
For everyone who thinks,

‘I’m doing OK … but not great.’



INTRODUCTION

I KNEW I HAD A PROBLEM …
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I knew I had a problem when my work became about me. Researching a feature on the upsides of anger for a science magazine, I found myself taking the opportunity to quiz academic experts on topics that were relevant not to the piece, but to my own life. One well-known researcher even got coaxed into doing an anger-exploration interview on the phone. (When presented with my life situation and the things that made me cross, his conclusion, essentially, was that I should put up and shut up.) After agreeing to be interviewed for another assignment, an American psychologist who has found that ‘loving-kindness’ meditation can improve relationships with other people and boost psychological wellbeing found herself so enthusiastically interrogated it came across as aggressive. (I winced repeatedly while transcribing the recording of our conversation.)

The thing is, I don’t actually have a problem with anger. And my relationships with my family and friends are pretty good. What I do have is a more general kind of mental weakness, for want of a better word, and a mid-life recognition that if I don’t do something about it now, I probably never will.

This year, I turned forty. Over the past twelve months, I’ve celebrated the fifth anniversary of my happy marriage, and the second and fourth birthdays of my two healthy children. I have a relatively small but solid group of friends, a career I enjoy, as a journalist and writer, and, while I don’t think of myself as anything like wealthy, a financial situation that puts me ahead of the vast majority of people on the planet. I have, in short, everything. Except – and here I hesitate, because I’m aware of where this would rank if placed on the spectrum of psychological suffering – except this: my mind is all over the place, and it always has been.

I don’t have major depression, bipolar disorder or diagnosable anxiety. But my mental state is volatile, my equanimity faltering in response to sometimes the slightest of forces. I feel my stress levels rise – the tension in my chest, the rush in my blood, the seemingly unstoppable acceleration towards a loss of normal control. I lose my temper with the kids. I get irritable with my husband. I find it difficult to concentrate on work. Yet sometimes, nothing negative happens – absolutely nothing, it seems – but still I feel down, and I struggle to get myself back up.

My emotional lows and lack of regulation aren’t the only problem. I make diet and exercise plans I don’t stick to. I decide this will be the year I finally learn French. (Jakob, my four-year-old, started learning French three months ago. Already, he knows far more than me.) And I regularly think back over past ‘mistakes’, and wonder if I’d feel much more positive about life if I’d made different decisions. There’s one particular job I turned down when I was twenty-seven, and I still think, why? I left the Guardian to go travelling. What kind of journalist does that? Some time later, I went for a job on the Observer; the interviewer looked at my extensive CV and said, ‘It seems you’re something of a flibbertigibbet …’ Yeah, I often think at 3am, I’ve abandoned so many great opportunities. And while flibbertigibbet is one term for me, impulsive would be another. Self-destructive might be a third.

And what about our move to Sheffield, two years ago? I often find myself thinking, I wish we hadn’t done it. After twenty years in London and then Sydney, I’ve found it hard to get used to being out of a global city. Actually, I still haven’t adapted. I know plenty of people who adore Sheffield, and I do understand why. I don’t think they’re crazy. It’s my problem, my fit with the place, and I just can’t seem to make it right, as much as I really would like to.

At this point, it would be great if I were able to give you a comprehensive example of my everyday ‘mental weakness’ to clarify some of the things I’d most like to change. But my life feels like one long example.

Take yesterday.

I’m encouraging (a euphemism if ever I’ve written one) Jakob to go and get dressed for school. Meanwhile, Lucas is sitting at the kitchen table, arms folded, refusing with all the absolute, immovable determination of a two-year-old to eat his cereal because I absent-mindedly stirred in the banana and yoghurt instead of leaving it on top, as he likes it … I’m throwing stuff all over the hall because I can’t find their wellies, and it’s raining, and it never rained in Sydney (not actually true) … and now James is saying he’ll have to stay at his work flat over in Liverpool tonight, so the work I was planning to get done during bathand bed-time won’t get finished, leaving me likely to miss a deadline for the first time in my life … and maybe I should just do as my mother-in-law keeps saying and stop work to focus on my family (but that’s just a crazy idea) … and in frustration with everything, I yell at Lucas, ‘Eat your breakfast now or go to your room!’ It’s 7.32am, the day’s barely begun and already I feel like I’m going to explode.

Everyday domestic problems – hardly a life-or-death scenario. And nobody benefited from my stressed-out state, least of all my kids, as of course I realise later, when I feel awful for shouting at my little boy and wish I could grab him back from the childminder to hug him.

