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Foreword


Why can’t we be as happy as we’d like to be? It turns out that we often trap ourselves into ways of thinking and feeling that create persistent unease. If this was not bad enough, the very ways we try to escape entangle us even more. We brood about our past mistakes and worry about our ability to cope in the future. Clinical levels of depression and anxiety, or problems in controlling emotions or impulses, can take over our lives. Happiness can seem very elusive indeed.


It is rare to find a book that would help virtually everyone who reads it and puts its advice into practice. The book you hold in your hand is just such a rarity. Ruth Baer has brought together a number of different approaches that have been proven by careful research to release those who suffer from some of the most common emotional difficulties from the traps that emotions can set. These approaches have also been found to bring about a transformation in life that allows peace and well-being to be felt deeply, sometimes for the first time in years.


How can this be? The secret is in the title. Note that it does not refer to the pursuit of happiness, the quest for happiness, or the goal of happiness, but to the practice of happiness. This is fundamental. As it turns out, happiness is not to be a goal to be pursued, but rather a byproduct of a certain way of living your life. As one psychologist has expressed it, it involves getting ‘out of your mind and into your life’ (Hayes, 2005). The essence of the mindfulness and acceptance approach to daily living involves practising fully inhabiting your life by learning, day by day and moment by moment, to first notice and then turn towards the present, with all its joys and discontents, nostalgia and regrets, plans and worries, thoughts and imaginings. It’s learning that you have potentialities you never dreamed of, but that making them real involves learning, piece by piece, how to drop the myriad ways in which you try to protect yourself. By trying to avoid or suppress discomfort whenever it arises, you get into a habit of withdrawing from your life, and you can find that you have become a stranger to your best and wisest self. This book offers you the chance to come home to your life through mindfulness.


Mindfulness is one of many translations of an ancient word that means ‘lucid awareness’ or ‘non-forgetfulness’. Mindfulness training is the practice of remembering to wake up, moment by moment, to what is arising in the inner and outer world, as best you can. Developing such awareness takes gentle but firm persistence, as the mind quite naturally acquires most skills by making most of our behaviours automatic and habitual. Habits are normally so useful: if we still had to think deeply about how to balance when we walk or how to keep an automobile in the correct part of the highway, we’d have little energy or mental space to think of anything else. But habits are hungry: any behaviour we repeat more than once is fair game – a suitable candidate for becoming a habit. This is not itself a problem. What is a problem is that the part of the mind that is freed up when actions become habitual typically is not then employed to appreciate the present moment or think great or creative thoughts; rather it drifts off into daydreams, brooding about the past or worrying about the future, ruminating about our unsolvable problems or those of others, or trying to work out the meaning of life. When your mind wanders about in this way, happiness seems to elude you, and if you then turn your attention to why you feel less happy than you’d like to, this can make you feel even worse. So you distract yourself as best you can, and postpone happiness for another day, without realising that it was right in front of you all along. It turned out that while you were searching for the meaning of life, you missed the experience of being alive.


This is why happiness, seen narrowly as a goal to be pursued, is an illusion. Yet none of us is immune. It is an illusion that catches us in its snare again and again. We need a reliable guide to help us navigate through this path, and Ruth Baer is just such a guide: an experienced clinician, internationally renowned researcher, mindfulness practitioner and brilliant teacher who combines warm humour, deep intelligence and empathic gentleness of heart. Expect a good read, and enjoy reading this book: but also expect her to invite you to practise some new things as an experiment. This is where the action starts – and where you can begin to reclaim your life. I wish you well as you embark on this adventure in practising happiness.


Mark Williams


Professor of Clinical Psychology and Wellcome Principal
Research Fellow, University of Oxford.
Author of Mindfulness: A Pracitical Guide to
Finding Peace in a Frantic World





Part 1


Introduction






1 How This Book Will Help You


‘Happiness is not a station you arrive at, but a manner of travelling.’


