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Recognizing that perfection is a figment of our overactive imagination, Dr. 
Michelle Maidenberg developed an ingenious method to identify ways of 
acceptance, compassion and empowerment (ACE). Actualizing the ACE 
method puts you in the driver’s seat like never before. Exceptionally well 
written, ACE Your Life, will motivate and guide you to make fundamental 
changes in your life which will make you fulfilled and proud. 
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Is acceptance a fall back strategy? No! In this book, Dr. Michelle Maid-
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!e pressures and uncertainties of everyday life make it is far too easy to 
lose touch with what keeps us resilient, happy and strong. Integrating 
valuable psychological research with practical and proven exercises (along 
with lots of engaging graphics), Michelle Maidenberg’s Ace Your Life al-
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Dr. Maidenberg takes a unique approach to self-help with her compre-
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Foreword

Have you ever been on a train or airplane and sat next to a person 
who was just incredibly exciting and informative? Time runs by in 
a heartbeat. It’s as if the trip ends too early. So much to learn. So 

engaging.
You say to yourself, I was lucky today.
Enter Michelle Maidenberg, PHD. !is book, ACE Your Life is, of 

course, a double entendre. !e ACE Method is intelligent and can change 
your life. !e author frames acceptance, compassion and empowerment in 
just the right way to help us truly think differently.

It’s so well done that as I read this work—truth be told—my mind 
began to shift. We have here a gifted healer practicing her craft. For me, 
the read was a gift.

At a deeper level, Dr. Maidenberg speaks to us, in some ways showing 
rather than telling, that we all possess a power to ace our lives; a power 
to be tapped with a just slight change of thinking. Power over ourselves, 
over our perceptions of others, over injuries of the past—and over what is 
to come.

!is is a competent person. A capable person. A person who has taken 
the best of what she’s learned over the years and granulated it into a book 
that is so easy to read, that you’ll wonder why you never quite thought 
this way before.

Dr. Maidenberg teaches self-awareness about core values; about a 
form of acceptance that’s radically liberating. Who wants, for instance, to 
be bitter anymore? It only gives power to the person you’re angry with—
and leaves you diminished.

She teaches about compassion. First towards yourself and then widens 
it to others. How to set healthy limits. How to begin detoxifying past 
injuries that no longer serve. As a psychiatrist I often suggest to patients that 
the next 10 years are infinitely more important than the last 10 years. Yet 
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many of us seem to be dragged back incessantly. Negative self-talk, cycles 
of procrastination, repeating bad patterns.

Dr. Maidenberg helps us move forward.
!en, there’s empowerment, A methodology that allows you to culti-

vate a new way of being. Imagine once again you’re on the train or plane 
with that special person. Not only have you had an important conversa-
tion. But you walk away with concrete steps about what you can do to 
change your life.

ACE Your Life is not really a book. It’s a course in how to live a better, 
freer life with worksheets, good questions and a methodology for empow-
ering and sustaining progress. Dr. Maidenberg helps us to reframe past 
hurts, confront tired habits, deal more constructively with disappointment 
and see into the future with optimism. 

A breath of fresh air. An important contribution.
It’s funny. While writing this Foreword I was struggling with a partic-

ular problem. After reading ACE Your Life the problem had repositioned 
to a much better perspective. 

I felt lighter.
Step-by-step.
I think you’ll feel lighter too.

Mark Banschick MD
Child, Adolescent and Adult Psychiatrist, New York & Connecticut

Psychology Today Blogger 

Cofounder of the Katonah Study Group of Integrative Medicine 

Cofounder of Alums for Campus Fairness
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Introduction

Transforming Your Life

Are you truly being your best self and  

living the life you want to be living?

It’s safe to say most of us want to do this—we want to be intentional, pro-
active, confident, successful, and present, so we can fully experience each 
moment. But if we’re being honest, all too often we allow our thoughts 

and feelings to drive and constrain us. We become remiss, reactive, com-
placent, and trapped by our inner commentator, our habitual patterns 
of behavior, and what we’ve learned within our social-cultural structures 
throughout our lives. We’re unable to break free from patterns and monot-
ony, bogged down in the “stuckness.”

