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Introduction







Mother ([image: ])

noun



Loving partner, outstanding teacher, personal chef, kind nurse, dependable cleaner, chief negotiator, on-call taxi driver, loyal friend, diligent laundry maid, trusted housekeeper, head cheerleader, motivational speaker, expert event planner . . . mothers everywhere do thousands of small things every day for their loved ones and barely have time to pause; to take time out for themselves, just breathe and find inner calm.

As a mum of two young children, I sometimes feel like I just never, ever stop. My fatigued brain seems to whir constantly with an all-encompassing jumble of thoughts ranging from whether fish fingers for the third time in a week is bad for my three-year-old, to whether I can really make that important work phone call while my six-month-old bobs about madly in her baby bouncer next to my desk.

The seeds of an idea for this book were sown in the early sleep-deprived days after my second daughter was born, when I was having a rough time. I felt like I was dangling precariously off the back of some sort of feeding, nappy-changing, cuddling, washing, working treadmill, set on sprint mode. I was endlessly trying to cram more and more into less time, obsessed with doing everything at breakneck speed. I found myself falling into bed at night, completely drained, but instead of dropping off, I would lie awake for hours with my brain like a spinning top.

Like most mothers, I have wildly unrealistic expectations of myself and am hard on myself when I do not live up to my ideals. As women and mothers, we seem to have a lot of time to care for, nurture and encourage our children, family, friends and others around us, yet all too often we’re not so kind to ourselves. Like most people, I had heard about mindfulness and I wondered how it could help me and other mums like me.

It’s been an interesting journey reading and learning about mindfulness and other ways to feel calmer and more centred. There are many differing schools of thought about areas of mindfulness and meditation, with new research being released all the time. There are many ways to practise mindfulness and being calm. Whether you take some ideas from this book, find yourself downloading one of the many apps available online or take a local meditation class, it is all positive. I have learned that not only is being calm good for your personal health, but it can enrich your life in many ways and make you a happier and more settled mother.

I’m certainly no mindfulness guru, just a normal, busy working mum, but these days I’m trying to practise what I preach. From noticing the patterns of the clouds in the sky when I push the swings at the park, to really tasting chocolate when I eat it, mindfulness has made me more aware of my own emotions and feelings. It’s not easy and I often find my mind wandering back to thoughts of deadlines, dinners and dramas, but I am determined to stick with it.

If you are a strung-out and busy mother, then this book is for you. Whether you have two minutes or twenty minutes, this journal will help to guide you towards a calmer life. It doesn’t need to be read in a linear way – you can dip in and out of it as you please. As well as mindfulness exercises and meditations, there are inspirational quotes, poems and fascinating research to ponder on, and colouring in, craft ideas and gratitude lists, so you can nurture your creative side.

It is a non-prescriptive, practical and motivational guide to help you find your way to achieving inner calm, balance and contentment in all areas of your life, from your relationships, through to your work, travels and home life. I hope this journal will also act as a keepsake, where some of your most treasured and important memories will be kept for ever.

I also aim to inspire you to find your own artistic streak and focus on appreciating life, slowing down and observing the world around you with fresh eyes . . . To belly-laugh with your child, switch off the Wi-Fi, pick a strawberry and savour it in your mouth, paddle in the sea, fly a kite, read beautiful poems, smile often . . . 





Chapter 1

Mindfulness

‘Sometimes you will never know the value of something until it is a memory.’ 

Dr Seuss
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Going from Mind full to Mindful . . .

Before writing this book, I had never meditated. I just can’t sit still for long enough. I was rubbish at yoga: inflexible, and the second I tried to hold a pose, my mind wandered: planning, thinking, analysing past events or agonising over future decisions. Mindfulness works for busy people because it is a way of living; it is not a goal, a place to get to, or another thing on the ‘to-do’ list. Mindfulness allows for imperfections and, while it is often equated with meditation, it is a much broader concept. It is simply a different way of viewing the world.

At its core, mindfulness encourages us to ‘be present’ in our own lives when we are distracted by intrusive thoughts of past events, or worries about the future. Reining in thoughts is harder than it sounds; in my mind it’s like trying to round up a dozen wayward toddlers in a busy playground. According to scientists, we have between 60,000 and 80,000 thoughts a day and most are repetitive – ones that we had the day before and will continue to have. One study showed that our minds are wandering for nearly as much time as they are actually focused on what is in front of us. Worse than that, we seem to be less happy in those moments when our minds are drifting.

