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A Note from the Authors


We live in ever-changing times and sometimes life can be tough. We’re constantly being pulled in different directions and can struggle to cope with the pressure that we’re put under by external factors and, most importantly, by ourselves. With greater choice comes greater responsibility and occasionally this can be a breeding ground for stress, unhappiness and self-doubt. There are very few people (if any at all) who feel they operate perfectly in their work, relationships and life in general. Most of us could use some help now and then – a nudge to show us how to improve our mood, to change our approach to life and to feel more content. All too often we can suffer from a sense that life is passing us by, that we’re just going through the motions. Mindfulness will put a stop to lost hours, days, months or even years by ensuring you’re actually present in your experiences, not just stuck in your head.


The This Book Will series aims to help you understand why you feel, think and behave the way you do and then gives you the tools to make positive changes. We’re not fans of complicated medical jargon so we’ve tried to make everything accessible, relevant and entertaining as we know you’ll want to see improvements as soon as possible. We draw on our professional experience and the latest research, using anecdotes and examples which we found helpful and hope you will too. Titles are split into particular subjects such as happiness, body image, mindfulness and stress, so you can focus on the areas you’d most like to address.


Built around a mindfulness-based cognitive therapy framework (MBCT), this concise, practical guide will show you how to incorporate mindfulness into your life so you become more aware of yourself and the world around you. MBCT is an incredibly successful therapy that’s easy to follow, enabling you to cope with whatever life throws at you, making stressful experiences manageable and good experiences even better.


Within all of our books you’ll regularly come across diagrams called mind maps. We use these to illustrate how your thoughts, behaviour, mood and body are all connected. Filling these in will break any problem down so that it doesn’t seem overwhelming, while laying out options for making changes.


There are strategies and checklists throughout to guide you through the practical steps of becoming more mindful. We’ll make it easy for these changes to become part of your routine because reading the theory is only going to get you so far. The only way to ensure you’ll become more mindful long-term is to put everything you learn into practice and change how you experience your day-to-day life.


You can choose to feel better and live life differently and this book will show you how.


Good luck! Let us know how you get on by contacting us via our website: www.jessamyandjo.com
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Introduction


Multitasking is a wonderful thing. In today’s 24/7 society the ability to be able to send an email and talk to someone on the phone while holding a coffee as you walk down the street is a talent admired and sought after. But should it be?


We wear many different faces day-to-day: partner, parent, colleague, sibling, boss, friend, son, daughter, teacher, student – the list goes on and on. In each of these roles we try to live up to both our own expectations and those of other people. This constant pressure means days, weeks, months and even years can pass by in a blur as we try to keep up with our responsibilities. You can find yourself constantly waiting for your life – the life you’re meant to be living – to start.


Life moves so quickly now – mobile phones, tablets, wifi and the propagation of 3G (and even 4G) networks mean information is immediately accessible and as a result our attention spans are getting shorter. (A recent Associated Press study found American adults now have an eight-second attention span online, down 25 per cent from 2000, while separate research found UK adults swap between technological gadgets up to 21 times an hour.) Gone are the days when you’d just watch a TV show. Now you’ll read an online review before changing channel, look up the lead actor and tweet witty asides all the way through it.


This instant accessibility means there’s an expectation of availability, so you rarely, if ever, ‘clock off’. You can’t even escape the world on holiday as you’re expected to Instagram pictures of what you’re eating, wearing and seeing. Go to a sporting event or gig and you’ll see people recording the entire thing on their phones and watching it on the tiny screen rather than right in front of them in reality! It’s no wonder people feel cut adrift if they’re without technology for a day.


*


The frenetic pace of most of our lives can not only leave us feeling stressed, rushed and anxious, but it can also mean we forget to take a moment to simply. . .be. Many of us have lost the ability to actually experience the life we’re living; instead we’re constantly waiting, planning or worrying about the next thing on our to-do list or dwelling on the past.


When was the last time you actually savoured the taste of your lunch without worrying about that upcoming phone call/meeting/interview?


When was the last time you walked down the street observing the scenery without checking what some guy you haven’t spoken to in 15 years did over the weekend on Facebook?


When was the last time you enjoyed a night out without following a list of rules you’ve set yourself: ‘I can’t mention that’, ‘I won’t drink too much’, ‘I can’t have a pudding’, ‘I have to laugh at all their jokes’?


