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PRAISE FOR MICROPRACTICE

“This is quite an extraordinary book, a rare combination of scientific insight, simple yet transformational tools, and joyful encouragement. It’s beautifully written, and Eli Susman is a friendly companion on every page, funny, kind, so smart, and so wise. It’s a gem, and destined to become a classic.”

—Rick Hanson, PhD, New York Times bestselling author of Buddha’s Brain, Hardwiring Happiness, and Resilient

“In this carefully researched and entirely original approach to finding happiness in our daily lives, Eli Susman shows us how in the briefest moments of the day we can find a path to a meaningful life. This fresh, insightful, and wonderfully written book will change how you live your life.”

—Dacher Keltner, author of Awe and Distinguished Professor of Psychology, UC Berkeley

“Micropractice by Eli Susman is a powerful and timely reimagining of self-care for a busy world. Grounded in research showing that even twenty seconds of self-compassionate touch a day can significantly enhance well-being, it reveals that meaningful change doesn’t require more time—only a wiser approach. In a culture where we’re already overwhelmed, the last thing we need is to criticize ourselves for not doing enough. This book offers a liberating, science-based solution: Simple practices woven into everyday moments, helping us cultivate calm, compassion, and clarity without added pressure.”

—Kristin Neff, author of Self-Compassion and Fierce Self-Compassion

“Eli Susman is a shining star who changes the way we think about finding well-being and happiness. A powerful read.”

—Scott Barry Kaufman, PhD, author of Transcend and Rise Above and host of The Psychology Podcast

“Micropractice is a joyful and practical invitation to weave creativity into the fabric of everyday life—transforming humming, movement, and other expressive moments into powerful tools for regulation and resilience. Grounded in psychological science and contemplative wisdom, it beautifully advances the promise of neuroaesthetics by showing how artful thirty-second practices can nurture calm, clarity, and connection wherever we are.”

—Susan Magsamen, executive director of the International Arts + Mind Lab Center at Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine and New York Times bestselling coauthor of Your Brain on Art

“Micropractice challenges the idea that meaningful change requires time we don’t have. Eli Susman makes a compelling case for integrating moments of awareness into everyday life, offering a much-needed rethinking of what it means to practice well-being.”

—Anne-Laure Le Cunff, neuroscientist and author of Tiny Experiments
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For Rebecca. For my family.

For anyone who’s ever wished for more time to be present—and wondered what might become possible if they had it.




A Breath to Begin

Pause.

Place one hand on your heart, the other on your belly.

Feel their warmth—the quiet pulse of life, the reminder that you’re here, held.

Inhale deeply, letting your belly rise beneath your palm.

Exhale slowly, as if releasing all that weighs you down.

Feel this moment—it’s yours.

Take another breath if it feels right—or two.

Let each one fill you with the love you so often give away.

The power to redefine this moment is already within you:

Turn the page, and let it unfold.




Author’s Note on Sources

Some readers like knowing the science behind every idea. Others just want the part that helps life feel a little lighter. To keep this book easy to hold and even easier to finish, the full set of sources lives online. Every study and statistic is gathered in one place, organized by chapter, ready whenever curiosity taps you on the shoulder. You can find them at: micropractice.com/sources.




Introduction

Feel the weight of your hands.

The earth supporting you.

The soft rise and fall of your belly.

No need to change the sensations, the feelings, or anything at all—just feel.

Close your eyes if it feels natural, or let your gaze soften. Nothing to do. Nothing to prove. Nothing to fix. Nothing to force. Nowhere to be. Just be here.

Even for a breath.

How does it feel to give yourself this gift? When was the last time you paused—truly paused—just for you? In a world that demands more than we can give and moves faster than we can catch our breath, moments of calm can feel elusive, often slipping just out of reach. Maybe you’ve felt that, too—life pulling you in a dozen directions, leaving little time to simply be. (I certainly have.) And yet, here you are, in this moment, breathing. Maybe these examples sound familiar:


Noor promises himself he’ll meditate before bed—just a few minutes to reclaim something for himself. He puts the kids to sleep, picks up scattered toys, folds laundry, and washes the dishes. But by the time everything’s done, he’s not just tired, he’s bone-deep exhausted. Meditation doesn’t stand a chance against the gravitational pull of his bed. Maybe tomorrow, he tells himself.

