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Navigating Your Internal and 
External Barriers to Living 
Your Values

Sarah Fischer, PhD
UNMC Wellness team: Director of Wellness 
Education and Research

Objectives
1. Identify personal and environmental barriers to living in 

alignment with one’s values.

2. Discuss how to apply acceptance and commitment 
therapy (ACT) strategies to support values-based living.

1

2



11/3/2025

2

What 
makes life 
hard?

Common Stressors

Moving or housing 
instability

Changes in 
occupational status

Relationship 
problems/tense 

relationships
Birth of a child

Loss of a loved one
Lack of 

meaningful/structured 
activity

Financial difficulties Effects of past trauma
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Added Difficulties for Healthcare: Burnout
1. Emotional Exhaustion: “Amongst physicians, 

emotional exhaustion includes feeling “used up” 
at the end of a workday and having nothing left 
to offer patients from an emotional standpoint.”

2. Depersonalization: “includes feelings of treating 
patients as objects rather than human beings 
and becoming more callous towards patients.” 

3. A sense of reduced personal accomplishment: 
“encompasses feelings of ineffectiveness in 
helping patients with their problems and a lack 
of value of the results of work-related activities 
such as patient care or professional 
achievements.”

(West et. al., 2018 based on Shanafelt’s body of 
work) 
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Dropping the Struggle
•When we struggle against our difficult thoughts and 
feelings, by pushing them away or ruminating on 
them:
• It distracts us
• It makes it difficult to engage in anything
• It makes it difficult for us to connect with others
• It makes us more miserable!

•ACT is about dropping the struggle and interacting 
with thoughts and feelings differently.
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Acceptance and Commitment Therapy
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Living in the 
Moment

“paying attention in a particular way, on purpose, in the present moment, and nonjudgmentally” – Jon Kabat-Zinn
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Mindfulness “What” Skills

• Body sensations
• Control attentionObserve

• Don’t interpretDescribe

• Throw yourself in
• Go with the flowParticipate

Mindfulness “How” Skills
Nonjudgmentally
◦ See, but don’t evaluate
◦ Accept

One-mindfully
◦ One thing at a time
◦ Manage distractions

Effectively
◦ Be mindful of your goals
◦ Do what’s best for the situation
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5 sense 
experiencing
5 sight
4 sound
3 touch
2 smell
1 taste

Dropping 
Anchor

Acknowledge your thoughts and feelingsAcknowledge

Connect with your bodyConnect

Engage in what you’re doingEngage in
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Passengers 
on the Bus
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DOTS – Mechanisms of 
Avoidance
Distraction

Opting Out

Thinking Strategies
Worrying
Dwelling on the past
What ifs
Blaming
Suicidal Ideation
Intellectualizing
Analyzing
Self-criticism

Substances

Thinking Strategies

We often wonder 
if our thoughts are 

TRUE or 
ACCURATE

Equally important 
is whether the 

thought is helpful 
or meaningful
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Helpfulness 
Vs. Truth

Focusing on if a thought is true or not takes a 
lot of energy (passengers). Instead, ask 
yourself if the thought offers anything useful. 

Have I heard this thought before? Is it telling 
me anything new?

If you let it guide you, where will it take you?

Closer to where you want to go? Further away? 
Stuck in place?

Will heeding this thought help you be who you 
want to be? Do the things you want to do?

Cognitive Defusion
• A core skill in ACT is to learn how to de-fuse from 

our thoughts
• We are NOT our thoughts
• Thoughts are just thoughts! 
• Thoughts are not inherently truthful, helpful, or 

worth our entire sustained focus
• We can learn how to exist with our thoughts 

while having some distance from them
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Defusion Techniques

Leaves on a 
Stream
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Follow your values
Values are what truly matters to you.
◦ What do you want to stand for?
◦ What do you want to do with your life?
◦ What is your part in the big picture?
◦ You can think of values as your compass, giving you a 

direction to head, but not a destination.

Goals are what you do, values are who you are.
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Examples of 
Values –
Brené Brown

Values Card Sort
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Committed Values-Based Action

Committed Action is taking 
effective action, which is guided by 

our values.

Knowing your values is great, but 
you have to take committed action 

to live by your values.
Sometimes, this means we must 

do something that is unpleasant or 
difficult, but if it is in service of our 
values, it is a committed action.

Values-Based Action
•Live your life so that your insides (beliefs, values, 
priorities) match your outsides (behavior, 
activities, goals).

•Pay attention to what feels right to you – stay 
flexible as your values will change over time.

•Use tough situations and decisions as a way to
reflect on, explore, and practice living your 
values.
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Hurdles - FEAR
Fusion – what your mind tells you

Excessive goals – Perfectionism, goal is too big, resources aren’t available, other 
goals need to be completed first

Avoidance of discomfort – Unwillingness to deal with the discomfort that comes 
with change, growth, and challenge

Remoteness from values – losing touch with what is important or meaningful 
about your goals

Avoidance – JavaDoodles and SportegaVO
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The Antidote 
to F.E.A.R. is 
D.A.R.E.

Defusion

Acceptance of Discomfort

Realistic Goals

Embracing Values

Opposite Action

Awareness: identify 
what you’re feeling 

and why

Awareness: identify 
what you’re feeling 

and why

Curiosity: what 
urge is that 

emotion giving you 
(avoidance)

Curiosity: what 
urge is that 

emotion giving you 
(avoidance)

Investigate: is 
acting on that urge 

effective?

Investigate: is 
acting on that urge 

effective?

If no, do the 
opposite 

(approach)

If no, do the 
opposite 

(approach)
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Motivation
How people think motivation happens:

Motivation  “Great! Let’s do what I need to do!”  Action

How motivation actually happens:

“I don’t want to do this/this feels overwhelming”  Identify a 
reasonable first step that takes a short time  Complete first step 
“I did it! That wasn’t so bad. Now I can do/plan the next step 
Steady progress  Build confidence and motivation over time

It’s ok to build in some extrinsic motivation!

Self-Compassion
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