‘A wealth of information creates a poverty of attention.’ Nobel Prize-winning economist Herbert Simon said this all the way back in pre-internet 1977; a statement that strikes an even louder chord now than it did then, proving why mindfulness is so relevant and important.


What is mindfulness?


Mindfulness is a practice of awareness. It’s a technique for learning to become more aware of:






	Your thoughts


	Your emotions


	Your body


	Your impulses and urges


	The world around you








It’s not some airy-fairy nonsense; it’s a psychological and behavioural philosophy based on hundreds of years of study in Eastern traditions that has been proven to reduce symptoms of low mood, anxiety, stress and depression. It will teach you to become more in tune with your thoughts, so you can stop them steamrolling through your head causing knee-jerk reactions. You’ll start noticing the stories your mind tells you, giving you a choice about whether to listen to them or not. Mindfulness also teaches you to become more aware of your body. How you react physically to events and emotions is one of the most obvious signals of emotional distress we have, yet it’s shocking how often we completely ignore or dismiss tension, aches and pains.


Most importantly, mindfulness will offer you the chance to stop living in your head. We all spend so much time planning for the future, worrying about how and what’s going to happen while ruminating on the past that we forget to live in the present, to fully experience what’s happening now both in and around us.


If you’re open-minded to it, mindfulness will reacquaint you with yourself so you can better deal with tough times and fully enjoy good times.


Why choose this book?


This Book Will Make You Mindful is a straightforward introduction to mindfulness with anecdotes throughout helping to explain the theory. There’s no waffle, no sitting around for hours in the lotus position (unless you want there to be) and no self-indulgent rambling. We’ve tried to make it as simple, coherent and accessible as possible so the next time you’re left on hold to the electricity company for twenty minutes you’ll only smash the phone to pieces against the nearest wall after taking a moment to decide you really want to.


There are two types of mindfulness: informal and formal. The term ‘informal’ covers the stuff you do as you go about your daily business, while ‘formal’ covers the meditative practices. There can be a stigma attached to meditation – that it’s only for people who wear hemp coats or is in some way cultish or religious – but that’s outdated and ridiculous. Now more than ever people need a way to cope with the daily demands they’re under. Mindfulness is a brilliant way of getting to know yourself better. You’ll be able to de-clutter your mind and recognise how and why you think, feel and behave the way you do. That understanding will enable you to make changes, if necessary, so you can better cope with stressful events and better appreciate the here and now.


How it all works


This book is a mindfulness starter-kit rather than a course to follow. It’ll teach you the philosophies behind the practice with straightforward strategies in each chapter that you can incorporate into everyday life. This is for people who are interested in gaining a better understanding of the topic, who sometimes feel that life can be overwhelming and who want to feel happier, more content, peaceful and in control. (Please be aware that we’re not teaching the eight-week mindfulness-based cognitive therapy [MBCT] course. If that’s what you’re after there are courses listed at the back of the book.)


The book is built around the pioneering work of Dr Jon Kabat-Zinn, creator of the mindfulness-based stress-reduction programme from which Mark Williams, John Teasdale and Zindel Segal developed MBCT (all of which are discussed further in Chapter 1). We also draw on Christine Dunkley and Dr Maggie Stanton’s work as well as the teachings of Vietnamese Zen Buddhist monk Thích Nhất Hạnh, a master of mindfulness.


How to get the most out of this book






	Follow the chapters in order as each one builds on the last with the difficulty level of each strategy gradually increasing. Once you’ve read all the way through you can dip in and out as you need


	Do the strategies! The strategies are all identified with an [image: image] It’s all too easy to think, ‘Yeah, I’ll do that later,’ and skim-read everything. This only works if you put the theory into practice. You wouldn’t just read a book on how to drive and then leap into a car convinced you’re a potential Formula One champion (at least we hope you wouldn’t). Research shows that you learn most from doing: practising, making a few mistakes and then practising some more


	Keep it simple: start with one strategy and practise several times a week, ideally on consecutive days to keep up momentum. When you feel you’re getting the hang of it move onto the next


	We have used and adapted strategies from a variety of sources, all of which are either cited in the text or in the references section at the back of the book


	Some chapters will start with a strategy straight away. This is so that after you’ve tried it, you can use your own experience to understand and make sense of the theory behind it