We have regrets. Our relationships might be strained. Other parts of 
our life suffer. Our self-worth and our confidence take a nosedive. We 
wonder where we went wrong and wish we could have a do-over. Some-
times we’re so anxious, overwhelmed and exasperated; we get stuck in 
our own head and can’t see a way out. We may feel confused or lack the 
focus to strategize and plan. We may be left feeling hopeless and helpless, 
doubtful our circumstances can ever change.

As a psychotherapist, I work with individuals who face a wide variety 
of situations and challenges. Some want general coping strategies to deal 
with everyday issues that they face. !is can include navigating relation-
ships, strategizing business and career problems, improving behavior and 
developing new habits, enhancing health and well-being, reducing stress, 
and functioning better. Some patients struggle with their mental health, 
while others experience a wide range of traumas—lost relationships, death 
of a loved one, unexpected diagnoses, and the chaos and uncertainty of 
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a global pandemic. I am honored to provide a safe space for people to be 
seen, heard, and validated, as I help them discover internal resources to 
put them in the driver’s seat and make the changes they want.

I’ve developed the ACE Method for behavior change to facilitate being 
our best selves and living the life we want based on the pillars of Accep-
tance, Compassion, and Empowerment.

I’ve seen incredible change happen—absolute miracles—as patients 
rediscover their own values, their own truths, their own intrinsic worth. 
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!ey work to create a new reality where they finally turn down the vol-
ume on their inner critic, take control of their lives, and truly are their 
best selves. One where they are excited to wake up and face the day. One 
where they see themselves making real progress toward their goals. !ey 
are healthier physically, mentally, and emotionally and they have learned 
to be more gracious and kinder to themselves and others.

I’m not advocating for perfection—there’s no such thing. Our human-
ness doesn’t allow for it, and in any case, mistakes and failures give us 
experience and pivotal life lessons. But there is always the opportunity for 
substantial enhancement and progress. We want to strive for progress, not 
perfection, and inevitable permanence of value-driven behaviors.

I believe each one of us deserves to live fully and authentically. !e 
ACE Method entails walking myself, patients—and now readers—along 
the roadmap step-by-step, with inspiring stories, examples, and self-re-
flective exercises along the way. !e beauty of ACE is that I’m not the 
one with the answers; I’m just the friendly guide providing direction and 
encouragement. !e answers lie within your own heart and mind. !ey 
always have. And they always will. You will observe your inner commen-
tator evolve into an inner coach, inner advocate, and inner nurturer.

I include unleash in the title purposefully. !e capability and power are 
already within you. To use that power, you must reach into your internal 
reserve and unleash it. It gets repressed or suppressed for a reason, typically 
a very good one. Your inner power helped you survive; it was never fostered; 
or you were in circumstances that didn’t allow you to acquire the skills to 
access your power. It’s not your fault, but as an adult, if you want a better or 
different life, you have the capability to do so. You become responsible for 
your own growth and healing. It’s empowering to know that the magic is 
within you, and you don’t need to rely on other people or anything outside 
of yourself to enhance you. With openness, flexibility, and curiosity, you 
can unleash your self-belief, self-love, and self-compassion.
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Who Can Benefit from This Book?
It is far more meaningful and sustaining when a person works toward 

personal growth and life enhancement and reaches “aha moments” on 
their own. !e journey to a more fulfilling life begins with the willingness 
to look within, to uncover what we believe and why, to rediscover our core 
truths and values, and then to align our actions and mindset accordingly. 
Because we are all intrinsically worthy, we all deserve this chance.

ACE Your Life: Unleash Your Best Self and Live the Life You Want is my 
approach to creating a life and legacy of fulfillment and love for yourself 
and others. I have worked hard to convey the strategies so that they’re 
relatable. My hope is that you find the content encouraging and easily 
actionable so that it inspires you to take action. !is approach to trans-
formation is far-reaching. It could apply to people who are experiencing 
slight “stuckness” or who simply want personal growth and enhancement. 
It’s also highly effective for people whose “stuckness” is more profound 
because of a trauma, cumulative stress, or other significant challenges that 
cause pain and distress. Individuals who want to enhance their life in a 
significant way and become their best self through the work and wisdom 
of personal growth will benefit.

Why I Can Help
I am a person who practices what she preaches. I know my methods 

work because I practice them every day, personally and professionally.
One reason I’m so passionate about my work is my own history. 