I’ve talked all this over with friends. The consensus seems to be that a misbehaving mind is pretty normal. Over coffee recently with two other working mothers, one confided that she was having acupuncture to help with ‘mental calmness’. She works four days a week in a high-level IT job, and has one daughter in her first year at school and another at pre-school. She says she feels that she isn’t doing anything very well. She is not performing at work as she’d like, and doesn’t feel successful as a mother. This is getting to her. A lot of the time, she feels anxious, on edge, worried, unable to relax. She isn’t sleeping properly. Her sister had recommended the acupuncture.

The other friend, who in some ways has fewer pressures – she’s a self-employed artist, who chooses when she works – revealed that she’s been going to regular talks organised by a local Brahma Kumaris group (part of a world-wide organisation with origins in Hinduism), directed at reducing negative self-talk and enhancing self-esteem. She said she isn’t depressed exactly, but lacking in positivity and enthusiasm for herself and for life, and was looking for explanations why. The talks were providing her with possibilities to think about.

When I brought up my ‘problem’ – my mental weakness – with a third friend, whom I’d always thought of as exceptionally mentally strong, she told me that at times she feels down, and has absolutely no idea what triggers it, or how to get out of it. During these periods, which can last hours or sometimes days, she finds herself focusing on negative thoughts about herself and her decisions, and worrying about her kids. When she feels like this, she just sits it out, and waits to feel better.

None of these people needs to see a psychiatrist. None would see a psychotherapist. But while having an out-of-control mind might be ‘normal’, it clearly isn’t desirable. It isn’t enough to just ‘get by’ – is it? It shouldn’t be enough for me, I decide, or for my family.

The friends I’d talked to had taken steps to try to help themselves with what, following further conversation, seemed really, broadly speaking, to be the same problem that affects me. But their steps seemed slight, and erratic: hopeful shots in the dark, more than anything else. Perhaps, I thought, there was a book out there that could help.

I did find a few with tips on how to get through a major trauma, like a death in the family. Then there was one that pointed out the difference between ‘good stress’ (the invigorating kind you feel when you go on a date with someone you really like or walk in to an interview for your dream job – assuming you’re not immediately informed you’re a flibbertigibbet) and ‘bad stress’ (the more chronic kind, which can be caused by conflict at home, tough expectations at work or a negative self-image). It’s this bad stress that can put you into a potentially damaging state of ongoing alarm. That’s worth noting, I think. I don’t want to become unflappable. I still want important things to bother me, and to experience the useful and even enjoyable physical and psychological buzz of a challenge. I do, however, want to be less distressed … and more composed.

Next, I came across a book that argued that to be psychologically ‘resilient’, I should change my ‘emotional style’ (would that really cover all my issues?), and then I found business-type books with titles like Executive Toughness, packed with suggestions on how to get what you want from negotiations and colleagues (not really any help to me). There’s no shortage, of course, of books on how to be ‘happier’, but that isn’t what I’m after either. And let me note that, sadly, there’s plenty of research finding that people who pursue happiness end up feeling more depressed, not less.

While interesting (to varying degrees,) none of these books addresses what I really want, or need. Which is?

Something fundamental. A comprehensive programme to build mental strength. A kind of boot camp for the mind.

And so, I decide, I’ll have to construct it for myself.

I have a degree in psychology and twenty years’ experience as a science and health journalist on newspapers and magazines. I know how to go about scouring journal papers and conference presentations and questioning scientists to find what I need. And I know to be very careful about some of the claims that are made.

You don’t have to search hard to find tips on how to ‘keep calm’, ‘boost your energy levels’, ‘achieve your goals’ or ‘beat the blues’. But the recommendations from the experts can be contradictory – and frustratingly vague: ‘Eat blueberries!’ Really? How many? How often? And what real-world effect will that have on my mind? ‘Take up mindfulness’ – oh? Is it better than other styles of meditation – and, if so, how much better, and why? ‘Make sure you allow time for mind-wandering!’ I thought it was crucial to be mindful? ‘Do more exercise!’ How much more? And what type? And how exactly will I feel better – and for how long?

Vagueness isn’t helpful, but it’s probably the most benign of the faults of some of the health advice you read. In my experience, many doctors and psychiatrists are, yes, fair and conservative-minded, and acutely aware of the need to be measured in what they advocate because people, quite reasonably, believe and act on what they say. But some aren’t. And unfortunately, it’s the ones with the most extreme ideas who tend to be over-represented in the media, because they’re saying something different – something new.

