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PURPOSE OF THIS 
REPORTS 
The Wise Minds Wise Choices (WMWC) group is a therapeutic group program 
run by EACH, an Australian National Social and Community Health Organization. 

WMWC has been running at EACH (formally Knox Community health Services) 
for approximately 8 years now. Over the 8 years around 350-400 people have 
participated in the 6-session group. Anecdotally it has been a highly successful 
group and is offered 4 times a year in line with school terms. Each group is 
always run by 2 facilitators and the group numbers are kept to a maximum of 
around 12 participants. The 2 facilitators are essential in running the group but 
also in ensuring participants emotional safety if needed.

The aim of this document is to report on an evaluation that was undertaken 
to determine effectiveness of the Wise Minds Wise Choices group. For the 
last few years, we have been receiving referrals by mouth as participants have 
spoken about how highly effective this group has been to assist them with their 
challenging thoughts that they are recommending the group to their friends. 
With this in mind and knowing ourselves how highly effective the group is, we 
thought it would be timely to conduct a purposeful evaluation to see the results.
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BACKGROUND 
About Acceptance and  
Commitment Therapy (ACT):
Wise Minds Wise Choices is a six-week group based on 
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT). ACT is a form 
of counselling and a branch of clinical behaviour analysis. 
It is an empirically based intervention that uses acceptance 
and mindfulness strategies mixed in different ways with 
commitment and behaviour-change strategies, to increase 
psychological flexibility. The ACT message is ‘to accept’ 
what is out of your personal control, while committing to do 
whatever is in your personal control to improve your quality  
of life. 

The group is directed at people struggling with managing 
difficult thoughts and emotions. We have a range of people 
over 18 years old who may be struggling with mild to 
moderate mental health issues such as anxiety or depression 
or challenging relationship issues, grief and loss or general  
life stress. 

The group is also for people who are wanting to live their 
life more mindfully, and more according to their own values. 
Often people reevaluate their life at some point and realize 
that they have lost direction somewhere. This group also 
focuses on living life according to your own values and can 
give people a new perspective on what they want out of  
their own life.

Aim: 

to help people create a rich 
and meaningful life while 
effectively handling the pain 
and stress that life brings. 
This is achieved by enabling 
the participants to improve 
focus and concentration, 
increase self-awareness, 
reduce the impact of 
stressful thoughts and 
feelings, and facilitate  
better relationships. 

How: 

by teaching the participants 
skills to deal with their 
painful thoughts and feelings 
effectively, in such a way that 
they have much less impact 
ad influence. 
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DATA 
COLLECTION 
Methods 
To discover WMWC participants views, 
opinions, understanding and experience 
of participating in the group, a list of semi-
structured interview questions were created in 
discussion with the WMWC group leader, the 
Counselling and Support Team Leader and the 
researcher from the EACH Health Promotion 
Team, (see appendix 1). Semi-structured 
interviews were favored for this study as they 
are open, allowing new ideas to be brought 
up during the interview as a result of what the 
interviewee says. 

Due to restrictions necessitated by COVID19 
all the interviews were conducted  
by telephone. 

Ethics 

As the purpose of this research was not to be 
published in a peer reviewed journal, formal 
ethics approval was not sought from an 
established human ethics research committee 
for this work. The researcher on the project 
has extensive experience with ensuring 
that past research projectswere compliant 
with NHMRC ethical standards (National 
Health and Medical Research Council, 2018), 
including for vulnerable population groups. 
As a result, all engagement with clients was 
guided by ethical principles, and precautions 
were put in place to ensure that participation 
in the interviews was based on voluntary and 
informed consent. 

A Plain Language Statement was read to the 
participants at the commencement of the 
interview, see the Appendix 2. 

Participants 

The participants for this study were recruited 
from the four most recent WMWC groups. 
These were groups run in terms 2, 3 and 4 in 
2019, and term 1 in 2020. Due to restrictions 
imposed by the State Government in relation 
to COVID19, only four of the six sessions were 
completed by the 2020 group. One-on-one 
interviews were conducted by phone during 
the months of June and July 2020. A total of 
twelve participants were interviewed out of a 
possible 27 participants, a total of 44% of  
the population. 

The Primary Health Administrative Officer 
who manages the administrative aspects of 
the WMWC group sent an SMS message to all 
participants from terms 2 to 4 2019 and term 
1, 2020 inviting them to participate in the 
evaluation, see below.

