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  Acclaim for 




  Don’t Forget to Breathe




  “Don’t Forget to Breathe reminded me of my dad’s advice: Steer into the skid. Shonda Moralis is amazing. She knows that balance doesn’t come from a magic eraser that leaves you ohming in some silent, gardenia-scented space; it comes from paying attention to the chaos and clutter, to what’s happening, to what matters. Plus, she lets you meditate while you’re drinking coffee, so there’s that, too.”




  —CATHERINE NEWMAN, author of Waiting for Birdy and Catastrophic Happiness




  “This book is what we all need. Apply these practices and start being present in your busy life—and find joy.”




  —LISA DRUXMAN, founder of FIT4MOM




  “We all need that friend who believes in us and stands with us as we pursue our dreams. In Don’t Forget to Breathe Shonda is that priceless friend. With powerful, yet gentle words she reminds us of the necessity of balance, helps us examine our dreams, and inspires us to breathe in the midst of life.”




  —RACHEL MARIE MARTIN, author of The Brave Art of Motherhood




  “Don’t Forget to Breathe beautifully captures the importance of self-compassion for all women. Rather than adding one more thing to our to do lists, Moralis helps us cultivate a wise and powerful way of being as we move through each moment of our day.”




  —SHAUNA SHAPIRO, PhD, professor of counseling psychology and author of Good Morning, I Love You
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  To Mom and Anika, my two most beloved quietly powerful women.




  And to Dad, Erik, and Ben, the strong men who empower us to flourish.




  

    A single breath is an instant perspective changer.




    —Leah Weiss


  




  

    INTRODUCTION


  




  

    Ditch the Stress without Losing Your Edge




    When you quiet the mind and give it one thing to focus on, you quiet your body. When you quiet your body, you quiet your mind. When the mind and body are quiet, there is synergy that feeds pure performance.




    —George Mumford




    “There is never enough time in the day.”




    “I am spread so thin, no one receives my best. The guilt is 
constant and overwhelming.”




    “I’m not even sure who I am or what I enjoy.”




    “At the end of the day, there is nothing left for me—no energy, 
no time, no motivation.”




    “Work–life balance? What balance?”




    Whoa. Heavy. I feel exhausted even typing those words onto the page and can imagine the effects of internalizing this dismal inner soliloquy day after day. Many of us do, whether or not we fully recognize it. And simply because everyone else looks like they are thriving, it doesn’t mean they aren’t struggling desperately on the inside. You thought it was just you? Not a chance. Welcome to the club.




    When teaching mindfulness to women of all ages, in all types of careers, and in various phases of life, I repeatedly hear: We are stressed, overwhelmed, and time starved. Each of us hops onto the hamster wheel of busyness each morning, sprinting nonstop until we crash into bed in the evening—either falling fast asleep or grappling with insomnia—only to wake up the next morning and do it all over again. What work–life balance? Indeed.




    Thankfully, life needn’t feel so chaotic and overwhelming. Imagine I could offer you an all-natural prescription designed to induce a calmer, healthier sense of balance that will fill your days with sustained energy and an adequate amount of space to breathe. It is free and legal, generates no negative side effects, requires very little time, and is beneficial to your overall health. You in?




    Research indicates that with regular mindfulness practice we can change the feel of the pace of our days from frantic and urgent to calm and efficient while also enhancing our health, productivity, and general well-being—no physician’s prescription required. And all it takes is five minutes a day. Regardless of how busy our lives are, we can all carve out five minutes—I am convinced of it. I know; it sounds too good, too easy, too simple to be true.




    I, too, was once skeptical of the seemingly counterintuitive ability to slow down yet accomplish more. As a recovering perfectionist, I have firsthand knowledge of the type A, workaholic- leaning buzz that comes from checking things off the beloved to-do list. I appreciate the palpable fear of losing one’s edge, the apprehension that pausing for five entire minutes a day might precipitate the loss of precious creative momentum. Not to mention, I once thought, Who in the world has time? In his bestselling book Tools of Titans: The Tactics, Routines, and Habits of Billionaires, Icons, and World-Class Performers, author Tim Ferriss shares replicable performance tips from dozens of highly successful people, and guess what? Eighty percent of the world-class performers interviewed in his book practice mindfulness, as does Ferriss himself. Whether this statistic is causal or correlational, it is certainly significant and not at all surprising. “Done consistently, my reward for meditating is getting thirty to fifty percent more done in a day with fifty percent less stress,” Ferriss writes, echoing my own experience.




    As you’ll see, there are numerous reasons Arianna Huffington, Oprah, and Eileen Fisher meditate daily and regularly espouse its virtues and the direct influence it’s had on their success—and subsequently share it with their respective teams. These women all recognize that the most effective outward growth and achievement originate from mindful insight, calmness, and self-awareness.