!roughout my formative years, circumstances put me in a vulnerable 
position. Each of my four grandparents survived the Holocaust, while 
most of their family members were tortured and murdered. !ere was 
obvious generational trauma.

My very young parents divorced when I was three and constant relo-
cating resulted in my attending five elementary schools. !ere was famil-
ial drug and alcohol abuse, constant arguing, instability, and emotional 
neglect. I often felt overwhelmed and that my life was out of my control.
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Drama defined my childhood, which I now know put me at risk for 
repeated reactivation of the sympathetic nervous system and the stress 
response and an overexposure to cortisol and other stress hormones. I 
rarely knew what to expect or when the next shoe would drop. Fortu-
nately, I had the wherewithal to seek out people and resources to help me 
to develop healthy coping responses and ways of thinking about myself, 
my relationships, and the world around me. From early on, I knew I’d 
dedicate my life to helping others, and I’d work my way toward a future 
that isn’t controlled by the effects of the intergenerational trauma that I 
was exposed to.

My decisions coalesced during college when I thought intently about 
my values and how I wanted to live my life. I developed a healthy lifestyle 
and lost thirty pounds and put myself in therapy. I later broke off an 
engagement that wouldn’t serve my future well, and I took out student 
loans to put myself through my graduate studies. Nothing would stop 
me from fulfilling my life and career goals. Every day I continue to strive 
toward living a better life.

I have seen people suffer physically and emotionally as a result of giv-
ing up, acting and reacting from a subconscious or unconscious place, 
and being remote from their values. In my practice and personal life, I’m 
exposed to individuals who want to make positive change but simply do 
not know how due to “stuckness.” Fundamental change only comes when 
we’re able to be present, gain keen self-awareness, and choose to behave in 
accordance with our values.

!e ACE Method has shifted my habits, philosophy, and behavior. 
I’m aware of my patterns of thinking, feeling, and behaving. I don’t deny 
my impulses, hide from them, or avoid them. I lean into my feelings, 
observe them, and revel in my humanness. I consistently remind myself 
how important it is to be my authentic self and live a value-driven, mean-
ingful life. !rough practice, I have fully incorporated these skills into my 
daily life. Of course, I falter at times; I’m human. But I study myself, learn 
from those experiences, and apply self-love and self-compassion. I accept 
that growth is an ever-evolving process I’m willing to take on for the price 
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of a fulfilling life. I love the sentiment: You only have one life to live, and if 
you live it meaningfully, one life is enough.

Many books speak to a specific aspect of life. But with my method, 
you will be equipped to make positive changes in all areas of your life. 
I’m trained in many types of modalities, which allows me a more global 
perspective of what a person might need in order to grow and heal. I am 
advanced-trained in a variety of psychological evidenced-based treatments 
such as Cognitive Behavioral !erapy (CBT), for which I am a certified 
member of the Academy of Cognitive !erapy, Acceptance and Commit-
ment !erapy (ACT), which is a third-wave highly effective behavioral 
treatment, and Structural Family !erapy. Additionally, I am Level II 
trained in Eye Movement Desensitization Reprocessing (EMDR), tradi-
tionally a trauma-based treatment, but one that has expanded to helping 
people overcome inertia and achieve meaningful behavior change. I am 
also a Certified Group !erapist through the American Group Psycho-
therapy Association.

My experiences lend to my understanding of human and cognitive 
development, and behavior change. I teach a graduate course in Mind-
fulness Practice as adjunct faculty at New York University (NYU), I serve 
on the Board of Directors of the Westchester Trauma Network (WTN) in 
Westchester County, NY, and am on the Board of Directors of !e Boys 
and Girls Club in Mount Vernon, NY.

I am the Founder and Clinical Director of !ru My Eyes,1 a nonprofit 
501c3 foundation offering clinically guided videotaping to chronically 
medically ill individuals who want to leave video legacies for their children 
and loved ones. When videotaping individuals, they often disclose regrets 
about not accomplishing all that they wished they had because of missed 
opportunities due to maladaptive thoughts and behaviors that stood in 
their way.