Journalists have to carry some of the blame. But not all of it. A study published in December 2014 in the British Medical Journal concluded that most of the hype in media health coverage originates not with journalists but with press releases cleared by the academics involved. As one experienced science journalist noted in an online discussion in the wake of this: ‘One truth is that journals … tell authors to alter their conclusions, on the basis that the paper as it is to be published does not support them. So authors like to reinstate the conclusions when their university’s press office puts out a release. It can take a very brave, experienced and confident press officer (and there are a few) to stand up to a professor in hot pursuit of a headline.’

A big advantage of creating a programme for myself is that I know I’m coming to the field with an entirely open mind. Unlike a professor ‘in hot pursuit of a headline’, or a doctor with a pet theory to protect, or even a journalist trying to satisfy an editor’s demand for a quick, new take on an old complaint, I want what you want: to discover the ‘truth’, or as close as I can get to it, about what the balance of decent evidence reveals about how to build a stronger mind – because it matters to me. Because I need to know it.

Of course, I talk to academics. But I home in on those who, as far as I can tell, have a passion, but not an agenda.

After a little initial reading, it becomes clear that what I want should be possible. While psychologists once thought that a person’s ability to cope with stressful circumstances, for instance, was largely innate or set early in life, there’s plenty of research now showing that it isn’t – and that just as physically healthy people can become fitter, psychologically ‘normal’ people (that is, without a disorder) can become stronger. In theory, as far as I can tell, we all could benefit from mind-boosting strategies – and this book investigates what they are and how well they work.

My plan is to start with the fundamentals: to ask, which factors most influence the brain to improve psychological functioning – dietary supplements? Certain types of physical exercise? Meditation? Modifications to natural daily rhythms in the release of various hormones? I find out, I talk to people who use these strategies and try them for myself. Then I move on to thoughts themselves, and research on how to achieve goals.

It’s important to me that whatever I come up with should be not only evidence-based, but practical. There’s just no way I can end up telling James and the boys: ‘We’re moving to Queensland! I’ll be running meditation marathons in the rainforest every morning! We’ll be eating only wild fish and native berries!’

It’d never happen. And I could never do it, anyway. Yes, I want to ‘realise my potential’ (in the least get-ahead-in-business kind of way), but I want to be in my life, as me – only more able to deal with life’s irritations and tribulations, more mentally balanced, tougher, more positive, more likely to set and achieve goals (and to welcome the process, not just the outcome), better able to deal calmly with my family, and to enjoy them more. Put simply: more sane. And I want to achieve all this through a programme that can be realistically incorporated into my normal week of work, kids, time out and time in.

Will I be transformed? I don’t know – but I’m excited to finally be doing something systematic instead of just snatching bits and pieces of advice from work interviews.

The truth is, any improvement will be worth it. James tells me with a smile that he agrees. But I know he’s keen to discover what I learn. In fact, just about everyone I’ve told about my plans – from my mothers’ group to Jakob’s headmaster to other science and health journalists – has said something along the lines of, ‘I’d love to hear what you find out’.

So, here goes.


CHAPTER ONE

CLEAR YOUR MIND
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The voice that answers the phone is fragile with age, but warm.

‘Thanks very much for sparing the time to talk,’ I say. ‘I—’

Herbert Benson, Professor of Medicine at Harvard Medical School, Boston, interrupts me gently. ‘How are your two children? How old are they?’ he asks.

I’d mentioned the kids in an introductory email, requesting an interview. I’d explained that I finish work relatively early to collect them from school and a childminder, but hoped we’d be able to find a time in our respective work days that overlapped. I hadn’t expected him to remember, never mind to ask about them.

I tell him their ages, and there’s a pause on the line.

Then, ‘Mothers of young children are under enormous stress,’ he says, with what sounds like real sympathy. ‘Wouldn’t it be nice if they could take advantage of the Relaxation Response? Would you like me to teach it to you?’

This is unexpected. I know, of course, that looking after young kids is so often stressful. But here’s someone who can only be described as a legend in the field of meditation science not only acknowledging this, but offering to help. What else am I going to say in reply, but ‘Yes, I’d love that.’

‘Can you put the phone on loudspeaker?’

I do so.