Margaret Lee Runbeck


If you fit any of the following descriptions, this book is intended for you:


•   You feel there’s too much stress in your life, and you’re not sure what to do about it.


•   You’re troubled by worries, fears and anxiety.


•   You’re sad, blue and discouraged, and it’s wearing you down.


•   You do things you regret, like overeating, losing your temper, watching too much TV.


•   You regret NOT doing things: not keeping up with your friends and family, not pursuing your goals at work, not taking care of yourself.


•   You wish you could find more meaning and satisfaction in life.


•   You wish you could be happier.


This book is about mindfulness – a type of awareness that focuses on the present moment with an attitude of friendly curiosity. Research shows that mindfulness helps with all of the problems listed above. People who practise mindfulness feel less depressed, anxious and stressed. They learn to stay in touch with their true priorities, handle their problems more effectively, and find peace of mind. Their relationships are stronger. They feel more positive emotions and get more enjoyment from ordinary activities. Even their physical health improves.


You may find it hard to believe that present-moment awareness can have so many benefits. Maybe you’re thinking that you’re already aware of your present moments – painfully aware. Your present moments are filled with stress and difficulties. Why would you want to be more aware of them?


Usually, when we say we’re aware of our problems, we mean that they’re often on our minds, or that we constantly think about them. Thinking about problems is great when it helps us solve them. But often we get trapped in our own thinking. Thoughts go round and round in our heads, problems remain unsolved, and we feel worse.


Then we try another strategy: NOT thinking about our problems. This is harder than it sounds. Thoughts about problems come into our minds whether we want them to or not. To get rid of the unwanted thoughts, we often go to great lengths to distract ourselves. We bury ourselves in work, watch endless TV, eat, drink or shop too much. This creates more problems that demand our attention. It’s hard to avoid being aware of them.


Mindfulness is a distinctly different kind of awareness. It’s non-judgemental and compassionate, even when the present moment is stressful and difficult. Practising mindfulness teaches us to recognize harmful patterns of thinking and reacting before they get worse. It prevents downward spirals into stress, anxiety and depression. Mindfulness keeps us in touch with what really matters: our most important values and goals. It helps us manage our reactions to events and provides time to choose wisely what to do in upsetting situations. This leads to a greater sense of meaning and satisfaction.


This book explains what mindfulness is, how to be more mindful in ordinary life and how mindfulness will help you. Practising mindfulness doesn’t eliminate pain and misfortune, but it will make you happier in several ways. It will put you in touch with simple pleasures and momentary joys that you may have been overlooking. It will show you how to find meaning and purpose by acting on your deepest values and most important goals, even when it’s stressful, difficult, or painful to do so. It will help you find inner strength and peace of mind in the midst of serious adversity. It will wake you up to the experience of being alive.


For a detailed understanding of how this works, it’s best to read the whole book and practise the exercises. As an introduction, let’s consider the case of Glenn. Before he learned mindfulness skills, Glenn was extremely troubled by anxiety in social situations. He was especially fearful of speaking in groups. You may or may not share this problem – it doesn’t matter. The ways of thinking and reacting that got Glenn into trouble, and the mindfulness skills that freed him, can be applied to many other types of problems.


Glenn’s Story


Glenn wakes up in the morning feeling nervous. His heart is racing, his stomach tight. He knows why: this afternoon he has to lead a one-hour staff meeting. His boss is away and asked Glenn to chair the meeting. Glenn couldn’t think of an acceptable reason to say no, so he agreed, despite his fear of speaking in groups.


Glenn lies in bed obsessing about the meeting. ‘What if I make a mess of things? I always get so nervous. What if my voice shakes? People will hear it. They’ll know how insecure I am, and they’ll think I’m incompetent. I can’t believe I agreed to do this. It’s going to be a disaster. Maybe I should call in sick. No, that would look suspicious. Why can’t I handle things better? It’s only a meeting. I shouldn’t get so worked up. I’ll never get anywhere if I can’t cope with things like this.’


