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INTRODUCTION


Isn’t it odd that adverts for watches often feature those ‘timeless’ moments when you wouldn’t dream of checking the time? A man and a woman engaged in a deep and meaningful kiss, each wearing a sparkling watch; a muscular rock climber hanging from a cliff edge by one arm, with an attractive timepiece around his wrist.


Such timeless moments, unfortunately, tend to be an exception to the rule. Our lives are ruled by the clock: we dash from one appointment to the next. And if we’re not eagerly looking forward to the future, we may be melancholically longing for the past. My uncle in The Hague used to say: ‘If you have one foot in the future and the other in the past, you are urinating on the present.’ I am sure we all know that irritating feeling of always wanting to be somewhere else – or be somebody else. Most of us are used to this sense of dissatisfaction lurking at the back of our minds. Maybe you, too, have convinced yourself that this is what life is about. Just imagine how it would be if we could feel a sense of peace instead in our minds. If that were possible, what would it be worth to you?




HEALTHY CONSCIOUSNESS


In today’s world, we are continually looking forward to something, waiting for that magic key, experience, achievement or somebody that will free us from our chronic dissatisfaction. The British writer and Zen practitioner Alan Watts compared this to impatiently listening to music longing to hear the final note, or heading towards a particular spot on the dancefloor. Of course we dance because we like dancing, but don’t we sometimes live in hope to find ‘that special “something”.’


But what is ‘that special “something”’? Is it material things, wealth, sex? I am convinced that it means feeling at home in your own consciousness. After all, your mind is the only home you will occupy permanently.


Are you not convinced? Just imagine you were promised access to a superpower which would allow you to acquire anything you wanted – money, cars, lovers, status, skills and power – but on one condition: you have to give up your consciousness. Would you agree? No, of course you wouldn’t: without consciousness, all these things would be worthless. Ask yourself this, too. Whose life would you prefer – that of Professor Stephen Hawking, the paralysed genius who said he wasn’t afraid of death, but wasn’t in a hurry to die either, because there are so many beautiful things to live for; or that of the extremely healthy Markus Persson, the Swedish multibillionaire and inventor of Minecraft who suffers from bouts of deep depression because he thinks life is pointless?







THE IMPORTANCE OF A HEALTHY MIND


You might easily fill a book with all the goals and ambitions you’d like to achieve in your life, but the main objective – whether you go camping, start a political party, read this sentence, attend a meeting or take some pain relief – is that you feel at ease in your own mind. Even people who commit suicide want only to be free from pain and suffering, to be happy. Of course, material circumstances are important, especially the basic needs that must be met if we are to survive, but in the end true happiness does not depend on possessions or ephemeral emotions, but on your outlook on life, on your mindset.


A healthy, happy mind, then, is invaluable – we wouldn’t want to swap it for anything – and yet we don’t treat it accordingly or give it its dues. Isn’t it amazing that everything we do passes through the filter we call consciousness but we pay so little attention to the actual filter?! In the West, we have never been as affluent as we are today, but if you consider that in the UK, for example, one in four people experience mental health conditions every year1 and that mental ill health is responsible for 72 million working days lost and costs £34.9 billion each year,2 then it looks as if the progress inside our heads is not keeping up.







TRAINING THE MIND


It surprises us that in the Middle Ages food was not yet linked to health. In the 1950s, physical exercise was not yet linked to health: if someone saw a jogger in the park, they’d think: ‘Why is she in such a hurry? She must be late for her train.’


Today it’s quite acceptable for us to pay attention to what we eat and to exercise our bodies. But still we don’t link mental training to health; often, we don’t even think about our brain until something goes wrong (and go to a clinical psychologist for help). Isn’t this rather strange? If you want to join the gym, you don’t need to prove you have physical ailments first.


Fortunately, a third revolution is gaining momentum: mental training. A whole raft of scientific evidence is telling us that mental training can help us lead more meaningful and enjoyable lives (and create a better world). In ten years’ time (we hope), a mind workout will feel just as natural as brushing your teeth. In other words, if you’re not doing any mental training, others may complain of the foul air swirling around your head.







MIND WORKOUT


‘Life is like a camera,’ wrote the financier and activist Ziad K. Abdelnour. ‘Focus on what’s important. Capture the good times. And if things don’t work out, just take another shot’. Perhaps you always take good photos, and if so, you might as well close this book now. But it’s more likely that, just like anybody else, your camera sometimes fails. In theory, most of us will say that we want a meaningful and happy life, but we don’t live accordingly. This book offers you the handles to get to grips with the nature of a ‘meaningful and happy life’ and put it into practice.


The 12 Week Mind Workout offers you the resources to maintain a constant healthy mental condition in all life’s moments – the happy, the sad and the downright dull. If your mind is clear and sharp you know where you can make an impact and what you should accept. You will not learn to be free from certain (inner) experiences, but you will discover freedom within your experience. It will help you maintain inner peace, even when you are sad or angry, or when things aren’t going quite as you like. You will learn to maintain or change your behaviour, which will help your life to be aligned with what really matters to you.


This book isn’t based on blind faith, quackery or waffle. It’s based on a rich, pragmatic bedrock of science on how we can influence our minds. Of course, research is always provisional and debatable, but it’s all, for the moment, that we have. This is why I have tried to cite evidence from multiple scientific studies as well as, of course, my own experiences and those of participants on my training courses.