Mindfulness is a way of seeing what is happening at that moment in time. It doesn’t change what is happening in our lives or at that point, but it can help us respond to the events that take place in a calmer way, benefitting our minds, our health and our relationships.

The practice is about focusing on each moment – you observe your thoughts as they come into your mind, but let go of holding on to them or struggling against them. Our brains produce thoughts – that is a fact of life. You don’t try to stop your thoughts; you simply allow the thoughts to come and go, like bubbles popping in the air or a string of pearls running through your mind. Your attention can only be on one thing at a time, so if you are totally focused on the here and now, such as what you can see, smell and hear, then your attention isn’t feeding your anxieties and worries and you begin to break this chain. If you do not give them any attention, they slowly start to calm and eventually cease to exist entirely. With time, experts say, being mindful becomes easier and you will get less and less lost in negative and unnecessary thought patterns. The more aware you become of what you tend to focus on, the more you learn about yourself.

Being mindful means that you do not judge your thoughts and do not decide that they are either ‘right’ or ‘wrong’. This allows you to bring your attention fully to that moment and not cling on to negative feelings. You can catch critical thought patterns before they tip you into a downward spiral.

Living in the moment allows you to really appreciate the world around you. So when you are walking in the park, you might notice the distinct colour of the leaves on the trees; the birds flying overhead or singing in the trees; the feel of the earth beneath your soles; the shrieks of nearby children – rather than your attention being hijacked by thoughts about the stack of laundry at home, when you might do an online supermarket shop, office politics at your work or any other deeper worries.

Learning to be mindful takes time and persistence but is not complicated and is not something you can either make a success of or fail at. It is worth remembering that even when it feels really hard, you will have have benefitted psychologically and learned something about yourself. According to experts, our minds will grow whatever seeds we plant in them, so, just as working out at the gym makes us fitter and trains our muscles to lift heavy weights, mindfulness trains the brain to lift our worries off our shoulders, giving us greater clarity and putting us back in control of our lives.





Getting Started

There are two forms of practising mindfulness – formal and informal. Formal practice involves different methods of mindful meditation, such as concentrating on breath, that are done for specific periods of time, say thirty minutes at a time, to formally engage mindfulness practice. These train the body and brain to concentrate on the moment. Later in the book there is a series of guided mindfulness meditations for you to follow.

A good way to start, though, is with more informal mindfulness. This refers to taking small moments – as short as a few seconds – throughout the day, to fully pay attention to what is happening at that moment, be it when you are eating, having a shower, hanging up washing, playing with a child or receiving a telephone call. Did you really taste the food, feel the textures of the clothes, concentrate on the child or listen to what the person at the other end of the phone was saying? Consider the activities in which you often find yourself daydreaming or mindlessly thinking of something else. These moments provide us with the opportunity to practise mindfulness.



Here is how to start:



	[image: _img1]	Begin by bringing your attention to the feelings in your body


	[image: _img1]	Breathe through your nose, allowing your lungs to fill and your abdomen to expand fully


	[image: _img1]	Now breathe out of your mouth and notice where you feel the breath the most


	[image: _img1]	Start your task slowly and with each breath feel yourself slowing down and becoming more immersed in the moment


	[image: _img1]	Engage your senses and notice every sight, touch and sound


	[image: _img1]	If your mind wanders, try to gently bring it back to focus on your breathing and senses


	[image: _img1]	Allow yourself to bask in the comfort of the present moment






How Mindfulness Began

The M Word – where did it come from? Like most mind-body therapies, mindfulness isn’t new. Its roots lie in ancient Buddhism and mindfulness is at the core of Buddhist meditation. The secular form of mindfulness, which is what most of us today are thinking of, was popularised by scientist, writer and meditation teacher Jon Kabat-Zinn, who started a stress-reduction clinic at the University of Massachusetts Medical School in the 1970s, with the idea of bringing Buddhist meditation into the mainstream of medicine. His definition of mindfulness is ‘paying attention on purpose, in the present moment and non-judgementally, to the unfolding of experience, moment to moment’.