“ Hi, You previously participated in the 
Wise Minds Wise Choices group at EACH, 
we would like to evaluate this group by 
interview some participants. This would go 
for about 30 mins and everything will be 
confidential. if you are happy to participant 
and be contacted by the researcher please 
respond Yes to this SMS. Thanks.“

All affirmative responses were sent to the 
researcher who then contacted  
the participants. 

Data analysis 

Notes were taken during by the researcher 
during the telephone interviews. The various 
phases from the notes were then coded 
into re-occurring patterns and themes. Data 
saturation was identified after approximately 
five interviews. Two case illustrations (i.e. 
client stories) were also prepared using 
interview data.
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RESULTS
Demography
The majority of participants were female in the over 45 age brackets.
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Client Interviews  
The analysis of the interview notes revealed three main common themes that the 
majority of the participants expressed during their interviews about participating in 
the WMWC groups. 

1. Changes in self-management
2. The relationship between counseling and attending WMWC
3. The group experience 
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Changes in Self-management
Many interviewees shared that after 
participating in the WMWC group they 
were much better equipped to handle their 
emotions and the following behaviors that 
stemmed from them. Interviewees stated that 
they were better able to tune into what they 
were feeling at the present moment rather 
than rehashing the past or imagining the 
future. This resulted in increased inner peace 
and improved relationships with those  
around them. 

“ I found that I have become calmer, more 
patient. I feel a lot different and because of 
that I react differently to situations.  I am 
much more patient now, better listening 
with people, much more patient during 
shopping, with my kids and partner.  I 
was short with people most of the time 
and with many things. I had a lot of stress 
related issues which used to press in  
on me.”

Participants discussed the resources and 
techniques that they learnt in the group to 
assist them manage their emotions. 

“ The group helped me meditate, which 
I found invaluable. I realized that I was 
stronger than what I thought. The 
mediation has improved my attitude. I am 
100% better. I was really having trouble 
functioning for a long time.”

“ The visual analogies very helpful, the bus 
analogy, the lollies in the fridge, the letting 
go.  If I find myself struggling, I can quickly 
remember these and put them to use to 
calm myself down. I feel less preoccupied 
with my problems.”

In the interview participants discussed 
becoming more aware of their physical 
and mental state and how they were being 
controlled by that. They described the 
alternative ways they were shown to deal 
with difficult situations. Many said the group 
encouraged them to open up and accept  
their emotions. 

“ Doing the 5 senses for self-care, has 
helped me with self-soothing. Since being 
in the group I have been able to use the 
ideas.  I have always got a soft blanket on 
the couch near me, I use it if I feel I need to 
comfort myself. I have nice things to look 
at, more plants.”

One of the principles of ACT is the ability to 
connect with the present moment, focusing 
on whatever we are doing, and bringing full 
awareness to the here-and-now experience. 
Participants discussed the group enabling 
them to move away from the past and leave 
unpleasant experiences behind.

“ The group helped me ground myself.  I get 
stuck in my head. I obsess over things.  I 
was moving to a new house and I became 
very obsessed with things and couldn’t get 
things done.  What I learnt in the group 
helped me remind myself to stop, breath in, 
re-centre myself.”

 

“ I have learnt to let go and not let little 
things worry me. The group was a life 
lessons about coping. Not dumping so 
much stuff internally.”

Several the participants commented that their 
friends and family had noticed a difference in 
them since participating in the WMWC group. 

“ My partner has notice how freely I am now 
speaking. I used to have brain freezes, but it 
has really helped with this. He has noticed 
a huge difference in me. I do volunteer 
work and it can be quite stressful, but I’ve 
become much more relaxed and the other 
volunteers have commented.”

 

“ My son has seen that I am calmer and 
wiser.  But you must do the work. If you 
don’t do it, it will just take you under. 
People have made comments about how 
much better I am.”  
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The relationship between 
counseling and attending 
WMWC
Ten out or twelve people attending 
the WMWC group, were also receiving 
counselling either from an EACH counsellor 
or someone else. When asked to describe 
the relationship between the group and the 
counselling, all ten participants receiving 
counselling felt that the two processes 
worked together symbiotically.  

When asked how much credit participants 
would give the WMWC group in improving 
their lives, many had trouble unpicking if 
it was the counselling or the group which 
benefited them to most. All agreed that the 
two worked together to produce results. 

“ I think it was 60% counselling that helped 
me make changes, 40% was the group that 
pulled it all together.”

“ I feel so much better than before. I was 
also getting counselling, so I think 50% was 
the group and 50% was the group.  I don’t 
think I would have had the courage to go 
to the group without the counselling.”