HOW TO HAVE A HAPPY BRAIN


We have been talking about a healthy mind, but in order to train a healthy mind we first need to understand what this might mean without becoming mired in esoterica. Science can help us. Richard Davidson, a professor in psychology and psychiatry at the University of Wisconsin–Madison, has investigated what makes our brains clear, effective and happy. Four independent brain circuits are responsible for what he calls ‘the happy brain’:




	
Attention. Our ability to maintain our focus; a distracted mind is an unhappy mind.


	
Resilience. Our ability to recover quickly from negative states of mind.


	
Positivity. Our ability to create positive emotions and thoughts and to nurture them.


	
Altruism. Our ability to give unconditionally; generosity.





Interestingly, these circuits can operate independently. It means that you have the ability to have really good conversations with a friend, but at the same time be quite poor in patching up the relationship after a disagreement with that same friend. It also means that the quantity of positive and negative emotions are fairly unrelated: you may experience many positive emotions and still find that you are frequently overwhelmed by unpleasant feelings. Research also shows that all these circuits are malleable. In other words, they can be exercised like you train muscles.







HOW TO APPROACH THE MIND WORKOUT


These brain circuits are the foundation of the Mind Workout. The book is divided into three parts: covering attention, power of compassion and happiness skills. Part 1, about attention, provides the foundation for the other two parts: attention training will give you more self-awareness and self-control. You learn to focus your attention where and how you want it. This is how you build up a basic level of readiness to perform the exercises in Parts 2 and 3. In Part 2, about compassion (your resilience circuit), you will learn to deal constructively with the difficult things in life. You will build up the resilience to stand strong in the midst of pain and suffering.


This will give you support for the following part, because you will have learned how to relinquish the behavioural patterns that stop you from living a happier life. Part 3, which is about happiness (the positivity and altruism circuits), will introduce you to the techniques you need to flourish and thrive in life.


Each part consists of four weeks, each with its own training suggestions. Of course, those ‘weeks’ are just guideline time periods. If you want to spend more time practising exercises in a particular week, please do. It’s important you don’t rush through the exercises. They are not quick fixes or miracle remedies; their value will become noticeable only after frequent practice and consolidation.


Each week begins with a warm-up (the theory), followed by training (the practice) and a cooling-down exercise (reflection). It’s good to know why something is beneficial, and if you put it into practice and then reflect on it, you will optimize your efforts. You can choose from three practice levels: light, medium and (for the diehards) intensive. Light training exercises will take up no extra time; you will do these exercises during your daily activities (such as taking a shower, making a phone call, or waiting at traffic lights). If you would like to do some more training, you could choose the medium level where there are plenty of audio tracks and additional exercises. These exercises require you to put in 20–30 minutes per day. If the intensive training is your thing, then expect to put in 30–45 minutes.







YOUR APPROACH


In The 12 Week Mind Workout it’s important that you trust only your own experiences and intuition. Don’t fall into the trap of thinking everything can be looked up in books. Knowledge does not equate with experience. You should absorb your experiences to recognize and get to know the deeper value of the exercises. Just reading a doctor’s prescription is not likely to make you better. If you think you’re short of time, remember that the average British person spends three hours and 23 minutes watching television or using the laptop per day. That’s more than a whole year of staring at screens for every eight years of your life. And what is more important to you: a better quality of life or keeping up to date with your Facebook friends?


It takes courage and discipline to look inside yourself. Taking a step inside and letting go of old habits and ideas that have become ingrained is more exciting than skydiving, climbing Everest or travelling to the moon – especially if you’re prepared to let go of that most dangerous of perspectives on personal growth, ‘It’s just the way I am and I can’t change it.’







IN CONCLUSION


In my opinion, striving for material prosperity isn’t the real problem; in fact, having a bit of money and enough things can actually give us an advantage! The real challenge is how we use our material prosperity to support mental progress and create a more sustainable world.


I fully realize that we can’t always make the world serve our purposes. Mind Workout is based on my belief that we do have the option to adopt an alternative view of our world. And if we introduce more clarity and definition into our consciousness, we should – paradoxically – be more able to shape the world the way we like. A clear and content mind will make you want more from life than just lazing in a hammock. It will make it more likely that we will be more involved in others than in ourselves. We will be more helpful and loving if we feel comfortable in ourselves and in our mind. We will spend more money on others, do more voluntary work, be more prepared to share and help, compared to unhappy people.3 In summary, a better world begins in your mind.


If we were to invest all the often unnecessary effort we put into our appearances, social media presence or binge-watching on training a healthy mind, it would not only make us happier but also create the right conditions for a society in which we pay attention to what matters most – each other.
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PART 1


ATTENTION




‘If you try to chase two rabbits, both will escape.’


CHINESE PROVERB





Eight seconds. That’s the length of time you can focus on something or somebody. After that, you lose concentration and your mind turns to something else: a bag of chips, an app, your thoughts, whatever. In 2000, the average individual’s attention span was 12 seconds; since then our smartphone era has shaved another third off this (are you still with me?). Now even goldfish have a longer attention span: this little creature can keep focus for no fewer than nine seconds.