In 1979, Kabat-Zinn developed an eight-week programme called Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) and wrote a book about his findings and research, full of success stories about how mindfulness can help with a range of problems from stress and anxiety to dealing with time pressures. This MBSR programme is now offered in over 200 medical centres, hospitals and clinics around the world and since its inception has been completed by more than 20,000 people.

In the 1990s, a trio of scientists further developed a practice called Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT) to help people suffering from depression. MCBT is now approved in the UK by the National Institute of Clinical Excellence (NICE) as a treatment choice to help prevent relapse in depression and the after-effects of trauma.

Since then a huge body of research around the world has demonstrated how mindfulness-based interventions improve mental and physical health and could be key to fighting disease and combatting recurrent stress-related conditions. Mindfulness has migrated to schools, into workplaces, prisons, the military and high-level sports. However it is practised, mindfulness is a strong antidote to the stresses of twenty-first-century society, where our lives are saturated with digital technology and the urge to do more and more in less time.





The Amazing Benefits of Practising Mindfulness

Mindfulness improves well-being

	[image: _img1]	Allows you to become fully absorbed in the moment, making it easier to enjoy pleasures as they occur


	[image: _img1]	Creates greater capacity to deal with stressful events


	[image: _img1]	Contributes to the feeling of being content with life


	[image: _img1]	Makes you better able to form closer relationships with others and be more compassionate


	[image: _img1]	Reduces worries about the future or regrets about the past


	[image: _img1]	Allows you to see situations more clearly


	[image: _img1]	Improves marital quality and communication


	[image: _img1]	Boosts working memory, attention span and focus


Mindfulness improves physical health

	[image: _img1]	Reduces stress and is linked with decreased levels of the stress hormone cortisol


	[image: _img1]	Lowers blood pressure


	[image: _img1]	Helps to relieve chronic pain


	[image: _img1]	Makes you sleep better


	[image: _img1]	Strengthens your immune system to fight off infections


	[image: _img1]	Is considered an excellent strategy for weight loss


	[image: _img1]	Can help with symptoms of certain physical conditions, such as heart disease, irritable bowel syndrome, cancer and HIV


Mindfulness improves mental health

	[image: _img1]	Helps to relieve stress, anxiety and depression


	[image: _img1]	Lowers risk of depression


	[image: _img1]	Helps to treat eating disorders


	[image: _img1]	Enhances creativity


	[image: _img1]	Can help when combating substance abuse


	[image: _img1]	Reduces feeling of loneliness






Mindfulness can change our brains!

As the popularity of mindfulness grows, brain imaging techniques are showing that this ancient practice can profoundly change the way different regions of the brain communicate with each other, as well as actually change the structure of the brain itself. One of the key areas of the brain involved in happiness is the left prefrontal cortex. Activity in this area increases when you are smiling at someone, concentrating on your favourite music or thinking about something you love. In contrast the right side of the frontal lobe – the right prefrontal cortex – is more active when people feel sad.

Matthieu Ricard, a French-born biologist turned Buddhist monk, has been hailed by scientists as the most upbeat person in the world. He earned the title when a scan of his brain showed the highest-yet recorded activity in the area associated with positive emotions – they were so high that the research team thought the scanner was malfunctioning! Mindfulness meditation strengthens the activity in the left prefrontal cortex (the ‘happiness’ side) and reduces activity in the right prefrontal cortex, the ‘sadness’ side.

Ricard argues that we can develop our potential for happiness, calm and a state of inner fulfilment. He says: ‘The basic root of happiness lies in our minds; outer circumstances are nothing more than adverse or favourable.’
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A Handful of Mindfulness Exercises to Try

If you have one minute: Mindful Square Breathing

In our busy lives, as our minds are constantly pulled from one place to the next, leaving us anxious and apprehensive, one of the best ways we can practise mindfulness is to focus on our breathing.

This exercise can be done anywhere, at any time. All you have to do is focus on your breath for sixty seconds.

Start by breathing in and out slowly and purposefully, then introduce the four simple breath segments below. All should be done to the count of four.


	[image: _img1]	Inhale 2 3 4


	[image: _img1]	Hold 2 3 4


	[image: _img1]	Exhale 2 3 4


	[image: _img1]	Hold 2 3 4


	[image: _img1]	Repeat


Whenever your mind wanders, bring your focus back to your breath and the sensation of breathing in and expanding your lungs.