After dwelling on these thoughts for several more minutes, Glenn forces himself out of bed and goes to work, alternately obsessing about the meeting and telling himself not to think about it. He spends much of the day reviewing the agenda and looking at his notes, despite having fully prepared for the meeting the day before. He walks into the conference room at precisely 3.00 p.m. and explains that he’ll chair the meeting in the boss’s absence.


For about forty-five minutes, Glenn works his way through the agenda. His mouth is dry, but his voice sounds OK. He keeps his eyes on his notes much of the time, looking up only when necessary. Then he sees someone yawning and checking the clock. ‘People are bored,’ he thinks. ‘I’m making a mess of this. I should stop before it gets any worse.’ A wave of anxiety comes over him. He announces that time is running short, and the rest of the agenda will be dealt with at a future meeting. People look at him oddly but are happy to rush off. ‘They couldn’t wait to get out of here,’ Glenn thinks. ‘I’m obviously no good at this.’


For a moment, Glenn feels relieved that the meeting is over, but then worries creep in. ‘How will I explain to my boss that I didn’t finish the agenda?’ he wonders. ‘I’ll just have to say there wasn’t time. But what if someone tells him we stopped early? I can’t believe I did that! I’m such an idiot.’


Psychological Traps


What went wrong? Glenn’s fear of speaking in groups, and his understandable desire to feel less anxious, caused him to fall into several psychological traps: patterns of thinking, feeling and reacting that seem reasonable – on the surface or in the short term – but make problems worse over time. These traps are introduced below. Each trap is discussed in more detail in later chapters.


1 – Rumination


Glenn worried excessively about the meeting, brooding and stewing about it in unhelpful ways. Psychologists call this ‘rumination’. It’s different from constructive thinking because it doesn’t solve problems – it makes matters worse. If asked why he ruminated so much, Glenn would say it seemed necessary to be prepared. Yet he’d prepared the day before. Ruminating didn’t help; in fact, the more he dwelled on the meeting, the more anxious he felt.


2 – Avoidance


Glenn thought about calling in sick – an obvious form of avoidance that he decided against. Instead, he used a more subtle form of avoidance by keeping his eyes on his notes much of the time. He was afraid of seeing boredom or impatience in his co-workers’ faces. But this backfired – he didn’t see when people looked sincerely interested. When he happened to catch someone yawning and checking the clock, he automatically assumed that everyone had been doing that all along.


3 – Emotion-driven behaviour


Emotion-driven behaviour is often impulsive and rash. To escape from uncomfortable feelings, we act suddenly, without considering the long-term effects. Later, we wish we’d handled the situation differently. When Glenn noticed someone looking bored, he felt so anxious and discouraged that he quickly ended the meeting. For a moment he felt relieved, but then regretted his behaviour and began to worry about the consequences.


4 – Self-criticism


Criticism is helpful when it’s constructive, but Glenn judged himself in vague and unreasonable ways. He called himself an idiot, thinking that he deserved criticism, that it was the only way he’d ever improve. But he’d chastised himself about public speaking for years, and it only made the problem worse. It sapped his energy and motivation and kept him from developing his skills.


How Mindfulness Skills Helped Glenn


This was not the end of the story for Glenn. By practising the following skills, Glenn learned how to use mindful awareness to cope with his anxiety and handle stressful situations effectively. The mindfulness skills are introduced briefly here and described in much greater detail throughout this book.


Non-judgemental observation and labelling


Glenn learned to observe his present-moment experiences, including thoughts (‘I’m making a mess of this’), bodily sensations (racing heart, tight stomach), emotions (anxiety, discouragement), and urges (to call in sick, end the meeting early). Instead of ruminating, he learned to label these experiences by calling them what they are, telling himself, ‘Those are thoughts . . . ’ or ‘I’m feeling an urge . . . ’ He learned to be non-judgemental in his observing and labelling. Rather than ‘It’s stupid of me to be so anxious . . . ’ he simply noted the anxious thoughts and feelings when they appeared. These were important first steps.