Attention is the foundation of all our activities, from hitting the alarm clock in the morning to setting it in the evening and anything else in between: driving a car, attending work meetings, kissing, cooking… As a child you could spend hours playing with LEGO bricks, but now you’re grown up, it’s much harder to give your undivided attention to one single activity. This is first because, as adults, there are more demands on your attention. Today, attention is like gold dust: brands and adverts vie for our attention, colleagues expect us to keep focus, our children want us to play with them, a friend in distress would like us to listen. Second, it’s because every day our digital age exposes us to a deluge of information that craves your attention. The number of images we need to process (from newspapers, our computer, our smartphone or simply out in the street) has increased a hundredfold compared to a century ago. We are subjected to 300 items of advertising, of various forms, every day.4






ATTENTION INJURY


All these ‘attention seekers’ play havoc with your attention. And your own brain is complicit, because it is addicted to information: the more input it gets, the greedier it becomes and the more it devours.5 Just as you can injure your body through excessive exercise, you can also overload your ‘attention muscle’. As a consequence, you can switch off during even the simplest of activities. Your mind drifts off into the future (while eating the appetizer, you are already anticipating dessert; during a massage session, you’re already feeling sorry it will soon be over), or alternatively back in time (why was your friend so unkind to you yesterday?). These meanderings of your brain into the past or into the immediate future don’t help you; they merely distract you from your current activity, which means that you can’t fully enjoy it and you are more prone to making mistakes.


How many times have you heard the expression ‘Be more in the now’? It’s so overused, it just sounds hollow, doesn’t it? It stands to reason that everybody is in the now – it’s impossible not to be. What really matters is how you are present in the now. Making plans for the future can only be useful if you can enjoy them when that future presents itself. And it too will require all your attention.


If you ignore a wrist or knee injury, it will lead to other problems, and the same applies to an overloaded attention muscle. To avoid this, we need to find out how we can bring that undivided, LEGO-attention we enjoyed in our childhood back into our lives. It’s this that we‘ll be working on in the coming four weeks.







A LIFESAVING LUNCH


If ever you were to end up in prison and decided to ask for early release, cross your fingers that you will be heard at eight o’clock in the morning or just after lunch. A revealing study into early release showed that judges granted 65 per cent of all requests in the morning, but only 10 per cent at the end of the day. After lunch there was another peak of 65 per cent. Why was this? The researchers concluded that the decision to grant early release demanded a high level of attention. Just before lunch the judges had little battery power left, and the same applied in the late afternoon. This explains why there were significantly fewer early releases at those times.




SIT-UP


Did you notice a typo in the second paragraph? If so, you’re pretty smart! If you didn’t, the mistake was in the sentence ‘This is first because, as adults, there are more demands on your attention’, which should of course have been ‘an adult’. You most likely missed it because mistakes like that just aren’t important to you. It would require more energy if you had to dot the is and cross the ts in addition to paying attention to content. Your attention muscle is trying to save energy. Unless, of course, you are a book editor (and spotting errors is your job).










ATTENTION TRAINING


It is interesting that, when we learn new skills (painting, driving a car, management efficiency), ‘Module 1: Attention Training’ is not on the curriculum.


Yet attention is at the core of everything we do – as well as when we learn (something new) at school. Unfortunately, the only words we were used to hearing about paying attention at school were something like ‘Pay attention, otherwise I’ll have to ask you to leave the classroom!’ or ‘If you don’t stop talking now, I’ll put you in detention!’ Paying attention was just something we had to do if we didn’t want to get punished. Isn’t that weird, because how do you pay attention? And yet attention should be part of the curriculum, as it’s at the very core of constructive learning.


So how can you strengthen your attention muscle? Answer: by practising mindfulness. If the idea of mindfulness doesn’t appeal to you and just hearing the word makes you want to chuck this book into the recycling bin, please hold on! Yes, I know, the whole concept of mindfulness has become tarnished. It might remind you of a bunch of dishevelled hippies in an ashram, or you might be thinking of a bunch of spoiled hipsters on a retreat or trendy midlifers trying to impress with Eckhart Tolle quotes.


It’s great that mindfulness has gained popularity over recent years – we no longer bat an eyelid if our CEO takes time off to go to a ‘retreat’ – but its popularity has led to an indiscriminate and often incorrect usage of the term. A common misconception is that being ‘mindful’ is equal to feeling relaxed or Zen, or that nothing or nobody will ever be able to upset you again. However, the literal meaning of mindfulness is ‘having full awareness [i.e. attention]’ – being attentive and registering what is happening moment by moment without prejudice – everything from pain and joy to anger and that itch on your big toe.


If your lifestyle is mindful, it means that you have consciously decided where and how you want to centre your attention. Your attention muscle will become stronger, you will gradually notice that you are finding it easier to focus and consequently you will not only feel more content, but have a resilient and constructive approach to dealing with unpleasant situations.




Isn’t each of your seconds the most important moment of your life?


There is no later… Later is now.’


DE DIJK










THE BENEFITS OF ATTENTION TRAINING


One of the earliest studies looking at active attention training (the ‘traditional’ eight-week mindfulness programme) and its impact on the workplace even surprised the researchers. The participants, they found, were less stressed and restless, had a more positive mood and worked more efficiently than the control group.


The (unexpected) bonus was the physical impact: at the end of attention training the participants were given a flu injection to test the response of their immune system. Those who had practised their attention control developed significantly more antibodies than the untrained group.6


The benefits of attention training are huge. Many studies show that it helps against fear, physical pain, anxiety and depressive feelings, and that it leads to increased happiness, health, concentration, decision-making and self-control, among other things.7 And if we consider that attention is the foundation of everything we do, a (more) attentive life must be the first step towards growth in everything we do.


