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      FOREWORD BY JON KABAT-ZINN

      
      The world is all-abuzz nowadays about mindfulness. This is a wonderful thing because we are sorely lacking, if not starving
         for some elusive but necessary element in our lives. We might even 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, which is this one – and that we are worthy of inhabiting life in this way and capable
         of it. This is a very brave intuition or insight, and it matters enormously. It could be world-transforming. It is certainly
         profoundly nurturing and life-transforming for those who undertake it.
      

      
      That said, mindfulness is not merely a good idea: ‘Oh yes, I will just be more present in my life, and less judgmental, and
         everything will be better. Why didn’t that occur to me before?’. Such ideas are at best fleeting and hardly ever gain sustained
         traction. While it might very well be a good idea to be more present and less judgmental, you won’t get very far with the
         idea alone. In fact, that thought might just make you feel more inadequate or out of control. To be effective, mindfulness
         requires an embodied engagement on the part of anyone hoping to derive some benefit from it. Another way to put it is that mindfulness, as Mark
         Williams and Danny Penman point out, is actually a practice. It is a way of being, rather than merely a good idea or a clever technique, or a passing fad. Indeed, it is thousands of
         years old and is often spoken of as ‘the heart of Buddhist meditation,’ although its essence, being about attention and awareness,
         is universal.
      

      
      The practice of mindfulness has been shown to exert a powerful influence on one’s health, wellbeing and happiness, as attested
         to by the scientific and medical evidence presented in this book in a very accessible fashion. However, because it is a practice
         rather than merely a good idea, its cultivation is a process, one that of necessity unfolds and deepens over time. It is most
         beneficial if you take it on as a strong commitment to yourself, one that requires a degree of stick-to-it-ness and discipline,
         while at the same time, being playful and bringing to each moment, as best you can, a certain ease and lightness of touch
         – a gesture of kindness and self-compassion really. This lightness of touch, coupled with a steadfast and wholehearted engagement,
         is really a signature of mindfulness training and practice in all its various forms.
      

      
      It is very important to have good guidance along this path for the stakes are actually quite high. Ultimately, the quality
         of your very life and your relationships to others and to the world you inhabit is at stake, to say nothing of the degree
         of wellbeing, mental balance, happiness, and integration in your life as it unfolds. You would do well to put yourself in
         the experienced hands of Mark Williams and Danny Penman, and give yourself over to their guidance and to the programme that
         they map out. The programme provides a coherent structure, an architecture if you will, within which you can observe your
         own mind and body and life unfolding, and a systematic and trustworthy approach for working with whatever arises. This architecture is strongly
         evidence-based, arising out of the curricula of mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR) and mindfulness-based cognitive
         therapy (MBCT), and fashioned into a coherent, compelling, and commonsensical eight-week programme for anyone caring about
         his or her own health and sanity, especially in this increasingly fast-paced and, as they refer to it, frantic world. I particularly
         like the simple yet radical habit-breaking suggestions, what they call ‘habit releasers,’ that they offer, which are meant
         to reveal and break open some of our most unaware life patterns of thought and behaviour, patterns that unbeknownst to us,
         tend to imprison us in a smallness that is definitely not the full story of who we are.
      

      
      And while you are putting yourself into the authors’ hands for guidance, you are also, most importantly, putting yourself
         very much into your own hands by making the commitment to yourself to actually follow their suggestions, to engage in the
         various formal and informal practices and habit releasers, and put them to the test by seeing what happens when you begin
         to pay attention and act with kindness and compassion towards yourself and others, even if it feels a bit artificial at first.
         Such a commitment is ultimately a radical act of trust and faith in yourself. In concert with the inspiring programme offered
         here, it could really be the opportunity of a lifetime, and a chance to reclaim and befriend that ‘lifetime’ and live it more
         fully, moment by moment by moment.
      

      
      I have known Mark Williams as a colleague, co-author, and good friend over many years. He is one of the premier researchers
         in the field of mindfulness worldwide, and has been a pioneer in its development and dissemination. He is a co-founder, along
         with John Teasdale and Zindel Segal, of mindfulness-based cognitive therapy (MBCT), which has been shown in many studies to make a huge difference in the lives of people with the condition known
         as major depressive disorder by dramatically lowering their risk of relapsing back into depression. He is also the founder
         of the Oxford Mindfulness Centre, and before that, the Centre for Mindfulness Research and Practice at Bangor University,
         North Wales. Both centres are at the forefront of research and clinical training in mindfulness-based interventions. Now,
         with journalist Danny Penman, Mark has put together this very practical and pragmatic guide to mindfulness and its cultivation.
         May you derive great benefit from engaging in this programme and its invitation to explore how you might be in a wiser and
         more fulfilling relationship to your ‘one wild and precious life.’
      