Devon sets her alarm twenty minutes early to roll out her yoga mat, stretch, and ease into the day. A calm, centered start—at least in theory. The alarm blares. She groggily reaches for her phone to check the time, then closes her eyes for “just one more minute.” In the cruelest twist of fate, she blinks—and somehow, it’s forty minutes later. She bolts out of bed, yoga abandoned, mat untouched.

Ren steps outside between meetings, determined to take some deep breaths and reset. But before they can exhale, their phone buzzes. A glance turns into a scroll. A scroll turns into a spiral. Suddenly, they’re juggling three DMs, a news thread, and somehow watching a video on the history of a meme they don’t remember googling. By the time they look up, their break is gone. Their brain? Fried. Their shoulders? Still in their ears. Breathwork? Yeah, no. Back to work.



Despite our best intentions, distractions, responsibilities, and unexpected events have a way of sneakily derailing our well-thought plans. They can leave us feeling disappointed, powerless, maybe even burned out. Yet paradoxically, it’s in moments like these that contemplative practices like meditation, yoga, or simply breathing deeply can be the very thing that helps us find our footing again.

Which brings us to the question at the heart of it all:

How do we care for ourselves when we don’t have the time?

Wellness is often sold as requiring hours we don’t have. But even when we do carve out a practice, there’s another problem: The peace we create rarely lasts. We meditate, we run, we do yoga—and for a moment, we find calm. But as soon as we return to our day, that hard-won serenity too often slips away. It gets boxed up, compartmentalized, leaving us right back where we started.

And then there’s a deeper challenge: How do we turn these practices into habits that stick? Most resources teach us what to do but fail to address how to sustain them in daily life.

This is where micropractices come in: Tiny, potent training sessions distilled from the most effective well-being practices that can be accessed in thirty seconds or less. They rewrite the rules, offering a fresh approach to meditation and self-care—one that doesn’t ask for more of your time but shows you how to unlock the power in the moments you already have.

WHAT NO ONE TELLS YOU ABOUT PRACTICE

The idea behind micropractices didn’t just appear out of thin air—or on a yoga mat. It came from a question I couldn’t shake: Why do the practices that help us so often fail to stick in daily life? That question became the engine behind my scientific journey—from Middlebury to Harvard to a PhD at the University of California, Berkeley. For more than a decade, I’ve studied how we can cultivate well-being that truly fits into the rhythm of our days.

My answer: Micropractice—a term I coined and an approach I developed through years of research, practice, and teaching—supported by generous grants from the National Science Foundation, the Greater Good Science Center, and the Mind & Life Institute. Along the way, I’ve had the gift of collaborating with some incredible experts in the field, including Dacher Keltner, professor of psychology at UC Berkeley and bestselling author of Awe, whose groundbreaking work on touch, well-being, and emotion has informed and enriched my own.

In my first study on micropractice, I taught 135 college students a practice I created called self-compassionate touch. (You’ll learn exactly how to do it in chapter 3.) My team and I asked them to practice it for just twenty seconds a day. To test whether the benefits came from this specific practice—or simply from taking a moment to do something intentional—another group learned a finger-tapping exercise, deliberately designed to be neutral.

The results stopped us in our tracks. The students who practiced self-compassionate touch for just twenty seconds a day reported greater improvements in self-compassion, stress, and emotional well-being than the daily finger-tappers. But it wasn’t just that the results were statistically significant. It was how significant. For a practice that took just twenty seconds a day, the gains rivaled interventions that demand hours each week—and far more resources.

And the students? Many were just as surprised.

One student confessed, “My initial impressions were admittedly skeptical … but … amazingly, I think the exercise changed my thought process considerably.”

Another recalled, “I initially thought it was a bit strange, but it became comforting.”

And one put it simply: “The exercise was a lot more helpful and impactful than I expected.”

