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    Mindfulness


    Techniques for living in the moment


    
      	Problem: how can you use meditation or other techniques to achieve mindfulness?


      	Aims: to learn to live in the moment and calm your thoughts thanks to a range of mindfulness techniques.


      	
        FAQs:

        
          	Is meditation absolutely necessary to achieve mindfulness?


          	How much time should I dedicate to practising mindfulness?


          	How can I use mindfulness to resolve conflicts?


          	What are the benefits of mindfulness?


          	What are the links between slow life and mindfulness?


          	Do I have to be an expert in spirituality to meditate?


          	What should I do when my thoughts get in the way of mindfulness?

        

      

    


    “Mindfulness” refers to a form of meditation derived from the teachings of Gautama Buddha (spiritual leader of Nepalese origin, c.5th centuryBCE) which is characterised by an awareness of our own thoughts, actions and motivations in the present moment. It is a simple practice which involves bringing our attention back to the present, observing and focusing on the sensations we experience. It is closely linked to Buddhism and meditation, although it is present in a wide range of religions and traditions. It is used in the West as a way of treating stress and depression.


    According to Svea and Arist von Hehn, the authors of the 2015 book La Pleine Conscience. Apprendre à méditer au quotidien! (“Mindfulness: Learn to Meditate Every Day!”), mental distraction is extremely common. Indeed, a 2010 Harvard University study revealed that our mind is wandering 50% of the time (Killingsworth and Gilbert, 2010).


    This all means that we multitask, spend a lot of time thinking about the past and the future and struggle to live in the present. Unsurprisingly, our distractedness does not make us happy: the study also showed that a wandering mind leads to emotional fatigue.


    The French psychiatrist Christophe André (born in 1956) defines mindfulness as “the attention we devote to our experience with no filter, no judgment and no expectations”1 (2010). We can all achieve this state if we let ourselves be guided and learn while practising it.


    In 50 minutes, this guide will show you how you can attain this state of mindfulness, the benefits it can bring you, and how you can practise it on a daily basis.

  


  
    1This quotation has been translated by 50Minutes.com.

  


  
    What is mindfulness?


    Mindfulness meditation


    Mindfulness meditation involves focusing your attention on the present moment as often as possible, examining the thoughts and feelings you are experiencing and letting them wash over you without trying to control, judge or analyse them. It means halting the constant stream of thoughts which bombard us with self-criticism and judgment.


    Whereas mindfulness is a mental state, mindfulness mediation is a technique to reach this state. The goal of mindfulness meditation is to switch off autopilot and start thinking about everything we are doing.


    According to André, mindfulness mediation means “being fully aware of the moment and the feelings, thoughts and emotions that accompany it”. This technique “encourages a mental state which protects against stress and depression”1 (ibid.).


    There are a number of common misconceptions about meditation which may leave us thinking that it requires immense self-discipline and long hours of intense reflection. However, there are different types of meditation, some of which are more demanding than others. Mindfulness meditation is a kind of contemplative meditation: it involves consciously observing ourselves, which does not require strenuous mental effort.


    The positive effects of mindfulness


    According to André, mindfulness contributes to our wellbeing and happiness. Many scientific studies have drawn the same conclusions: mindfulness is good for us and contributes to lasting happiness, and on average people who practise mindfulness are happier than those who do not.


    Mindfulness has a noticeable impact on our mood and emotional state. It leads to greater happiness, peace of mind, confidence and self-acceptance, and allows us to make the most of the present and better regulate our emotions. Mindfulness also teaches us to be patient and sharpens our memory.


    Research carried out by Svea and Aristide von Hehn has shown that meditation also improves our overall health: it improves our relationship with our bodies as we are more aware of them, makes it easier to deal with our emotions and physical pain, strengthens our immune system, reduces our stress levels and makes it easier to manage stress. This means that mindfulness has a significant positive effect on our quality of life.


    A number of scientific studies have suggested that mindfulness could even have beneficial effects for people suffering from certain illnesses such as heart problems, chronic pain, respiratory problems and skin conditions. The Canadian psychologist Michael Speca from the University of Calgary has carried out a study on cancer patients which showed that mindfulness improved their mood, reduced symptoms linked to stress and diminished fatigue.


    The different schools of mindfulness


    Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR)


    MBSR was developed by the American scientist Jon Kabat-Zinn in 1975 and aims to use mindfulness to combat anxiety, stress and pain. It is a programme of exercises which combines traditional mindfulness practices and research on stress, and was originally developed to treat chronic pain and the symptoms of stress.


    Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT)


    Having witnessed the effectiveness of MBSR, the Canadian psychiatrist Zindel Segal developed Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy (for Depression). He spent two years observing and analysing 160 people with depression and anxiety disorders. After two years of treatment using MBCT (a psychotherapy programme based on mindfulness which uses the same methods as cognitive behavioural therapy), the patients made similar progress as would be expected after two years on antidepressants, without the side effects of medication.


    Dialectical Behaviour Therapy (DBT)


    DBT is a form of cognitive behavioural therapy developed at the University of Washington by the behavioural psychologist Marsha Linehan. Linehan works primarily with cases of borderline personality disorder, a condition characterised by extreme emotional sensitivity which sees patients swing from euphoria to depression in the space of a moment. According to Linehan’s work, regular zen meditation gives patients greater emotional awareness, which in turn enables them to better tolerate painful emotions.


