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Describe the 
rationale for 
Behavioral Activation 
as a transdiagnostic 
change process

1
Explain the 
culturally-responsive 
features of 
Behavioral Activation

2
Identify within-
session strategies to 
improve 
effectiveness of 
Behavioral Activation
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ADDRESSING Model of Intersectional Identities (Hays, 2022)

• Age/Generational influences
• Developmental disabilities
• Disabilities acquired later in life
• Religion and Spiritual orientation
• Ethnic and racial identity
• Socioeconomic status
• Sexual orientation
• Indigenous heritage
• National origin
• Gender identity



Behavioral Activation 
helps us….

Reinstitute Rewarding Activities

• creating experiences of 
pleasure, meaning or mastery

Learn that

• daily activities affect mood
• we all have at least some control

over daily activities, and through 
them, our mood



1. Monitor mood 

• Understand the connection between activities and mood
• Identify activities linked to positive and negative moods
• Recognize gradual improvements in daily mood

2. Schedule activities linked to positive mood

• Enjoyable and/or Meaningful and/or Rewarding

3. Learn over time what activities are actually linked to positive mood

4. Discontinue or avoid activities linked to negative moods for now

5. Problem-solve ways to increase positive activities over multiple 
weeks, with focus on skills to overcome avoidance/procrastination
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Behavioral 
Activation 
recognized 
very early on 
as applicable 
to individuals 
from diverse 
communities

Cross-disciplinary (psychology, psychiatry, 
social work, nursing, public health)

Community based

Range of providers including 
paraprofessionals

Prevention --- treatment continuum









Behavioral Activation as Transdiagnostic Intervention
Linkages to Brain Network Models

• Conceptual models of motivational systems (Gray, 1981, 1982; Carver & White, 1994) 
• BIS  - Behavioral Inhibition System
• BAS – Behavioral Activation System

• Large-scale brain network models of psychopathology
• Triple Network Model (Menon, 2011)
• Anhedonia biotypes (Auerbach et al., 2019)







Singla et al., 2022



Early in Therapy

1. Debunk common mistaken 
belief that merely discussing an 
upsetting event will lead to 
lasting improvements

2. Educate client about how 
your collaborative focus on 
helpful habits may feel different 
from past therapy emphasizing 
supportive counseling





California Older Persons 
Positive Experiences 
Schedule – Revised
(Rider et al., 2016)



Personalized Modules of 
Treating Later-Life Depression

Core Sections (for many patients)
Skills for Getting Started (Therapy Orientation and Goal Setting)
Skills for Feeling (Emotional Literacy, Cultivating Positive Emotions)
Skills for Doing (Behavioral Activation and Problem-Solving)
Skills for Thinking (Self-Compassion and Cognitive Reappraisal)

Personalized Sections (for some patients)
Skills for Brain Health (Preventing and managing cognitive concerns)
Skills for Managing Chronic Pain (Psychoeducation and pain management)
Skills for Healthy Sleep (Psychoeducation and Sleep Hygiene)
Skills for Caregiving (For family and informal caregivers)
Skills for Living with Loss (Support for healthy grieving)
Skills for Relating (Communication and interpersonal effectiveness skills)

Core Section (for many patients)
Skills for Wrapping Up (Termination processes and plans)
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So, we will need 
session time to

Identify specific upsetting 
situations

and

Spend time on specific skills 
and strategies to help



Cultivating 
Positive 
Emotions
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1. Mood monitoring

• Understand the connection between activities and mood
• Identify activities linked to positive and negative moods
• Recognize gradual improvements in daily mood

2. Scheduling activities linked to positive mood

• Enjoyable and/or Meaningful and/or Rewarding

3. Learn over time what activities are actually linked to positive mood

4. Discontinue or avoid activities linked to negative moods for now

5. Problem-solve ways to increase positive activities over multiple 
weeks
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Tips for 
Clinicians 

Increase 
Activities That 
Are Already 
Considered 
PositiveIdentify activities the client enjoyed in the past 

and modify

Resist urge to target negative activities or 
relationships in hopes of improving

Look for daily activities that are already 
experienced as positive but infrequent



Tips for Clinicians

Prioritize Physical and Social Activities

Physical activities are important. Try to incorporate any 
exercise for the client (any movement is beneficial).

Encourage activities with others or activities that encourage 
the client to feel more connected to others.



The Lancet Commissions (2017)

Priorities

Physical 
Activity

Social 
Engagement
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Family, including Chosen Family, can help with…

Developing list of positive activities

Remind client of weekly plans and activities schedule

Problem-solving









Skills for Doing Practice

Do 1   Practice     Review of My Treatment Goals T

Do 2   Practice     First Steps T

Do 3   Practice     First Steps Instructions T

Do 4   Practice     List of Positive Activities T

Do 5   Practice     PAL: Positive Activities Log T

Do 6   Practice     DEEDS
Do 7   Practice     As I Continue with Treatment--My Plan for Fully Participating
Do 8   Practice     My Review of Skills for Doing T

Skills for Doing - Learn

Do 1   Learn     Introduction to Skills for Doing
Do 2   Learn     Activities Affect Your Mood T

Do 3   Learn What Are Positive Activities? T

Do 4   Learn     Snapshot of Where You Are Right Now T

Do 5   Learn     Using the First Steps T

Do 6   Learn     Example of First Steps: Days 1 - 4
Do 7   Learn     Example of First Steps: Days 5 - 7
Do 8   Learn     The Importance of Doing T

Do 9   Learn     Making Your List T

Do 10 Learn     Using Past Activities T

Do 11  Learn    Using Values and Purpose T

Do 12  Learn    Physical Activity Is Important T
Do 13  Learn    Your Plan for Physical Activity T

Do 14  Learn    Schedule Your Activities T

Do 15  Learn    Example of Positive Activities Log 
Do 16  Learn    Problem Solving with DEEDS – Step 1
Do 17  Learn    Problem Solving with DEEDS – Steps 2 & 3
Do 18  Learn    Problem Solving with DEEDS – Steps 4 & 5
Do 19  Learn    Setting Personal Activity Goals T

Do 20  Learn    Ways to Think About Progress Toward Your Goals T

T especially appropriate for telehealth



To Learn 
More….



8 Session Behavioral Activation Overview: 
Treating Later Life Depression



Thank You!!!

Ann M. Steffen, PhD, ABPP

steffena@umsystem.edu