    We may not be able to control all that life tosses our way, but we can adjust our perspective and automatic reaction to it. Mindfulness practice enables us to be more efficient, productive, and innovative without burnout or exhaustion. It teaches us how to be more in control of our responses in stressful situations rather than reacting without thinking. And, perhaps best of all, it allows us to more readily notice and savor the good that is already present in our lives.




    Within these pages you will find an antidote to the ubiquitous instances of stress, overwhelm, and time starvation, with dozens of brief and evidence-based practices called mindful breaks. They are opportunities and reminders throughout the day to bring attention to what is happening as it is happening instead of operating on automatic pilot. We can take a mindful break at any time—when drinking coffee, while commuting to work, in the midst of a challenging conversation, or while waiting for a meeting to begin. Allowing you to choose from the area currently requiring the most attention, the mindful breaks are organized around the three basic needs for thriving today: Breathe practices promote awareness, calm, and energy. Becoming practices offer us permission to fully be ourselves while addressing limiting beliefs, assertiveness, and confidence on the way to our goals and continued growth. Balance techniques focus on our values, priorities, and sustainable, ongoing recalibration.




    Throughout you’ll hear my personal experiences, reaffirming the effectiveness of these mindful breaks for everyday use. The mindful breaks enable us to not just live a mindful life but also enjoy more mindfulness in service of our own wellbeing as women and the realization of our most deeply held values.




    I wrote Don’t Forget to Breathe to offer support, wisdom, encouragement, and solutions for the busyness struggle we all face. I wrote it as a reminder to you and to myself that mindfulness is about living a fuller, happier, more balanced life. I love my kids, I love my husband, my friends, my hobbies, and my work. With these many priorities I can become easily, barely perceptively lulled into a pattern of imbalance. I know how much better it feels and how much more effective I am when I have found a more mindful balance. Because, ultimately, when we are mindful is when the magic happens and when we achieve what matters most to each of us.




    Actually, It’s ALL about Balance




    Aaaarrrrgghhhh, I exhaled forcefully through gritted teeth, emitting a sound similar to a disgruntled pirate. Immediately, I felt my jaw tense and blood pressure spike, caught off-guard by this uncharacteristic bit of read rage—that burst of reactive anger akin to road rage experienced while perusing a frustrating piece of writing.




    I had just flopped down on the couch with my morning coffee and laptop, happily anticipating a leisurely scroll through emails, when, before ingesting even one sip of my precious coffee, I encountered a full-on rant about the utterly BS-filled impossibility of work–life balance. Aaaggrrrhhh!




    Nearly every book geared toward women I’ve recently encountered contains a chapter on the feasibility of work–life balance. And though the discourse is once again having its moment in the spotlight, the debate is certainly not new. The wide-ranging topic of work–life balance has been around for the entirety of my career and, I’m sure, long before that. Though far from a paragon of infinite patience, it’s rare that I succumb to read rage, especially at an early, uncaffeinated hour. This latest rant, however, left me thinking, Here we go again. I inhaled deeply and sighed.




    I am TIRED of reading and hearing that balance is impossible, that balance is BS, that we need to forget about balance! And though I generally appreciate both a healthy debate and the importance of semantics, focusing on the argument itself diverts all our powerful female energy away from playing big and actually creating the balance we spend so much precious time debating.




    Believe me, I get it. I understand it is a continual discussion because we so desperately want work–life balance to be both possible and true. We are all yearning for a similar outcome: happiness, engagement, enjoyment, a fulfilling life that is full yet not too full.




    You are TIRED of the debate, yet here you are engaging in it?, you ask, perceptively. I know. For the most part, I am fairly proficient at choosing my battles. When I find myself grumbling like a pirate, however, it’s likely past time for me to speak up.




    Instead of work–life balance, I prefer to call it simply life balance, as this more globally encapsulates the varied, ever-evolving facets of our lives. Instead of debating whether work–life balance is possible, let’s redirect all that passionate energy to the ongoing recalibration of overall balance in our lives.




    First, we must address which definition of life balance is being applied. I call this the Land of Fairy Tales versus Real Life Balance. In the Land of Fairy Tales, the beautiful, career-driven princess sashays through her days, perpetual smile on her face, sing-songy voice without the slightest hint of stress, each piece of her blissful life playing out precisely as planned, all Instagram-worthy, sublimely effortless, and perfectly balanced.




    Sure, we may occasionally fantasize about this, but who among us actually believes it? We’ve been around long enough to know there is no one-size-fits-all life balance prescription. We are fully, sometimes painfully, aware that the Real Life Balance ebbs and flows as life happens, whether by choice, circumstance, or stage of life. If the Land of Fairy Tales is your working definition of balance, then agreed, it is an unattainable boatload of BS.




    You may be wondering, What, then, is a healthy life balance? It’s a gentle, ongoing recalibration of priorities through the ever-evolving seasons of life. In this book, I invite you to playfully experiment.