	Get a notebook and dedicate it to mindfulness. There are strategies in the book where you’ll need to jot down notes and being able to flick back and see how far you’ve come will be really motivational. Also, writing things down aids memory and makes them more ‘official’ in your head


	Remember, mindfulness isn’t a quick fix; it’s a skill that has to be acquired just like tennis, drawing or skiing. You won’t become an expert at it immediately, so don’t get angry if things don’t click into place straight away. Have patience and practise








Mindfulness works best if you make a commitment both to it and to yourself as it requires time and energy, but if you stick with it the rewards are huge. You’ll feel more engaged with your life, more present in everything you do. You’ll be better able to deal with upsetting or stressful things and more able to enjoy the great, exciting, wonderful things. You also won’t have to worry about waking up one day and suddenly wondering how ten years slid past without you noticing.


If you leave all scepticism at the door mindfulness will make your life happier. There is no way getting to know your mind better could ever be a bad thing. Give it a go – a real go – and we’re convinced you’ll become a convert.









1


It’s All in the Mind


What is mindfulness? How can it make a real difference to your life? In this chapter we explain the philosophy behind the practice and kick things off with some starter strategies.









What is mindfulness and how can it help you?


Mindfulness is a practice of awareness, helping you to become more focused on the present, on the life you’re actually living rather than a past that’s been and gone and a future that hasn’t arrived yet. It’s about choosing what to pay attention to, rather than aimlessly following your mind’s version of events. It teaches you to notice your mind’s habits and ways of working, giving you a choice in whether you wish to act on its advice.


By becoming more aware of what’s going on in your own head and body, you’ll be able to stop your thoughts and feelings consuming you, sweeping you away on a tidal wave of stress, anxiety, fear or regret and causing you to behave in unhelpful ways. Being mindful means acknowledging your current thoughts and emotions without judgement, for example, accepting that thoughts are just thoughts, feelings are just feelings and that they don’t define who you are. Mindfulness gives you choices: ‘Does that really matter?’ or ‘Do I really want to do that?’


Learning to identify specific thoughts and moods and understanding their effects will allow you to live in the moment, to appreciate life, to choose how you want to live and to be aware of the here and now rather than steaming through and missing all the good bits.


When you’re juggling a million different things, each with URGENT scribbled next to it on your to-do list, days can merge together and you end up just going through the motions. Or, like Tom, you can react to stress in ways that only aggravate your anxiety and bad mood.




Example: Tom’s tantrum


Tom only had half an hour to run down the road and buy the ingredients for the bolognese he’d promised to make his girlfriend. He arrived sweaty and dishevelled at the supermarket to find a man wearing a stupid hat picking up the last packet of mince from the shelves. He sprinted to the butcher’s, only to discover that he didn’t have any cash and their card machine had broken. He then dragged himself to the cashpoint, scuffing his new shoes on the curb on the way. And then it started to rain. ‘This is just typical!’ he raged. ‘This always happens to me. This would never have happened to my girlfriend!’ and he promptly called her and blamed her for the whole sorry saga.


If Tom was being mindful he would have recognised the anger building inside him, both in his mind and body. Simply being aware of this would have given him some much-needed distance from it. All too often we follow our mind’s version of events and let our emotions devour us completely. His rampaging thoughts are actually working against him, evoking strong emotional and physical sensations that do nothing to solve the problem of the missing mince. By stepping back from his rage, Tom would have been able to then choose his reaction, so rather than getting swept up in it and calling his girlfriend, he could ask himself, ‘Is that a good idea?’ and wrestle back control. He then (probably) wouldn’t choose to rant at her.





It’s common for thoughts to be consumed by worries (‘They’re judging me’), plans for the future (‘Everything will be great when I get a new job’) or ruminations on the past (‘I wish I hadn’t done that’), leaving you feeling dissatisfied. You may feel as if something’s missing in your life, but you can’t quite put your finger on what. Mindfulness pioneer Dr Jon Kabat-Zinn summarises this edginess nicely: ‘We might have a strong intuition on occasion that what is really missing in some profound way is us – our willingness or ability to show up fully in our lives and live them as if they really mattered, in the only moment we ever get’.


