 

Buddhism is a prescientific system and the processes it 
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points to are not  scientific concepts. Thus, while it may 
sound sacrilegious, if Buddhist  concepts and  practice are 
pragmatically useful, it will fall to science, not  Buddhism 
itself, to provide a scientifically valid account  of why and 
when these concepts and practice are useful. The con- 
cepts and data under lying ACT may be useful in that 
regard. 

Given this purpose, a fair a m o u n t  of this article will 
focus on ACT per se, so that a g round may be established 
from which to examine some Buddhist  teachings. The 
following sections will consider the philosophy, theory, 
and technology of ACT. I will then consider the parallels 
between this work and Buddhism. 

The P h i l o s o p h y  Under ly ing  ACT: 
Funct ional  C o n t e x t u a l i s m  

What was originally "radical" about  "radical behavior- 
ism" is that scientific observations themselves were thought 
of as behavior. When applying cont ingency thinking to 
scientists themselves, Skinner  (1945) saw that one could 
no longer  hold to the traditional methodological  behav- 
ioral rejection of thoughts, feelings, and the like, because 
unde r  some cont ingency condit ions observing one's  own 
feelings could be objective, while observing publicly ac- 
cessible events might be subjective. 

It is a bit strange to call this view "radical behaviorism" 
because it overturns many of the major points that had 
previously defined behavioral thinking. Skinner 's  ap- 
proach is made more accessible by thinking of behavior 
analysis as a v~pe of contextualism, or pragmatism (Biglan 
& Hayes, 1996; Hayes, 1993). The core analytic un i t  of 
contextualism is the ongoing  act in context  (Pepper, 
1942), with a focus on the whole event, a sensitivity to the 
role of context in unders tand ing  the nature  and  funct ion 
of an event, and a firm grasp on a pragmatic truth crite- 
rion (Hayes, Hayes, & Reese, 1988). There are various 
kinds of contextualism, defined by their analytic goals 
(Hayes, 1993). Funct ional  contextualism is that wing of 
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contextual ism that  adopts  the pred ic t ion  and inf luence 
of  events as the goal  of  their  analysis. 

A contextual is t  always asks, "In what context  does that  
apply?" and looks for an answer that  orients  the analyst to 
effective action. Given the goals of  a funct ional  contextu-  
alist, analysis should  he lp  expla in  how to al ter  the prob-  
lematic  events, and  for that  reason,  the account  must  
eventually reach the manipu lab le  environment .  Clients 
of ten take a quite different  approach,  focusing instead 
on whether  their  in terpre ta t ions  of  their  own troubles 
are ontological ly "true," whether  or  no t  these analyses are 
pragmatical ly  useful. 

The Basic Theory Underlying ACT: 
Relational Frame Theory 

The theory of  language and cogni t ion upon  which 
ACT is based is called Relat ional  Frame Theory  (RFT; 
Hayes et  al., 2001). The  core concept ion  in RFT is that  
humans  learn  to relate events mutually and  in combina-  
tion, that  this relat ional  response is b rough t  u n d e r  the 
control  of  arbi trary contextual  cues, and  that  the stimu- 
lus functions of  events are modi f ied  by the functions of  
o the r  events re la ted to them. Consider  a child who has 
l ea rned  to relate events as "opposite." Suppose the child 
is told, "A is the opposi te  of  B and B is the opposi te  of  C; 
A can be used to buy candy; which do you want, B or  C?" 
The  relat ions among  these events are arbitrari ly speci- 
fied. The  relat ion is bo th  mutual  (-if A is the opposi te  of  
B, then  B is the opposi te  of  A) and combinator ia l  (the re- 
lat ion between A and  C must  be one of  sameness, be- 
cause an opposi te  of  an opposi te  is the same).  Further,  
the child will probably  be able to select C over B, based 
on  the specified functions of  A (i.e., buying candy) and  
the re la t ion of  B and C to A (since C is derived to be the 
same as A you can probably  also use it to buy candy, while 
B is the opposi te  of  A, so presumably  you cannot) .  Scores 
of  studies have been  done  in the basic l i terature on such 
pe r fo rmances  (see Hayes et al., 2001, for a review). Rela- 
tions of  this k ind emerge  in infancy (Lipkens, Hayes, & 
Hayes, 1993) and appea r  to be absent  in nonhumans .  

