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​Chapter 1: What is Mindfulness?
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HAVE YOU EVER WALKED into a room and looked around in confusion, wondering why you were in there? Have you ever driven your car and arrived at your destination without remembering how you got there? Or when you checked your watch, did you have to look at it again because you forgot the time? What about if you were asked to share how you spent the first hour of your day? Would you be able to remember it in detail? If not, you are not alone. All of us have been in those very situations more often than we would probably like to admit.

If you, like so many of us, find that you can’t remember parts of your day, it doesn’t necessarily signal a memory problem. It may just mean that you aren’t truly present in your head. 

Why did you get this book? Perhaps you’d like to be more aware of your everyday life and thoughts. Maybe you wish to reduce stress in your life. Or you’d like to harness some health benefits to enjoy a more restful sleep. Even though they sound simple, everyday problems, for many of us, overcoming these issues represent a great challenge because we are exposed to more stress and feel more anxiety than ever before. We feel pressure on a daily basis to succeed, to increase the palette of our achievements, and become self-critical even self-judgmental when we don’t. We run through our days, trying to catch up with our expectations, and end up falling in the bed exhausted after such a hectic day. 

All we can think of are the weekends that would hopefully ease our minds. But when the long-awaited weekend arrives, we can’t stop ruminating on the things we didn’t achieve the past days or getting prematurely anxious about what the next week will bring. This is an unsustainable living condition if we wish to stay healthy in the long term.

The overwhelming living conditions we experience today has motivated many people to turn to practicing mindfulness. This practice helps us to wake up, be aware of the present moment so we can experience life with our five senses. Mindfulness helps us with many other life-improving things like how to communicate in a patient, calm manner, and how to recognize our unhealthy habits. We also become kinder, more tolerant, and less judgmental with ourselves.

What is Mindfulness?

We become in a mindful state when our mind is completely focused on the present moment and attentive to what is happening right now while gently acknowledging and accepting our feelings, thoughts, and bodily sensations.

“Mindfulness is the basic human ability to be fully present, aware of where we are and what we’re doing, and not overly reactive or overwhelmed by what’s going on around us.” 

- Mindful.org

Focusing our mind for any extended period of time is not something that comes easily and naturally to most of us. The mind wanders more often than we might be aware. The majority of the time, our mind drifts into places of negative thoughts which can cause us to feel stress, anxiety, regret, shame, and unhappiness. Did you know that eighty percent of the average person’s daily thoughts are negative?​[i] Having these negative thoughts as they form an unconscious mental chatter can leave us with a feeling that life is hard, and the struggles we have to go through aren’t worth it.

I experienced this in my own life when my wife was in the hospital with a very serious health condition. When I was visiting her, my mind would wander to all the things I should be doing and was neglecting at work and at home. When I was teaching, my mind was in the hospital. Whenever I wasn’t at home, I would feel stressed, anxious, and guilty about what I should be doing there to be a good father to my children. No matter where I was, I was never completely present.

This period of my life triggered the irreversible desire in me to become more mindful, take meditation more seriously, and live each of my days with my loved ones as if it would be the last. It was not until I experienced the agony of a three-month-long fear of losing my wife that I actually started to feel the weight of the benefits of these practices. It seems like a cliché, but the fear of loss and pain can teach us the greatest lessons.

Mindfulness is something everyone can practice and benefit from. It is a way of life. Mindfulness brings awareness and focus to everything we do, and it helps to cut down on needless stress by eliminating the negative thoughts that creep into our minds. Every second that we spend in mindfulness improves our lives.

You don’t have to only rely on your personal experiences (or mine) to know that this is true. Science backs it up as well. Mindfulness benefits our health, happiness, work, and relationships. When we are in a mindful state we are more innovative, effective, resilient, and are better problem-solvers.

The best—or easiest—way to practice mindfulness is through meditation. I will talk in detail about meditation practices in the next chapters. For now, I’d like to prove to you that there are scientifically proven, life-quality-enhancing benefits of practicing mindfulness. 