Acting with awareness


Glenn also learned how to focus on what he’s doing, while he’s doing it. He learned how to be fully engaged. And so now, when running a meeting, he looks attentively around the room, listens carefully and guides the discussion. When thoughts and feelings about how he’s doing come to mind, he notices them briefly, labels them as thoughts and feelings, and re-engages with running the meeting. This is a big change in the nature of his awareness.


Acceptance and willingness


Glenn learned to accept the presence of anxious thoughts and feelings. This doesn’t mean that he likes them, approves of them or wants them to be there. Rather, he allows them to come and go in their own way and time, while still proceeding with what he’s doing. He realizes that negative thoughts (‘I’m no good at this’) don’t have to control his behaviour – he now can choose whether to act on them. Even though he feels anxious, he’s willing to chair the meeting as best he can, without quitting early, because he values being a helpful employee and wants to advance his career.


Self-compassion


Glenn also realizes that he’s not alone – fear of speaking in groups is a common problem. Rather than judging himself harshly, Glenn recognizes that his anxious thoughts and feelings are understandable, given his longstanding fear and his lack of previous experience with running meetings. He tries to help himself constructively; for example, he brings water to meetings in case his mouth gets dry, gives himself credit when he does reasonably well, and recognizes where his skills could improve.


Glenn is now much happier and more satisfied with his life. Because he learned mindfulness skills, he is aware of anxiety whenever it appears, but not in a brooding, self-critical and emotionally reactive way. Instead, he’s mindfully aware. Mindful awareness doesn’t get rid of Glenn’s anxiety, but it helps him manage it constructively. As Glenn continues to practise mindfulness, his anxiety about public speaking will become less intense. Eventually, he may enjoy running meetings. But he’ll also know that he can handle it even when he’s feeling anxious. Knowing that anxiety doesn’t have to control his behaviour will give him a feeling of inner strength.


If this brief description of Glenn’s mindful behaviour seems odd, unnatural or unrealistic to you, that’s because learning to be mindful during difficult times is like learning to swim or ride a bicycle – it takes practice and feels awkward at first. This book is full of tools to make the process easier: worksheets, exercises and personal stories of people who’ve benefited from practising mindfulness. If you work with this book consistently, it can teach you all the skills that Glenn used and help you apply them to your own life.


Why I Wrote This Book


I’ve been a professor of clinical psychology for over twenty-five years. My colleagues, students and I work with many types of people seeking help for a wide range of problems – depression, anxiety, stress, impulsive behaviour, relationship problems, and more. We’re strongly committed to a scientific approach. This means that we use the latest methods that studies show are highly beneficial. We’re researchers as well as clinicians and teachers; we undertake studies to learn more about what mindfulness is, how it works and how best to teach it.


During the past few decades, psychologists and other mindfulness experts have developed many programmes that teach mindfulness: educational, skills training and therapy programmes. The programmes with the best scientific support are:


•   Mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR).


•   Mindfulness-based cognitive therapy (MBCT).


•   Dialectical behaviour therapy (DBT).


•   Acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT).


These programmes are summarized in the next box. Research consistently shows that they’re beneficial for a wide variety of problems: depression; anxiety; stress; drug and alcohol abuse; eating problems; and health problems (insomnia, pain, the stress of having illnesses such as cancer). These programmes also increase positive emotions and general satisfaction with life.


Each programme has its own perspective and teaches mindfulness in its own way, but there’s quite a bit of overlap. Having worked with these programmes for many years, I’m convinced that each has important wisdom to contribute to people who would like to learn about mindfulness to improve their quality of life. This book combines the wisdom from all of these mindfulness programmes and presents it in a self-help format.




MINDFULNESS-BASED PROGRAMMES WITH STRONG SCIENTIFIC SUPPORT


Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR)


MBSR is usually taught as an eight-week class. It was originally developed for people with stress, pain and medical problems, and has many benefits: reducing stress and worry; increasing positive emotions; and improving quality of life.


