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Me at my best (in a crisis!)
An introduction to Psychological Flexibility

Dr. Richard A. MacKinnon
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§ Chartered Psychologist

§ Chartered Scientist

§ Registered Coaching Psychologist

§ Visiting lecturer, Goldsmiths College

§ Founder, WorkLifePsych

§ Co-host, ‘My Pocket Psych’

§ @Dr_MacKinnon / @WorkLifePsych

§ WorkLifePsych.com

Dr. Richard A. MacKinnon
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Our present context…
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1. Psychological Flexibility 
in a Nutshell
What does it mean to be flexible?
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Is pie good or bad?
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Defining
Psychological Flexibility

“… the ability to fully contact the 

present moment and the thoughts and 

feelings it contains without needless 

defense and, depending upon the 

situation, persist in or change behavior 

in the pursuit of values and values-

based goals.”

(Flaxman, Bond & Livheim, 2013)
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To put it another way…

Show up!

Let go!

Get moving!
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2. Psychological Inflexibility
Our starting point
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A lack of clarity
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Mental time-travel
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Automatic action
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Avoiding discomfort
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Thinking traps
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The conceptualised self
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3. Why is Psychological 
Flexibility Important?
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Don’t feel anxious!
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Calm down!
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Cheer up!
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Our minds are like ‘thinking engines’

We have no delete button in our memory

Our mind gives us a constant flow of inner 
experiences

We might have some inner experiences we don’t 
want and can’t get rid of

What we do naturally in response might not work

Flexibility means we are open to trying something 
different that might be a more effective response
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4. The Psychological Flexibility 
skill set
How we can turn things around
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The ‘Hexaflex’
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Show up!
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Being mindfully aware means…
§ Bringing your focus to bear with intent

§ Focusing on the here and now

§ Noticing where your attention is

§ Focusing on one thing at a time

§ It’s not:
§ Passive relaxation

§ Zoning out

§ An alternative to action
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Ways to build your 
mindful focus

A mindful walk

‘Dropping anchor’

Pause, notice, choose

Mindful chores

Active listening

Mindfulness meditation
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“BIG I” or little i..?
How we think about ourselves 
matters and can impact how we 
show up in the world.

You are not your thoughts and 

emotions

You are more than your ‘Big I’

You can show up flexibly

You can observe from different 

perspectives
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Let go!
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Difficult thoughts

I’m not as 
good as…

I should be 
better

I can’t do 
that ?
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We can get ‘hooked’ by 
thoughts, emotions, 
predictions, memories, 
images…
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Defusion

Seeing our thoughts for 
what they are, not what 
they say they are.

A thought is just a thought.
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Defusion from 
inner experiences

Noticing your inner experiences

Not trying to change them

Not trying to minimise them

Giving them space to exist

Seeing them as part of you

A stream of content
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Acceptance
Acknowledging and persisting 
through discomfort
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Entering the swamp
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Get moving!
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Clarity of values
Knowing what matters
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Values act as our compass

Guiding principles, not rules

Aspirational standards, not goals

Not always shared by others

Influenced by our life’s experience

Fairly stable over the lifetime

A summary of our ‘best selves’
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Committed action
Doing what matters
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Committed action

Taking action, in alignment 
with our values, in the 
direction of meaningful and 
valued goals. 

Doing what matters, despite 
what’s going on inside. 

39

Workability

§ In psych flex terms nothing is 
‘good’ or ‘bad’, ‘true’ or ‘false’.

§ Rather, ask: 

§ “Is it helpful or not helpful?”

§ “Is it moving me towards my 
goal, my values, and bringing me 
meaning and purpose in my 
life?”

§ Is this a ‘towards’ move or an 
‘away’ move?
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5. Your next steps

41

2. Resources
§ www.contextualscience.org

§ PsychologicalFlexibility.com

§ worklifepsych.com/podcast

§ worklifepsych.com/workingfromhome

1. Actions
ü Practice noticing your context

ü Get clear on what really matters

ü Practice checking in on your presence

ü Notice away and towards moves

42