    Life balance involves regularly adjusting your time and energy, making deliberate choices, lessening the guilt, (dare I say) lowering expectations, and accepting that you may not be able to have it all, or do it all, at once. Life balance is categorically imperfect and absolutely attainable.




    This imperfect, dynamic balance formula is unique to each of us and changes continuously—sometimes due to a huge, life-altering event, or as the result of a much more subtle shift in our growth as a person. The good news is that it can actually be FUN. It’s all about our perception, attitude, and definition and not at all about a perfect, all-or-nothing condition.




    Despite our society’s heralding of the busy employee and the false narrative of needing to be stressed out and overworked in order to be productive and serious about one’s career, in reality, we also require play, self-care, and space in our schedules in order to function at our best. Because when even one aspect of our lives, either personal or professional, is out of balance, the resulting stress seeps into our thoughts, emotions, reactions, and behaviors in all facets of our lives. We run on autopilot—unintentional in our actions, repeating unhealthy habits. To avoid the anxious feelings, we binge on Ben & Jerry’s, numb with mojitos, zone out with social media, or cultivate workaholic tendencies. And when we are depleted, we are not very productive or innovative and certainly not operating at our best.




    At the end of a long week, when mental and physical energy reserves are at their lowest, there is scant opportunity for reflection or insight into improving our wearying plight. We spend the weekend recuperating and preparing for the busy onslaught to commence once again early Monday morning, perhaps even crawling out of bed in the wee hours of the morning to check our email.




    Without regularly pausing to step back and survey the big picture, it is impossible to assess the ineffectiveness of our long-standing habits or how we might better prioritize. Not only that, but when we are stressed and slip into survival mode, the first things to go are the good stuff: our sense of humor, compassion, clarity of thought, and libido. We lose sight of what matters most deeply to us: connecting with family and friends, engaging in hobbies for the sake of pure enjoyment, offering ourselves a little well-deserved TLC. Instead, we fill our time with whatever appears urgent in the moment—typically everything but what matters most. We become so habitually conditioned to stress that we may not even recognize the tension headaches, achy muscles, or stomach ailments until our health deteriorates to the point of complete exhaustion, illness, or burnout—swiftly bringing us and our nonstop tendencies to an inevitable, screeching halt.




    There’s another way to live. We can pause, take a few deep breaths, and bring our full attention back to the present moment. This is the practice of mindfulness, which helps us slow the seemingly urgent pace of our lives. With mindfulness, we are better able to choose where we place our attention, determine our response rather than reacting habitually, notice and savor beautiful moments, and create increased calm. When we are calm, we are more creative, playful, efficient, healthy, and happy.




    After I regained my composure, post–read rage, I started to wonder . . . what is so appealing about surrendering the possibility of life balance? What is it about completely giving up on the idea of balance that compels bright, ambitious women to put down their valuable work, pick up their phones, and launch into an impassioned, anti-balance rant?




    And then it hit me. Permission. It’s all about permission.




    Permission from ourselves to ditch the damaging perfectionism. Permission to stop striving, grinding, hustling, nonstop to-do-listing. Permission to just, well, STOP.




    I am all for it, and I completely get it. We’ve all been there: desperately craving the impossible luxury of hopping off the hamster wheel and disappearing for a few days. Yearning for rest, for time to regroup, recharge, to smell the roses and maybe, I don’t know, enjoy life. Yes, yes, one hundred times yes.




    Consider Don’t Forget to Breathe your official permission slip to ditch damaging ideas of perfectionism—and, instead, take care of yourself. Self-care is essential—that is, knowing when to stop and how to rest, to calm our nervous systems, crawl under the covers with a good book, soak in the tub with a glass of wine, nourish ourselves with a warm bowl of comfort food.




    Once we’ve rested, reset, and gotten our bearings, then what? More rest? More permission not to concern ourselves with creating a full, engaged, well-lived life? Umm, hell no.




    Of course, there are times we simply want to breathe and care for ourselves. There are also times we want more—to hustle, grow, and push the boundaries. Periods of resting and those of striving. It’s all about the balance.




    What you’ll find within these pages is the flexible framework to recalibrate in a way that works for you. Don’t Forget to Breathe shares simple tools to increase our capacity for mindfulness, assertiveness, empowerment, and engagement, regardless of occupation. To be tuned in, at ease, and aware of our overarching goals is a powerful recipe for overall success. Only then can we tweak our life structure and choices in small ways, ushering overall balance into our daily lives. Let’s get to it.




    

      Real Talk for the Real World




      I am keenly aware that many of the stressors discussed within this book may be deemed champagne, first-world problems. One might question, as I have, if it is hedonistic to focus so heavily on ourselves while there are serious world issues yet to be addressed. I cannot emphasize enough that when we are not whole, healthy, and balanced ourselves, we are not equipped with the energy, attention, or compassion necessary to care for anyone else. When weathering a rough patch in our lives—whether a loss, major change, or various stressors simultaneously—we become highly self-focused, which is a necessity at such times in order to cope, solve, and grow. There is no need to judge ourselves for the stressors or our reactions to them. Instead, we can use these simple mindfulness practices to slowly nudge ourselves in the direction of calm, balance, and health so we can once again be a positive force in the world, whatever form that takes. For it is during those times when life feels balanced and calm that we can look up and outward at the world and assess our part in creating a better one—whether through simple interactions with family, at work, or in the community at large. When we ourselves are whole, we have the capacity to care for others and to make our own unique, invaluable contributions for the greater good.