MBSR is also effective for professionals (doctors, nurses, therapists) who face significant stress in their work. MBSR includes short and long meditation exercises (5–45 minutes) that involve sitting or lying quietly while observing your breath, thoughts, sensations and emotions. It also includes mindfulness of daily activities, such as eating and walking.


Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT)


MBCT is based on MBSR. It was developed for people with depression and is effective in preventing and treating it. MBCT has also been adapted for anxiety, stress and health problems. It increases positive emotions and helps people gain clarity about their important goals in life. MBCT is usually taught as an eight-week class and includes meditation exercises and mindfulness during daily activities.


Dialectical Behaviour Therapy (DBT)


DBT was originally designed for people with borderline personality disorder, a condition that includes strong negative emotions, impulsive behaviour and stormy relationships.


DBT is also effective with eating problems, depression, anxiety and drug problems, and is helpful for anyone wanting to learn how to handle negative emotions. DBT can include individual therapy, group classes or both. It teaches a wide variety of mindfulness exercises, but doesn’t require formal meditation.


Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT)


ACT is flexible – it’s provided as individual therapy, group classes or workshops. It includes a wide variety of mindfulness exercises, stories and metaphors. ACT emphasizes identifying your true priorities in life and making your behaviour consistent with them. It’s helpful for many problems, including depression, anxiety, stress, chronic pain, alcohol and drug use, and health problems.


Other Promising Programmes


Mindfulness-Based Relapse Prevention (MBRP) – for substance abuse.


Acceptance-Based Behaviour Therapy (ABBT) – for anxiety.


Mindfulness-Based Eating Awareness Training (MB-EAT) – for binge eating and obesity.






How This Book Is Organized


Each chapter builds on previous ones, so it’s best to read them in order the first time through. If you find that particular chapters are especially important for you, it may be helpful to return to them. For example, if you’re prone to rumination, or if specific mindfulness skills resonate with you, re-reading those chapters may be beneficial. The book is divided into the following sections:


Part I – Introduction


The first two chapters introduce mindfulness and invite you to try a few simple exercises. These chapters are designed to provide a taste of mindfulness and whet your appetite for learning more. They won’t give you a thorough understanding of mindfulness; that requires reading the rest of the book and practising the exercises.


Part II – Psychological traps


The next four chapters explain the psychological traps that Glenn fell into: rumination, avoidance, emotion-driven behaviour and self-criticism. These chapters describe how the traps work, why it’s so easy to fall into them, and how mindfulness can get us out. The traps are very common. No matter what form of stress, worry or unhappiness is troubling you, there’s an excellent chance that one or more of these traps – perhaps all four – is contributing to it. Each chapter in this section includes several tools: a short questionnaire for examining your own tendency to fall into the trap; a worksheet to guide you in observing and understanding your own patterns of thinking, feeling, and reacting; and introductory mindfulness exercises that will help you get out of the trap or avoid falling into it.


Part III – Mindfulness skills


These chapters provide a more comprehensive understanding of mindfulness skills, how to practise them and how they help. The chapters include exercises, worksheets and personal stories of people who’ve practised the exercises and benefited from them. Although each chapter focuses on a specific mindfulness skill, it’s important to recognize that all the skills work together.


Part IV: Putting it all together


This section has two chapters. The first includes exercises that combine the mindfulness skills. This will provide a clearer understanding of how to bring everything together. The final chapter discusses happiness – what it means and how practising mindfulness will help you find it.


How to Make the Best Use of This Book


While working with this book, keep the following points in mind:


1 – It’s impossible to understand mindfulness without practising it


Reading about mindfulness and talking about it with others is helpful, but practising mindfulness is a bit like skiing down a mountain, floating in the ocean, singing in a choir, riding a bicycle or walking the streets of an exotic foreign city. You don’t really know what it’s like until you do it yourself.


