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ATTENTION TRAINING TECHNIQUE (ATT) Guidance Notes
 
Therapists: These guidance notes are intended as a summary for you and your patient. ATT should be implemented in accordance with the treatment guidelines (ref: 1 & 2). Before introducing ATT as part of treatment an appropriate case formulation and adequate socialisation are necessary. ATT should normally form a component of a full treatment package. It is not a compulsory component of metacognitive therapy.
Users: Your therapist has introduced you to the Attention Training Technique and has asked you to practise for homework, either by listening to the ATT recording or by using “live sounds.” It is up to you to practise. The technique requires consistent and regular practise in order to work effectively. Listening to the recording and following the instructions takes around 14 minutes. It is best to practise twice a day, say once in the morning and once in the early evening. In studies of ATT the effects usually develop gradually over time and it may take 2-4 weeks until benefits are fully realised. In some cases it takes as long as 8 weeks.
Please read these notes carefully before you listen to the ATT recording as they contain important information about the use of ATT. These notes are as brief as possible because we know at MCT-I that you want to achieve results as soon as possible and we really get frustrated with self-help materials that force you to wade through many pages of material. If you do want to know more about ATT and its scientific background then you could follow-up the references given on our website.

A Few Important Tips Before you Begin

This technique is not a coping strategy. It should not be used to try and control anxiety or control unwanted thoughts or feelings. You should try to practise when you are not in a state of anxiety or stress. If you are suffering from low mood then it is inevitable that you will practise ATT when feeling this way. Discuss any questions or concerns you have about ATT with your therapist and remember that it is only part of your overall treatment.
ATT works by increasing your level of mental flexibility. It strengthens and restores internal mental control mechanisms and to understand this it can be likened to mental fitness training. We all know that being physically fit helps build resistance to disease and helps to fight illness. If we are flexible in the way we think this level of mental fitness helps recovery from psychological distress.  You should train your mental fitness when you are not in a state of anxiety or worry, and be sure you are not using the technique to try and actively get rid of symptoms. ATT will strengthen and activate internal processes that will help you recover without you having to try and work things out in your mind. In fact, stop trying to work things out, instead let your mind move away from dwelling on thoughts, feelings and negative ideas about yourself. ATT can help you regain the mental control and flexibility necessary to achieve this.
The Practise Effect

Although repeated practise is essential if the technique is going to work, there is a limitation with always using an ATT recording in the same way. With repeated listening it can become easy to the point that it no longer taxes your mental capacity. After a couple of weeks it is a good idea to introduce some variation in your practise. This can be done by introducing sounds in your environment that you can hear whilst listening to your recording. For example you may bring a radio into the room with you and introduce a ticking clock. Place these at different locations in the room and try to remain aware of one or both of these stimuli whilst following the attention instructions in the recording. In this way you should try to maintain your attention on the sound of the radio and not lose this whilst focusing on the other sounds that you are directed to on the recording.

Later you can try and practise without the recording and construct your own landscape of sounds by introducing five or more into your environment and running through the stages of selective attention (5 minutes), attention switching (5 minutes) and divided attention (1 minute) yourself.
A State of Mind

Whilst practising ATT it is not important that you have an ‘empty mind’ quite the opposite in fact. If you have negative thoughts or memories or feelings in your body these should be treated as inner-noises. Do not try to push them away or distract from them. Acknowledge their presence and simply continue focusing you attention as instructed on the recording. Let those inner experiences take care of themselves, they may hang-around for a while, they may change or disappear, you must leave them alone to take care of themselves, they are passing events that do not require you to react. You can think of them as being like a misbehaving child, it is not a good idea to try and control the child’s behaviour or give the child a lot of attention as this strengthens the behaviour. It is a good idea to be aware of the child but go about your usual business. If you have thoughts or feelings of anxiety during ATT don’t respond to them, just be aware and continue as if nothing has happened.
Is it Working?

Because the effects of ATT on symptoms needs time to develop, how do you know if it is affecting underlying processes in the way that it should. One way is to take the self-attention test.

