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Buddhist 
Parable of the 
Second Arrow

• Imagine yourself walking through a forest. Suddenly, you’re hit by 
an arrow. You experience significant pain. But the archer isn’t 
finished. Can you avoid the second arrow? 
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Your First Arrow
• Buddhism posits that pain, sadness, and discomfort are an 
inevitable part of life. This is the first arrow. We cannot control it 
nor predict it with any certainty.

• What is your First Arrow?

• I was just diagnosed with …

• My family member was just diagnosed with…

• My supervisor just assigned me a case that involves…

• A hurricane just destroyed my house.

• The child with the most challenging behaviors was placed in my 
classroom.

• A terrible disease has hit our world.

• I just lost my job.

• What other First Arrows have you encountered? Think about 
that for a moment.
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Choosing to Avoid 
the Second Arrow

• Our reaction to the pain, sadness, 
and discomfort is the second arrow. 
This we can control. 

• With the second arrow, we have 
the possibility of choice. 

• Although we cannot control the 
outside environment and cannot 
control those first arrows, with 
practice, being in the present 
moment, and choosing to do so, we 
can change the pattern of shooting 
the second arrow after the first.
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Choosing to 
Avoid the 

Second 
Arrow

• What does your Second Arrow look and 
sound like?

• I’m so stupid.

• I can never do anything right.

• This is the end of my career as a 
teacher, behavior analyst, …

• I can never be a good parent now.

• This is all too much for me to handle.

• I’ll never meet someone again.

• My pain will never go away.

• I can’t live like this.

• Why is this all happening to me.

• Nobody has to go through what I’m 
going through.

• What else does your Second Arrow 
look like and sound like? Notice the 
thoughts that show up. Notice the 
feelings associated with that.
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Suffering & Struggling Caused by Second 
Arrows 

9

Most of our suffering and struggling is caused by second arrows 
rather than the first arrows. 

With negative, self-defeating 
thinking, you now have two battles 
you are fighting against: 

-the initial problem/arrow (COVID-
19, hurricane, loss, divorce, losing 
your job, challenging behavior) 

-and the enemy of your mind 
(second arrow). 

Second arrows contribute to the mind’s anger, anxiety, negativity, 
frustration, and history of always seeking what’s wrong, what could 
go wrong, and negative self-statements. This often leads to what? 
Avoidance and escaping what is meaningful in your life.



10



Growth through Experience
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In life, we encounter many situations in which things break or have 
been disrupted…a cell phone, water spilling, a leaking roof, a broken 
arm. In the physical world, oftentimes we can fix these. Think about 
something you’ve recently fixed.

If you care about something, especially if you care a great deal with 
tremendous passion, you are likely to encounter events in life which 
are quite simply unfixable. 

This doesn’t mean that you are unfixable, or even unable to live a 
meaningful life. Rather, if you practice with self-compassion, you will 
see this as another opportunity for growth that arises from these 
experiences.



What if Discomfort and Stress are a Fact of 
Life?

•All humans will and do experience discomfort, 
including stress, self-doubt, fatigue, and fear

•Attempts to eliminate discomfort are doomed to 
fail

•The more you try to get rid of discomfort the more 
you “got” it (like Chinese finger trap)

•Solutions to eliminate discomfort now become the 
problem
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“We hurt where we care. 
We care where we hurt.” 
(Steven Hayes, Ph.D.)

• If you didn’t care, you wouldn’t 
experience hurt and there would be no 
potential struggle.

• Think about the last time you were sad, 
frustrated, worried, scared, 
embarrassed, angry, lonely, etc. Now 
notice what you care about that 
contributed to your feelings. Care and 
discomfort often go hand in hand.

• However, there doesn’t have to be a 
“struggle.” There can and is a better way 
of managing the situation, our thoughts, 
and emotions.
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Make Contact with the Present Moment

•Mindfulness practice is based on the 
premise that we need to be in the 
experience of the current/present 
moment to accurately perceive what 
is truly happening and to behave/act 
in a committed way consistent with 
our values.

