
Willingness vs Avoidance
in ACT for PTSD
Avoidance behaviors, while seemingly protective, often amplify the distress
associated with traumatic memories, especially in cases of PTSD.
Acknowledging the inherent human instinct to evade emotional pain can
offer clients a normalized perspective on their reactions. Yet the long-term
cost of such behaviors can outweigh the fleeting relief they provide.

The Avoidance Paradox

While short-term relief might be experienced through avoidance
strategies, they can inadvertently lead to a heightened emotional response
over time. This intensification can erode confidence, fragment personal
relationships, and influence daily routines such as sleep.
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Metaphorical Insights 

Metaphors can be powerful tools in therapy, elucidating the often
counterintuitive nature of avoidance. For instance, the metaphor of a tug-
of-war with a monster (an avatar of internal experiences) captures the
essence of the struggle. The emphasis isn’t on winning this exhausting  
and unwinnable battle but on the liberation achieved by “dropping the
rope” and accepting the presence of emotional pain. Such a shift in
perspective opens avenues to more enriching life experiences.



Exploring Willingness

It’s important to differentiate between the feeling of unwillingness and the
action of willingness. People can feel resistant but still choose actions
aligned with their values. Clients can navigate their emotional landscapes
more effectively by recognizing the unfavorable outcomes of avoidance
and the advantages of willingness.
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Navigating Negative Emotions

Rather than vilifying emotions, perceiving them as communicative signals
from the environment to the brain is beneficial. The body might amplify its
emotional output when emotions are suppressed or deemed harmful. By
contrast, open acknowledgment and examination of emotions can often
lead to a decrease in their intensity.

Turmoil and Control

Along the healing journey, it’s vital to distinguish between the
uncontrollability of emotions and the control one has over behaviors.
Actions can be consciously chosen even in the face of overpowering
emotions and internal turmoil. Making such choices habitually develops
self-efficacy and empowers clients to move beyond avoidance.
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Key Points

While avoidance might offer short-term relief, its long-term repercussions
can intensify emotional distress.

Metaphors in therapy can illuminate the ineffectiveness of avoidance and
highlight the benefits of acceptance and willingness.

Differentiating between emotional experiences and behavioral choices
empowers clients to make values-aligned decisions amidst trauma-related
distress.