      
      Jon Kabat-Zinn

      
      Boston, Massachusetts

      December, 2010
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      CHAPTER ONE

      
      Chasing Your Tail

      
      Can you remember the last time you lay in bed wrestling with your thoughts? You desperately wanted your mind to become calm,
         to just be quiet, so that you could get some sleep. But whatever you tried seemed to fail. Every time you forced yourself not to think, your
         thoughts exploded into life with renewed strength. You told yourself not to worry, but suddenly discovered countless new things
         to worry about. You tried fluffing up the pillow and rolling over to get more comfortable, but soon enough, you began thinking
         again. As the night ground ever onwards, your strength progressively drained away, leaving you feeling fragile and broken.
         By the time the alarm went off, you were exhausted, bad tempered and thoroughly miserable.
      

      
      Throughout the next day you had the opposite problem – you wanted to be wide awake, but could hardly stop yawning. You stumbled
         into work, but weren’t really present. You couldn’t concentrate. Your eyes were red and puffy. Your whole body ached and your mind felt empty. You’d stare at the pile of papers on your desk for ages, hoping something, anything, would turn up so that you could gather enough momentum to do a day’s work. In meetings, you could barely keep your eyes
         open, let alone contribute anything intelligent. It seemed as though your life had begun to slip through your fingers … you
         felt ever-more anxious, stressed and exhausted.
      

      
      This is a book about how you can find peace and contentment in such troubled and frantic times as these. Or rather, this is
         a book about how you can rediscover them; for there are deep wellsprings of peace and contentment living inside us all, no matter how trapped and distraught
         we might feel. They’re just waiting to be liberated from the cage that our frantic and relentless way of life has crafted
         for them.
      

      
      We know this to be true because we – and our colleagues – have been studying anxiety, stress and depression for over thirty
         years at Oxford University and other institutions around the world. This work has discovered the secret to sustained happiness
         and how you can successfully tackle anxiety, stress, exhaustion and even full-blown depression. It’s the kind of happiness
         and peace that gets into your bones and promotes a deep-seated authentic love of life, seeping into everything you do and
         helping you to cope more skilfully with the worst that life throws at you.
      

      
      It’s a secret that was well understood in the ancient world and is kept alive in some cultures even today. But many of us
         in the Western world have largely forgotten how to live a good and joyful existence. And it’s often even worse than this.
         We try so hard to be happy that we end up missing the most important parts of our lives and destroying the very peace that we were
         seeking.
      

      
      We wrote this book to help you understand where true happiness, peace and contentment can be found and how you can rediscover them for yourself. It will teach you how to free yourself progressively from anxiety, stress, unhappiness and
         exhaustion. We’re not promising eternal bliss; everyone experiences periods of pain and suffering and it’s naive and dangerous
         to pretend otherwise. And yet, it is possible to taste an alternative to the relentless struggle that pervades much of our daily lives.
      

      
      In the following pages and in the accompanying audio we offer a series of simple practices that you can incorporate into your
         daily life. They are based on mindfulness-based cognitive therapy (MBCT) which grew out of the inspiring work of Jon Kabat-Zinn
         at the UMass Medical Center in America. The MBCT programme was originally developed by Professor Mark Williams (co-author
         of this book), John Teasdale at Cambridge and Zindel Segal of the University of Toronto. It was designed to help people who
         had suffered repeated bouts of serious depression to overcome their illness. Clinical trials show that it works. It’s been
         clinically proven to halve the risk of depression in those who have suffered the most debilitating forms of the illness. It’s
         at least as effective as antidepressants, and has none of their downsides. In fact, it is so effective that it’s now one of
         the preferred treatments recommended by the UK’s National Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence.
      

      
      The MBCT technique revolves around a form of meditation that was little known in the West until recently. Mindfulness meditation
         is so beautifully simple that it can be used by the rest of us to reveal our innate joie de vivre. Not only is this worthwhile in itself, but it can also prevent normal feelings of anxiety, stress and sadness from spiralling
         downwards into prolonged periods of unhappiness and exhaustion – or even serious clinical depression.
      

      
      
      A one-minute meditation

      
      1. Sit erect in a straight-backed chair. If possible, bring your back a little way from the rear of the chair so that your
         spine is self-supporting. Your feet can be flat on the floor. Close your eyes or lower your gaze.
      

      
      2. Focus your attention on your breath as it flows in and out of your body. Stay in touch with the different sensations of
         each in-breath and each out-breath. Observe the breath without looking for anything special to happen. There is no need to
         alter your breathing in any way.
      

      
      3. After a while your mind may wander. When you notice this, gently bring your attention back to your breath, without giving
         yourself a hard time – the act of realising that your mind has wandered and bringing your attention back without criticising
         yourself is central to the practice of mindfulness meditation.
      

      
      4. Your mind may eventually become calm like a still pond – or it may not. Even if you get a sense of absolute stillness,
         it may only be fleeting. If you feel angry or exasperated, notice that this may be fleeting too. Whatever happens, just allow
         it to be as it is.
      

      
      5. After a minute, let your eyes open and take in the room again.

      

      A typical meditation consists of focusing your full attention on your breath as it flows in and out of your body (see One-minute
         meditation box, above). Focusing on each breath in this way allows you to observe your thoughts as they arise in your mind
         and, little by little, to let go of struggling with them. You come to realise that thoughts come and go of their own accord; that you are not your thoughts. You can watch as they appear in your mind, seemingly from thin air, and watch again as they disappear,
         like a soap bubble bursting. You come to the profound understanding that thoughts and feelings (including negative ones) are
         transient. They come and they go, and ultimately, you have a choice about whether to act on them or not.
      