•Post-It Note “Now” on Clock
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Notice What Comes Up

•Unpleasant thoughts

•Unpleasant feelings

•Unpleasant memories
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Noticing

• It is possible to notice and acknowledge the hurt, 
sadness, frustration, disappointment, etc., be 
willing to experience it for what it is, AND be fully 
engaged in what and who matters to you. Thus, you 
can avoid the second arrow if you choose.
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The Struggle Switch
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The Mindful STOP (Russ Harris, 2017 
www.actmindfully.com.au) 
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S – Slow down (slow your breathing; slowly press your feet 
down; slowly stretch; slowly press fingertips together ) 

T - Take note (notice your thoughts & feelings, & where you 
are & what you are doing) 

O - Open up (make room for your thoughts & feelings & 
allow them to freely flow through you) 

P - Pursue values (take action, guided by values)

http://www.actmindfully.com.au/


Noticing the Pattern of the Second Arrow

• Become increasingly more aware of what you do and 
say, what you don’t do and don’t say.

• This is not easy. We are often inclined to engage in self-
blame, self-deprecation, and self-loathing. This often 
gives us some emotional distancing instead of being 
willing to experience the difficult emotions that have 
shown up. When we are in the thick of it, it is very 
difficult to be a more mindful observer of ourselves.

• Think about the last time you did this. Did it give you 
some short-term relief? Did it ultimately help you 
emotionally? 

•Our students need to consider the same.
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Noticing the Pattern 
of the Second Arrow

• Think about the level of frustration you 
have when you are sitting on the highway 
in stand-still traffic, clearly going to be 
significant late for the concert, show, or 
sports event you paid hundreds of dollars 
to see. The thought patterns might 
resemble this:
• “I should have left two hours earlier.”
• “I should have stayed overnight in the 

city.”
• “I never plan ahead.”
• “I should have used a different app.”
• “People are just stupid drivers.”
• “This is all my fault.”
• Or even worse…”This better be a 

serious accident and not just 
rubberneckers.”

• “This is why I never go into the city.”
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Noticing the Pattern of the Second Arrow

• These are examples of the second arrow. This part of the 
pain, suffering, and anxiety is something that you can learn to 
control. You do have a choice even when your mind is telling 
you that you don’t.

• Practice self-compassion (kindness) when you notice this.

• “Oh yeah, that’s that second arrow that Dr. Selbst was talking 
about.”

• “What would I tell my best friend to do if they called me in the same 
situation?”

• “How would I want to look back on this situation a year from now, 
five years now, if my kids were modeling my behavior, if this entire 
event was on YouTube?”
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Hero vs. Coward
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Hero vs. Coward

• What's the difference between a 
hero and a coward? Nothing. They're 
both afraid of getting hurt or dying, 
but it's what the hero does that 
makes him a hero, and what the 
coward doesn't do that makes him a 
coward.
--Unknown
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Acceptance and 
Commitment Training / 
Therapy (ACT)

• Acceptance and Commitment Training / Therapy 
(ACT) is an evidence-based approach that relies 
heavily on helping people identify values and live a 
life according to their values. 

• Acceptance and Commitment Therapy is built on 
empirically-based principles aimed to increase 
psychological flexibility. It uses a mindfulness-based 
approach and incorporates behavior change 
strategies.

• Since 1986, there have been approximately 1,100 
ACT randomized controlled trials.

• A major goal in ACT is to help people live a fulfilling 
life, one that includes both pleasant and unpleasant 
feelings.
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ACT Co-Developers

•Co-developed by Steven Hayes and his colleagues, 
Kelly Wilson and Kirk Strosahl
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ACT Founder

• Dr. Hayes, the originator and co-developer of ACT, 
describes in his book, A Liberated Mind, that his goal is a 
psychology of human functioning that transforms how we 
live our lives. 

• His passion derives from personal pain. As a young 
professional, Dr. Hayes struggled with panic disorder, was 
at his lowest point in 1981 (www.bit.ly/StevesFirstTED), 
and discovered a way forward by turning toward pain and 
suffering, subsequently allowing him to turn toward 
meaning and purpose. As a result, he immediately noticed 
movement forward not just in himself, but also in his 
clients. 

• Once “liberated”, one can avoid the second arrow.
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We can Identify Old 
Solutions

• What have you tried? 

• How has it worked? 

• What has it cost you?

• The person recognizes their 
solutions are HOPELESS!

• Before you can try something new, 
you have to stop what doesn’t work
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Managing Problems Check-in – 
time for some self-reflection

• Think about a problem you’ve been experiencing.

• Write down everything that your problem has cost you. (Be as specific 
as possible...money, job, relationships, time, physical health, emotional 
well-being, etc.)

• Write a list of everything you’ve done to solve this problem (Be as 
specific as possible, such as swearing you were going to stop, blaming 
others, using your willpower, getting mad at yourself in order to push 
yourself on, avoiding, criticizing, procrastinating, etc.)