I enjoy writing and have authored another book titled Free Your Child 
from Overeating: 52 Mind-Body Strategies for Lifelong Health.2 I contribute 
to newspaper and magazine articles on numerous topics, blog for Psychol-
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ogy Today, and am dedicated and invested in health and mental health 
advocacy.

!ere is no prescribed way I treat individuals I work with. Depending 
on their challenges and needs, I utilize a combination of treatments and 
teach skills based on what would be most helpful. Because each of us has 
a unique anatomy, upbringing, and experiences, within these chapters I 
describe skills in general ways so you can apply them to yourself, based on 
who you are, what you need, and the life you want to continue developing 
for yourself.

How ACE Your Life Will Help
When you learn these skills, you will be able to use them in all areas 

that challenge you. !e lessons will endure over your lifetime if you 
continually reset, reconnect, and reinvest. !ere’s endless usage for this 
knowledge, and expansive opportunities for change, growth, and healing. 
!e more curious you become about what you believe and why, the more 
you’re able to continue peeling back layers and learn about yourself.

!e ACE Method applies to—and benefits—anyone’s life. No mat-
ter your race, your religion, your socioeconomic status, your country of 
origin or community, how you were socialized, or how you identify, it’s 
accessible and comprehensible. !e ACE Method is effective at creating 
change and healing because it’s individualized and unique to YOU.

From a very young age, we learn to avoid discomfort of all kinds, and 
the evasion perpetuates as we grow into adulthood. As far back as we can 
remember, when we got hurt, our parents would just kiss our boo-boos 
to immediately make everything okay. When we argued with friends, we 
were told to apologize. “I’m sorry,” and all would be forgotten. We partic-
ipated on sports teams and received awards simply for showing up.

Social media inundates us with glorified messages that happiness is 
the ideal state. We think we need to be happy no matter what. If we’re not, 
we need to become happy. Our culture is indoctrinated toward avoiding 
discomfort and finding any means by which to secure physical, emotional, 
or social comfort.
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We expect a quick fix for anything that challenges us or evokes neg-
ative feelings. If we can’t solve or repair what makes us feel bad, we’ve 
failed, and therefore, there’s something fundamentally wrong with us. We 
avoid or try to get rid of all discomforts, and that inherent pressure to be 
content often leads to overwhelming emotions, distress, and suffering. 
We relentlessly pursue what feels good—what we instinctually and under-
standably want more of, and we perceive that to be what’s best for us.

Don’t believe me? Consider how often you avoid discomfort. Reflect 
on times you opted to feel less in order to avoid the complexity of self-re-
flection, sitting and being present with the discomfort. Reflect on when 
you turn from making challenging decisions that might intensify and pro-
long the discomfort.

When we choose to shut down, yell, overeat, or procrastinate, we act 
out of impulse in an attempt to diminish or rid ourselves of fear, sadness, 
shame, frustration, or disappointment. During these moments, our inner 
commentator overwhelms us and takes over. Our behavior is led by our 
fear or anger, rather than by our core values.

When we’re willing to come close, welcome, and befriend negative emo-
tions, validate ourselves, and engage in self-compassion, we “leave room” for 
growth. !en these feelings can direct and clue us into what’s important to us. 
!e feelings will provide guidance as to how we can behave in accordance with 
our values to be our best selves. !at’s where the real growth occurs. !e 
power lies within US if WE are open and curious.

When we approach life with openness and curiosity, we make a state-
ment about our level of commitment to our most important asset—our-
self. We wouldn’t dare invest in a car or phone unless we researched and 
studied what it’s capable of. We owe it to ourselves to gain an understand-
ing and appreciation for all we are and do, which we can achieve when 
we approach our lives with mindfulness, care, and value-driven behaviors.

Accepting our own humanness allows us to appreciate the human-
ness of others, inclusive of their thoughts, feelings, perceptions, and judg-
ments.
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Approaching the world with curiosity and flexibility opens us up to new 
experiences and opportunities to facilitate personal growth and self-sat-
isfaction. !rough acceptance, compassion, and empowerment, we find 
our strength, our fortitude, and the life we were meant to live.