      
      Mindfulness is about observation without criticism; being compassionate with yourself. When unhappiness or stress hover overhead,
         rather than taking it all personally, you learn to treat them as if they were black clouds in the sky, and to observe them
         with friendly curiosity as they drift past. In essence, mindfulness allows you to catch negative thought patterns before they
         tip you into a downward spiral. It begins the process of putting you back in control of your life.
      

      
      Over time, mindfulness brings about long-term changes in mood and levels of happiness and wellbeing. Scientific studies have
         shown that mindfulness not only prevents depression, but that it also positively affects the brain patterns underlying day-to-day
         anxiety, stress, depression and irritability so that when they arise, they dissolve away again more easily. Other studies
         have shown that regular meditators see their doctors less often and spend fewer days in hospital. Memory improves, creativity
         increases and reaction times become faster (see box on the benefits of mindfulness meditation, below).
      

      
      The benefits of mindfulness meditation

      
      Numerous psychological studies have shown that regular meditators are happier and more contented than average.1 These are not just important results in themselves but have huge medical significance as such positive emotions are linked to a longer
         and healthier life.2

      
      • Anxiety, depression and irritability all decrease with regular sessions of meditation.3 Memory also improves, reaction times become faster and mental and physical stamina increase.4

      
      • Regular meditators enjoy better and more fulfilling relationships.5

      
      • Studies worldwide have found that meditation reduces the key indicators of chronic stress, including hypertension.6

      
      • Meditation has also been found to be effective in reducing the impact of serious conditions, such as chronic pain7 and cancer,8 and can even help to relieve drug and alcohol dependence.9

      
      • Studies have now shown that meditation bolsters the immune system and thus helps to fight off colds, flu and other diseases.10

      

      Despite these proven benefits, however, many people are still a little wary when they hear the word ‘meditation’. So before we proceed, it might
         be helpful to dispel some myths:
      

      
      • Meditation is not a religion. Mindfulness is simply a method of mental training. Many people who practise meditation are
         themselves religious, but then again, many atheists and agnostics are keen meditators too.
      

      
      • You don’t have to sit cross-legged on the floor (like the pictures you may have seen in magazines or on TV), but you can if you want to. Most people who come to our classes sit on chairs to
         meditate, but you can also practise bringing mindful awareness to whatever you are doing, on buses, trains or while walking
         to work. You can meditate more or less anywhere.
      

      
      • Mindfulness practice does not take a lot of time, although some patience and persistence are required. Many people soon
         find that meditation liberates them from the pressures of time, so they have more of it to spend on other things.
      

      
      • Meditation is not complicated. Nor is it about ‘success’ or ‘failure’. Even when meditation feels difficult, you’ll have
         learned something valuable about the workings of the mind and thus have benefited psychologically.
      

      
      • It will not deaden your mind or prevent you from striving towards important career or lifestyle goals; nor will it trick
         you into falsely adopting a Pollyanna attitude to life. Meditation is not about accepting the unacceptable. It is about seeing
         the world with greater clarity so that you can take wiser and more considered action to change those things which need to
         be changed. Meditation helps cultivate a deep and compassionate awareness that allows you to assess your goals and find the
         optimum path towards realising your deepest values.
      

      
      FINDING PEACE IN A FRANTIC WORLD

      
      If you have picked up this book, the chances are you’ve repeatedly asked yourself why the peace and happiness you yearn for
         so often slip through your fingers. Why is so much of life defined by frantic busyness, anxiety, stress and exhaustion? These are questions that puzzled us for many years too, and we think
         that science has finally found the answers. And, ironically, the principles underlying these answers were known to the ancient
         world: they are eternal truths.
      

      
      Our moods naturally wax and wane. It’s the way we’re meant to be. But certain patterns of thinking can turn a short-term dip
         in vitality or emotional wellbeing into longer periods of anxiety, stress, unhappiness and exhaustion. A brief moment of sadness,
         anger or anxiety can end up tipping you into a ‘bad mood’ that colours a whole day or far, far longer. Recent scientific discoveries
         have shown how these normal emotional fluxes can lead to long-term unhappiness, acute anxiety and even depression. But, more
         importantly, these discoveries have also revealed the path to becoming a happier and more ‘centred’ person, by showing that:
      

      
      • when you start to feel a little sad, anxious, or irritable it’s not the mood that does the damage but how you react to it.

      
      • the effort of trying to free yourself from a bad mood or bout of unhappiness – of working out why you’re unhappy and what
         you can do about it – often makes things worse. It’s like being trapped in quicksand – the more you struggle to be free, the
         deeper you sink.
      

      
      As soon as we understand how the mind works, it becomes obvious why we all suffer from bouts of unhappiness, stress and irritability
         from time to time.
      