In a ground-breaking study carried out by the neuroscientist Christopher deCharms, patients suffering chronic pain were shown a real-time fMRI (a type of X-ray) of their brain activity. In the image, their pain was visualized as fire: the heavier the pain, the more the activity in their brain, the greater the flames. The patients then practised the type of attention they wanted to pay to the flames (their pain) and they concentrated on making the flames smaller. As a result, their experience of pain decreased, and the flames grew smaller. The patients had consciously and actively changed the structure of their brains; the flames grew smaller or even died out.8







INTENT


Daily exercises will burn belly fat and the fat rolls may become a six-pack, but stop exercising and all the fat rolls back. This is how attention works, too: if you regularly exercise your attention muscle, it will help you be more attentively in daily life, but if you live without being attentive – by multitasking, allowing your mind to wander, or constantly picking up that smartphone – the muscle will become as weak as the proverbial kitten. This will lead to a less mindful life (you will forget appointments, increasingly mislay objects, take less notice in traffic, etc.), which in turn will have an even greater negative effect on the muscle. Attention training breaks this vicious circle: paying more attention strengthens your attention muscle, which in turn makes you more attentive. Actually, it is quite straightforward: pay attention to your attention, and your attention will grow.


You will be working on exactly this over the next four weeks. Each week begins with a warmup (theory), followed by training (practice) and a cooling down (reflection).


It’s good to know why something is beneficial: if you put something into practice and then reflect on it, you will optimize your efforts.




‘A poor attempt is better than no attempt at all.’


ANONYMOUS





Do consider beforehand which level of training is feasible for you – and be realistic. If you take up running, you won’t be ready to join a marathon immediately; it probably won’t be possible straightaway. A slow build-up is crucial to attention training: short exercises can really boost your attention muscle. If you discover after a while that the additional exercises are too much for you, don’t worry. Don’t give up – just go back a step. The main thing is to practise. The ‘training lite’ version is also adequate. And if you happen to think you have let the side down, then stop and consider what you have achieved – don’t think about what you should have achieved. This in itself is a good attention exercise.













WEEK
01


The Basics


‘Life is what happens to you whileyou’re busy making other plans.’

JOHN LENNON



How does attention work and what makes it so difficult to lead a mindful life? Drifting and acting on autopilot in particular tend to reduce your attention, but why does that matter and what are the consequences? And why can a little bit of drifting and certain automatic behaviours even be quite helpful? This week you’ll find the answers to these questions, so that you understand why you need to strengthen your attention muscle. The starting point of this week is focusing on the foundation of attention training: your breathing.


WARM-UP

A strong attention muscle is indispensable if you want to lead a happier life. We all have enough time – everybody gets the same 24 hours in a day – but we don’t have enough attention. Unfortunately, multitasking is pretty much par for the course in the contemporary world, even though scientific evidence has shown it just doesn’t work: the quality of our output during multitasking appears to be the same as when we perform tasks while drunk.9 Research, and possibly our own personal experience too, shows us that, if a task is to be successful and/or productive, we need to keep focus. This also applies to sex.10 Thinking about the washing-up or putting out the bins out during foreplay is fatal. Or at least it won’t result in a new life.


SIT-UP

Take a look at this cube. Is the little ball at the front or at the back?

[image: image]

It’s a trick question of course: there’s no correct or incorrect answer. There happen to be visual interpretations of the so-called Necker cube. The human brain cannot see both at the same time. Likewise, it is impossible to have two conversations at the same time.




THE ATTENTION MODEL

You cannot split your attention. It is like a spotlight: if it lights up an object (say a chair), then something else (a table) will be in the shade. Similarly, giving your full attention to your foot means that you will temporarily be unaware of your hand; if you are listening to an exciting podcast, your attention will not be on your sick mother. Just like a spotlight, you can change the direction or span of your attention: are you focusing your attention internally or externally? And, in doing so, are you focusing on something specific or are you open to more stimuli? The suitability of each type of attention depends on the circumstances and the moment. I will try to make all this clearer by providing examples and benefits for each attention type.

[image: image]

Figure 1.1 Meta-attention makes you aware of your attention direction and span.
Source: © Wouter de Jong


Selective attention

In selective attention, the beam of light is as fine as a laser beam. You focus your attention on one aspect: an episode of your favourite TV show, an itchy foot, Vivaldi’s Four Seasons (without simultaneously reading or sending text messages!). You focus all your attention on that one single activity.

Advantage: selective attention is effective. You have a good likelihood of completing the project (preparing a meal) and the risk of making mistakes (burning the pine nuts) is greatly reduced.




Open attention

Open attention is the opposite to selective attention. Here the beam is like a construction lamp that lights up the entire room in a broad sweep. You open yourself up to all the stimuli in and around you. If you are sitting enjoying a coffee at one of the outdoor tables at a café, there will be all kinds of internal and external stimuli: a busker, the comings and goings of the waiter, the sun on your skin, a conversation at another table, an itchy ear and your mulling over an argument you’ve had with your brother.

Advantage: you are open to (new) information that will boost the creative part of your brain.11 After racking your brains for days, this one hour of open attention has presented you with five ideas for the birthday present you would like to give to your friend.




External attention

You turn your spotlight outward: to the tennis match, freshly baked apple pie, train departure times, the waiter’s or waitress’s pleasant smile.