2 – Mindfulness can seem paradoxical and puzzling at first


Feeling puzzled is a normal part of the journey. See if you can adopt an open-minded, curious attitude. The nature of mindfulness, and how it can help you, will become clearer as you work with it, especially if you do the worksheets and exercises.



3 – It takes a while to see the effects of practising mindfulness



Trying the exercises just once or a few times probably won’t be very helpful. Until you’ve had time to practise the exercises consistently, over a period of time, it’s best not to draw conclusions about whether mindfulness will help you.


Frequently Asked Questions


How much practice is necessary?


No one really knows, although teachers agree that regular practice is important. In our clinic, we offer mindfulness programmes of eight weekly classes. We encourage participants to practise mindfulness nearly every day for the entire eight weeks before deciding whether it’s helpful. Most people begin to see benefits within four weeks. A few people see benefits right away.


I recommend daily practice while working with this book over a period of eight to twelve weeks. That may sound like a big commitment, but it doesn’t have to be. On the website for this book you’ll find recordings to guide your practice of some of the exercises. Most of these take five to twenty minutes. The book also includes exercises for being mindful while doing things you were going to do anyway – eating, driving, walking, washing the dishes. Virtually any activity can be a mindfulness exercise if you pay attention to it with a non-judgemental attitude. This doesn’t require any extra time.


Is mindfulness a religious practice?


Mindfulness was originally discussed in ancient Buddhist traditions, but it’s about paying attention – a human ability that we all share, regardless of our religious background or beliefs. In today’s modern world of psychology and mental health, mindfulness is taught as a set of skills and exercises for improving health and wellbeing. Mindfulness exercises can be practised in a completely non-religious way.


Some of the exercises in this book are based on meditation. This means that they invite you to sit quietly and focus your attention on specific things, like the sensations of your breath moving in and out of your body, or sounds you can hear in the environment. You can sit cross-legged on the floor if you like, but it isn’t necessary. Many people prefer to sit in chairs.


Mindfulness meditation is a way of teaching yourself to observe your present-moment experiences with acceptance and friendly curiosity. It is NOT a way to empty your mind, stop your thoughts or numb your feelings. It develops clarity and insight about your thoughts and feelings, so that you can make wiser decisions about what to do in difficult situations.


Is a self-help book for me?


If you’re interested in learning about mindfulness and willing to work with a book, then this one has excellent potential. The problems it discusses are part of being human. The mindfulness exercises are explained carefully and instructions are provided to guide you in practising them. The book is intended to be useful for people with a wide range of problems and concerns, as well as people seeking personal growth and insight.


If you have a clinically significant psychological disorder (such as severe depression or borderline personality disorder), severe drug or alcohol abuse, a traumatic background that causes you great distress, or if you’re at risk of harming yourself, it would be wise to consider working with a therapist. This book is designed to be useful in conjunction with therapy, although it’s important to talk with your therapist about whether it fits with the work you’re doing.


What if I’m feeling sceptical about mindfulness?


It’s perfectly OK to feel sceptical. I felt sceptical myself when I started learning about mindfulness in the 1990s. I had no experience with meditation and learned about mindfulness when I did intensive professional training in dialectical behaviour therapy (see the box on pages 10–11 for a brief description of DBT). At that time, I thought mindfulness was for monks in monasteries, not for scientific psychologists. But I needed to learn DBT for my professional work as a clinical psychologist, teacher and supervisor, so I started practising the exercises.


To my surprise, the exercises had a big impact on me. I developed a great interest in learning more. I read books by noted mindfulness teachers, went to mindfulness training sessions, conferences and meditation retreats. I studied the mindfulness-based programmes described in the box on pages 10–11. I undertook research on mindfulness.