      
      When you begin to feel a little unhappy, it’s natural to try and think your way out of the problem of being unhappy. You try to establish what is making you unhappy and then find a solution. In the process, you can easily dredge up past regrets and conjure
         up future worries. This further lowers your mood. It doesn’t take long before you start to feel bad for failing to discover
         a way of cheering yourself up. The ‘inner critic’, which lives inside us all, begins to whisper that it’s your fault, that
         you should try harder, whatever the cost. You soon start to feel separated from the deepest and wisest parts of yourself.
         You get lost in a seemingly endless cycle of recrimination and self-judgment; finding yourself at fault for not meeting your
         ideals, for not being the person you wish you could be.
      

      
      We get drawn into this emotional quicksand because our state of mind is intimately connected with memory. The mind is constantly
         trawling through memories to find those that echo our current emotional state. For example, if you feel threatened, the mind
         instantly digs up memories of when you felt endangered in the past, so that you can spot similarities and find a way of escaping.
         It happens in an instant, before you’re even aware of it. It’s a basic survival skill honed by millions of years of evolution.
         It’s incredibly powerful and almost impossible to stop.
      

      
      The same is true with unhappiness, anxiety and stress. It is normal to feel a little unhappy from time to time, but sometimes
         a few sad thoughts can end up triggering a cascade of unhappy memories, negative emotions and harsh judgments. Before long,
         hours or even days can be coloured by negative self-critical thoughts such as, What’s wrong with me? My life is a mess. What
         will happen when they discover how useless I really am?
      

      
      Such self-attacking thoughts are incredibly powerful, and once they gather momentum they are almost impossible to stop. One
         thought or feeling triggers the next, and then the next … Soon, the original thought – no matter how fleeting – has gathered
         up a raft of similar sadnesses, anxieties and fears and you’ve become enmeshed in your own sorrow.
      

      
      In a sense, there is nothing surprising about this. Context has a huge effect on our memory. A few years ago, psychologists
         discovered that if deep-sea divers memorised a list of words on a beach, they tended to forget them when they were under water,
         but were able to remember them again when they were back on dry land. It worked the other way round too. Words memorised under
         water were more easily forgotten on the beach. The sea and the beach were powerful contexts for memory.11

      
      You can see the same process working in your own mind too. Have you ever revisited a favourite childhood holiday destination?
         Before the visit you probably had only hazy memories of it. But once you got there – walking down the streets, taking in the
         sights, sounds and smells – the memories came flooding back. You may have felt excited, wistful or perhaps even a little bit
         in love. Returning to that context encouraged your mind to recall a host of related memories. But it’s not just places that
         trigger memories. The world is full of such triggers. Has a song ever sparked a cascade of emotionally charged memories? Or
         the smell of flowers or freshly baked bread?
      

      
      Similarly, our mood can act as an internal context that is every bit as powerful as a visit to an old holiday destination
         or the sound of a favourite tune. A flicker of sadness, frustration or anxiety can bring back unsettling memories, whether
         you want them or not. Soon you can be lost in gloomy thoughts and negative emotions. And often you don’t know where they came
         from – they just appeared, seemingly from thin air. You can become bad tempered, irritable or sad without really knowing why.
         You’re left wondering, Why am I in a bad mood? Or, Why do I feel so sad and tired today?

      
      
      You can’t stop the triggering of unhappy memories, self-critical thoughts and judgmental ways of thinking – but you can stop
         what happens next. You can stop the spiral from feeding off itself and triggering the next cycle of negative thoughts. You
         can stop the cascade of destructive emotions that can end up making you unhappy, anxious, stressed, irritable or exhausted.
      

      
      Mindfulness meditation teaches you to recognise memories and damaging thoughts as they arise. It reminds you that they are
         memories. They are like propaganda, they are not real. They are not you. You can learn to observe negative thoughts as they arise, let them stay a while and then simply watch them evaporate before
         your eyes. And when this occurs, an extraordinary thing can happen: a profound sense of happiness and peace fills the void.
      

      
      Mindfulness meditation does this by harnessing an alternative way in which our minds can relate to the world. Most of us know
         only the analytical side of the mind; the process of thinking, judging, planning and trawling through past memories while
         searching for solutions. But the mind is also aware. We do not just think about things, we are also aware that we are thinking. And we don’t need language to stand as an intermediary between us and
         the world; we can also experience it directly through our senses. We are capable of directly sensing things like the sounds
         of birds, the scent of beautiful flowers and the sight of a loved one’s smile. And we know with the heart as well as the head.
         Thinking is not all there is to conscious experience. The mind is bigger and more encompassing than thought alone.
      

      
      Meditation creates greater mental clarity; seeing things with pure open-hearted awareness. It’s a place – a vantage point
         – from which we can witness our own thoughts and feelings as they arise. It takes us off the hair-trigger that compels us
         to react to things as soon as they happen. Our inner self – the part that is innately happy and at peace – is no longer drowned out
         by the noise of the mind crunching through problems.
      