That last one could’ve been our headline. The impact of twenty seconds a day wasn’t just measurable—it was palpable.

When I published this study in Behaviour Research and Therapy, it made an immediate splash—spotlighted in over one hundred media outlets spanning more than thirty languages within months, including The New York Times, CNN, Los Angeles Times, BBC, Forbes, Mindful, Psychology Today, the 10% Happier podcast, The Science of Happiness Podcast, and more—becoming the most media-mentioned and one of the most downloaded articles of 2024 in its peer-reviewed journal. Greater Good magazine named it one of the Top 10 Insights from the “Science of a Meaningful Life” in 2024, out of nominations from nearly 400 scientists worldwide.

Honestly, I’m still wrapping my head around it. It’s surreal—and incredibly moving—to see how these small moments struck a chord with so many.

And while our findings sparked new conversations, we were far from alone. Around the world, other researchers had quietly been exploring short-form practices, too. Together, a new picture was beginning to emerge: Even a few seconds of intentional practice might hold more power than we’d been taught to expect.

The more I looked, the clearer it became. Study after study pointed to the same overlooked pattern: It’s not how long you practice, but how often. Consistency, not the clock, is what drives change. And yet, it’s rarely said out loud. Even though making mindfulness a way of life has always been central to contemplative traditions, most modern resources treat that integration as an afterthought. Retreats, courses, and books teach techniques—but rarely how to keep them going once real life comes rushing back.

That’s where Micropractice comes in. This book isn’t just about what to do; it’s also about how to make these practices stick when life feels too fast, too full, or too fragmented. Well-being doesn’t have to wait for a retreat, a quiet room, or an extra hour you don’t have. It can start with twenty seconds.

A slow, deep breath.

A hand on your heart.

A moment that meets you where you are.

Small enough to do now.

Repeated enough to reshape your nervous system.

Powerful enough to change the way you meet your life.

A DOG, A BROKEN LEASH, AND THE LESSON THAT CHANGED EVERYTHING

I didn’t always believe small moments could make a difference. Until one did.

Years before I became a psychologist researching how micropractices can reshape our well-being, I was just a kid who loved his dog.

Maybe you’ve known a dog who made you feel like the center of the universe. For me, that was Jacki. Every day, she’d wait by the door, tail wagging so hard it practically shouted, You’re home! Everything’s better now!

But one day, she broke free—and set off a chain of events I never saw coming.

I was thirteen, home sick from school, curled on the couch, half watching The Simpsons through a feverish haze while Jacki went out for her walk with one of my siblings.

At some point, her leash snapped, and she bolted.

Usually, we’d find her—or a neighbor would. But this time, I stayed on the couch, telling myself I was too sick to search, even as guilt coiled tight in my stomach, whispering what I already knew: I should’ve gone after her.

My mom called my siblings and me into the family room, her voice trembling, my heart pounding. In the half second before she spoke, everything felt suspended—like the air had turned thick. Then: “Jacki was hit by a car,” she said softly. “There’s a ninety percent chance she won’t make it.” In that moment, my world collapsed into a single number. I clung to that fragile 10 percent, desperate to believe it could somehow be enough.

But when we arrived at the veterinary hospital, my father told us she was gone. The words knocked me to the floor. It didn’t feel real—it couldn’t be.

I blamed myself for a long time. Why didn’t I get up and look for her? Why didn’t I do more?

I carried that hole with me into high school. Every step through those crowded hallways reminded me that the world kept moving, even when mine had stopped.

It was around that time that I started seeing a therapist. I didn’t think therapy would help, but I also didn’t know how much longer I could keep going like I was. One day, I sat down with my mom and told her I needed help—not because I believed it would fix anything, but because I didn’t know what else to do. I thought therapy was for “real” problems, and I wasn’t sure mine counted. But after a few sessions, my therapist asked me something that turned my thinking inside out:

“What if you let go of the past and future, just for a moment? What if you focused on right now and saw your thoughts for what they are—just thoughts?”