Mindfulness will teach you not to be numb to the world or yourself. If you really invest in mindfulness it can change your life. You’ll feel more productive, more excited and more in control. The more productive bit is really important – because you’re actually focused on what you’re doing rather than tuning in to irrelevant thoughts, you’ll find you get things done far more effectively and quickly. Mindfulness will actually save you time in the long run, which is worth remembering if thoughts like, ‘I don’t have time for this’ pop into your head when considering the strategies.




Mindfulness in a nutshell


Mindfulness is learning to live in the present moment and taking notice of what’s happening around you and in your own head, enabling you to better cope with stress and enjoy life more.





Back to the future


It can be all too easy to constantly look ahead: ‘One more day until Friday’, ‘Three more weeks until my holiday’, ‘Life will be better when I lose some weight’. Living constantly for the future means you never appreciate what’s happening now and life passes you by. Inevitably when the weekend does arrive or when you do lose some weight you think, ‘I can’t believe it’s Monday tomorrow’ or ‘Perhaps I need to lose a few more pounds’.


We all do it, but when you see it broken down like that it’s actually pretty sad. You’re so focused on the future that you’re actually missing your life now. It’s just like the famous line from the John Lennon song ‘Beautiful Boy’: ‘Life is what happens to you while you’re busy making other plans’.


Sometimes we try so hard to be happy that we end up missing the point of what true happiness is. For example, ‘I’ll feel great when I change jobs, join a gym, get a perfect partner, go on holiday’. If you don’t achieve these goals you feel bad about yourself and sometimes, even when you do tick them off your list, you don’t feel quite as great as you thought you would. Things are different, but you still feel the same. Why? Because there isn’t one thing on earth that will magically make you happy, peaceful and content if you don’t know what happiness, peace and contentment are to you.


If you only ever look ahead, never appreciating what you have and what you’re experiencing, you’ll keep moving the goalposts, making plan after plan, always waiting for your life to start. ‘Things will be great after I get this promotion’ or ‘I’ll relax after I win this award’. We’re not saying you shouldn’t make goals or plans – they just shouldn’t come at the expense of the present. You can work towards goals while still appreciating your everyday life. Mindfulness is about living in the moment and learning how to feel contentment in what you’ve got now. Once you can do that, achieving those goals will feel far better than they ever could before because you’re already enjoying your life.


Our minds don’t only get obsessed with the future, it’s also human nature to dwell on the past. To mull over things that went wrong or didn’t pan out as planned. Regrets get you nowhere. You can’t change the past; you can only learn from it. By ruminating on bygone days you’re again missing out on real life – on all the amazing things happening right now (or the amazing things that could be happening if only you could engage with them).


Sometimes you try so hard to be happy that you actually miss happiness when it does happen: spending your birthday party worrying whether everyone else is having a good time; spending the family meal you organised thinking about the big presentation at work tomorrow; spending the whole of Glastonbury Festival panicking about the rain.


The past and the future don’t have to dictate your life or cloud your judgement. Mindfulness helps you to become more focused on the life you are living now rather than the life you want to live or the life you should have lived in the past.


Dangerous minds


The first step to becoming more mindful is to try to understand what your mind’s up to. You may think that because it’s your mind, you know all about it, but you don’t. Sorry.


Your mind is constantly whirring away, making up versions of events that it presents to you convincingly. In Tom’s example (see pages 14–15), his mind presented him with a story that was nonsense – the shops don’t always run out of mince whenever he runs in. His mind presented that narrative to him because it was feeding off his mood: frustration and anger. It was trying to help him by finding explanations for his emotions, but it only made things worse.




Example: Alex’s pre-emptive panic


Alex worked for a nightmare boss whose main joy in life was to criticise her work. Every time she emailed a report she felt her shoulders creep up around her ears and her back hunch over as she waited for the inevitable storm of passive aggression to sail into her inbox: ‘Why haven’t you interviewed this person as I asked?’; ‘Why haven’t you added this section here?’; ‘Why did you write this like that?’


Alex knew she was good at her job, yet her boss’s constant micro-management was making her question herself. After constantly refreshing her emails for an hour, getting more and more anxious, stressed and angry, she decided to write a draft response in advance, defending her work against the criticisms that she knew were on their way.