    




    We’ve Come a Long Way, Baby—But Have We?




    The challenge to all of us is to live a revolution, not die for one. —Gloria Steinem




    “Mindfulness for women? What about men? Don’t they need mindfulness, too?” I’m frequently asked this question, uttered exclusively by men. I understand the sentiment, I do, and categorically harbor no ill will against the male species (my loving father is one, I am happily married to one, and I am raising an adorable one). Obviously, men also struggle with stress and deserve to live calm, mindful lives. Absolutely, I want them to learn and benefit from mindfulness. The fact is, however, that although much progress has been made in the arena of male-female equality, we women still confront distinct obstacles specific to our gender—such as unequal representation, pay, and leadership opportunities in the workplace; society’s unspoken but ubiquitous expectations of Superwoman; and a common dose of self-doubt—all while attempting to appear consistently polished and put together.




    It is imperative that we raise and educate men to be aware, mindful, and compassionate. But until true gender equality has been reached, there is still a vital need to address women-specific issues. Franchesca Ramsey, writer, actress, and vlogger, wisely uses the analogy of taking part in a breast cancer race. Walking to raise funds for breast cancer research in no way suggests that pediatric cancer is not just as worthy a cause; it’s simply that at that moment I am bringing awareness to the issue of breast cancer. Period. It need not be an either-or issue—mindfulness for women isn’t one, either.




    According to research, women are nearly twice as likely as men to suffer from severe anxiety and stress.1 We women are desperate to simplify and streamline our lives yet are perplexed as to where exactly in the overflowing schedule doing so fits or how to even begin. Despite the popularity of mindfulness in modern society, we appear to be moving further and further away from actually living mindful lives. It seems the more we attempt to simplify and get quiet, the louder the societal forces shout at us that busy equals productive. We are not only working outside the home but routinely managing it as well. Constant organizing, planning, remembering, and toggling between countless work–life details is a baffling combination, bound to distract and overwhelm. This, my friend, is why I’ve created the quick but powerful mindful breaks—so we can reset and refocus while getting it all done mindfully.




    In Drop the Ball, Tiffany Dufu writes about the myth of the ideally supported worker, in which, à la outdated Mad Men or Leave It to Beaver, “The professional world assumes that every full-time employee has someone else managing his or her home.” When, in reality, according to McKinsey and Company’s 2017 Women in the Workplace study, “women with a partner and children are 5.5 times more likely than their male counterparts to do all or most of the household work. And even when women are primary breadwinners, they do more work at home. Women who bring in more than fifty percent of their family income are 3.5 times more likely to do all or most of the household work than men in the same situation.”2 Overwhelming and exhausting, oh yes. This is precisely where the powerful Breathe Mindful Breaks come to the rescue.




    We are navigating these everyday life stressors and also facing the more subtle, insidious gender–workplace inequities. Due to the sense of scarcity for leadership opportunity within a primarily male professional environment, for example, typically affable, collaborative women can become unfavorably competitive with one another. It needn’t be this way. To counteract this natural instinct, we can be attentive to its arising, offer ourselves compassion for the struggle, then purposefully connect, support, and promote one another’s interests in the workplace. While genuinely seeking to understand and respect rather than judge each other, we model, teach, and lift each other up with encouragement. In order to come together in this collaborative, unified manner, though, we must each first feel strong and confident in ourselves and our abilities. To help you build these skills see the mindful breaks in chapter 2. When in need of a shot of confidence or assertiveness, the Becoming Mindful Breaks are just what the doctor ordered.




    Furthermore, in a male-dominated work world, the rest of us may find it challenging to communicate in a genuine and sensitive manner, sensing the need to be “on” all the time, fearful of exhibiting any vulnerability, lest it be held or used against us. With mindfulness practice, however, it is easier to observe self-doubt, self-criticism, and the subconscious stifling of personality that can originate from concern about being disliked or not taken seriously. Only when we recognize the existing barriers can we adjust our behavior so it is not driven by fear or negativity but rather by deliberate, authentic action. Recognizing when to alter our speed, edit our priorities, and redesign our goals are exactly the practical steps found within the Balance Mindful Breaks.




    Through my years of balance work with women—moms with busy teens, leaders in the business world, artists honing their crafts—I have come to appreciate that we all share similar struggles regardless of life phase or occupation. And lest I have painted a demoralizingly bleak picture of the female landscape, I want you to know that I have great hope for us all. Conditions are slowly improving.