• Evaluate honestly how far each of these strategies has brought you 
towards solving the problem.

• Given this, would it make sense to continue doing what you’ve been 
doing? [HINT…In most cases, the answer is NO]
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Daily Diaries to review 
our experiences and 
willingness 

•Daily Experiences Diary

•Daily Willingness Diary

(from The Happiness Trap, 
Harris, 2008)
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What do you Value?

•Values are a reflection of who/what is important in 
our life and who/what we really care about. 

• “Values are your heart’s deepest desires for how 
you want to behave as a human being. Values are 
not about what you want to get or achieve; they are 
about how you want to behave or act on an ongoing 
basis.” (Harris, 2010)



The One Thing
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Identify Values
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VALUES WORKSHEET
(adapted from Kelly Wilson’s Valued Living 

Questionnaire)
Deep down inside, what is important to you? 

What do you want your life to stand for? 

What sort of qualities do you want to cultivate as a person? 

How do you want to be in your relationships with others? 

Values are our heart’s deepest desires for the way we want 
to interact with and relate to the world, other people, and 
ourselves. 

They are leading principles that can guide us and motivate us 
as we move through life. 

http://thehappinesstrap.com/upimages/Values_Questionnaire.pdf 
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Set Goals to move in the direction toward 
that which you value
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What does Acceptance mean?

• Noticing all thoughts and feelings when 
they show up

• Awareness of all thoughts and feelings 
when they show up

• Fully experiencing all thoughts and 
feelings when they show up

• Not trying to get rid of, reduce, or 
eliminate unpleasant thoughts and 
feelings
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What does Acceptance mean?

•To be clear, ‘Acceptance’ isn’t the same as saying, 
‘bad stuff happens, you’ll have to get over it’, 
instead, it is acknowledging what is already there 
and a genuine willingness to experience 
distressing/uncomfortable thoughts and emotions.
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“In between stimulus and response there is 
a space, in that space lies our power to 
choose our response, in our response lies 
our growth and our freedom.”

Victor Frankl

Author of Man’s Search for Meaning (1945)
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Psychological Flexibility

• Getting better and better at noticing the difference 
between toward and away behaviors…this is the choice 
point we all have. It is not helpful to say “You/I don’t have 
a choice.”

• Pausing, choosing which way to act, and being willing to 
experience discomfort while moving toward what/who 
you care about is Psychological Flexibility. This is the 
essence of Resilience and Grit.
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Choice Point 2.0 
Russ Harris, 2016 adapted from the ‘Choice Point’ by Bailey, 
Ciarrochi, Harris (2013)
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What I do 
that’s 
ineffective, 
behaving 
unlike the 
person I want 
to be.

What I do (or 
want to do) 
that’s 
effective, 
behaving like 
the person I 
want to be.



Resilience: Dealing with Challenging 
Situations (Harris, 2016)

4 Approaches To Any Problematic Situation. You do have a 
choice! 

• Choice 1: Leave the situation

• Choice 2: Stay & Change what can be changed

• Choice 3: Stay & Accept what can’t be changed

• Choice 4: Stay & Rely on emotional control strategies (e.g., 
worry, ruminate, and analyze, or get angry, anxious, or 
depressed). 

***Yet, we often tell ourselves or others, “You don’t have a 
choice.”
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Resilience: Dealing with Challenging 
Situations (Harris, 2016)

• When someone chooses the 4th choice, they engage in emotional 
control strategies to try and feel better. This may include substance 
use, avoidance, procrastination, food, video games, internet, TV, 
self-harm & suicidality.

• Typically, such emotional control makes you feel better in the short-
term but results in greater long-term suffering.

• Whatever you choose to do, when you choose, you are choosing to 
act on your values, engage fully in the moment, and practice 
acceptance.
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Resilience: Dealing with Challenging 
Situations (Harris, 2016)

• There is no way not to choose. You either 
choose to “sit on the fence”, or you choose to 
climb down from the fence onto one side or the 
other. 

• The reality is that if you choose to stay up on 
the fence long enough, ultimately the fence will 
fall, taking you with it! Thus, sitting on a fence 
is okay for a short while, but before long, it 
becomes incredibly painful. 