‘Close your eyes,’ he says then. ‘Relax your muscles – your feet, your calves, your thighs …’

Benson has adopted the tone of an old-school hypnotist, slow and reassuring.

‘Shrug your shoulders …

‘Roll your head and neck around …

‘Sit at ease, without movement, and breathe slowly.’

My eyes are closed … My neck is loosened … I’m feeling decidedly calmer already, and this is just the preamble. The crucial bit – the technique that emerged from research that astonished other scientists, toppled medical dogma and was the subject of a series of landmark journal papers – is yet to come.

But not just yet.

Because I’m going to put Herbert Benson on hold for now. What he had to say in that phone conversation became pivotal for me, but I only got to him after a good month of research – talking to practitioners and scientists and witnessing meditation in action (or the tease of it) in places as diverse as a high-achieving grammar school in Altrincham, Greater Manchester and a sinisterly bland office suite in New York City. And what came before that phone call to Boston still really matters. Not least, because you might find what you’re looking for not in Benson’s recommendations, but in other techniques.

So, I’ll backtrack from that phone call to the beginning – to where I’m considering what I know about meditation and deciding: very little.
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Meditation isn’t something I’ve ever tried. Unless you count the one time in the garden of a shared house in Clapham, London, twenty years ago, when my boyfriend at the time banged a wooden spoon against a brass Tibetan bowl and suggested we sit quietly. I had no idea what I was meant to be doing. (I’m sure he didn’t, either.)

Growing up, meditation wasn’t something I even really heard about. I was vaguely aware that Buddhists did it. I think I knew the Beatles had been into it. My parents, who in the 1960s had grown their hair long, worn Cuban heels and cried when Bob Dylan went electric (at least, my mum did), had no interest in it whatsoever, which perhaps I might have found surprising – except that my father was a neuroscientist, and deeply cynical of anything ‘mystic’. None of my friends meditated, either. At least, not in the 80s or the 90s or the noughties …

Then suddenly, mindfulness was everywhere. It is everywhere. I don’t know many people who meditate regularly, but those who do almost all do mindfulness. And I wonder: do they seem calm because they do the meditations? Or is it that they’re the kind of people who are more in control in all kinds of important ways – more likely to go to a yoga class on a Saturday morning, say, than out for a triple-shot flat white and a bacon-stacked breakfast bagel with a croissant on the side, like me?

Of course, I know now that Buddhist monks are meant to be the epitome of psychological calm. But do you have to meditate all day to really alter your mind? What difference does a bit of mindfulness really make, I wonder. And what relationship does it have with Herbert Benson’s ‘Relaxation Response’, which I’d come across once or twice in academic papers? Or with Transcendental Meditation – TM? Or with Stoic meditation? Or Jewish Kabbalah meditation?

An Internet search quickly reveals there to be all kinds of styles of meditation. Should I investigate all of them?

In the end, I decide to focus on the types most evaluated by scientists because if I’m asking about impacts on psychological strength and wellbeing, I want to know what the research has to say. They seem to fall into two categories:


	Focused-attention meditation. Here, the aim is to stay focused on something – like a mantra (a word or saying), the breath or an image.



	Mindfulness meditation. Practitioners try to be aware of everything that they experience – including thoughts and physical sensations – without judgement.


I discover that Herbert Benson started his meditation research with, what at the time, back in the 1960s, was becoming an increasingly popular focused-attention form (outside conservative academic circles, at any rate): Transcendental Meditation. The Beatles embraced TM, many of their fans went crazy for it and India’s Maharishi Mahesh Yogi (who named it, but based it on a traditional technique) became a megastar in his own right.

Risking ridicule from colleagues, even his entire career, Benson wired up a group of American TM practitioners to monitors, and found that using meditation alone they could lower their blood pressure – they could bring about physical changes that were ‘relaxing’. This was a hugely influential finding. While the body and mind had long been separated in Western medicine, here was scientific proof that there was a fundamental interaction.

Since then, hundreds of scientific papers investigating the effects of TM on the mind and body have been published. A team at Stanford University, US, reviewed 146 studies and concluded that TM is twice as good at promoting relaxation and relieving anxiety as some other commonly used stress-busting techniques, including progressive muscle relaxation.

After dismissing hundreds of published research papers as being so poorly conducted as to be worthless, in 2012 another team decided that, based on findings from only the well-run studies, TM has ‘medium to large’ effects on ‘emotionality’, including anxiety.

So, yes, promising. And certainly worth considering.