    

      Caring for myself is not self-indulgence, it is self-preservation, and that is an act of political warfare.




      —Audre Lorde


    




    Change is happening. But it is also up to us. It begins with each one of us individually doing what we can to rebalance—which is precisely why I have written Don’t Forget to Breathe. For you. For myself. So we women can recognize what we need to heal in order to become whole, strong, and steady. I see bright, wise, fearless women of all ages all around. By evoking the best in ourselves we can uncover the best in each other. We all benefit from mindful awareness, learning to be authentic, reaching for success, and uncovering the power to create balance. Whether we are managing a corporation or a household, mindfulness teaches us how to be the best possible version of ourselves, benefiting our families, our workplace, and the world—both men and women.




    Mindfulness: What’s All the Hype?




    Almost everything will work again if you unplug it for a few minutes, including you.




    —Anne Lamott




    We’ve all had that experience of hopping in our car and driving to a familiar destination only to realize that we have very little recollection of making a specific turn or passing a well-known landmark. Operating on automatic pilot, we were not fully aware of our surroundings, which begs the question, Where in the world were we? Well, our thoughts were either in the future (worrying, what-iffing, mentally running through the to-do list) or in the past (rehashing a recent conversation or a long-ago memory) but certainly not inhabiting the present moment. Research by Matthew Killingsworth shows that our busy minds wander nearly half of our waking hours!3 Mindfulness, the direct opposite of automatic pilot, is intentionally bringing our awareness to what is happening in the moment, with the added attitude of kindness and acceptance.




    Another way to conceptualize mindfulness is with the Triangle of Awareness. Imagine a triangle, the three points corresponding to our body sensations, thoughts, and emotions. These three points are very much interconnected and impact one another rapidly, often without our knowledge. Let’s look at an example to illustrate this.




    Jane, a marketing coordinator at a large hospital, relishes the various interactive, dynamic aspects of her position. She loves the variety of tasks, the flexibility of her schedule, and the perfect mix of solo and collaborative projects. Her supervisor, Susan, however, is not always so lovable. Though Susan can be generous and affable, she can also, in the blink of an eye, turn angry, impulsive, and mean-spirited. It is this disconcerting unpredictability that Jane finds most nerve-racking. Having worked with Susan long enough (three years, seven months, and twenty-three days, but who’s counting?), Jane knows full well that the intense outburst will at least be happily short lived. Before long, Susan will predictably return to “normal,” though not without leaving a trail of anxiety, bruised egos, and mounting resentments in her wake.




    One early morning as Jane was contentedly preparing for a high-powered focus group later that day, Susan stormed into her office, red-faced, spitting anger-infused words through gritted teeth. “Tara sent out the document with a massive error! We cannot have this! It reflects horribly on all of us! What a disaster!”




    Freeze. What is happening right now in Jane’s Triangle of Awareness? Her thoughts: Oh no, what’s happened?! Body sensations: heart racing, muscle tension, and the catching of breath in her throat. Emotions: utter surprise and confusion. Jane’s next thoughts: What if I lose my job? How will I pay my bills? Body sensations: tight chest, raised shoulders, and heat rising up her face. Emotions: fear and panic.




    As Jane continues spinning wretchedly around the triangle in an emotionally charged loop, a cascade of reactions in the form of fight-or-flight also begins to take shape. Fight-or-flight is our body’s automatic reaction to perceived danger, quite adaptive and helpful when faced with a true threat. If, for instance, you are strolling across a busy street and glance up to see a car barreling toward you at high speed, your fight-or-flight response kicks in: adrenaline flows and your heart quickly pumps blood to your muscles, enabling you to efficiently leap out of harm’s way.




    Fight-or-flight affects activity in the brain as well. The front part of the brain, called the prefrontal cortex (responsible for attention, organization, and the capacity to step back and see the big picture), slows down its functioning, whereas the amygdala (in charge of emotional reactivity) fires rapidly, maintaining the ability to negotiate the threat. The dilemma is that in our busy lives, we perceive danger all over the place when in actuality there is none.




    Although Jane is essentially safe in her office, her mind and body do not distinguish between a true threat and mere perceived danger, and thus fight-or-flight is swiftly engaged. Depending on her level of mindfulness in the moment, Jane’s scenario could play out in one of two ways: If she is not on her mindful game that morning, she might become emotionally hijacked, her anger matching that of Susan’s. Together, they’d continue the useless rant, wasting precious time and energy better spent on a workable solution.