Advantage: external attention increases your adaptability, your ability to notice changes in your surroundings. It helps you avoid an approaching tram or notice your partner’s smile.




Internal attention

Internal attention means focusing on your thoughts, feelings or physical sensations. Do you feel any tingling sensations? Are you feeling hot or cold? Is it a stab of jealousy? Are you happy or are you feeling stressed?

Advantage: internal attention informs you about your state of mind and helps you control your impulses. Thoughts and feelings give rise to appropriate action: the knot in your stomach tells you that the new job might not be a good idea, and by reflecting on your goosepimples you realize that it is due not to cold but emotion.


SIT-UP

Start a timer on your phone and pay full attention to your sense of touch for two full minutes (external selective attention): what does the texture of the cover of this book feel like, what do the pages feel like? Each time you find yourself distracted, refocus your attention.

How did that go? Did you feel anything new, any surprising textures? Did your mind often drift? If so, what were your thoughts? Did you manage to refocus on the book?








THE COLOUR OF YOUR ATTENTION

An important addition to the attention model is the colour of your focused beam. This is because attention isn’t just about the subject of your attention, it’s also about your relationship to the subject. Are you offering an accepting type of attention (green coloured); are you showing resistance (red), or are your feelings neutral (white)?

For example: one person might give a porn film a red light and a monastery a green light, but somebody else might do the opposite. Likewise, you could also be feeling frustration (red) at your own emotions, such as jealousy, sorrow or anger, or you could approach them more constructively and see them in a neutral (white) or accepting (green) light.


Meta-attention

We have a special type of attention that often occurs in attention training: meta-attention. We use this phrase when you are paying attention to your attention. You are reflecting on your attention: first, you notice the type of attention you have used and subsequently the colour of your beam. Your subconscious often tends to adopt a favourite attention type, one that is not always suitable for a particular moment. For instance, you might be adopting open attention when you should be focusing on your work (selective attention), or selective attention when you might benefit from a creativity boost (open attention).

Employing meta-attention helps you realize that you are focusing on your colleague’s heavy breathing (external and selective) and that the colour of your spotlight is red (irritation); or that you are paying attention to all the stimuli in and around you (open attention), such as a crying baby, your hunger pangs and bright sunlight in your eyes. Meta-attention is a first step towards modifying the direction, breadth and colour of your attention.


SIT-UP

Focus for 30 seconds on the sensation in your right hand (internal selective attention). Also be aware of the type of attention you use (meta-attention). Did you manage to focus your attention on your hand? If not, what drew your focus away? Were there external distractions, such as a barking dog? Or were there distracting thoughts (I’m hungry; how much longer?) and feelings (satisfaction, irritation, impatience)? Were you conscious of straying (meta-attention)?








LEAVING THE NOW (ON AUTOPILOT)

In an ideal world, you would be consciously switching between selective and open attention, from red to green, from internal to external, and back again. But as you have read in the Introduction and maybe have experienced in the sit-ups, there are quite a few attention seekers that can disturb this consciousness.

Distraction, such as incoming emails, a cool track on Spotify, work, a colleague blowing his nose or a street fundraiser tapping your shoulder, takes your mind off the activity you want to or should be doing at that particular moment, requiring all your attention. All these external factors weaken your attention muscle and draw you away from the now.

Although you may occasionally be distracted by external factors, you yourself are the greatest distractor. How many times have your thoughts drifted while reading this chapter? People’s thoughts tend to drift 20–40 per cent of the time while they are reading.12 You may think this is high, but on average we daydream half the time and on top of that we sleep approximately eight hours each day. This means that by the time you are 30 you have lived about 20 years of your life unconsciously!




OUR CHATTERING MONKEY

In Eastern philosophy, there is a term for this – monkey mind. Your monkey mind is this infinite chattering in your head when you subconsciously jump from thought to thought, from emotion to emotion – like a monkey swinging from tree to tree. What are my other appointments this afternoon? Oh dear, I forgot to ring my mother yesterday. I should renew my phone subscription and I mustn’t forget to book our summer holiday. Before you know it, your monkey mind is in China – and it’s three hours later.

Recently, brain scientists have discovered what your monkey mind in your brain looks like: it is a network of interconnected parts of the brain that is inactive when focusing but overactive when straying. At such times the default network works non-stop, looking for solutions to tasks and problems: what you are going to have for dinner that evening, contacting the babysitter or more serious concerns such as job loss or a sick relative.




DISADVANTAGES

One disadvantage of an overactive monkey mind is that you miss a significant part of your pleasant experiences. You kiss your loved one while your mind is on some piece of admin that needs doing, or you miss feeling the warm spring sunshine on your back because you are worrying about a deadline.

Another disadvantage is that your chattering monkey also causes you to miss many unpleasant experiences. You’re probably thinking, what’s so bad about that? Well, if you want to deal constructively with an unpleasant event (like arguments and criticism) and painful emotions (anger and sorrow), you need to experience them consciously. Otherwise they will eventually come back and hit you like a boomerang.

A third disadvantage is that when you drift you miss an opportunity to make repetitive activities more interesting. If you cycle to work and your mind is already at your office desk (or still in bed), you are living from peak moment to peak moment without appreciating the time in between.