Structure of the Book
ACE Your Life is divided into four parts: Our !inking & Connect-

ing to Our Values, Acceptance, Compassion, and Empowerment. Each 
section walks you through definitions, benefits, barriers, methods, and 
strategies to effectively cultivate and embody the skills. !e end of each 
chapter includes curiosity-based questions and self-guided growth exercises 
to promote growth, healing, and a path toward personal fulfillment. I’ve 
also included links to applicable guided meditations where you can log on 
and participate.

Whether you are learning or refreshing the skills, or you are seeking 
a reminder, encouragement, and support, please keep in mind that you 
can easily go in and out of chapters based on your needs. ACE Your Life: 
Unleash Your Best Self and Live the Life You Want does not replace working 
with a mental health practitioner if warranted and you would benefit. !is 
book can be used independently or with a therapist, coach, or another 
practitioner.

Also, please note that all the examples in the book are based on actual 
individuals I assist and support. !eir names and minor details of their 
stories were changed to maintain their privacy and confidentiality.
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!is figure represents how you can ACE your life. !e outer circle 
represents a continual process of reviewing your values and behavior based 
on those actions. You begin the circular process with a Values Review 
and conclude by engaging in value driven actions. !roughout the ACE 
process, you’re fostering your self-worth, self-love, and self-efficacy while 
exercising curiosity and flexibility. With each chapter, we build on this 
method of cultivating your best self and the life you want to be living.
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Chapter-by-Chapter Synopses

Part I: our Thinking and Connecting to our values
To get grounded in the ACE Method, you’ll first gain self-awareness 

through understanding how your mind functions. You’ll better recognize 
your inner commentator and how you beat yourself up. Following this, 
you’ll identify and specifically define your core values. Value clarification 
will help you stipulate daily actions and behaviors to make more mindful 
decisions, enhance your self-confidence, be kinder to yourself, and lean 
into living your best and most meaningful life.

Chapter 1: Our Self-Protective Mind and Thinking
You’ll learn the evolutionary and biological purposes of our thinking, 

and how it affects us psychologically, socially, and spiritually.
We can go from autopilot to mindfulness as we get to understand our 

thought processes and what drives us. Understanding how our mind 
works, our thought patterns, and gaining self-awareness regarding our 
behaviors will create space for processing thoughts and constructing a life 
where actions are underpinned in our core values. Transforming our inner 
commentator to an inner coach and inner nurturer leads to a fulfilling 
life of self-discovery, so we become our own self-advocate and behave in a 
manner that enhances us and instills personal pride.

Chapter 2: Discovering Our Values: What Are Core Values, and 
How Do We Select Them?

What does it mean to have values, and what are the benefits? Values 
help us understand what’s meaningful. !ey guide our choices and deci-
sions. !ey reflect the direction we’ll take in order to adjust how we want 
to live. You’ll learn ways to formulate a practice where your core values 
proactively guide you into the thriving life you want.
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Part II: Acceptance (The First Step in the ACE Method)
Self-acceptance lets us embrace who we truly are without expecta-

tions, conditions, or qualifications.3
 
!e concept of Acceptance champi-

ons being who you are, remaining present with where you are, and using 
energy and inspiration to work toward becoming that better version of 
yourself. Foundationally, we are all good enough, worthy, and deserving 
of love and respect.

Chapter 3: What Is Self-Acceptance & What Are the Barriers 
That Get in Our Way of Cultivating It?

You’ll learn what self-acceptance and radical acceptance are and the 
benefits of practicing them. You’ll learn several ways to practice overcom-
ing barriers as you build self-acceptance. You’ll embrace your shadow 
self, overcome negativity bias, let go of your need for control and forgive 
yourself for past mistakes and regrets. You can then be intentionally more 
accepting of yourself, others, and the world around you.

Chapter 4: Why We Resist Self-Acceptance and How to 
Embrace It

Societal influences, such as comparing ourselves to others, striving for 
positive and comfortable emotions, while refusing to acknowledge our 
full range of thoughts and feelings build barriers to self-acceptance. You’ll 
learn to work through those barriers toward acceptance, gain self-aware-
ness regarding self-acceptance, and assess your self-belief and self-efficacy. 
Lastly, you’ll learn steps toward self-acceptance and how to cultivate a 
self-acceptance mindset.