Look at the scale below. It is a measure of your direction of attention. You can use this scale to rate the shift in your attention after practising ATT for the first few times. Before you try ATT for the first time look at this scale and circle a number from it to indicate roughly what your balance of attention is right now.
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After practising ATT for the first or second time you should obtain a shift in your attention score towards the left so that it moves towards the negative zone. If you have obtained a shift of at least two points it is working well for you. A shift of 1 point is also good. If it has not shifted at all then your therapist will run a few checks with you. You can check a few things yourself to make sure you are practising correctly: 
First, check that you were not trying to control your thoughts or feelings whilst practising. If you were, try ATT again but this time let-go of any control attempts.

Second, check that you did not simply passively implement the technique with a view to returning to your normal routine. If you did, repeat ATT and give yourself time to focus on the task itself rather than thoughts about other things you should be doing.

Third, check that you did not devote some of your attention to ongoing brooding or worrying about things whilst practising. If you did, then make an agreement with yourself that you will think about these things one-hour after you have finished your ATT and post-pone your thinking process until then. When the time for your postponed thinking arrives you may choose not to use it.
Getting Started

If you are ready to begin with your training set aside two practise slots each day, they don’t have to be at the same time each day but you may find it easier to arrange it this way. You can listen to your recording on headphones and still try to listen out for sounds outside of them or you can listen in some other way it doesn’t really matter. You may wish to transfer the recording onto a personal MP3 player and then you can listen in different environments or more often than twice a day.
Some people find ATT difficult, it’s like any exercise it becomes easier with practise. Be patient with yourself and accept that at some practise sessions you will have more success than at others. You should try to practise with your eyes open.
After about a week of practising ATT try to cut down on any usual coping behaviours that act against the effects you are trying to achieve. In particular, try to increase your activity levels, reduce your avoidance of situations, and try to reduce the amount of time you spend worrying or dwelling on things by postponing this activity for a few hours when you notice it. If you are inclined to focus attention on yourself by checking your body, checking your reflection, checking your thoughts, checking how you feel or how your mind is working, try to ban this activity or make an agreement with yourself that you will only do this once a week for a couple of minutes at most. If you continue with these unhelpful strategies they will work against the effects of ATT. It is important that you ban them.
Use the daily practise log below to monitor your use of ATT. Do try to practise ATT twice a day but don’t worry or berate yourself if you don’t quite achieve this. Just try to increase your rate of practise tomorrow. Keep a record of when you practise in the daily log below.
Side-effects
It is unlikely that ATT will produce any long term adverse side effects. None have been reported by our patients so far but this is based on a relatively small sample of people. Some people have said that they feel more alert after ATT and that they are more sensitive to sights and sounds. A small number of people become frustrated because ATT is very unfamiliar to them. These people often place a high importance in perfection and in organising and controlling their thoughts. For these people routine rather than flexibility is preferred. If ATT is too difficult or causing discomfort then stop the procedure and talk this over with your therapist who can explore the issue and alternatives with you.   

Are you unable to hear everything?
The recording consists of some sounds that are continuous and some that come and go. Some of the sounds are very difficult to detect or are not always present when you are instructed to listen for them. The recording is made this way. The point is that you do NOT need to detect all of them when instructed, but you should try to. This is an exercise in stopping any analysing, giving up judgements and re-discovering how the control of your attention is separate from your thoughts and separate from events in your body and the world.
Professional Resources:

1. Wells, A. (2009). Metacognitive Therapy for Anxiety and Depression. New York: Guilford Press.
2. Wells, A. (2000). Emotional Disorders and Metacognition: Innovative Cognitive Therapy. Chichester, UK: Wiley
3. Wells, A. (2007). The attention training technique: Theory, effects and a metacognitive hypothesis on auditory hallucinations. Cognitive and Behavioral Practice, 14, 134-138.
Daily Practise Log:


Please note each time you have practiced ATT by placing an ‘X’ in the 

table below.
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DISCLAIMER: ATT is recommended for use as part of an appropriately designed, individually tailored and competently delivered treatment package. MCT-I accepts no responsibility for any negative effects resulting from the inappropriate or unskilled use of ATT. This technique and associated materials is protected under intellectual property rights.
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