• So, are you going to get off the fence or remain 
there in significant discomfort until the fence 
falls over?
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Avoid the 
Second 
arrow 
and…
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Unwanted Party Guest
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Additional Helpful Tools
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Mindful Action Plan
https://drdjmoran.com/drdjmoran/wp-
content/uploads/2016/04/TheMindfulA
ctionPlan.pdf 
*Included here with Dr. Moran’s 
permission, including permission for 
participants to use with 
students/clients.

https://drdjmoran.com/drdjmoran/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/TheMindfulActionPlan.pdf
https://drdjmoran.com/drdjmoran/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/TheMindfulActionPlan.pdf
https://drdjmoran.com/drdjmoran/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/TheMindfulActionPlan.pdf


Replace “But” with “And”

• “I want to help my friend/family member and 
they’re not ready for help.
• “I want to be more caring / responsible / positive 

/ supportive and it’s difficult.”
• “I want to educate my client/student and they 

don’t seem to be receptive to what I’m saying.”
• “I want to start… / stop… and it’s very difficult to 

change what I’ve always been doing. 
•Create one for yourself: “I want to ______ and 

________________.” Envision yourself moving 
forward.
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Yes AND to Life
Brooks Witter, MA, LPC
Therapist, Coach, Trainer
ACBS Peer-reviewed ACT Trainer
www.luminouscounseling.com
www.impactpsychcolorado.com
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Self-Care: 
Present moment awareness

53

Aware of your stress and 
burnout

Aware that what you’ve 
been doing has not been 

workable

Noticing that this is getting 
in the way of being the kind 

of leader, employee, co-
worker, partner, friend, 

parent, etc. you want to be

Choosing to do something 
different for self-care and 

aligned with what you value



Self-Care
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COMMITTED ACTION CHOOSE ACTIONS CONSISTENT 
WITH WHAT/WHO IS MEANINGFUL 

TO YOU (I.E., YOUR VALUES)

COMMIT TO THOSE ACTIONS WITH 
A PLAN
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Keeping a Thought 
Diary / Journal

Noticing and accepting

Noticing and accepting your 
thoughts/feelings “I’m 
noticing I’m having the 
thought that…”, “Thanks 
mind for telling me.”

Choosing

Choosing not to reject reality
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Self-Care: Practice to Protect 
against (or minimize) the 
“struggle” & burnout

• Increase Vitality (becoming stronger, 
active, and energetic)

• Plan for mindfully eating, exercising, and 
connecting with others in your life

• Maintain a consistent sleep schedule

• Build routines of self-care to increase 
your capacity to handle stress

• Plan and commit time for meaningful 
leisure activities

• Cultivate and maintain positive 
relationships outside of the relationship 
where you are providing direct care 58



Self-Care: Practice to Protect 
against (or minimize) the “struggle” & burnout

Say “Yes” to scheduled time for yourself and say “No” to other 
events that could get in the way of your own committed time. 
“The ONE Thing: The Surprisingly Simple Truth Behind Extraordinary 
Results.” Gary Keller (2018)

Be mindful of when to initiate and respond to phone calls, 
emails, & text messages

Learn when you need to give yourself a break / timeout (close 
eyes, deep breath, notice thoughts and feelings, go for a 
walk)
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Next Steps…

• What is the One Thing you can do after 
leaving this webinar that will make a 
meaningful difference in your personal and 
professional life?

_____________________________________

_____________________________________

• When will you do this? 

_____________________________________

• Schedule this now.
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The Behavior Problems Resource Kit: Forms and Procedures for 
Identification, Measurement, and Intervention 

by Dr. Michael J. Asher,  Dr. Steven B. Gordon, Dr. Michael C. Selbst, 
and Dr. Mark Cooperberg 

 http://www.researchpress.com/product/item/5560/ 
to order: 800-519-2707  

• All grade levels. This user-friendly resource provides 
over 50 reproducible forms and numerous intervention 
procedures founded in evidence-based research and 
standards. These forms and procedures have been 
developed and successfully applied in clinical work with 
children and adolescents having a wide range of 
diagnoses, including AD/HD, autism spectrum 
disorders, mood disorders, oppositional defiant 
disorders, and anxiety disorders. 
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POWER-Solving®: Stepping Stones to Solving Life’s Everyday Social Problems is a social problem-
solving curriculum designed to teach children and adolescents to become independent problem-
solvers via a hands-on, user-friendly, positive-practice, interactive approach. They are taught how to 
problem-solve first using their “toolbox” (i.e., the five steps of POWER-Solving®). Subsequently, they 
can apply this “toolbox” to various challenging social situations, which allows them to develop and 
enhance their social-emotional skills. The goal is for children and adolescents to learn valuable 
POWER-Solving® skills that they can apply to an infinite number of social situations throughout 
their lives. 