And then her boss’s email arrived. Alex was in such a state by this point, she couldn’t even open it straight away. Instead she sat staring at her computer, feeling unbearably angry, her heart racing and palms sweating. Finally, she took a deep breath, steeled herself and clicked ‘open’. It said: ‘Great job! Thanks.’





Alex’s mind had created a story that fitted her emotions, but it was total fiction. She’d wasted hours stewing over something she thought would happen, but didn’t. Our minds do this all the time, chattering along in the background, prodding us to think certain things and behave in certain ways.


Even when you’re being mindful, it’s inevitable that sometimes you’ll still get stressed and upset and follow your mind’s advice, but at least you’ll be doing it in an informed way. For example, when you’re really busy it can be all too easy to cancel social plans, going down the familiar route of thinking, ‘I can’t be bothered, I just want to watch TV’. You then think up some credible reasons why you can’t go: ‘I have that early dentist appointment tomorrow, don’t I?’ However, if you were being mindful, you’d recognise these thoughts for the wily rogues they are. You’d know what they were trying to do and recognise that this happens quite a lot. You could even name them: ‘Here are my Excuse Thoughts again’ (we discuss naming thoughts more in Chapter 10). Recognising them will allow you to question them: ‘Am I really that tired? Don’t I normally have a good time when I go?’ This will enable you to make an informed choice rather than letting your mind throw you over its shoulder and carry you off down a well-worn path.


Mindfulness teaches you to notice what your mind is doing and to recognise that the stories it tells are just that: stories, not facts. As you become more aware of your thoughts, you’ll start to see how much of your unhappiness is caused by the tales you tell yourself. The good news is that those stories can be re-written.


[image: image] What’s my mind doing right now?


Here’s a really simple strategy to get you thinking about stepping back from your mind and seeing it as something separate from your core self – something that can be analysed and considered rather than something that is 100 per cent true and reflective of you as a person.






	
Ask yourself: ‘How is my mind right now?’ Is it busy? Calm? Are your thoughts racing? Are lots of topics covered in those thoughts? Is it a confusing picture or crystal clear? Have you been concentrating on what you were reading or has your mind wandered off onto other things: shopping, a recent argument, what you’re doing later?


	Acknowledge this moment – that you have stepped back from your thoughts and noted what your mind is doing








Review: Ta-da! It’s as simple as that. Just by acknowledging the state of your mind you’re starting the mindfulness process. You’re becoming more aware. You don’t have to change your thoughts or judge them; just be aware of them. As you become more practised, this awareness will allow you to assess thoughts in a more practical way rather than letting them rampage unchecked through your head.


Thoughts in the spotlight


A great way to understand what your mind is doing is to imagine it as a spotlight (one of those huge, old-fashioned theatre lights) focusing your attention on certain objects throughout the day. It’s heavy, unwieldy and takes practice and strength to move. Your mind doesn’t want to relinquish control, but gradually, with time and practice, you can learn how to make it shine on what you want.


For example, if you’re nervous about a speech you’ve got to give, the spotlight might stubbornly shine on all the previous speeches you’ve given where you stuttered and stumbled. Or if you’re going to a wedding your ex will also be attending, the spotlight will shine on your last argument or all the failures you see in your life since you broke up. With practice, mindfulness will teach you how to swing it to instead shine on the great speeches you’ve made or on all the good times you shared with your ex and all the great things you’ve got in your life now.


When should you use mindfulness?


All the time! Mindfulness is something you can practise every single day, whatever your mood or situation, allowing you to get to know yourself better and recognise when you’re going down unhelpful paths.


Here are some common mindsets we may all experience that mindfulness helps combat:






	
Trapped: feeling as if you’re a puppet, with no control over your own life or decisions


	
Exhausted: you’re sapped of mental and physical energy, just existing rather than living


	
Unhappy: you wouldn’t class yourself as depressed, but you feel a constant low-level tug of sadness that colours most things you do


	
Dissatisfied: something’s missing from your life, but you don’t know what


	
Overwhelmed: there aren’t enough hours in the day and you can never catch up with your to-do list


	
Regretful or resentful: you can’t stop dwelling on past situations or mistakes


	
Stressed: you experience stress acutely, both physically and mentally, reacting to real situations (such as an upcoming interview) or imagined ones (such as believing neutral events are negative – ‘He’s angry at me’) in exhausting and unhelpful ways


	
Depressed or anxious: see the box on the next page
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