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Praise for The Reality Slap:

‘As one of the world’s pioneers of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, Russ Harris has given us a truly compassionate gift on how to (en) lighten our journey through life’s storms and calms. I had so many insightful moments that reading this book was a delight, an uplifting shoulder, and an education.’

— Professor Paul Gilbert, PhD, author of The Compassionate Mind

‘Sooner or later, reality is going to slap you. Loss, disease, betrayal or other misfortunes will arrive unexpectedly and shake your very foundations. At that moment, this wise book is one to keep within reach. It will do more than soothe — it will ground you, guide you and help you grow. Taking the time to treat yourself with kindness and awareness doesn’t remove the pain, but it dignifies it and turns it into a profound teacher. This book will help you learn the lessons that pain contains. You will want this book not just for you but also for those you love — knowing that sooner or later, reality is going to slap them too.’

— Steven C. Hayes, Foundation Professor of Psychology, University of Nevada, and author of Get Out of Your Mind and Into Your Life

‘Deeply personal, profoundly insightful and above all highly practical, this book will show you how to deal with “Reality Slaps” — those painful wake-up calls that we all have when life is not fair or things go wrong. Russ Harris has produced another excellent book about what it means to be truly human, how to deal with life’s difficulties, and how to live a more engaged, meaningful and pleasurable life.’

— Dr Anthony Grant, director, Coaching Psychology Unit, University of Sydney, and author of 8 Steps to Happiness

‘No matter what we attempt to do, pain and suffering are inevitably going to creep into our lives, and the capacity to handle this pain is essential for fulfilment. So if you want a short-term boost of happiness with simple, banal ideas that your kindergarten teacher could have told you, go elsewhere. But if you want to create a stable platform of mindfulness, meaning and purpose in your life, and develop the ability to handle pain effectively, then this is the book to read. It is my great hope that people will find this book and flexibly adopt the ideas within.’

— Dr Todd B. Kashdan, author of Curious? and Designing Positive Psychology

‘Russ Harris is a world-renowned and highly respected trainer of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, a modern scientific model of human psychology that overlaps to a great extent with aspects of traditional spiritual wisdom. In The Reality Slap, drawing from both scientific findings and his own personal experience, Russ invites us all into a vital conversation on how to handle life’s tough edges. Read it, enjoy it, and you will find some genuine treasures in your life!’

— Dr Niklas Törneke, author of The ABCs of Human Behaviour

‘Gripping, compassionate — a must-read for anybody going through a difficult life transition, such as divorce, illness, career change, or death of a loved one. This is a rare work, one that is at once deeply personal and universally applicable.’

— Dr Joseph Ciarrochi, Associate Professor, University of Wollongong, and author of Emotional Intelligence in Everyday Life
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To my only child. When I wrote the first edition you were only five years old; and now, as I write the second, you are a young man of fourteen. In all the years I’ve known you, you have been by far my greatest teacher. Thank you for teaching me so much about living and loving; for helping me to grow and develop; for bringing so much joy and love into my life. I love you more than words can ever express
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1

WHEN LIFE HURTS

Nothing prepares you for those moments when reality slaps you in the face, sends you sprawling and turns your life upside down. A ‘reality slap’ can take many forms: the death of a loved one, a serious illness or injury, an horrific accident, divorce, betrayal, assault, infidelity, violent crime, job loss, bankruptcy, warfare, fire, flood, earthquake, pandemic … and the list goes on. We don’t like reality slaps, and we sure as hell don’t want them — but sooner or later, if we live long enough, we’re all going to have them. And one thing’s for sure: the bigger the slap, the greater our pain. Depending on what we are facing, we may experience shock, sadness, anger, fear, anxiety, dread, guilt, shame — perhaps even hatred, despair or disgust. Indeed, sometimes the pain is so intense, so unbearable, our nervous system takes over and ‘switches off our feelings’, leaving us numb, empty or ‘dead inside’.

Sometimes, if we’re lucky, and the slap is not too forceful, we can recover fairly quickly. We can pick ourselves up, dust ourselves down, find a solution to the problem and carry on with our lives. But what happens when there is no simple solution; when someone we love dies, or our partner leaves us, or we lose our job? If we sustain a major injury, develop a serious illness, experience a violent crime that wrecks our life? If our loved ones are sick or suffering? If the world falls into pandemic-induced chaos?

Reality slaps always involve loss. We may lose an important relationship — through death, divorce, separation or conflict. We may lose our health, or our job, or our independence. We may lose a sense of security, trust or safety. We may lose freedom, support, belonging — or many other things we deeply care about.

Reality slaps usually give rise to a crisis: a time of intense difficulty and uncertainty, where we’re dealing with something awful over which we have little control. (This is especially likely with those life-crushing, soul-destroying reality slaps that psychologists refer to as ‘trauma’.) At the same time, or very soon thereafter, comes grief. Contrary to popular belief, grief is not sadness; it is not an emotion at all. Grief is a psychological process of reacting to any significant loss. During a grieving process, we may feel a wide range of emotions from sadness and anxiety to anger and guilt, as well as physical reactions such as sleep disturbance, fatigue, lethargy, apathy and changes in appetite.