      
      Mindfulness meditation encourages us to become more patient and compassionate with ourselves and to cultivate open-mindedness
         and gentle persistence. These qualities help free us from the gravitational pull of anxiety, stress and unhappiness by reminding
         us what science has shown: that it’s OK to stop treating sadness and other difficulties as problems that need to be solved.
         We shouldn’t feel bad about ‘failing’ to fix them. In fact, that’s often the wisest course of action because our habitual
         ways of solving such difficulties often make them worse.
      

      
      Mindfulness does not negate the brain’s natural desire to solve problems. It simply gives us the time and space to choose
         the best ways of solving them. Some problems are best dealt with emotionally – we select the solution that ‘feels’ best. Others need
         to be slogged through logically. Many are best dealt with intuitively, creatively. Some are best left alone for now.
      

      
      HAPPINESS AWAITS

      
      Mindfulness operates on two levels. First and foremost is the core mindfulness meditation programme. This is a series of simple daily
         meditations that can be done almost anywhere, though you’ll find it most helpful to do them in a quiet spot at home. Some
         are as short as three minutes. Others may take twenty to thirty minutes.
      

      
      Mindfulness also encourages you to break some of the unconscious habits of thinking and behaving that stop you from living life to the
         full. Many judgmental and self-critical thoughts arise out of habitual ways of thinking and acting. By breaking with some of your daily routines you’ll progressively dissolve some
         of these negative thinking patterns and become more mindful and aware. You may be astonished by how much more happiness and
         joy are attainable with even tiny changes to the way you live your life.
      

      
      Habit breaking is straightforward. It’s as simple as not sitting in the same chair at meetings, switching off the television
         for a while or taking a different route to work. You may also be asked to plant some seeds and watch them grow, or perhaps
         look after a friend’s pet for a few days or go and watch a film at your local cinema. Such simple things – acting together
         with a short meditation each day – really can make your life more joyous and fulfilled.
      

      
      You can do the programme over as long or as short a period as you wish, but it’s best to do it over the recommended eight
         weeks. It’s as flexible as you want to make it, but it’s worth remembering that it may take time for the practices to reveal
         their full potential. That’s why they are called practices. Everything in this book is designed to help you along this path.
         And if you follow the path, you’ll begin to find peace in a frantic world.
      


      
      
         To start the programme right away, we suggest you turn to Chapter Four. If you’d like to know more about the new scientific
               discoveries that reveal how and why we trap ourselves in negative ways of thinking and behaving – and how mindfulness meditation
               frees you – then Chapters Two and Three will help you with this. We really hope you will read these chapters, as they’ll give
               you an understanding, at the deepest of levels, of why mindfulness is so powerful. They will greatly aid your progress and you’ll also get the opportunity to try the Chocolate meditation. If you’re anxious to get going now,
               however, there’s no reason why you can’t start the programme immediately and read Chapters Two and Three as you go along.


      
         On the accompanying audio you will find eight tracks containing the meditations you will need to guide you through the programme,
               narrated by Mark Williams. We suggest that you read through each meditation as you come to them in the book, and then do the
               meditation itself, following the guidance on the audio. People who have bought the unenhanced ebook may access the accompanying audio at https://soundcloud.com/hachetteaudiouk/sets/mindfulness-a-practical-guide-to-finding-peace-in-a-frantic-world.

      

   



      
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      Why Do We Attack Ourselves?

      
      Lucy was outwardly a successful buyer for a high-street clothing chain. She was also stuck: she sat staring out of the window
         at three in the afternoon, stressed out, exhausted and thoroughly miserable:
      

      

      
      
         Why can’t I get on with this project? she wondered. I can usually do these figures in no time. Why can’t I just come to a decision? What’s wrong with me? I’m so tired – I can’t
               even think straight …

      

      
      Lucy had been punishing herself with such self-critical thoughts for over an hour. Before that, she’d had a long, anxious
         chat with the kindergarten teacher about her daughter, Emily, who’d been crying when she’d left her earlier that morning.
         Then, in a bit of a rush, she’d phoned the plumber to find out why he hadn’t been to look at the broken toilet in her house. Now she was staring at a spreadsheet, feeling drained of energy and munching on
         a chocolate muffin in lieu of lunch.
      

      
      The demands and strains in Lucy’s life had been growing steadily worse for months. Work was becoming ever-more stressful and
         had started to drag on, way past her normal finishing time. Nights had become sleepless, days more drowsy. Her limbs had started
         to ache. Life had begun to lose its joy. It had become a struggle to keep going. She’d felt like this for brief periods before,
         when at college with exams looming, but those had been temporary. She’d never have guessed that they could become such a permanent
         feature of her life.
      

      
      She kept asking herself repeatedly: What’s become of my life? Why do I feel so burned out? I should be happy. I used to be happy. Where did it all go?

      
      Lucy exists in a netherworld of overwork, general low-level unhappiness, dissatisfaction and stress. She’s been sapped of
         her mental and physical energy and has begun to feel increasingly rudderless. She desperately wants to be happy and at peace
         with herself, but has no idea how to get there. Her unhappiness and dissatisfaction aren’t severe enough to warrant a trip
         to the doctor, but enough to sap many of life’s joys. She exists, rather than truly lives.