“ I had counselling before I attended the 
group and after. The counselling made 
me aware of the WMWC group. Having 
counselling was the first step, but it was 
the WMWC group that gave me insight into 
how to wrestle control away from it,  
the keys.”
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The group experience 
Some of the participants expressed anxiety at 
the idea of joining a group. 

“ The hardest part was walking into the 
group on the first session. I almost  
didn’t go.”

However, all except one participant described 
the WMWC as a rewarding and enriching 
experience and thought that the group 
provided benefits that individual therapy  
could not. 

Talking and listening to the others in the 
group helped many participants put their 
own problems in perspective. The group 
also helped them understand that they 
were not alone in their problems, and many 
people struggled with the same problems as 
themselves. 

“ The best thing was being in a group 
and seeing that other people also had 
problems. You see how other people react. 
The morning tea where you got to speak to 
people and talk with them about how they 
are feeling. It was not scary at all. If anyone 
was scared about going, we were all made 
to feel welcome.”

Many participants felt that the best thing 
about the group was meeting other people 
with similar experiences. For many it was a 
relief to hear others discuss their issues and to 
realise that they were not alone. 

“ Being with other people who understood 
what I was dealing with. I learnt a lot from 
the people in the group who were going 
through things like me. I felt less isolated, 
the experience of being in the room with 
other people who ‘got it’.”

Participants who felt that they needed to 
hide their struggles relished the opportunity 
to open up to a group of people who 
understood and cared.

“ The support the group provided gave the 
ability to be you. The honesty, everyone is 
very open.  I was having counselling, but 
this formalised and supported my thinking.”

“ Every day you see people walking around 
living their life and you think that it is just 
you who cant manage and has problems. 
Going to the group and listening to people 
made me realise that I am not alone, that 
many people struggle.”
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Michael’s Story

Michael had a traumatic childhood 
characterized by abuse and neglect. Due 
to this he has struggled most of his life. 
As he became older, the struggles have 
increased. As a young man he was able 
to block out the feelings with alcohol and 
work, but as he became older, he lost 
the ability to do this. This affected him 
so deeply that he was no longer able to 
work, had to go on to the pension and 
life became very hard. He knew that he 
was in serious trouble and needed  
extra support. 

He started to go to a therapist, this was 
helpful, but they were digging up things 
that were difficult for him to deal with, 
and he used to come away from the 
counseling feeling quite shattered.

A friend suggested this group to him, 
and he found it on the internet. He found 
attending a group of interested, kind 
people who understood his experiences 
was very liberating. He just wanted to be 
with people and feel that he was normal. 
Most of the time when he was with 
people, he could not fully be himself as 
he had to suppress intense emotions and 
it was hard to hide the pain. 

The WMWC group encouraged him to 
embrace his thoughts and feelings rather 
than fighting or feeling guilty for them. 
He found the group to be very non-
threatening and helpful and would be 
interested in a follow up course.

Judy’s Story

Judy has been recovering alcoholic for 
over 20 years. Some of her children have 
also had issues with drugs and alcohol 
and finding that they have gone down a 
similar path to her has been very difficult. 
After retiring she really felt lost and had a 
breakdown. However, she knew that help 
was out there and wanted to recover so 
started to look around for some help and 
saw a brochure for the WMWC program. 

Judy now feels a lot lighter. She formally 
worked in a high stress environment 
so thought she could handle stress but 
attending the group has taught her that 
she is not indestructible and should not 
expect herself to be so. When she first 
retired, she thought it was great, but then 
realized that all she had had for so long 
was work and her identity was tied up  
in it. 

The WMWC group has stimulated her 
mind. She found the environment and 
facilitators very open, and the group 
members all helped each other. For her  
it was such a healing forum. 

Client Stories
The following stories illustrate how 
the WMWC group has provided 
participants with the skills to 
deal with their painful thoughts 
and feelings in such a way that 
they have much less impact and 
influence over their lives. 
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DISCUSSION
It is clear from the data collected from the interviews, that the WMWC group provides a safe space 
for the attendees to explore the nature of their problems and make positive changes in their lives. 
Only one person interviewed felt that the group had not been a help to them, because they were 
already knowledgeable about ACT and needed an advanced group. 

All the interviewees, apart from one, agreed that the group had enabled them to make changes in 
their lives. Most of these changes were in the mind and related to improved confidence, greater 
ability to control emotions and thoughts and problems such as social anxiety and panic disorder. 
However, interviewees also cited bodily changes such as weight loss and improved sleeping. 

Participants appreciated the resources provided with the course, some using them extensively, 
others not so much. 