    If, however, Jane is able to recognize her raised shoulders and tight chest, she is cued in to the need for a few slow, deep breaths—in, out, in, out—thereby alerting her brain to the false alarm. Fight-or-flight decelerates, allowing the front part of her brain to once again operate efficiently. No longer emotionally hijacked but instead aware of her Triangle, Jane is able to choose her response rather than react out of anxiety and fear. By calming her fight-or-flight reaction, she is now in control, able to see clearly this all-too-familiar Susan cycle playing itself out. Jane, carefully maintaining her equilibrium in spite of Susan’s spinning out of control, lets Susan know she will handle it, and while walking down the hall to Tara’s office she continues to breathe deeply. By the time she reaches Tara’s door, Jane is able to reasonably discuss the mishap, brainstorm solutions, and remedy the error. One might only imagine the alternative, unmindfully played-out scenario. By bringing our attention to any of the three points on the Triangle of Awareness, we are more able to manage our reactions to frustrating situations—from bumper-to-bumper traffic to paralyzing to-do lists to those maddening, intractable colleagues.




    Though the origins of mindfulness can be traced to Buddhism, it is a completely secular way of training the mind and brain, albeit a powerful adjunct to religious affiliation and prayer. And despite its ubiquitous appearance in the mainstream media, it is not simply a passing fad. Mindfulness is an evidence-based practice supported by a huge body of research, which is why countless organizations such as Google, Aetna, General Mills, Intel, Goldman Sachs, and Dow Chemical Company offer employee training in mindfulness. Research indicates that regular mindfulness practice leads to a decrease in employee sick time and reported stress levels; an increase in overall sense of well-being, creativity, innovation, and collaboration; and a more positive work environment with happier, more engaged employees. In addition, a study focused on mindful communication with family physicians indicates less burnout and stress, with an increase in resilience and overall mood.4 Research shows that mindfulness not only reduces stress but also trains the capacity of mind not often receiving attention and thus has been referred to as a “superpower.” With studies by the hundreds it is clear that mindfulness is good for employees, leaders, organizations, and the health and well-being of all.




    Meditation: It’s Not What You Think




    I think ninety-nine times and I find nothing. I stop thinking, swim in the silence, and the truth comes to me.




    —Albert Einstein




    I am not a huge fan of spectator sports. My six-year-old, however, has recently developed a love affair with all things basketball, including our hometown favorite, the Philadelphia 76ers. The other day as I sat with my husband and son to watch a few minutes of a game, the discussion turned to star player Ben Simmons. As my guys chatted about Simmons’s skill, focus, and aptitude for teamwork, I observed him gracefully traveling down the court with full attention. “I’ll bet he meditates,” I instinctively, confidently professed. My husband chuckled at what he supposed was an offhand remark, but I was serious. Simmons exudes that calm, focused attention arising from long-term meditation. So, reacting as any respectable person compelled to be proved right would, I darted to my laptop and googled, “Does Ben Simmons meditate?” Apparently, my mindfulness radar is in good working order—Ben Simmons has practiced meditation as part of his athletic mental skills training since he was eleven years old. Bam!




    I spent a few brief moments smugly relishing my intuitive genius, though in retrospect I loathsomely admit it wasn’t such an extraordinary realization. From years of reading about and teaching mindfulness, I am privy to the knowledge that the team members of the Chicago Bulls, Seattle Seahawks, San Francisco 49ers, Atlanta Falcons and many athletes in various sports all now meditate. But, in my fleeting, yet pompously swaggering defense, none of this was at the forefront of my mind as I merely watched a young man command a basketball game with a seemingly unflappable, focused sense of ease. Bam again.




    Of course we are all unique in our innate level of calm and emotional reactivity. In all fairness, perhaps as a child Ben was as chill as they come. Some of us remain seemingly unfazed by relentless chaos while others react dramatically at the slightest deviation from calm. Regardless, the good news is that we can train ourselves to be more mindful and nonreactive despite our natural disposition, age, or life circumstance. And, thankfully, we need not be professionally trained athletes or eleven years old in order to garner the far-reaching benefits of mindfulness meditation. With regular practice, these mindfulness skills are translatable to any area of our lives, in any situation, with any goal or dream; because when we are calm, focused, and at ease, we are more able to function at peak ability.




    If mindfulness is intentionally paying attention to the present moment with a nonjudgmental attitude in the midst of any daily activity, what exactly, then, is meditation? Meditation is carving out uninterrupted time to practice the skill of mindfulness. When we meditate, we choose a point of focus (for example, the natural rising and falling of the belly as the breath comes and goes), observe when our attention wanders off (which it does for everyone countless times), and repeatedly and kindly return our attention to the chosen point of focus (the home base of the breath).




    

      Habits do not restrict freedom. They create it.




      —James Clear


    




    It is wholly unnecessary to twist oneself into a pretzel, chant om, or burn incense in order to do this. Sitting comfortably in a chair or on a cushion on the floor works just fine. It is necessary, however, to practice regularly. Just as if you were learning to play piano or basketball, it’s not possible to simply read about it or attempt it one time and expect to play like Beethoven or Ben Simmons. The same goes for meditation. We need to do it regularly to build our mindfulness skill of attention. A daily meditation practice lays the foundation for a life of more calmness, ease, and overall mindfulness.