If you would like to give your mind something extra to focus on, use a four-sided object, preferably a square, as a visual guide. This can be something like a window, a picture frame or a child’s building block. Start in the upper left-hand corner. As you inhale move your gaze to the upper right-hand corner. As you hold your breath, move your gaze to the lower right-hand corner. Exhale and move your eyes to the lower right-hand corner. Finally, as you complete the cycle and hold again, bring your eyes to the upper left-hand corner. Repeat.

If you have five minutes: Mindful listening

This exercise is designed to help you listen in a non-judgemental way. When we hear sounds, much of what our brain processes is influenced by


	[image: _img1]	Select a piece of music from your music collection, perhaps a relaxing classical piece or something by an artist you particularly love, or a song that has a special meaning for you.


	[image: _img1]	Find a comfortable place where you can be undisturbed for five minutes. Put on headphones if there is too much noise around you.


	[image: _img1]	Start by taking a few relaxing deep breaths. Focus on the sensations in your body.


	[image: _img1]	Try to become fully entwined with the music and the sounds that are being played or sung. Let your awareness climb inside the track and along the sound waves. Observe the speed, the melody, the sound of each instrument.


	[image: _img1]	If you find your attention wandering and that you’re having thoughts, such as memories or things that need to be done, let go of them and gently bring your focus back to the sounds and sensations of the music.







	[image: _img1]	First, take a few moments to check in with your body. Notice the sensations that are present, such as the contact your body is making with the chair or the floor. Feel the weight and density of your body.


	[image: _img1]	Bring your attention to the natural flow of your breath. Note how your abdomen gently rises as you inhale and falls as you exhale. On each out-breath, let your body sink deeper into the chair or the floor. Feel the breath as it enters your nostrils, feeling your lungs expand and the slight pause between the inhalation and the exhalation.


	[image: _img1]	If you feel emotions, accept them and move on. Remember the intention of this practice is not to feel a certain way. It is just, as best you can, to bring awareness to any sensations you detect, as you focus on each part of your body in turn.


	[image: _img1]	Start by focusing on the crown of your head. How does it feel? Is there any tingling, numbness or tightness? Just become aware, do not try to change any feelings. Then move down to your forehead, noticing any sensations. Can you feel your pulse in your forehead?


	[image: _img1]	Then bring your attention to the eyes, nose, cheeks, mouth, jaw, tongue, chin, neck and finally the ears. Feel the changing sensations from moment to moment, such as the the sounds coming into your ears or the sensation of air in your throat.


	[image: _img1]	Then, letting go of the head and face, move your awareness into the neck and shoulders. Notice these strong muscles and any tension you might be holding here. Feel the parts of your body that are in contact with the floor and stretch your awareness into them – arms, elbows, wrists, hands and fingers. Notice any feelings.


	[image: _img1]	Shift the focus now to the front of the body, the chest area. Notice the subtle rise and fall of the chest with the in- and out-breath, turning your awareness to the ribcage. Can you feel your own heartbeat?


	[image: _img1]	Turn your awareness now to the abdomen and stomach, the place where we feel our ‘gut feelings’, noticing any feelings and accepting them.


	[image: _img1]	Then focus on the back of your body and your spine. Scan down from your shoulder blades to the middle of your back and then your lower back, before moving your awareness to the pelvis area, the hip bones, sitting bones and groin.


	[image: _img1]	From time to time check you are fully focused; if you are starting to daydream or have other thoughts, slowly bring your attention back to the part of the body you are concentrating on.


	[image: _img1]	Now let go of the torso as the centre of your awareness and move your attention into the thighs of both legs, feeling the weight of your legs, gently noticing what other sensations there are here.


	[image: _img1]	Turn your attention towards the knees and into the calves of both legs. Finally move your attention into both feet: the arches, the heels, the balls and the tops of the feet. Notice how your feet feel as they touch the floor. Bring your attention to the toes. What temperature are they? Is there any tingling?


	[image: _img1]	Now, taking one or two deep breaths, widen your focus to take in the whole body. Be fully present and aware of your entire body and feel the breath flowing freely in and out of your system. Allow yourself to feel completely relaxed, yet maintain your full attention to the moment.


	[image: _img1]	When you feel ready, slowly begin to wriggle your toes and fingers. Slowly open your eyes and stretch gently. Enjoy the feeling of calm and being fully connected with the present moment.
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