EYE-OPENER

In an attention test, a random selection of passers-by were asked the way. While each passer-by was giving directions, two removal men carrying a huge door passed between the passer-by giving directions and the person receiving them. As they did so, the person asking the way was replaced by a different person. Interestingly, half the passers-by did not notice they were talking to someone else and ended the conversation as if nothing had happened.13



A further disadvantage of monkey mind is that the chattering often has a dark focus. Even if the day is full of positive events, you are probably not continually thinking thoughts like ‘Aren’t I lucky that my train is on time?’ or ‘Don’t I have a fun life?’ People are troubled by a negativity bias: a natural tendency to focus on (the prevention of) risk, which the mind often translates into focusing on the negative: ‘What a lot of things I’ve got to do’; ‘Oh no, not again, my phone’s died’. Alternatively, you draw negative conclusions. Without realizing, you are pulling yourself down, you are passing judgements on others, you are interpreting somebody else’s remark as an attack, and so on.


SIT-UP

Try to be curious about everyday things like a bike ride, for example the pedal movement (internal selective attention) or whatever comes into your mind: the trees, the wind, people waiting at traffic lights, the technical ingenuity of the bicycle (external open attention). Does this change your cycling experience? Did you consciously manage to select a type of attention (internal selective, external selective, internal open, external open)? And did you manage to hold your attention, or did it often stray? If so, where did it go? And, don’t forget the attention colour is important, too. What was the colour of your attention: green or red? In other words, did you accept what you experienced or did it irritate you?






UNHAPPY

The disadvantages of drifting have a major consequence: an unhappy mind. This was confirmed in a study by Harvard University during which participants using a Track Your Happiness app scored their actual feelings and thoughts. The results confirmed that people tend to daydream almost half of their daily life (46.9 per cent), but also that an improved sense of wellbeing did not depend on the quality of the activity, but on the participants’ level of attention to the activity.14 This means that washing-up can make you much happier than a theme park or a performance by the Berlin Philharmonic (or an outing that makes your heart beat a little faster) as long as you are focused on the washing-up brush, the cups and saucers, and your movements. One of the explanations might be that when you are giving something your full attention, you cannot possibly drift away in the infinite stream of (critical and negative) self-chatter. In other words: you’re focusing your spotlight on a chair (the washing-up) and moving the table (the chattering of your monkey mind) into the shade.




ADVANTAGES

Now, I’m not trying to argue that the drifting mind is all bad. Evolutionary experts think our drifting mind was a great leap forward in human evolution; just like conscious planning and reflection, subconscious drifting is one of the skills that probably distinguishes us from other animals. Here is a list of some of the positive aspects of the drifting mind:


[image: image]   Drifting can be an innate version of the Facebook alert or a reminder on your smartphone. Because your thoughts are briefly elsewhere, you suddenly remember to wish your little niece a happy birthday.

[image: image]   Drifting makes space for creativity. Imagine you’re having a shower and – ping! – you suddenly have this bright idea on how to deliver your presentation. It seems to appear from nowhere, but in fact that ‘nowhere’ is your default network. Your subconsciousness has just been sitting on it.

[image: image]   Drifting is like taking a break from focusing. From time to time, the selective attention muscle needs a bit of rest so it can recharge.

[image: image]   Finally, it can be fun to allow yourself to drift, such as daydreaming about your new love, about a sabbatical, or that vintage car you want to buy.



Even after you undertake attention training, don’t think you will never stray again. However, it will happen less frequently and more consciously. Why is that so hard? Einstein’s answer: ‘We can’t solve problems by using the same kind of thinking we used when we created them.’ In other words: the part of the brain that is responsible for straying is also responsible for noticing that you’ve just strayed.

Attention training will help you improve your awareness of drifting. You will make friends with your monkey mind. Instead of having to process its endless round of ‘to dos’ and nagging problems, you’ll learn to ask it to do real tasks (points of focus) that you have thought of yourself.




LEAVING THE NOW (ON AUTOPILOT)

After a fair amount of repetition, you will find things happen automatically: almost 90 per cent of everything you do is on autopilot. It’s like the grooves worn by a waterfall that finds its way down a rockface.


SIT-UP

Fold your arms. Now fold them the other way round. Did you notice how difficult this is? Whether you cross your right arm across the left arm or the left arm across the right arm, you do this on autopilot, without thinking, because that is how you trained yourself. It is only when you change a habit that you stop to think about what you are doing.



Automatic actions and behaviours are useful. It’s possible to perform different tasks simultaneously if you’re doing one automatically (e.g. walking), so that you are able to fully focus on the other (e.g. having a conversation). Unfortunately, your autopilot has its downsides, too: it will lead you back to all those destructive patterns, unwholesome and unproductive activities that poke their heads up from time to time: thoughtlessly lighting a cigarette, eating chocolates after dinner, and of course reaching for that smartphone.


‘We are what we habitually do.’

ARISTOTLE



We do not consciously decide to display ‘poor’ behaviours; we do so without noticing. The autopilot is tuned in to what it is used to doing; it takes no account of bad weather or an unexpected change of direction. I’m sure you know a Mr or Ms Grumpy in the office who goes into meltdown every time work procedures change; his or her argument ‘But we’ve always done it this way!’ stems from a fear of the unknown and a resistance to change.

That autopilot of yours is a pretty comfy flight, so you can even take a nap every once in a while.