      
      Lucy’s story is hardly unique. She is one of countless millions who are neither depressed nor anxious in a medical sense –
         yet who are not truly happy either. We all go through life with rises and falls in mood and energy. Often these changes in
         mood come out of the blue. One moment we’re happily bumbling through life, daydreaming, feeling content and unfussed, but
         then something subtle happens. Before we know it, we’re starting to feel a little stressed: there’s too much to do and not
         enough time, and the pace of demands seems ever-more relentless. We feel tired, but find that even after a good night’s sleep we don’t feel
         refreshed. And then we stop and ask ourselves: How did that happen? There may have been no big changes in life, we haven’t
         lost any friends nor have our debts suddenly spiralled out of control. Nothing’s changed, but the joy has somehow gone out
         of life and been replaced with a sort of generalised distress and listlessness.
      

      
      Most people, most of the time, do snap out of these downward spirals. Such periods do generally pass. But sometimes they can tip us into a tailspin that persists for days. Or, as in the case of Lucy, they can
         persist for weeks and months with no apparent rhyme or reason. In severe cases, people can be tipped into a full-blown episode
         of clinical anxiety or depression (see box below).
      

      
      Unhappiness, stress and depression

      
      Depression is taking a staggering toll on the modern world. Around 10 per cent of the population can expect to become clinically
         depressed over the coming year. And things are likely to become worse. The World Health Organization1 estimates that depression will impose the second-biggest health burden globally by 2020. Think about that for a moment. Depression
         will impose a bigger burden than heart disease, arthritis and many forms of cancer on both individuals and society in less
         than a decade.
      

      
      Depression used to be an illness of the late middle-aged; now it strikes most people first when they are in their mid-twenties,
         and a substantial number of people suffer their first bout in their teens.2 It can also persist, with around 15–39 per cent of sufferers still depressed after one year. Around one-fifth remain depressed
         for two or more years – the definition of ‘chronic’ depression.3 But the scariest thing of all is that depression tends to return. If you’ve been depressed once, there is a 50 per cent chance
         of a recurrence – even if you’ve made a full recovery.
      

      
      Depression may be exacting a staggering toll but its cousin – chronic anxiety – is becoming disturbingly common too, with
         average levels of anxiety in children and young people now at a point that would have been judged to be ‘clinical’ in the 1950s.4 It’s not a great stretch of the imagination to assume that in a few decades unhappiness, depression and anxiety will have
         become the normal human condition, rather than happiness and contentment.
      

      

      Although persistent periods of distress and exhaustion often seem to arrive from nowhere, there are underlying processes going
         on in the background of the mind that were only unravelled in the 1990s and early twenty-first century. And with this understanding
         has come the realisation that we can ‘step outside’ of our troubles and liberate ourselves from unhappiness, anxiety, stress,
         exhaustion and even depression.
      

      
      OUR TROUBLED MINDS

      
      If you’d asked Lucy how she felt when she was staring at her computer she’d have said ‘exhausted’ or ‘tense’. At first glance
         these feelings seem like clear-cut statements of fact, but if she’d looked inside herself a little more closely she’d have
         realised that there wasn’t one single thing that you could label as ‘exhaustion’ or ‘tension’. Both of these emotions were
         actually ‘bundles’ of thoughts, raw feelings, bodily sensations and impulses (such as the desire to scream or storm out of
         the room). This is what emotions are; they’re like a background colour that’s created when your mind fuses together all of
         your thoughts, feelings, impulses and bodily sensations to conjure up an overall guiding theme or state of mind (see diagram,
         ‘What makes an emotion?’, p. 20). All of these different elements that make up an emotion play off each other and can end
         up enhancing (or tempering) overall mood. It’s a phenomenally intricate dance full of subtle interactions that we’re only
         now beginning to understand.
      

      
      Take thoughts as an example. Several decades ago, it became apparent that thoughts could drive our moods and emotions, but
         it’s only since the 1980s that it’s become clear that the process can also run in reverse: moods can drive our thoughts. Think
         about that for a moment. Your moods can drive your thoughts. In practice, this means that even a few fleeting moments of sadness
         can end up feeding off themselves to create more unhappy thoughts by colouring how you see and interpret the world. Just as
         gloomy skies can make you feel, well, gloomy, momentary sadness can dredge up unsettling thoughts and memories further deepening
         the mood. The same goes for other moods and emotions too. If you feel stressed, then this stress can feed off itself to create
         more stress. Likewise with anxiety, fear, anger and such ‘positive’ emotions as love, happiness, compassion and empathy.
      

      

      [image: image]

   

      But it’s not just thoughts and moods that feed off each other and end up wrecking wellbeing – the body also gets involved.
         This is because the mind does not exist in isolation; it’s a fundamental part of the body and they both continuously share
         emotional information with each other. In fact, much of what the body feels is coloured by our thoughts and emotions, and
         everything that we think is informed by what’s going on in the body. It’s a phenomenally complex process full of feedbacks,
         but research is showing us that our whole outlook on life can be shifted by tiny changes in the body. Something as subtle
         as frowning, smiling or altering posture can have a dramatic impact on mood and the types of thoughts flickering across the
         mind (see box opposite).
      