I visit the website of the Maharishi Foundation USA, the group that teaches Transcendental Meditation in the US, and find a surprising (to me) number of celebrity endorsements. I thought everyone was all about mindfulness these days. But here are Ellen DeGeneres and Jerry Seinfeld talking about the difference it makes to them. Seinfeld is quoted as saying: ‘I love energy. I love it. And I pursue it, and I want more of it. Physical and mental energy, to me, are the greatest riches of human life. And TM® is like a free account of an endless amount of it.’

Endless energy … I could do with that.

A little more searching reveals that it isn’t only TV types who are into it. According to the Guardian, politician William Hague – perhaps the least likely TM aficionado – learned the technique in Sheffield as a sixteen-year-old and used to engage in bursts of TM to focus his mind.

TM, I go on to learn, is practised in twenty-minute sessions, twice a day.

Twenty minutes, twice a day … that doesn’t sound too bad. At least, not in theory. And as far as I can tell, it involves nothing more than sitting down, breathing and focusing on a phrase. The effort sounds slight. The benefits seem large.

I decide to find out more about exactly what TM involves. The US site mentions regular introductory talks at various locations in New York. I’m heading there soon on a research trip, and one of those locations isn’t far from where I’ll be staying. So I sign up.

[image: image missing]

A couple of weeks later, at 1.30pm on a warm, damp Sunday, I arrive at a building on Madison Avenue in midtown Manhattan, right next door to the flagship Barneys department store.

I come out of the lift into a bright, anonymous, neutral-toned suite of offices. It’s not what I expected. There are no garlanded posters of Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, no images of TM yogis with beatific expressions. The offices look the type you might rent by the hour.

One door stands open. A woman is hovering close by with clipboards. She smiles a welcome and hands me a board with a form. I take it with me into a small room, filled with rows of chairs. It’s bland, too – apart from a framed photo of Maharishi Mahesh Yogi (I am in the right place!) and the mixed group of people who have gathered …

It is a Sunday, so there’s plenty of sportswear around, but also a lot of hipster clothing. Most of the people here are young, in their twenties or thirties. Probably the oldest person in the room is at the front, bending over his laptop. In his early forties, I’d guess, but balding, he’s very tall, thin and pale, his white wrists protruding from the cuffs of his formal shirt. While he finishes his preparations, I sit down next to a gum-chewing woman in neon Spandex, and check out my form.

It asks me to tick the most important reason for my decision to learn about TM. These are my options: to increase inner peace and/or calmness of mind; to reduce stress and/or anxiety; to improve brain functioning, mental clarity, creativity and/or intelligence; to develop higher consciousness, enlightenment and/or spiritual growth; to improve general health and wellbeing; to improve a specific health condition; other.

Higher consciousness seems a little ambitious for a Sunday afternoon, so I go for ‘to reduce stress and/or anxiety’.

There are more questions to answer, but the tall, thin man is standing up. So I put my clipboard on my knee and pay attention.

He introduces himself as John Butler. Right away, he tells us, to my disappointment (and I get the sense this is shared) that we won’t learn how to actually do TM in this session. That will come later. If we decide to proceed, we’ll sign up for one-to-one sessions, be given our own personalised mantra and helped to ‘transcend’ in our very first meditation.

But all that costs money.

Today, in the free talk, we’ll get to find out about what TM can do for us.

OK. I’m still interested.

TM is ‘simple and effortless’, Butler says. It’s so easy, in fact, children can learn it. Even sceptics can learn it. ‘They follow the instructions and they start transcending …’

Most people learn TM because they want to get rid of stress, he tells us, and adds: ‘TM doesn’t manage stress.’

I glance down at my form. Ah … But this is just a tease.

‘TM doesn’t manage stress. It gets rid of it. Gone.’

There’s an appreciative murmur from the audience.

Butler tells us that the mind has layers. Consciousness is uppermost. But you can move down, through the layers, to a deep, still level. It’s this deep, pure, concentrated level – this vast reservoir of energy, creativity and intelligence – that is accessed in TM, he says. ‘TM causes us to, without any effort, experience thought in its most subtle states.’

I’m trying, at this point, to keep an open mind. Or at least, not to shut it down entirely. I’m a science journalist, so naturally I’m drawn to a more evidence-based approach to the mind – one that does not recognise a vast, untapped reservoir of intelligence, appealing as this might sound. But I can go with the idea of there being other types of awareness than conscious experience. Of course this is the case.