SIT-UP

Find out if you can manage four hours without your smartphone today and make a mental note of each time you feel the urge to grab it. Here’s a trick to help you notice: write the word ‘attention’ on the thumb you use to work your phone.

How did that go? Did you find you were frequently holding the phone in your hand without noticing? How often did it happen? Are you pleasantly surprised or are you disappointed?






ARRIVING MORE OFTEN IN THE NOW

Your autopilot is tuned in to what you are used to doing. If you want to live with more awareness, you may want to turn off that autopilot more often and consciously plan your route – without a navigation system, on an old-fashioned map. This starts with attention training. By taking note of your attention (meta-attention) you become aware of your automatic behaviours (initially, you’ll do this without implementing changes). This is the first step towards deciding definitively to phase out destructive habitual behaviours.


SIT-UP

Research shows that on average we make 227 decisions a day on food alone (usually unconsciously).15 Try to be aware of this today – as you make a choice between a muesli bar or an apple, whether you put that extra item not on your shopping list in your shopping basket, whether to sprinkle dressing or olive oil over the salad and so on. At the end of the day, check to what extent you have managed to do this. How often did you put something in your mouth before you realized what you were doing? Did you find yourself at the checkout with a basket full of food items instead of only the salmon steak and salad you had intended to buy? Did you really taste that cherry tomato or chocolate biscuit?



Just as with the drifting mind, my intention here is not to encourage you to renounce automatic behaviours. After all, you can make them work to your advantage, such as training yourself to have a salad for lunch every day. Not only is it healthy to automatically choose a salad instead of a toasted sandwich, this automatic choice (but also your automatic chewing and swallowing of food) helps you make time and energy for trickier things that do require thought, like playing a new piece on the piano or trying to understand a computer program.

Research into the brain activity of top athletes confirms that they show less brain activity during difficult tasks compared to amateurs and semi-professionals, which gives them more mental energy to excel.16




BREATHING

Your first step to saying goodbye to those (destructive) automatic behaviours and to frequently silencing that monkey mind is attention training, which means paying attention to what happens at a certain time without intending to change it immediately. We’ll start to train the attention muscle by paying selective attention to our breathing: you’ll focus on the rise and fall of your stomach or the inhalation or exhalation of your breath through your nose or mouth.

You must be wondering why you concentrate on your breathing, and not on your little finger or the tip of your shoe? The main reason is that your breath is always there, in the here and now, and causes bodily movement that’s easy to detect. Moreover, your breathing is at the interface of control and non-control: you are in control, but you can also let go and leave it to manage itself. And finally, your breathing changes, depending on your mood. For instance, if you’re stressed, your breathing will be high up in the body and fast; if you’re relaxed, your breathing will be calm and more likely to come from your stomach.


SIT-UP

Sit up straight and relax. Focus on your breathing for one minute.

What did you feel? Is your breathing in the chest or the abdomen? Did you manage to continue your focus or did your mind wander? If so, what did it turn to? To worries or pleasant thoughts? Did you feel irritations or physical sensations like itching?



During the training sessions in the coming weeks we’ll find that the monkey mind often takes you off course. The trick is to notice as soon and as often as possible, and then to realize what you are focusing on and bringing your focus back to your breathing (or your activity at that moment).




LOST FAITH IN YOURSELF?

If you find yourself drifting in this exercise, you may become annoyed with yourself and tell yourself off. You may find yourself being overly critical as you bring your attention back to the breath.

Don’t! This kind of self-condemnation doesn’t help with behavioural change (here, living in a more attentive way). The effect, in fact, is the opposite: being angry with yourself will ultimately lead to more drifting of the mind. So, don’t beat yourself up, but congratulate yourself on having noticed your monkey mind. You are giving yourself an opportunity to bring back your focus. Be polite and say goodbye to the monkey and return your focus to what you were doing: breathing. Attention training is not about completely stopping your mind from drifting, but taking a positive approach to your meanderings and bringing them back into the now.




HOW TO PREVENT INJURIES TO YOUR ATTENTION MUSCLE

Just like athletes need water and protein to improve physical fitness, your attention muscle also needs support to develop more quickly and be injury-free. Try the following recipe for the perfect ‘attention-protein shake’:


	A splash of light determination. If you are too frantic in the way you focus your attention, it will cost you a lot of energy. And if your focus is too slack, you will often find yourself daydreaming. Try to keep your attention light and loose. Think about the strings of a guitar: they sound best when they are not too loose and not too tight.

	
A pinch of judgement. One of the biggest misconceptions about attention training is that you should never judge (I’ll return to this in Week 3). This isn’t true: it’s extremely useful to make judgements and important to be able to make distinctions and choices. Attention training isn’t about practising living without making judgements; it’s about delaying judgement, so that you can make a more sensible judgement later on. The caveat here is that the further you progress in attention training, the more you’ll notice the infinite stream of prejudices you indulge in – about that new colleague at work, your sister’s new partner, that new footballer who’s signed up to your football team. You may begin to condemn yourself for making such off-the-cuff judgements, but beware, and avoid the snowball effect. Just be aware of your judgements and pat yourself on the back if you notice yourself making one.

	
A handful of generosity. Accept that you make mistakes and allow yourself to be a slow learner. In the coming weeks, you should focus on all the things you’ve done instead of being worked up about all the things you didn’t do.