An overarching feature was that most interviewees, ten out of twelve, were receiving counselling 
at the same time they were participating in the WMWC group. Individual therapy was considered 
good for sorting out knotty problems and thought patterns, the beauty of the group was the ability 
to hear others discuss what they are going through and realize you are not alone.

When asked what they considered to be the best part of the group, overwhelmingly the 
interviewees said that the other people in the group is what made it great. The experience of being 
with like-minded, non-judgmental people who they could express themselves with was a huge 
relief to many of the participants. 

Eleven of the twelve interviewees said they would like a follow up course. This could be in the 
form of a refresher or something more complex to build on what they received in the initial 
WMWC group. 
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APPENDIX
1.List of questions

Wise Minds Wise Choices. Program Evaluation Questions

• Collect some demographic data e.g.: 

• Gender 

• Age

• Marital status

• Without or without children 

For participants who exited the group before the end of the 6 weeks. Why did you leave the group 
before it finished? 

1. Has the WMWC helped you make changes in your perspective of life., 

2. Were you also having counselling at this time? What % difference do you think the 

counselling made as against the WMWC? 

3. What are some of the changes you have noticed in yourself? 

4. Why do you think some areas have changed more than others? 

5. How much credit would you give the WMWC for the changes you have made to your 

outlook/perspective life? 

6. What resources did you use, find helpful, apps, booksetc

7. What impact has your participation in the WMWC had on your relationships in general? 

8. Has anyone noticed changes in you since commencing the WMWC?

9. Do you have any comments or suggestions about how the (FDH program) could be 

improved? 

10. What is the best thing about the WMWC group?

11. What is the hardest thing?

12. How did you find out about WMWC? 
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2. Plain language statement

PLAIN LANGUAGE STATEMENT AND CONSENT FORM
TO: Client of Wise Minds Wise Choices 

PLAIN LANGUAGE STATEMENT 
Date: 2020

Full Project Title: Wise Minds Wise Choices (WMWC) Evaluation project

Evaluator: Liz Senior

• The purpose of this evaluation is to document and clarify what the benefits of the WMWC 
group are to the participants and if and how participation in the group has improved the 
participants life

• This evaluation will involve the coordinator of WMWC contacting past WMWC participants 
and asking their permission to pass their contact details on to the evaluator, who will contact 
them to conduct a phone or zoom interview at a time mutually convenient.  

• The interview will take between 30 to 60 minutes. With your permission the interview will be 
recorded, however if you do not feel comfortable with this the interviewer will just take notes. 
This data will be de-identified (names and identity removed).

• This evaluation has the potential to provide insight in regard to the running of the WMWC 
program, and to assist in future service planning.  

• It is not anticipated that you will experience any adverse effects by participating in this 
research, however if you need to speak to someone, counsellor at EACH Social and 
Community Health can be arranged

• Your privacy and confidentiality are important. Your name will not be used in the case-studies 
and report. All notes will be typed up and kept on a password protected file at the researcher’s 
office.   Information will be de- identified; participants details will be masked; pseudonyms 
will be used.  

• Results of the study will be available on enquiry from EACH Counselling and Support Team at 
EACH Social and Community Health.    

• The evaluation will be monitored through the Maggie Palmer, Health Promotion Manager at 
EACH Social and Community Health and Felicity Townsend, Team Leader, EACH Counselling 
and Support Team. 

• There will be no payments to participants

• Funding is provided through, EACH Social and Community Health

• The researcher is an employee of EACH Health Promotion Team. 

• You can withdraw from participation at any time. You also have the right to pass on questions 
you do not feel comfortable in answering. If you are feeling uncomfortable during the 
interview, you have the right to stop and withdraw at any stage. Withdrawal from the research 
will have no negative impacts on any of the participants.  The information you have provided 
will be destroyed and not used in the study. 

• If you have queries about the evaluation please contact Elizabeth Senior: 
m: 0425733349 or e: lsenior@each.com.au 
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Complaints
If you have any complaints about any aspect of the project, the way it is being conducted or any 
questions about your rights as a participant in this research, then you may contact:  

Ms. Maggie Palmer, Manager, EACH Health Promotion Team.
E: mpalmer@each.com.au 
T: 0429 954 816 


	Purpose of this reports 
	Background 
	Data collection 
	Methods 
	Ethics 
	Participants 
	Data analysis 

	Results
	Demography
	Client Interviews  
	Changes in Self-management
	The relationship between counseling and attending WMWC
	The group experience 
	Client Stories


	Discussion
	Appendix
	1.List of questions
	2. Plain language statement