The more I learned, the clearer it became that mindfulness was making a huge difference in my life. I felt more appreciative of the external world, more at ease with my inner workings. Mindfulness improved my self-understanding and insight, clarified my priorities and made me happier. It didn’t get rid of stress and difficulties, but helped me handle them more effectively. The same was true for the people I was working with: clients, colleagues and students. Today, I continue to practise regularly, using the skills described in this book. Mindfulness permeates how I see the world and live my life.


However, this doesn’t mean that I’m mindful every minute. I’m actually a somewhat absent-minded professor (as my students will tell you). It also doesn’t necessarily mean that mindfulness will change your life. However, research shows that practising mindfulness helps a great many people. My own research, teaching, clinical work and personal experience confirm this. I’m confident that if you work your way through this book in the spirit of exploration and interest, there’s an excellent chance it will make a difference to you. And, like anything else, you will get more out of it if you put more into it.


So let’s get started.





2 Welcoming All Visitors to the Mind


‘The content and quality of our lives depend on our level of awareness.’


Sharon Salzberg


Imagine that a winter storm has caused trees to fall on power lines all over your city. You and countless others have no electricity. Your house is cold; you can’t cook, watch TV or use your computer. After dark, you rely on candles and torches. According to the newscast on your battery-powered radio, electricity won’t be restored for days.


You consider your priorities and options. Do you need more candles, batteries, blankets or food that doesn’t need cooking? Which shops are still open? Should you try to get a kerosene heater? Where will you find kerosene? Could you stay with friends or relatives for a few days? What would be best for your two young children, your dog, your house?


From the library, which still has power, you contact your sister, who lives 100 miles away and was unaffected by the storm. She invites you to stay with her for as long as necessary. You gratefully accept. Now you have a clear goal: to get your family to your sister’s home. You start packing, preparing the car, securing your house and notifying people that you’ll be away.


While handling this situation, you’re in a state of mind called problemsolving mode – focusing on goals and thinking rationally about how to achieve them. When we’re in problem-solving mode, we notice discrepancies: differences between the way things are (at home with no power, uncomfortable) and the way we want them to be (at sister’s house, more comfortable). To reduce the discrepancies, we analyse the problems, think of potential solutions, put plans into action, keep track of progress and revise plans when necessary.


Problem-solving mode is extremely useful for managing crises. In fact, it’s essential for accomplishing any complex project. Renovating a kitchen, writing a book, growing a vegetable garden – all require planning, working towards goals, checking on progress and dealing with difficulties. On a larger scale, problem-solving mode is responsible for many of humanity’s great achievements, such as computers, air travel and medicine. All were developed by generations of scientists, engineers, inventors and others working to reduce discrepancies between the status quo and a desired future.


Even an ordinary day requires frequent use of problem-solving mode. Daily life is full of discrepancies between the present situation (haven’t showered, dressed, fed the cats, eaten breakfast or gone to work) and the desired situation (all of that done by 9.00a.m.). Some of this behaviour is so automatic that we don’t think of it as problem-solving – it’s our normal routine. But the mental process is the same: noticing discrepancies, acting to reduce them and checking on progress.


Many people enjoy solving problems, large or small, one after another. Some choose a profession based on a love of skilful problem-solving. Plumbers, mechanics and doctors, among others, devote their careers to solving problems for others’ benefit; many find the work rewarding and fulfilling.


Problem-solving mode is so helpful that we expect it to work for every problem that arises. Unfortunately, in some circumstances it doesn’t work very well. Let’s consider two examples.


Alicia’s Story


Alicia is in training to become a history teacher. She’s teaching her first lesson to a class of sixteen-year-olds in a few days. She feels nervous about it and wishes she felt calm. This is a discrepancy; it seems to call for problem-solving mode.


At first, problem-solving is useful; it helps Alicia think of ways to feel less nervous. She works hard on her lesson plan; she practises the lesson with fellow trainees; she chooses what to wear to feel comfortable in the classroom, which is often too warm.


But she’s still terribly nervous. She reminds herself that she’s well prepared, that her fellow trainees enjoyed the lesson, that it doesn’t have to be perfect – it’s a training exercise and her supervisor will provide feedback afterwards. She takes deep breaths and relaxes her face and shoulder muscles. In the evening, she goes for a vigorous bike ride.