TRAINING

This is the first week of your attention training. As with all types of training, you’ll start slowly. Living attentively is still relatively unknown territory; it needs to be explored gradually. This week’s focus is on our awareness of the moment, of our breathing and our attention. Think in advance about what you would like to achieve by training your attention muscle. Do you mainly want to reduce stress, worry less, feel fitter, communicate more effectively or be more resilient? Once you know your intention, you can track your progress more easily and increase your chances of achieving it. The following actions and thoughts may help:


[image: image]   Write down your intention, preferably using pen and paper. Phrase it positively, and do not write ‘I’m aiming for a reduction in negative self-criticism’, but rather, ‘I want to be kinder to myself’.

[image: image]   State your intention several times, out loud or in your head.

[image: image]   Don’t push yourself too much. You don’t try to create a fun atmosphere for a party by forcing things – ‘At eight o’clock tonight we’ll have a good time’ – as it often has the opposite effect. Instead, you create the right conditions: by putting on music, inviting nice people, providing tasty snacks. The condition for attention training is above all that you have no expectations, just an open mindset.

[image: image]   And don’t forget: an intention is just a direction, not something set in stone or measurable. Try to let go of a desired result.





[image: image] LIGHT




EXERCISE 1: BREATHER

Do three ‘breathers’ during the day: each time pay attention to three full inhalations and exhalations. Choose a set time, for example when you’re starting up your computer or doing the washing-up. Focus on your physical sensations during the breather, such as the rising and falling of your stomach, your chest going up and down, or the airflow through your nose. The aim here is not to slow down your breathing, nor to deepen and lower it – in other words, to change it. Neither is it to aspire to a special feeling. All that matters is that you are aware of your breathing process, regardless of whether it is superficial or fast; it doesn’t need to make you feel more relaxed. If you notice passing thoughts or feelings, just observe them. Try to delay making any judgement; instead, refocus your attention on your breathing.



[image: image] Trainer’s tip

If you prefer not to focus on your breathing – because it disturbs you or you have experienced (panic) attacks from breathing – you could choose another point of focus. Choose something that is very noticeable – for example the soles of your feet, the backs of your hands, your chest or maybe your facial muscles. In Weeks 2 or 3, when your attention muscle has had some training, try to focus on your breathing as well.






EXERCISE 2: ACTIVITY

Choose an activity you would normally do on autopilot, such as shaving, climbing the stairs or opening the curtains. From now on, you should perform this activity every day while giving it your full attention. Focus on the senses involved during these actions. For example, notice your first bite at mealtimes. Study that piece of salmon, feel the muscle power required to lift your fork to your mouth, be aware of the flavour, chew consciously, investigate the texture in your mouth, and notice any automatic behaviours and thoughts without any judgement. Give the activity your full attention for a maximum of five minutes.



[image: image] Trainer’s tip

There may be some problems here such as lack of time and/or motivation or unpleasant feelings. This is how to deal with them:


	Lack of time? Just one breath or micro-action will do for a practice. Check which time of day would suit you best to practise and put it in your diary.

	Lack of motivation? Have another look at your intentions and define why you want to do this.

	Unpleasant? Attention training does not need to be pleasant. It is rewarding if you don’t give up even during difficult moments; unpleasant experiences happen in real life, too. If an activity like this starts to feel unpleasant, just remind yourself that it’s all good training material.









[image: image] MEDIUM


Extension to light

If you managed the preceding exercises without any problems and you would like to do a bit more, you can intensify your training by trying some sitting meditation focusing your attention on breathing. In the coming weeks, we will add new points of focus to this style of meditation every week. You will use an audio track for this meditation.

[image: image] Audio track 1. Focus on breathing






INTENSE


Extension to light

If you want to do some intensive training, then do the meditation for breathing and body this week and use the audio track. Your first point of focus will be your breathing and then your body. In the coming weeks, we will continue to extend these attention exercises with new points of focus.

[image: image] Audio track 2. Attention to breathing and body

[image: image] You can download the audio tracks from www.12weekmindwork-out.com








COOL DOWN

This was the first week in which you focused on your attention. How did it go? Maybe there were times that you didn’t feel like it or forgot to do an exercise? Or did you practise and notice that it sometimes made you more relaxed or gave you a clearer mind? You may have noticed yourself becoming restless during the exercises, either because you weren’t sitting comfortably or you found the voice on the audio track annoying. In short, your monkey mind was chattering away again. All this doesn’t matter. In fact, it’s all part of the process and offers fantastic training material.

Ask yourself whether you have achieved any of the following in Week 1:


[image: image]   Are you more aware of your breathing during the day?

[image: image]   Have you found a few daily activities, such as eating, washing up or brushing your teeth, which offer suitable training material for attention training?

[image: image]   Are you more aware of your autopilot and your monkey mind?

[image: image]   Are you more aware of your subconscious judgements?



Any first week of training, at a sports centre, a boot camp or on a tennis court, will give you lots of conflicting feelings, ranging from pride to ‘I don’t feel like it’, and from aching muscles to a sense of satisfaction. Attention training is the same. You have completed Week 1 and you are now heading for a totally healthy focus.




IN CONCLUSION

After two years of study, a student of Buddhist metaphysics was ready for his exam. He entered his teacher’s room with confidence. His mind was full of thoughts and ideas about the complicated subject he was about to be examined in. ‘I am ready,’ said the student. ‘I have only one question,’ said the teacher. ‘The flowerpot in the entrance, was it to the left or to the right of the coat rack?’
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