Derived stimulus relat ions are what pe rmi t  h u m a n  ver- 
bal behavior  to be useful, because they enable  functions 
of  the natural  env i ronment  to be a l tered by what one  
says. Unfortunately,  they also greatly increase h u m a n  
contact  with painful  events. When  a h u m a n  be ing  tells a 
story of  a painful  event  in the past, some of  the negative 
funct ions of  the original  event  will be a t tached to the tell- 
ing. Even very positive envi ronments  can lead to pain  
th rough  relat ional  means,  as when a great  success re- 
minds  one of  past  failures. 

Unable  to avoid pain  simply by avoiding external  cir- 
cumstances,  h u m a n  beings begin  to try to avoid negative 
private exper iences  directly, a process we call "experien-  

tial avoidance." For  example ,  humans  will "try to forget  
about" past  traumas, or  will try not  to feel anxious in situ- 
ations that  lead to anxiety. All of  these processes substan- 
tially increase the h u m a n  capacity for suffering. 

The Theory of Psychopathology 
Underlying ACT: FEAR 

The acronym FEAR expresses four  of  the key concepts  
in an ACT approach  to psychopa tho logy- - fus ion ,  evalu- 
ation, avoidance,  and  reason giving (Hayes et al., 1999). 
Cognitive fusion refers to the domina t ion  of  der ived 
funct ions over direct  ones. As behavior  becomes  more  
verbally regulated,  it also tends to become  more  insensi- 
tive to d i rec t  exper ience.  People  can begin  to "live inside 
their  heads." 

The  mischief  that  cognitive fusion produces  is in- 
creased by verbal evaluation. Verbal comparat ive rela- 
tions are useful in h u m a n  behavior  because they allow 
conceptua l ized  consequences  to be weighed,  and  thus fa- 
cilitate h u m a n  p rob lem solving and planning.  This same 
process, however, also permits  the compar ison  of  experi-  
enced  to feared or  wished-for events, greatly amplifying 
the capacity for h u m a n  suffering. For  example ,  a very 
successful person can believe himself  to be a "failure" be- 
cause the outcomes  p r o d u c e d  are less than an imagined  
ideal. A person can imagine  wonderful  outcomes  and  be 
dissatisfied if only good  outcomes  are achieved. 

Experient ia l  avoidance occurs when a person is unwill- 
ing to remain  in contact  with a par t icular  private experi-  
ence (e.g., bodily sensations, emotions,  thought ,  memo-  
ries, behavioral  predisposi t ion)  and  takes steps to al ter  
the form, frequency, or  si tuational  sensitivity of  these 
events, even when do ing  so causes psychological  ha rm 
(Hayes et al., 1996). Unfortunately,  the more  negative 
private events are avoided, the more  they tend  to occur. 
Del ibera te  (i.e., verbally guided)  a t tempts  to avoid pri- 
vate events r emind  the person of  the events to be avoided 
(thus evoking them) ,  deflect  the person f rom effective 
or ienta t ion  to the cur ren t  envi ronment ,  and  often tend  
to elicit the very emot ion  be ing  avoided. 

Finally, reason giving draws the person into useless at- 
tempts to unde r s t and  and explain  as a m e t h o d  of  control-  
l ing the outcome.  Often the "good reasons" offered only 
increase exper ient ia l  avoidance and,  fu r thermore ,  pro-  
vide a verbal  formula  that  increases resistance to change  
for fear of  "being wrong." Reason givers tend,  as a result, 
to be difficult to t reat  (Addis &Jacobson,  1996) and  more  
likely to engage in useless worry in response to negative 
moods  (Addis & Carpenter ,  1999), despi te  the fact that  
such worry and self-analysis has minimal  ins t rumenta l  
benef i t  (Borkovec, Hazlett-Stevens, & Diaz, 1999). 

While  a careful analysis is beyond  the scope of  the 
presen t  article, most  forms of  psychopathology seem to 
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