A bigger problem, for me, is what comes next: an attempt to place this ‘reservoir’ within physicists’ understanding of matter. Butler talks earnestly about solid-state physics, neutrinos and leptons (all real), and claims that this deep level of consciousness sits at the base of the model of matter. He goes on to mix good data from journals with impeccable reputations with findings from publications with no reputation at all. At least, not for publishing good science.

The last section of his talk, clearly intended to be the clincher, clinches it for me. Only not in the way Butler intends.

He talks about an experiment, conducted in the summer of 1993, in Washington, D.C., in which a group of skilled TM practitioners, including Butler himself (he proudly shows us a photo) gathered with the aim of meditating together to reduce crime in the city.

The group used advanced techniques, he notes, not just regular TM, and, he tells us, to the critics’ astonishment, the crime rate that summer dropped by eighteen per cent. (Actually, Butler says twenty-five per cent, but I later check the claimed figures, and it seems only fair to use the ‘official’ count.)

How did they do it? ‘Imagine radio waves … it’s a field … it spreads … My attention goes to another person and nourishes them. You can nourish a child, a cat, a houseplant … Regardless of whether or not we agree on the mechanisms, the results are there.’

Only they’re not.

Whatever Butler claims, it’s a matter of record that the crime rate did not drop that summer in Washington, D.C. In fact, I later discover, while the practitioners were engaged in their meditations, the weekly murder count rose. Further reading clarifies the situation (well, in a sense). There were, it turns out, eighteen per cent fewer homicides than the organisers predicted would have happened had the meditators not been there. This is their ‘drop’.

Butler carries on talking, but – even before checking the data – I know I can’t take TM seriously. I leave as soon as soon as he finishes, admittedly one of very few people in the room not to sign up for a one-on-one meeting.

As I dash into Barneys in search of some normality (after what I’ve just heard, the price of that handbag seems completely reasonable – I’ll take two), I find myself thinking that it’s all a bit of a shame.

Clearly, there is something to TM. It does seem to be a valid technique for calming the body and mind. In fact, it’s the only meditation technique that the American Heart Association recommends that doctors consider for use in treating high blood pressure (though whether it’s really superior to other types isn’t clear, the AHA adds, as there’s a lack of good research, and direct-comparison studies haven’t been done).

Learning TM costs somewhere around US$1000 to US$1500, depending on where you live and if there are offers on. But at least there are decent studies to support at least some of the claimed benefits in terms of relieving stress and anxiety. It does work. Only not in the way Butler and the Maharishi Foundation USA say it does.

I guess I could just focus on the results, and still take up TM. To do it ‘properly’, I’d have to pay to get a personalised mantra. But I just can’t credit that the particular word you use while meditating would make any real difference to the effects. So does TM differ fundamentally from other forms of mantra-based meditation? Could I get the benefits from something similar – but minus the crime-stopping claims? To answer that, I’ll have to investigate how TM might actually work.

I’ll look into that, but I also want to find out more about another form of meditation altogether: mindfulness.

When I later ask Herbert Benson about it, this is what he says: ‘Different techniques go through different cycles of popularity. Right now, mindfulness is in many people’s minds as the only way.’
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‘Mindfulness means paying attention in a particular way; on purpose, in the present moment and non-judgementally.’

So says Jon Kabat-Zinn, a modern pioneer of mindfulness in the West, and the man who stripped the spirituality from the technique. While mindfulness comes from Zen Buddhist thinking, Kabat-Zinn, an American who studied under Buddhist teachers and is now Professor Emeritus of Medicine at the University of Massachusetts Medical School, developed a secular eight-week course, originally with the aim of relieving stress in hospital patients.

Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction (MBSR), as he called it, is now taught to all kinds of people, including those who are physically healthy but dealing with everyday types of stress. If you see an advert for a mindfulness course near you, it’ll probably be MBSR. At least, that’s the course to look out for because there’s evidence that it can work.

Here are a few findings from studies of people before and after learning mindfulness:


	Normal, healthy adults reported a drop in ‘daily hassles’ of nearly a quarter and a reduction in ‘psychological distress’ of close to a half. These improvements were still in place three months later.



	MBSR can alter patterns of brain activity in ways that should make you feel more positive, and find it easier to stay calm. Kabat-Zinn and his colleagues have found it leads to less right-side activation of the prefrontal cortex (associated with anxiety) and more left-sided activation (associated with wellbeing and calm).