Part III: Compassion (The Second Step in the ACE 
Method)

Having compassion means noticing: feeling emotionally moved by, 
and responding to your own and others’ suffering. At its core, compas-
sion means to “suffer with.” Self-compassion entails acting in a warm and 
caring way toward yourself when you are having a difficult time, fail, or 
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notice something you don’t like about yourself.4 Instead of harshly judg-
ing yourself or ignoring your pain, you acknowledge and validate it. You 
realize that suffering, failure, and imperfection are part of a shared human 
experience.

Chapter 5: What Is Compassion & What Are the Barriers That 
Get in Our Way of Cultivating It?

!e best, most enduring, and most authentic source of validation 
comes from within. It is internal and intrinsic. We’re more likely to receive 
it because we always have access to ourselves, not others. You’ll learn what 
self-compassion is and its benefits, including how it increases our satisfac-
tion and sense of self, and how it can have a positive influence on interper-
sonal relationships. Also, you’ll learn to overcome the barriers that thwart 
it and the types of limiting thinking and rationalizations that inhibit it.

Chapter 6: Discovering and Practicing Compassion
!e many barriers to compassion include our core beliefs, our shadow 

self, and regrets. !ankfully, there are just as many ways to practice over-
coming the barriers and building self-compassion as there are barriers 
themselves.

It is challenging to fully face all facets of ourselves. !ere are parts 
we are proud of, revel in, and want more of. !ere are other parts we 
try to avoid, are ashamed of, or want to get rid of. !rough several exer-
cises you’ll learn how to practice being more self-compassionate toward all 
parts of yourself.

Part Iv: Empowerment (The Third Step in the ACE 
Method)

Changing how you look at yourself and continually shifting your nar-
rative helps unleash your awareness of all the goodness that’s already there 
within you. You have the ongoing task of accepting, showing compassion 
to, and empowering yourself. !is is an ongoing process of development 



xxxii   |   ACE Your Life

that will continue throughout your life. Your quest to be your best self and 
live the life you want to live is continual and everlasting.

Chapter 7: What Is Empowerment & What Are the Barriers That 
Get in Our Way of Cultivating It?

You’ll learn the definitions and benefits of empowerment, as well as 
empowerment barriers such how language influences self-perception, your 
fixed mindset, and a lack of concrete values. But you’ll also see how devel-
oping a strategy for maintaining and sustaining positive and value-driven 
behaviors can change everything.

You’ll learn the importance of self-efficacy and psychological flexibil-
ity, the characteristics of individuals who lead empowering lives, and what 
it takes to attain self-empowerment. You will get clearer about your val-
ues and what it takes to engage in committed action so you can practice 
mindful daily living.

Chapter 8: Discovering and Practicing Empowerment
Constant reminders of how fragile and unpredictable life can be 

bombard us daily. Although we have limited control over the curve balls 
thrown our way, we do have control over what we do to ensure we’re living 
our best life even when facing difficult situations.

You’ll discover ways to work on habits to foster the empowerment 
process, how to recognize sabotaging cycles, and how to effectively handle 
setbacks, slips, and falls. Lastly, you’ll explore facets of your confidence, 
behaviors of empowered people, and how to commit to the 3Rs—Reset, 
Reconnect, and Reinvest.

With this information, examples, and exercises, you’ll be able to see 
a path ahead of you that is enhancing, uplifting, and full of hope. Your 
empowerment allows you to assume responsibility for the things in life 
you can control so you can take full ownership of your decisions, and 
ultimately, your life.



Transforming Your Life   |   xxxiii

on Your Way
You took the first step and picked up this book! !is promises to be 

an eye-opening exploration, one well worth embarking on. You’ll take 
inventory and accept who you are with your full array of thoughts and 
feelings. You’ll learn to be self-compassionate and how to engage in behav-
iors that further connect you to your values. Unlike temporary shifts you 
may have experienced in the past, you’ll have the skills to promote long-
term changes.

!ank you for your courage and willingness to commit and invest in 
you. You are well worth the time, effort, and investment. !ink about how 
many times you’ve tried to make changes (just like everyone else—it’s not 
just you!). Calculate how much money, time, and energy you’ve spent on 
Band-Aid methodologies. !is time will hopefully be different. !is book 
is written with warmth, care, and support for you. I appreciate and believe 
in you, wholeheartedly and unconditionally.