These strategies help, but she’s not nearly as calm as she’d like to be. Every time she thinks of the lesson, her heart races. ‘What’s wrong with me?’ she asks herself. ‘Why can’t I settle down? I’ll never succeed if I can’t control my nerves.’ She tries to stop thinking about the lesson, but it keeps coming back to her mind. Then she ruminates about it. ‘This is going to be terrible,’ she tells herself repeatedly. ‘The students will have no respect for me.’ She imagines the lesson going badly, the students rolling their eyes and refusing to participate, her supervisor having to step in. ‘I have no future as a teacher,’ she thinks as she gets into bed.


These thoughts make it hard for Alicia to fall asleep. She gets up and drinks two glasses of wine. This helps temporarily, but she wakes up at 4.00 a.m. and can’t go back to sleep.


Alicia’s attempts to feel less nervous were helpful at first, but now they’re making matters worse. Why is this happening? Unfortunately, it’s often difficult to get rid of negative emotions, especially in situations like Alicia’s, where it’s normal to be nervous. We can take reasonable steps, as Alicia did, but it’s unlikely that nervousness will completely disappear. Trying too hard to get rid of nervousness led Alicia into psychological traps discussed in the previous chapter: rumination, self-criticism and emotion-driven behaviour.


Alan’s Story


A week ago, Alan asked his girlfriend of two years to marry him. She declined. She’s moving away to take a new job, isn’t ready for marriage and doesn’t want to continue the relationship. She was clear that she won’t change her mind.


Alan is facing a huge discrepancy between the way things are and the way he’d like them to be. He’s understandably upset. His mind automatically jumps into problem-solving mode, trying to think of ways to change the situation. He ruminates about what he could have done differently, but arrives at no clear answers. Judgemental thoughts circulate through his mind. ‘I guess I just wasn’t good enough for her,’ he tells himself. ‘I can’t believe I messed this up. There must be something wrong with me.’ These thoughts lower his mood and create tension. He becomes irritable, snapping at people who are trying to be supportive. Then he criticizes himself and avoids his friends. Like Alicia, Alan has fallen into psychological traps.


How Mindfulness Helps


When we need to do something important but stressful, or when facing painful situations that can’t be changed, it’s difficult to handle our feelings wisely. The problem-solving mode can cause trouble because it keeps us focused on trying to change things, even when change is unrealistic. In these situations, we need skills for accepting unpleasant realities. Practising mindfulness teaches us how to accept the things we can’t change. Paradoxically, this leads to healthier, more meaningful change.


Let’s look at what happens with Alicia and Alan after they learn the mindfulness skills taught in this book.


Alicia


Alicia recognizes that she has done everything she can to prepare for her history lesson. Ruminating about nervousness and trying to eliminate it are not helping. She adopts a mindful perspective, observing her racing heart and shaky feelings with a non-judgemental and self-compassionate attitude. When self-critical and pessimistic thoughts come to mind (‘I’ll never succeed if I can’t stay calm’), she recognizes that they’re thoughts – she doesn’t have to believe them or act on them. She accepts that anxious thoughts and feelings are natural under the circumstances. She reminds herself of her longstanding desire to be a history teacher and reaffirms her willingness to take the necessary steps. ‘Teaching my first lesson is part of the process,’ she tells herself. ‘To work towards my goal, I’m willing to do things that make me nervous.’


Alicia feels much better, but not because she’s rid herself of nervousness. Rather, the way she relates to her feelings of nervousness has changed. She has shifted from problem-solving mode to mindful acceptance mode, a distinctly different state of mind. She realizes that she can allow the nervous feelings to come and go on their own, while she proceeds with what she needs to do. She doesn’t have to control the nervous feelings, and they don’t have to control her. This understanding gives her a strong feeling of wellbeing.
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