      
      
      Depressed mood, depressed body

      
      Have you noticed how low mood affects the body, such as the way you move?

      
      Psychologist Johannes Michalak5 and colleagues at the Ruhr-University at Bochum used an optical motion capture system to see how depressed people differ
         from non-depressed people as they walk: they invited depressed and non-depressed people to their lab, and asked them to walk,
         choosing freely how to walk and at what speed. They tracked the walkers’ three-dimensional movements using over forty small
         reflective markers attached to their bodies as they walked up and down.
      

      
      They found that the depressed volunteers walked more slowly, swinging their arms less; the upper body did not move up and
         down very much when they walked, but was more likely to swing from side to side instead. Finally, they found that the depressed
         people walked with a slumped, forward-leaning posture.
      

      
      It is not just that such slumped posture is the result of being depressed. If you try the experiment of sitting for a minute
         with your shoulders slumped forward and head down, notice how you feel at the end of it. If you feel your mood has worsened,
         perhaps finish the experiment by shifting to a posture in which you are sitting upright, with your head and neck balanced
         on your shoulders.
      

      

      To get a flavour of how powerful this feedback can be, the psychologists Fritz Strack, Leonard Martin and Sabine Stepper6 asked a group of people to watch cartoons and then rate how funny they were. Some were asked to hold a pencil between their
         lips so that they were forced to purse them and mimic a scowl. Others watched the cartoons with the pencil between their teeth, simulating a smile. The results were striking: those
         who were forced to smile found the cartoons significantly funnier than those compelled to frown. It’s obvious that smiling
         shows you are happy but it is, admittedly, a bit strange to realise that the act of smiling can itself make you happy. It’s a perfect illustration of just how close the links are between the mind and body. Smiling is infectious too.
         When you see someone grin, you almost invariably smile back. You can’t help it. Think about that for a moment: just the act
         of smiling can make you happy (even if it’s forced); and if you smile, others will smile back at you, reinforcing your own
         happiness. It’s a virtuous cycle.
      

      
      But there’s an equal and opposite vicious cycle too: when we sense a threat we tense up, ready to fight or run away. This
         so-called ‘fight-or-flight’ response isn’t conscious – it’s controlled by one of the most ‘primeval’ parts of the brain, which
         means it’s often a bit simplistic in the way it interprets danger. In fact, it makes no distinction between an external threat,
         such as a tiger, and an internal one, such as a troubling memory or a future worry. It treats both as threats that either
         need to be fought off or run away from. When a threat is sensed – whether real or imagined – the body tenses and braces for
         action. This may manifest as a frown, the churning of the stomach, tension in the shoulders or the draining of blood from
         the skin. The mind then senses the tension in the body and interprets it as a threat (remember how a frown can make you feel
         sad?) which then makes the body tense up even further … A vicious cycle has begun.
      

      
      In practice, this means that if you’re feeling a little stressed or vulnerable, a minor emotional shift can end up ruining
         your whole day – or even tip you into a prolonged period of dissatisfaction or worry. Such shifts often appear out of the blue,
         leaving you drained of energy and asking, Why am I so unhappy?
      

      
      Oliver Burkeman recently discovered this for himself. He wrote in his column in the UK’s Guardian newspaper about how minor bodily sensations sometimes seemed to feed back on themselves to tip him into an emotional spiral.
      

      

      
      
         I think of myself as generally happy, but every so often I’m struck by a fleeting mood of unhappiness or anxiety that quickly
            escalates. On a really bad day, I may spend hours stuck in angst-ridden maunderings, wondering if I need to make major changes
            in my life. It’s usually then that I realise I’ve forgotten to eat lunch. One tuna sandwich later, the mood is gone. And yet,
            ‘Am I hungry?’ is never my first response to feeling bad: my brain, apparently, would prefer to distress itself with reflections
            on the ultimate meaninglessness of human existence than to direct my body to a nearby branch of Pret A Manger.
         

      

      
      Of course, and as Oliver Burkeman has repeatedly found out for himself, most of the time such ‘angst-ridden maunderings’ soon
         blow over. Something catches our eye and makes us smile – a friend calls and cheers us up or perhaps we’ll watch a film and
         go to bed early with a cup of cocoa. Virtually every time we’re buffeted by life’s ill winds, something crops up to redress
         the balance. But it’s not always this way. Sometimes the weight of our own history intervenes to whip up an emotional squall
         because our memories can have a powerful impact on our thoughts, feelings, drives and, ultimately, our bodies too.
      

      
      Take the case of Lucy. Although she describes herself as being ‘driven’ and ‘mostly successful’ she’s acutely aware that something fundamental is missing from her life. She’s achieved most
         of what she wanted, so finds it perplexing that she’s not happy, contented and at peace with herself. She constantly tells
         herself, I should be happy, as if saying this alone is enough to drive away unhappiness.
      