The Scientific Benefits of Mindfulness

Researchers are becoming more interested in the practice of mindfulness as studies continue to prove its many benefits. Currently research is being conducted to study how the brain responds to mindfulness, how relationships benefit, and how physical and mental health can improve when mindfulness is actively practiced. The following extracts are just a sampling of the studies being conducted to discover how mindfulness enhances our well-being.

	Improves the Brain and the Immune System


A study published in NeuroReport in 2005 found that people who meditated long-term showed thicker cortical regions in their brains related to attention and sensory processing than those who did not practice meditation. The findings went on to suggest that practicing mindfulness through meditation might offset the cortical thinning that naturally occurs as people age.​[ii] This study is not alone in concluding that the practice of meditation, and thus achieving mindfulness, may affect the structure and neural patterns present in the brain. Scientists are now seeing the results extend beyond the meditation sessions and into the daily lives of those who regularly meditate.

A study conducted in 2003 investigated how an eight-week training course on how to practice mindfulness through meditation would impact the brains and immune systems of the participants. It found evidence that an area of the brain connected to positive effect showed increased activation, and that the immune systems were able to produce more antibodies after the participants went through the meditation training.​[iii]

Another recent study followed Chinese undergraduates who underwent five days of meditation training for twenty minutes a day. It found that when presented with a stressful laboratory task, the students who were trained in how to meditate showed a faster decrease in levels of the stress hormone cortisol, which indicated that they were better able to regulate stress than a group of students who had received relaxation training. The undergraduates who learned to meditate also reported feeling less anxiety, depression, and anger than their counterparts.​[iv]

	Mindfulness Meditation Improves Relationships


There is evidence showing that mindfulness training can improve the quality of a person’s relationships. A University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill study found correlation between practicing mindfulness and enhanced relationship quality. The couples participating in the study reported a greater feeling of closeness, increased acceptance of each other, and an overall improvement in general satisfaction with their relationships. A study in 2007 drew a similar conclusion. It showed a connection between the improved quality of communication of couples and the practice of mindfulness.​[v]

Practicing mindfulness also benefits familial relationships. Parents of children with developmental disabilities indicated that their mindfulness training resulted in their increased satisfaction with their parenting skills, interacting socially more often with their children, and experiencing less parental stress. The same researchers conducted a study in 2006 investigating parents of children with autism and the same results, demonstrating an increased satisfaction with their parenting skills and relationships, applied. Both studies showed that the children benefited from their parents practicing mindfulness, as the children themselves showed a decrease in aggressive and noncompliant behavior.​[vi]

	Mindfulness Improves Fields of Education


Studies are now being conducted to see if having children practice mindfulness in an educational setting may prove beneficial. A study followed children in grades one to three who went through a twelve-week program of breath awareness and yoga, which was delivered fortnightly. The findings showed that the students who went through the program showed an increase in attentiveness, improvements in social skills, and a decrease in test anxiety when compared to students who did not have the training.​[vii]

UCLA’s Mindful Awareness Research Center conducted two pilot studies that followed preschool and elementary students who went through an eight-week mindful awareness practices training program for two thirty-minute sessions each week. Their findings showed improvements in self-regulatory abilities of the children who went through the training when compared to students who did not receive training. These studies show that practicing mindfulness in a school setting can have benefits for students.​[viii]

	Other Benefits of Mindfulness


In a 2013 Massachusetts General Hospital Study, researchers found that mindfulness can reduce anxiety. They followed ninety-three people with a diagnosis of generalized anxiety disorder who underwent a mindfulness-based stress reduction group intervention for eight weeks. These participants showed a marked drop in their anxiety levels, which was much greater than the people who simply went through stress management education.​[ix]

Mindfulness meditation was found to reduce age and race bias in a 2015 Central Michigan study. The participants were given either a mindfulness or a control audio to listen to. Those who listened to the mindfulness audio showed a drop in their implicit age and race bias as opposed to the group who did not. The professor who led this study revisited it again later, asking the participants to play a trust game where they were asked to look at pictures of people from different races and identify who they would trust to help them win money and who they would expect to steal money. The people in the mindfulness group trusted people from both racial groups almost equally, while those in the control group selected the white people in the pictures as trustworthy more often than the black people.​[x]
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