    Meditation is not (I repeat, not) about clearing our mind of thoughts (sorry about the shouty italics, but I need to hit this one home, as it is by far the most common misconception I encounter). Our minds are designed to think thoughts. Instead, meditation is about familiarizing ourselves with our incessant thoughts and allowing them to settle. A snow globe is a great analogy. When we are stressed and overwhelmed, our minds are like the snow globe after it is vigorously shaken—rendering it impossible to see clearly through the scattered flakes. When we take a few deep breaths, our thoughts and bodies calm a bit, the snow globe equivalent of the flakes settling to the bottom. The stressors have not disappeared, but we now have a clearer perspective, allowing for more creative thought, enhanced problem solving, and reconnecting with what most matters as the unimportant falls away. If this is the power of a few mindful breaths, imagine the benefits of five full minutes of meditation.




    Amazingly, research now shows that ongoing meditation practice literally changes the shape and function of the brain. The prefrontal cortex (the part of the brain responsible for problem solving, planning, and emotion regulation) and the hippocampus (responsible for memory and learning) physically increase in size while the amygdala (connected to fight-or flight and emotional reactivity) decreases in size with regular meditation practice.5 Not only that, but connections between certain areas of the brain are weakened while others are strengthened, resulting in less emotional reactivity and increased capacity for concentration and attention.




    Our world is often one of constant chatter unless we deliberately seek out a bit of silence. For some, the thought of silence strikes terror in their hearts while for others it is a welcome respite from sensory overload. For many it has been a really long time since encountering a significant period of quiet. Much of this depends on whether we are an introvert or extrovert, our stage in life, and how much sensory stimulation we encounter on a regular basis. Without creating time for silence, for space in our lives, we deprive ourselves and others of our capacity to be the best we can be as friends, partners, moms, employees, and women. What I have found from teaching meditation is that once we have tasted silence, we begin to crave it. Sitting quietly and noticing thoughts without being pulled into the emotion of them enables insight and clarity as a positive guiding force in our lives.




    

      Let’s Do It!




      When: You may need to experiment with various times of day to meditate to find the time that suits you best. When you hit upon one, stick with it. Routines are most easily formed if we bookend them between two already established habits; for example, waking in the morning, washing your face, sitting to meditate, and then enjoying your cup of coffee. I have found that early morning is the ideal time for me, while my house is still quiet. I also love how it sets the tone for my day. You may prefer winding down at bedtime, behind your closed office door at lunchtime, or transitioning after returning home from work. Your meditation time might also vary depending on your changing daily agenda. Regardless, ink it into your schedule as one of your top priorities.




      Where: As best you can, find a quiet place where you will not be disturbed. Set firm boundaries with yourself, your family, your pets, and if applicable, your staff, that you should be interrupted only in case of emergency. Of course, we cannot control all variables; we may hear outside traffic or a conversation in the hallway. Simply allow these sounds to become part of your meditation. If you are able to find a spot outdoors where you will not be disturbed, this can also be a lovely way to meditate.




      Why (am I doing this again?): Inevitably there will come a time when you wonder why in the world you are sitting for five entire minutes presumably accomplishing nothing. Simply recognize this as doubt and to be expected. Remind yourself that you are taking this time to exercise your mind and brain. Much like you would do squats to strengthen your glutes, each time you redirect your attention to the home base of focus, you build that mindfulness muscle of attention (butt exercises for your brain?). Once you have established a regular meditation habit, you will miss it when you don’t practice and will look forward to this time to nurture yourself. Give yourself time to get there.




      How: It’s helpful to begin with a guided audio recording. You can visit my website shondamoralis.net to download a free five-minute guided meditation (and coffee meditation!) or use one of the many apps now available (see Resource Guide, page 277). As it becomes increasingly familiar and comfortable, you may find you prefer practicing on your own and lengthening the amount of meditation time.




      To begin meditating, first find a chair in which your feet comfortably touch the ground, or sit on the floor atop pillows so your bottom and hips are raised. Sit up tall, straighten the spine, relax the shoulders, and allow the eyes to close. With a sense of curiosity, notice the various body sensations. Slowly scan through each part, beginning with the feet and systematically moving up to the head. Notice any areas of tightness. Are your shoulders raised toward your ears? Is your brow furrowed? Can you soften those areas and relax the small muscles around your eyes and mouth?




      Now relax your belly, noticing how it rises and falls as the breath comes and goes. There is no need to take deeper breaths or change it in any way. See if you can notice the beginning and ending of the inhale, the beginning and ending of the exhale, and, perhaps, a pause happening naturally in between. When your attention wanders off the breath, silently note where it was—planning, remembering, judging, imagining, thinking—then gently return your attention to the breath in the belly and begin again. You may judge the drifting off with thoughts like, What is wrong with you? Why can’t you stay focused on the breath for longer than twenty seconds?! Silently note this as “judging,” and come back to the breath. Each time your mind wanders, kindly bring it back to the sensations of breathing in the belly. If your mind wanders off fifty times within your five minutes, you return to the breath at fifty-one.