The five stages of grief

Dr Elisabeth Kübler-Ross famously described the ‘five stages of grief’ as denial, anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance. Although she was referring to death and dying, these stages apply to all types of loss, crisis and trauma. However, they are not discrete and well-defined stages — most people don’t experience all of them, and there’s no fixed order in which they occur. They tend to ebb and flow and blend into one another, and often they seem to ‘end’ but then ‘start again’. Whatever the nature of your loss, you are sure to experience at least some of these stages, so it’s worth briefly discussing them.

‘Denial’ refers to a conscious or unconscious refusal or inability to acknowledge the reality of the situation. This could manifest as unwillingness to talk about it or think about it; or trying to pretend it’s not happening; or a sense of being numb or ‘shut down’; or a pervasive sense of unreality — walking around in a daze, feeling like it’s all a bad dream. In the ‘anger’ stage, you might get angry with yourself, or others, or life itself. And anger’s many close relatives frequently visit: resentment, indignation, fury, outrage, or a strong sense of unfairness or injustice.

‘Bargaining’ means attempting to strike deals that alter reality; this might include anything from asking God for a reprieve to asking a surgeon to guarantee the operation will be successful. It frequently involves lots of wishful thinking and fantasising about alternative realities: ‘If only this had happened’, ‘If only that hadn’t happened’.

The ‘depression’ stage is misnamed; it does not refer to the common clinical disorder known as depression. It refers to the emotions of sadness, sorrow, regret, fear, anxiety and uncertainty, which are natural human reactions to major loss.

Finally, the ‘acceptance’ stage refers to making peace with our new reality instead of struggling with it or avoiding it. This frees us up to invest our energy in gradually rebuilding our life (which right now may well sound impossible).

Fight, flight, freeze

Amidst all the chaos of a reality slap, we’re going to experience some unpleasant physical reactions. We’ll all experience the well-known ‘fight-or-flight’ response. And some of us will also experience the lesser known ‘freeze’ response.

To get a sense of what these responses are, why they happen and how they affect us, let’s go on a journey backwards in time. Imagine one of our ancient ancestors is out by himself hunting rabbits, when suddenly he comes face to face with a huge mother bear. For a split second he freezes. The mother bear is fiercely protective of the two young cubs by her side; she sees the human as a threat — and she charges.

To survive this encounter, our ancestor has only two options: take flight or stay and fight. So, faster than the speed of conscious thought, his autonomic nervous system takes the helm. Now as you know, ‘autonomy’ means making your own decisions. And that’s how the ‘autonomic nervous system’ gets its name — because it makes its own decisions about what’s good for you, without any input from your conscious mind. So your mind doesn’t go, ‘Uh oh, better switch into fight-or-flight mode’. Your autonomic nervous system makes that decision for you before you even have time to register a thought; and it instantly revs up your body for ‘fight or flight’.

So back to your ancient ancestor. Fight-or-flight mode kicks in. Large muscles in his arms and legs, chest and neck, tense up ready for action. His body floods with adrenaline and his heart speeds up, pumping blood to his muscles. He launches into fight mode, throwing his spear as hard as he possibly can.

But it’s not a good throw. The spear only lightly grazes the bear and barely draws blood. The bear is now furious, and our ancestor has no other weapons. So he runs away as fast as he possibly can. Nothing matters now except escape.

But the mother bear is faster than the man. She catches him, knocks him to the ground.

There’s no way the man can now fight off the bear and there’s no possibility of running away. So again, faster than the speed of conscious thought, his autonomic nervous system takes control. Recognising that ‘fight or flight’ is no longer useful, the nervous system switches the body over to ‘freeze’. Why? Because bears don’t like their prey fighting back. So the more the man screams and struggles, the more viciously the bear will attack him. His best chance of survival is to lie as still and be as quiet as possible.

So this is where the ‘freeze’ response comes in. The vagus nerve (the second-largest nerve in the body, after the spinal cord) actively immobilises the man: it paralyses his muscles so he literally can’t move. And at the same time it ‘shuts off’ the man’s feelings. Why? Because the less pain he feels, the less he’ll scream and struggle. So he lies there, literally ‘frozen stiff’, ‘paralysed by fright’, ‘numb with fear’. If the man is lucky, then once he falls silent and lies still the bear might lose interest and go away, or he might survive long enough for someone to come and rescue him.

Our nervous systems and bodies are hard-wired to react in these ways — fight, flight or freeze — in response to any type of threat. (It’s something we have in common with the nervous systems of all other mammals, as well as birds, reptiles and most types of fish.) Reality slaps are threatening, so when they occur we’ll all have a fight-or-flight response. Most commonly this manifests as fear and anxiety (flight), but sometimes anger will predominate (fight). And in the most severe cases, if our nervous system perceives that fight or flight is futile, we’ll go into freeze mode. If this happens to you, you may experience literally ‘freezing up’; you can’t move, can’t speak. You may even ‘black out’ or have an ‘out of body’ experience.

