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Psychology Produced Progress 
Nearly Half a Century Ago, But . . .



Our Process Knowledge Was Too 
Limited and Social / Governmental 

Support was Absent



We Have Some Good Targets Based 
on the Last Decades of Research  

(https://toolsofchange.com/)
Such as Incentives, Vivid Messaging, 
Commitments, or Feedback But How 

Can We Build on These? 



Time is Too Short Now to Succeed by 
Throwing Techniques at a Goal Focus



We Need Rapid Research and RCTs 
Alone Can’t Take Us There

Ergod ic          
Assum ptions  Can’t  
Be Met – Oh No!

To Slow; Too 
Expens ive; Too 
Cum bersom e                
– Oh No!



We Need to Build on Powerful 
Processes that Reliably Produce 

Behavior Change



There are a Cacophony of Competing 
Processes and  Models



But We Can Simplify that Problem 
Space By Looking at Processes that 

Mediate Behavior Change

Treatment

X

Outcomes

Y
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M

the c path

the a path
the b path
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the c’ path

a * b = c - c’



We examined every single randomized trial ever done 
on any psychosocial intervention that claimed to 
properly identify a process of change (“mediational 
analysis”) for any mental health outcome
 Just under 54,633 studies each rated twice
 73 replicated measures in 281 correct analyses



An Extended Evolutionary Approach Creates 
Consilience Among All Replicated Mediators Change



Psychological flexibility other than mindfulness
Mindfulness

Negative, unrealistic, or dysfunctional thoughts
Anxiety sensitivity or fear of sensations

Self-efficacy
Parenting or family functioning

Physical activity, or exercise beliefs / goals
Attrib style, interp' bias, implicit cog, reappr

Drinking behavior or norms
Rumination and Worry

Mood
Coping skills

Social support or loneliness
Emotional dysregulation

Self-regulation
Therapeutic alliance

Interpersonal functioning
Self esteem
Personality

Grey matter volume
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Percentage of Mediational Findings



Psychological 
Flexibility

Emotional
Flexibility

Cognitive 
Flexibility

OPEN

Flexible
Perspective-Taking

Attentional 
Flexibility

AWARE

Chosen 
Purpose / 
Consequences

Committed 
Actions and 
Behavioral
Habits 

ENGAGED

Mindfulness

HEALTHY 
VARIATION

SELECTED & 
RETAINED

FITTED TO  
CONTEXT
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Psychological flexibility 
and mindfulness (inc
self-compassion, anx
sensitivity, behavioral 

activation, rumination & 
worry, emotional 
dysregulation)

Negative  
thoughts;  
Cognitive 

reappraisal

Self-efficacyParenting, 
social 

support, 
interpersonal

Exercise, 
diet. 

moderation 
in drinking, 

brain 
structure, 

Self-esteem;
coping, 

personality

61% of all Findings:
Psychological flexibility – 22%
Mindfulness – 19%
Anxiety sensitivity – 8 %
Self-compassion – 3%
Rumination and worry – 3%
Emotional rigidity – 2%
Decentering – 1%
Behavioral activation – 1%

Extended Psychological Flexibility is the 
Process Elephant and …



Feeling

Coherence
Orientation

Belonging

Self-Direction
Competence / 
Consequences

Nurturance / Attachment

Vitality/Health

An Extended Evolutionary Approach Fosters Consilience 
Among Many Other Processes as Well



Does This Apply 
to LAMICs and 

the Global South?

RCTs in 
Acceptance and 

Commitment 
Therapy or 

Training (ACT) as 
a Major 

Psychological 
Flexibility Based 

Approach

Source: bit.ly/ACTRCTs
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Total Number of ACT RCTs

1986 through 2022

N = 1,026

In Lower and Middle Income

Countries

N = 334 (~33%)



https://www.who.int/publications-detail/9789240003927

Bit.ly/WHO_ACT

WHO Found that Psychological Flexibility Based 
Self-Help Applies Across the World to 

Any Distressing Circumstance

https://www.who.int/


We Do Need to Socially Extend the 
Psychological Flexibility Model
Psychological Process Psychosocial Process

Cognitive Flexibility Mutual Understanding
Emotional Flexibility Compassion               

and Empathy
Perspective-Taking 

Sense of Self
Attachment and 

Conscious Connection
Attentional Flexibility Joint Attention

Chosen Purpose Shared Values          
and Social 

Consequences
Committed Actions Shared Commitments 

and Cooperation



And Combine Psychological Flexibility with 
Purely Social Processes Such as 

Elinor Ostrom’s Nobel Prize Winning 
Core Design Principles

1) Clear purpose and delineation 
2) Fair balance of benefits and costs 
3) Choice in how decisions are made 
4) Monitoring of agreements
5) Graduated consequences
6) Conflict resolution               

mechanisms 
7) Right to organize
8) Nested enterprises

www.prosocial.world

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This gradually moved us in a very different direction that behavior analysis. We think we know the core or at least a core of human language and cognition: derived relational responding.
We think we have the equivalent of reinforcement for cognizing creatures

It takes us in a different direction because relational operants operate on other learning processes.

some things are the same: act-in-context; manipulability – and that is tremendously useful for the task we are talking about



Then Test Processes and Outcome 
Longitudinally Within Groups



We Can Do 
This

To reach me:
stevenchayes@gmail.com

1. Test Modularized   
Interventions that are

2. Focused on Process to 
Outcome Linkages

3. Evaluated longitudinally 
so we can

4. Broaden and build 
packages that work

Underneath the cacophony 
there’s consilience about 
the processes to target

Let’s Get to It!

Climate Change and Distress Needs a 
Rapid Iterative Form of Beh’l Science
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