      
      Lucy’s bouts of unhappiness began when she was a teenager. Her parents split up when she was seventeen and the family home
         was sold, forcing both parents to move into flats that were barely adequate. Lucy surprised herself, and her family, by toughing
         it out. Sure, she was initially devastated by her parents’ divorce, but she soon learned to distract herself by working hard
         at school. This was her life-saver. She achieved good grades, went to college and got a decent qualification. She surprised
         herself again when she got her first job as a trainee buyer for a high-street clothing chain. She then spent most of her twenties
         climbing the promotion ladder until she was managing a small team of buyers.
      

      
      Work gradually took over Lucy’s life, leaving her with less and less time for herself. It happened so slowly that she hardly
         realised that life had begun passing her by. There were high points too, of course, like her marriage to Tom and the birth
         of their two daughters. She loved them all to bits, but she still couldn’t quite shake the feeling that life was something
         that only happened to other people. She was walking ‘through slowly thickening treacle’, she told us.
      

      
      This ‘thickening treacle’ was her current busyness and stress, together with the older patterns of thoughts and feelings from
         the past. Even though Lucy was outwardly successful, her thoughts were often dogged – deep down – by fears of failure. This
         ensured that when an entirely normal low mood appeared, her mind would spontaneously begin digging up memories of when she felt similarly in the past, while a harsh ‘inner critic’ told
         her that it would be shameful to display any weaknesses. Vague feelings of fear or insecurity ended up triggering a cascade
         of painful feelings from the past which felt very real and visceral, and which quickly took on a life of their own, activating
         another wave of negative emotions. On the surface, these seemed to have little connection with each other; however, these
         emotions were connected because such feelings often come in constellations, with one part of a pattern triggering the rest.
      

      
      As Lucy will testify, we rarely experience tension or sadness on their own – anger, irritability, bitterness, jealousy and
         hatred can all be bound up with them in an uncomfortable, spiky knot of pain. These feelings may be directed at others but,
         more often than not, they are aimed at ourselves, even if we’re not consciously aware of it. Over a lifetime, these emotional
         constellations can become ever-more closely coupled to thoughts, feelings, bodily sensations and even behaviour. This is how
         the past can have an all-pervading effect in the present; if we trip one emotional switch the others can follow behind (and
         likewise with bodily sensations such as an ache or a pain). All of these can trigger habitual patterns of thinking, behaving
         and feeling that we know are counter-productive, but somehow just can’t seem to stop. And between them, they can create a
         very large net that will catch any slight emotional turbulence and whip it into a storm.
      

      
      Gradually, the repeated triggering of negative thoughts and moods can begin wearing grooves in the mind; over time, these
         become deeper and deeper, making it easier to set off negative, self-critical thoughts and low or panicky moods – and more
         difficult to shake them off. After a while, prolonged periods of fragility can be triggered by the most innocuous of things,
         such as a momentary dip in mood or the slightest flux in energy levels. These triggers can be so small that you might not even
         be aware of them. To make matters worse, negative thoughts often come in the guise of harsh questions that beg answers. They
         nag. Grind away at your soul. Demand an immediate response: Why am I unhappy? What’s up with me today? Where have I gone wrong? Where will it end?

      
      The close links between the different aspects of emotion, stretching back into the past, can explain why a small trigger can
         have a significant effect on mood. Sometimes these moods come and go just as quickly as they arrive, like a squall blowing
         over; but at other times, the stress and fatigue, or the low mood, seem adhesive – they stick around and nothing seems to
         get rid of them. It’s almost as if certain parts of the mind switch on, then get stuck and refuse to turn off again. As it
         turns out, this is what seems to be happening: sometimes the mind automatically switches to full alert, but then does not switch off again as it’s meant to do.
      

      
      A good way of illustrating this is to observe the ways in which many animals deal with danger as compared to humans. Cast
         your mind back to the last nature documentary you saw on TV. Perhaps it contained scenes of a herd of gazelles being chased
         by a leopard on the African savannah. Terrified, the animals ran like crazy until the leopard had either caught one or gave
         up the chase for the day. Once the danger had passed, the herd quickly settled back into grazing. Something in the gazelles’
         brains that gave the alarm when the leopard was noticed, switched off once the danger was past.
      

      
      But the human mind is different, especially when it comes to the ‘intangible’ threats that can trigger anxiety, stress, worry
         or irritability. When there is something to be scared or stressed about – whether real or imagined – our ancient ‘fight-or-flight’ reactions (see p. 22) kick in as they should. But then something
         else happens: the mind begins to trawl through memories to try and find something that will explain why we are feeling like this. So if we feel stressed or in danger, our minds dig up memories of when we felt threatened in the
         past, and then create scenarios of what might happen in the future if we cannot explain what is going on now. The result is
         that the brain’s alarm signals start to be triggered not only by the current scare, but by past threats and future worries. This happens in an instant, before we’re even aware of it. New evidence from brain scans confirms this: people who
         spend their days rushing around mindlessly, who find it difficult to stay present and get so focused on goals that they lose
         touch with the outside world, have an amygdala (the primeval part of the brain involved in fight or flight) that is on ‘high
         alert’ all the time.7
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