For more information regarding the POWER-Solving® Curriculum, please contact Dr. Selbst 
or Dr. Gordon at 
power-solving@comcast.net
or call 732-873-1212. 
or visit
www.POWER-Solving.com 

70

about:blank
about:blank

	Slide 1:      
	Slide 2: Buddhist Parable of the Second Arrow
	Slide 3
	Slide 4: Your First Arrow
	Slide 5
	Slide 6: Choosing to Avoid the Second Arrow
	Slide 7: Choosing to Avoid the Second Arrow
	Slide 8
	Slide 9: Suffering & Struggling Caused by Second Arrows 
	Slide 10
	Slide 11: Growth through Experience
	Slide 12: What if Discomfort and Stress are a Fact of Life?
	Slide 13: “We hurt where we care. We care where we hurt.” (Steven Hayes, Ph.D.)
	Slide 14
	Slide 15: Make Contact with the Present Moment
	Slide 16: Notice What Comes Up
	Slide 17: Noticing
	Slide 18: The Struggle Switch
	Slide 19: The Mindful STOP (Russ Harris, 2017 www.actmindfully.com.au) 
	Slide 20: Noticing the Pattern of the Second Arrow
	Slide 21: Noticing the Pattern of the Second Arrow
	Slide 22: Noticing the Pattern of the Second Arrow
	Slide 23: Hero vs. Coward
	Slide 24: Hero vs. Coward
	Slide 25: Acceptance and Commitment Training / Therapy (ACT)
	Slide 26: ACT Co-Developers
	Slide 27: ACT Founder
	Slide 28: We can Identify Old Solutions
	Slide 29: Managing Problems Check-in –  time for some self-reflection
	Slide 30: Daily Diaries to review our experiences and willingness 
	Slide 31
	Slide 32
	Slide 33: What do you Value?
	Slide 34: The One Thing
	Slide 35: Identify Values
	Slide 36: VALUES WORKSHEET (adapted from Kelly Wilson’s Valued Living Questionnaire)
	Slide 37: Set Goals to move in the direction toward that which you value
	Slide 38: What does Acceptance mean? 
	Slide 39: What does Acceptance mean? 
	Slide 40
	Slide 41: Psychological Flexibility
	Slide 42: Choice Point 2.0  Russ Harris, 2016 adapted from the ‘Choice Point’ by Bailey, Ciarrochi, Harris (2013) 
	Slide 43: Resilience: Dealing with Challenging Situations (Harris, 2016)
	Slide 44: Resilience: Dealing with Challenging Situations (Harris, 2016)
	Slide 45: Resilience: Dealing with Challenging Situations (Harris, 2016)
	Slide 46: Avoid the Second arrow and…
	Slide 47: Unwanted Party Guest
	Slide 48: Additional Helpful Tools
	Slide 49
	Slide 50: Replace “But” with “And”
	Slide 51: Yes AND to Life Brooks Witter, MA, LPC Therapist, Coach, Trainer ACBS Peer-reviewed ACT Trainer www.luminouscounseling.com www.impactpsychcolorado.com 
	Slide 52
	Slide 53: Self-Care:  Present moment awareness 
	Slide 54: Self-Care
	Slide 55
	Slide 56
	Slide 57: Keeping a Thought  Diary / Journal
	Slide 58: Self-Care: Practice to Protect against (or minimize) the “struggle” & burnout
	Slide 59: Self-Care: Practice to Protect  against (or minimize) the “struggle” & burnout
	Slide 60:  Next Steps… 
	Slide 61
	Slide 62
	Slide 63: Related Resources 
	Slide 64: Related Resources 
	Slide 65: Related Resources 
	Slide 66: Related Resources 
	Slide 67: Related Resources 
	Slide 68
	Slide 69:  The Behavior Problems Resource Kit: Forms and Procedures for Identification, Measurement, and Intervention  by Dr. Michael J. Asher,  Dr. Steven B. Gordon, Dr. Michael C. Selbst,  and Dr. Mark Cooperberg   http://www.researchpress.com/product/i
	Slide 70: POWER-Solving®: Stepping Stones to Solving Life’s Everyday Social Problems is a social problem-solving curriculum designed to teach children and adolescents to become independent problem-solvers via a hands-on, user-friendly, positive-practice, 