      How Long: Start with an achievable five minutes a day. Reactions to this suggestion vary almost comically, ranging anywhere from Only five? to You want me to sit still for five whole minutes? And then there is the type A, overly ambitious response, If five minutes is good, forty-five must be even better! I think I’ll do that! I encourage all of you, regardless of your gut reaction, to begin with five. If five minutes feels excruciatingly long, one minute is perfectly fine. It is much more critical that we establish a daily meditation habit than concern ourselves with the length of it. When we keep it short, simple, and manageable, we eventually want to sit a bit longer. For now, enjoy those five minutes each day, gradually crafting a lifelong habit of meditation and mindfulness. 




      Let go of expectations and observe what arises. The goal of meditation itself is not relaxation, though it is often a welcome side effect. Paying attention may require some effort, but we must take care to avoid trying too hard, relax our attitude, and focus. Bring an attitude of curiosity and playfulness to your meditation time. Consistency and flexibility are also essential. Oh yes, and a healthy sense of humor. The multitude of random thoughts that show up can be quite amusing.




      Each time you meditate, congratulate yourself for carving out the time, sitting, and staying put. Cultivate this attitude of awareness outside of your meditation time with a handful of mindful breaks. Really, what good is your meditation if you immediately commence dashing frantically through the next part of your day? That, my friend, is precisely what the mindful breaks are meant to ward against.


    




    How to Use the Breathe, Becoming, and Balance Mindful Breaks




    The secret of getting ahead is getting started.




    —Agatha Christie 




    It’s easy to lament the number of ways that our lives are not working the way we’d like: too many responsibilities, not enough time, overall life imbalance, and resulting guilt. It is not so easy to envision and put into practice exactly how we would like our day-to-day lives to play out. We attempt to change too many pieces at once, experience all sorts of resistance, become inundated and grow weary, and surrender to those long-standing, familiar, yet unhelpful, routines. Motivation screeches to a sudden halt and back to square one we go (with our inner critic heaping on a hearty dose of guilt along the way).




    Though we are not always in control of what life throws our way, we are the authors of our own lives, and how we cope is completely up to us. This book is designed to encourage us to address our mental limitations and grow beyond them; to be productive and happy without fixating on daily stressors; to reach our personal and professional goals; and to find balance in our lives by recognizing how and when to recalibrate.




    The 5-minute mindful breaks do not require extra time; only that you bring your full attention to a part of your day that is already happening—and actually be aware that it is happening. You will find that these breaks help you experience more energy, efficiency, productivity, and calmness. Eventually, by investing in those few minutes throughout the day, you will gain more time overall.




    There are three types of mindful breaks in this book: Breathe practices help us become more calm and aware. Becoming breaks promote growth, goals, and confidence. And the Balance breaks help us recalibrate and achieve success. Each builds upon and supports the other in what I call the Don’t Forget to Breathe Upward Spiral. We pull out and use certain mindful breaks depending on what is called for in the moment or in our particular season of life.




    The upward spiral framework helps us thrive, adapt, and recalibrate balance for the rest of our lives. The upward spiral is an invitation—an exciting, ongoing, lifelong trajectory of growth using self-awareness and calm to unleash our superpowers in a way that is mindful and sustainable.




    If that level of excitement makes you feel like curling up on the couch under a blanket and taking a nap, that’s perfectly fine (and I’ve got a mindful break for that). Though we do want to live rich, full lives, we also don’t want to be pushing and striving all the time. That would not be the most balanced way to live.




    There are times when we will need to coast for a while, rest, allow all that juicy creativity to ferment, take in the view, and perhaps care for others or ourselves in earnest. These are opportunities to practice deep self-compassion, allowing life to unfold as it will and observing it mindfully. This is where the Breathe mindful breaks come in handy.




    After we are reasonably rested and calm, we might want to stretch ourselves and embark on a new habit or endeavor. It is in these times of stepping out of our comfort zone, when we are on the verge of a breakthrough, right on the cusp of growth, when those pesky limiting beliefs show up. You know: Who am I? I’m not ready. I’m not [fill in the blank] enough. These are precisely the times that call for a shot of assertiveness, bravery, and those confidence-boosting Becoming breaks.




    And then, in some moments and seasons of life, we feel compelled to follow our curiosity and play bigger. Though exciting, it can also feel overwhelming and paralysis-inducing. This is when we pull out those Balance breaks to help us clarify our dreams, stay true to our values, and create those specific, attainable goals. On the way to those dreams, we benefit from pausing to assess the speed, fullness, and level of energy expenditure. The Balance mindful breaks help us recalibrate our overall life balance in an ongoing and adaptable yet sustainable way. By noticing when the balance has skewed toward too busy or too stagnant, we pull out an appropriate Balance mindful break for the occasion, then coax ourselves kindly but firmly back into a relative state of equilibrium. And off we go.
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