	MBSR can leave a physical mark, expanding parts of the brain involved in regulating emotions and social thinking (according to research at Harvard).


Even people you might think of as being pretty impervious to stress seem to benefit. During the eight weeks before their deployment to Iraq, a group of US Marines who were trained in mindfulness meditation, and who practised it for thirty minutes each day, reported being better able to stay alert and in the moment (focused on what’s happening right now) without becoming emotional.

Going back to my enquiries … I call the UK’s best-known mindfulness researcher, Mark Williams, Professor of Clinical Psychology at the University of Oxford, and Director of the Oxford Mindfulness Centre. (Williams is also co-developer of an effective mindfulness-based approach to treating depression, and the co-author of Mindfulness: A Practical Guide to Finding Peace in a Frantic World, which describes techniques for addressing stress, anxiety, exhaustion and depression.)

I ask about any new research, and Williams tells me about a small-scale trial of a mindfulness course developed for schoolchildren. The hope was that it would enhance mental health and wellbeing, and the results, published in the British Journal of Psychiatry, were promising. Williams and his colleagues now want to run a much bigger trial. Their ultimate question is this: if – as his own work has found – mindfulness can work well to treat depression, what if it could prevent cases of full-blown depression or anxiety disorders? And, if so, when better to start than at a young age, in school?

My own son, Jakob, goes to a small, friendly school with a big emphasis on pastoral care. But I was talking to the Personal Health and Social Education teacher in the senior school recently, and she told me that a lot of the teenage girls there feel very anxious – about their bodies, about their friendships, about life, full stop. She’s worried for them, and has been wondering whether courses of meditation might help. Some schools are also taking an interest in mindfulness because of research finding that, thanks to the emphasis on being in the moment, it can help to train focus on the task at hand – to strengthen the ‘attentional muscle’, as it’s sometimes called.

What does Mark Williams think? Is mindfulness the answer, I ask. He pauses before replying:

‘I – I think that probably the line should be not that mindfulness is better than anything else … I don’t like the idea of coming along and elbowing everybody  else out of the way and saying you’re saved now you have mindfulness …

But mindfulness skills are attentional skills, and so they’re foundational skills for learning everything. They can be used for enhancing even something like taking a penalty in football. The rugby player Johnny Wilkinson is a meditator. He uses meditation before he takes a kick.’

If mindfulness can help people cope better with stress, feel more positive and energised and help improve focus, this is something I have to try. But I’m still pretty hazy about exactly what it entails. It seems to involve meditations. But the emphasis on living ‘in the moment’ suggests it’s something much bigger. A way of life.

I have a lot of questions. I buy Mark Williams’s book, thinking I’ll read it before going back to him with follow-up queries. But before I even open the book, I’m offered the chance to visit one of the schools involved in the recent mindfulness trial – a school that, I’m told, has embraced mindfulness so enthusiastically, classes are now on the curriculum, and Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction training is compulsory for new teachers.

This sounds like the perfect opportunity to learn about what mindfulness really means. And it explains why, one Tuesday morning, I find myself sitting in a classroom at Altrincham Grammar School for Girls (AGGS) with twenty-seven Year-8s, the Head of Religious Studies and the school’s resident mindfulness lead, Rebecca Stokwisz, and a family-sized box of Maltesers.

[image: image missing]

AGGS is a grand turn-of-the-twentieth-century school – all polished parquet floors and long sash windows. It’s state-funded, but selective, and it’s in a wealthy area close to Manchester. The pupils are from relatively privileged backgrounds. They’re expected to perform well, both academically and in terms of their behaviour.

Right now, the girls in this particular class (aged twelve to thirteen) are sitting in a circle, chattering to each other, their attention darting to and from that box of Maltesers.

Stokwisz, who is young and fashionably dressed, picks up the box, and hands out the chocolates. She asks the girls to hold their Malteser, raise it to eye level and really look at it: ‘I want you to stay in your own bubble and not talk to the person next to you, but just hold it and notice any effect it’s having on you,’ she says.

There’s a little sniggering. Stokwisz presses on. She asks the girls to bring the Malteser to their nose. The sniggering gets louder. ‘Girls,’ she says firmly but pleasantly, ‘stay in the bubble.’

At last, they’re allowed to bring the chocolate to their lips, and then to take it onto their tongues. All this time, they’re instructed to think about how this feels, and the effects it might be having on their bodies. Finally, they’re allowed to eat the chocolate.