In the days and weeks following a reality slap, fight, flight or freeze responses are likely to arise again and again. They are readily triggered by anything that reminds us of what we have been through; this includes both things inside us — such as memories, thoughts, feelings and sensations — and things outside us, such as certain people, places, food, music, photographs, objects, books, news reports and so on. ‘Fight’ shows up as anger, frustration and irritability. ‘Flight’ shows up as fear, anxiety and worry. And ‘freeze’ shows up as numbness, apathy, tiredness, ‘zoning out’ or disengaging — and often feeds into a sense of futility, hopelessness, despair.

And now that we’ve touched on common reactions to reality slaps, the big question is …

What can we do about it?

The truth is, most of us don’t cope well with reality slaps. We easily get ‘hooked’ by all those painful thoughts, feelings, memories and physical reactions; they jerk us around and pull us into self-defeating behaviours. For example, we might overuse drugs and alcohol, or withdraw from our friends and family, or drop out of activities we used to enjoy, or fight with the people we love, or hide away from the world, or spend way too much time in bed and on the couch.

All of these behaviours are normal — and extremely common. The problem is, they usually make things worse rather than better. But the good news is, we can change this state of affairs; we can learn new and more effective ways of responding to grief, loss and crisis. This book is based on an approach called Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, or ACT (which is said as the word ‘act’, not as the initials). ACT is a science-based approach, created by US psychologist Steven C. Hayes back in the 1980s. At the time of writing (2020), there are over 3000 studies on ACT published in top scientific journals, that demonstrate its effectiveness with everything from grief, depression and anxiety to addiction, chronic illness and trauma. It’s a powerful and practical approach that helps people transcend their pain and suffering and build rich, meaningful lives despite adversity. And in the chapters that follow, I’ll take you through it gently, step by step.

However, before we go any further, there are two points I really need to emphasise. First: there is no single ‘right’ or ‘appropriate’ reaction to a reality slap. Everyone reacts differently — so please let go of any preconceived ideas about what you should or shouldn’t feel, and how long it should or shouldn’t last. For example, some people cry for days and weeks on end, while others never shed a single tear; and both reactions are normal. Second: there is no single ‘best’ or ‘correct’ way to cope with grief, loss and crisis. Everyone copes differently, and what works for one person may not work for another. This book gives you lots of tips, tools, strategies and suggestions that have proven to be helpful for many people — but nothing works for everyone. So please: experiment, modify and adapt everything in this book to make it work for your unique situation and the challenges that go with it. (And that means dropping anything that doesn’t work!)

By the time they get to my age (53) most people have experienced a fair number of reality slaps. Mine first started in childhood, with repeated abuse over many years from two close relatives. In later life, my reality slaps included the deaths of both parents, deaths of friends and family, a painful divorce, a major injury resulting in chronic pain, and an intensely stressful period of four years when my young son needed intensive ongoing treatment for a very serious condition. (To my great relief, he eventually made a full recovery. We were extremely fortunate; I know many people reading this book are not so lucky.) I’ve found ACT enormously helpful in dealing with these difficult events in my own life, and I’ve also used it to help many others.

However, what’s impressed me most of all with the ACT model is its universal applicability. Back in 2015 I wrote an ACT program for the World Health Organization, for use in refugee camps. The WHO have now used this program in a number of different countries, including Turkey, Uganda and Syria, to help refugees cope with multiple massive reality slaps: warfare, persecution, violence; deaths of loved ones; having to leave their homes, jobs and countries; and struggling to survive in the bleak living conditions of a refugee camp. I must confess, I was initially doubtful about the program; I wondered how it could possibly help people facing such great adversity. So I was both relieved and delighted when the WHO finally published their research several years later: the refugees not only liked the program, but found it very helpful for coping with their harsh life circumstances.

The book you’re reading is very similar to the WHO program. I’ve divided it into three sections. Part 1 is titled ‘Regroup’, which means to reorganise yourself after a setback, and recollect your composure. Our main focus here is on how to take care of yourself, and deal with all those painful thoughts and feelings. Part 2 is titled ‘Rebuild’. As the name suggests, here we look at how to rebuild your life, one small step at a time — no matter how extensive and severe the wreckage may be. Part 3 is titled ‘Revitalise’. Here we look at how to bring back your vigour and vitality, and appreciate what life still has to offer. (Again, this may sound impossible right now.)

As a supplement to this book, I’ve created a free eBook called The Reality Slap: Extra Bits. As the name suggests, it contains additional resources — mostly free audio recordings of the exercises within this book. You can get the eBook from the ‘Free Resources’ page on my website, www.thehappinesstrap.com.

At this point, your mind may protest; it might insist that your case is different, this book won’t help and your life will remain empty or unbearable. If so, rest assured: those are perfectly natural thoughts that many people have when they’re new to this approach. And the fact is, even though this book is very likely to help you, I can’t actually guarantee it. However, here’s what I can guarantee: I guarantee that if you stop reading now, because your mind has doubts, then you definitely won’t get any benefit from this book!

So if your mind is casting doubt, how about we just let it have its say? Let it tell you whatever it wants, but don’t let that stop you from reading. Let your mind chatter away like a radio playing in the background, and together let’s explore … how to survive and thrive when life hits hard.
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