    The Vittoz method


    The Vittoz method was developed by the Swiss doctor Roger Vittoz and allows patients to move past mental and behavioural habits and reflections linked to the past. The method involves regularly focusing your attention on the sensory experiences of the present moment.


    Open Focus Therapy (OFT)


    OFT was developed by the American psychologist Les Fehmi. It comprises a series of exercises to regulate our attention, with the aim of moving away from narrow-objective focus (focusing on an idea) and towards diffuse-immersed attention (remaining open to our surroundings).


    The obstacles to mindfulness


    In modern Western society, the pace of life is hectic and we are constantly working and doing more. Some of us are even working two jobs just to make ends meet. This pace of life means that our brains are working faster than before, which leaves us little time to relax and take care of ourselves.


    This is why we often find ourselves thinking about the past or the future, but all this does is make us uneasy, as we cannot change the past or control the future. Consequently, all our thoughts about the past (“I should have acted differently”, “The party last night was great”, and so on) or the future (“What am I going to eat tonight?”, “I’ll never find anyone, I’m going to end up alone”, and so on) can only cause nostalgia and suffering. Mindfulness, which encourages us to concentrate on the moment, can alleviate this emotional suffering.


    It is a reflex: our thoughts are naturally prone to wandering. At some point we have all found ourselves distracted by our thoughts while reading a book, cooking or watching a film. For example, on Sunday evenings most of us are already thinking about Monday and the week ahead of us at work. We do not make the most of the end of the weekend and are already thinking: “The weekend is over. It’s back to work tomorrow.”


    The moment when we regain control of our thoughts and start concentrating on the present again is a moment of mindfulness. Our wandering thoughts are constantly dragging us away from the present: when we are lost in these thoughts, we are either anticipating and planning the future, or remembering the past.


    According to the psychologist Svea von Hehn and the founder of Teach First, Arist von Hehn, the obstacles to living in the present can be classified into three categories:


    
      	Desire for the things we want to possess.


      	Repulsion for things we do not want to have or things we do not want to happen to us.


      	Ignorance, meaning the inability to distinguish the true nature of things from our interpretations of what other people think and the meaning of certain situations. Our belief that we understand the situation and know for certain what other people think may lead us away from the truth.

    


    The various factors which are responsible for these attitudes affect all of us. These include the pace of life imposed by our culture and the latest developments in technology (it is difficult to live in the moment when every minute of our time is accounted for and our smartphones send us constant reminders and notifications), and evolutionary biology, as anticipating future events is a survival mechanism.


    Ruth Baer of the University of Kentucky has developed the Mindfulness Attention Awareness Scale (MAAS) to measure our ability to reach mindfulness. The MAAS is a questionnaire that allows us to evaluate our attitude to mindfulness. The questions take the form of affirmations that focus on our ability to be present or absent and on whether or not we are distracted in our daily lives.


    The individual must indicate whether each affirmation applies to them “almost always”, “very frequently”, “somewhat frequently”, “somewhat infrequently”, “very infrequently” or “almost never”. At the end of the questionnaire, a points scale allows them to determine to what extent they are naturally in a mindful state. The questionnaire’s affirmations include statements like “I forget a person’s name almost as soon as I’ve been told it for the first time”, “I do jobs or tasks automatically, without being aware of what I’m doing” and “I snack without being aware that I’m eating”.


    Encouragements to mindfulness


    There are a number of attitudes that can help us to attain a state of mindfulness. According to Jon Kabat-Zinn, who developed the MBSR method to reduce stress, there are seven attitudes we can cultivate to work towards mindfulness: non-judging, patience, beginner’s mind, trust, non-striving, acceptance and letting go. In the 1980s, Kabat-Zinn developed an interest in Buddhist mindfulness techniques and removed them from their religious context and associated rituals.


    According to Christophe André, there are three fundamental attitudes that encourage mindfulness: keeping the field of attention as wide as possible, letting go of judgment and control, and being able to observe and feel.


    To make mindfulness easier, ideally you should stop what you are doing and take a break to connect with yourself and reflect on either the work you have already accomplished or yourself.


    The importance of breathing


    We take approximately 26000 breaths per day, and breathing is an automatic, necessary action. But are we actually aware of our breathing? You may have already noticed that when you pay attention to your breathing, your body relaxes.


    How can you become aware of your breathing? Focus on your body and feel all the sensations caused by each breathing “movement”: the air in your nose and throat, the movement of your stomach when it fills with air or lets air out, the expansion of your lungs, and so on.


    There are a range of breathing techniques that can help your body to relax and help you to improve your concentration.


    
      	Controlled breathing: this involves breathing in while counting 1, 2, 3, etc., then counting to the same number when you breathe out. Make sure that you stay relaxed and that your breathing remains regular.


      	Mindfulness of breathing (Ānāpānasati): this exercise is used in particular in Vipassanā meditation, which originated in India. it involves pausing before each breath in and each breath out, which forces you to pay attention to your inhalation and exhalation.

    


    When you have mastered these breathing exercises, you can move on to abdominal breathing. This involves breathing in through your nose for five seconds and letting your stomach swell. When you breathe out


    Acceptance


    

    

    Observing your thoughts and emotions


    

    
      	Recognise the emotion. Realise that you are angry, sad, etc.


      	Accept the emotion. Accept that this emotion is present in you.


      	Embrace the emotion. Do not try to fight it or run away from it.


      	Look closely at the emotion. Observe the emotion closely in order to determine where it came from and what caused it.


      	Understand the emotion. What was your state of mind when the situation transpired?
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