After the girls have discussed their reactions, Stokwisz begins a presentation on the whiteboard. The first slide is a quote from John Milton’s Paradise Lost:

The mind is its own place, and in itself, can make a Heav’n of Hell, a Hell of Heav’n.

Then, after a brief discussion of the power of mental activity to change the physical brain (the famously expanding memory regions of London black cab drivers are rolled out into service), Stokwisz asks the girls to point to the location of their mind. They point to their temples. She asks, ‘Are our minds really located just in the brain?’

She asks the girls to sit ‘well’ – feet flat on the floor, hands in their laps. Then she gets them to extend their arms, palms facing each other, to close their eyes and to take their attention into their hands. ‘Maybe you sense a tingling, or the blood flowing? Maybe you feel pins and needles? Maybe you don’t feel anything, and that’s OK.’

She asks the girls to take their attention across their fingers. Then she tells them to discuss what they noticed with their neighbour. A few talk about how their fingers moved. One girl says, ‘I was thinking where I’ll sit at lunch and I need to buy ingredients for brownies, and then I started thinking about homework and then I started getting stressed about exams.’

‘What a lot you thought about in that short time,’ Stokwisz says to her. ‘With all that going on in our minds, no wonder
















































































































THE MEDITATION CHECKLIST


	Choose a technique that suits you. If you find it hard to clear your mind while sitting quietly, try something that involves movement, like yoga or t’ai chi.



	Do expect that it will take some time to get used to it. I haven’t spoken to anyone who found it easy from the outset to stay focused on meditating for long.



	You don’t need to meditate for longer than ten to twenty minutes a day (in one session) – but many people do report enjoying meditating for longer.



	You do need to aim to meditate every day.



FURTHER READING AND RESOURCES

The Relaxation Response, Herbert Benson with Miriam Z. Klipper (HarperTorch 2000); www.relaxationresponse.org

The Architecture of Happiness, Alain de Botton (Penguin, 2007)

Plants and the Human Brain, Dr David Kennedy (Oxford University Press, 2014)

Cure: A journey into the science of mind over body, Jo Marchant (Canongate, to be published January 2016) 

Spark!: How exercise will improve the performance of your brain, Dr John J. Ratey and Eric Hagerman (Quercus, 2010)

The Philosophy of Cognitive-Behavioural Therapy: Stoic Philosophy as Rational and Cognitive Psychotherapy, Donald Robertson (Karnac, 2010)

Flourish: A New Understanding of Happiness and Well-being – and How to Achieve Them, Martin Seligman (Nicholas Brealey Publishing, 2011)

Resilience: The Science of Mastering Life’s Greatest Challenges, Steven M. Southwick and Dennis S. Charney (Cambridge University Press, 2012)

Chronotherapy: Resetting Your Inner Clock to Boost Mood, Alertness, and Quality Sleep, Michael Terman and Ian McMahan (Avery, 2012)

Mindfulness: A Practical Guide to Finding Peace in a Frantic World, Professor Mark Williams and Dr Danny Penman (Piatkus, 2011); franticworld.com

A list from the US Food and Drug Administration of companies found guilty of ‘health fraud’ for making, among other things, unsubstantiated claims for nutritional supplements: http://www.fda.gov/ForConsumers/ProtectYourself/HealthFraud/ucm255474.htm

‘Brain Basics, Understanding Sleep’: http://www.ninds.nih.gov/disorders/brain_basics/understanding_sleep.htm

‘Circadian Rhythms Fact Sheet’, National Institute of General Medical Sciences: http://www.nigms.nih.gov/Education/Pages/Factsheet_CircadianRhythms.aspx

Guided self-compassion meditations: http://www.self-compassion.org/guided-self-compassion-meditations-mp3.html

Stoicism today: http://blogs.exeter.ac.uk/stoicismtoday/

‘Stoic Week 2014 handbook’: http://philosophy-of-cbt.com/2014/11/22/stoic-week-2014-handbook-pdf-and-mp3files/

Transcendental Meditation: uk.tm.org (UK); tm.org (US)

For information on regimens and dawn/dusk simulators, visit Michael Terman’s website: www.cet.org.

For Martin Seligman’s optimism test, visit: https://www.authentichappiness.sas.upenn.edu/testcenter

There are also a lot of apps designed to help with meditation, exercise and healthy diet programmes. A web search will return plenty of reviews of the various options. I’m not being lazy here. I just can’t justifiably single any out for special mention.
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