At first, it felt impossible. How could being present ease the crushing weight of my own self-judgment? But I tried. Slowly, I began to notice the smallest things—the solid press of my feet on the floor, the cool air stretching into my lungs, the smooth, familiar glide of a pencil between my fingers. It wasn’t grand, but in those tiny moments, something shifted. For the first time in ages, I wasn’t consumed by what had been or what might be. I was just … there. And it was enough.

One day, my therapist smiled and said, “You know what you’ve been doing? That’s mindfulness.”

I blinked. Mindfulness? Me? I thought mindfulness was for monks—definitely not for someone trying to survive high school. But I couldn’t deny the change; I felt it.

So I kept practicing, even when my mind wanted to drag me back into old self-criticisms or race toward tomorrow’s anxieties. It wasn’t easy. It wasn’t perfect. But little by little, something shifted. The more I anchored myself in the present, the more I realized mindfulness wasn’t about silencing my thoughts—it was about learning to sit with them.

I never expected losing Jacki to shape my path the way it did. My first experience with grief cracked something open in me, and out poured questions—about how we cope, how we heal, how we live with the thoughts we wish we could outrun.

By the end of high school, those questions had me hooked. I couldn’t shake the pull to go deeper, to immerse myself fully—convinced, back then, that “real” mindfulness meant stepping away from everyday life altogether. I thought that depth required distance, tranquility required time, and that to truly understand mindfulness, I had to escape—from distractions, from the life I knew, from everything modern and familiar. (Preferably with spotty Wi-Fi and monks.)

During a gap semester before college, that pull led me halfway across the world to Wat Suan Mokkh, a forest monastery in Thailand that felt suspended in time, as if the outside world couldn’t reach it. Simple. Austere. Its traditions preserved for centuries. It was the same monastery, I’d learn years later, where Jack Kornfield, among the first teachers to bring mindfulness to the West, once practiced.

Life there was intense—hours of sitting and walking meditation, a concrete bed, a wooden pillow, meals only eaten before noon—each moment an invitation to be present. It was a powerful reminder of the depth and commitment in the Thai Forest Tradition, a path that has guided countless practitioners on their spiritual journey.

Like many monasteries, this one included daily chores—a way to bring mindfulness into ordinary tasks. My daily task was to rake the sand in Meditation Hall 5, where we gathered. Each morning, I swept the faint imprints left by seekers who decided to leave. As I erased these traces, I reflected on the challenges that had driven some away. The hours of sitting, while transformative for some, seemed too much for others. I found serenity in the simplicity. You sit. You eat. You walk. You sleep. But even in that calm, I couldn’t help but wonder: Could there be a different way to mindfulness? One that doesn’t demand such a steep climb from the start?

That question followed me home, and as I shared my experiences in Southeast Asia with friends, family, and anyone curious, a pattern emerged. Over and over, I heard the same refrain: “I want to practice, but I don’t have the time.” Their struggles mirrored what I’d seen at the monastery—the yearning for peace, the hours to glimpse it.

It was around this time that my friend Rob introduced me to True Love by Thích Nhất Hạnh. Intrigued, I picked up a copy. The monastic traditions I’d experienced were steeped in wisdom, but Thích Nhất Hạnh’s teachings showed me something revolutionary: Mindfulness didn’t require hours of silence or distant retreats. It could live in everyday moments—washing dishes, eating, or talking with a friend. His words built a bridge between the depth I sought and the life I was living. Mindfulness wasn’t an escape from chaos; it was a way to live within it.

But I still believed the real work happened on the cushion. That’s what many of us are taught: If you want mindfulness to show up in real life, you first have to master it with your eyes closed. You sit still. You focus. And someday, hopefully, that calm will follow you out the door.

Ironically, I’d begun by grounding myself in tiny, ordinary moments in the middle of daily life—and it helped. But I convinced myself those moments were just warm-ups. That real transformation required silence, stillness, and longer breaks from the very life I hoped mindfulness would help me live.

At nineteen, working as a paraprofessional in residential therapy, I saw this tension magnified—the longing for calm, the labyrinth to find it. For many clients, even five minutes of stillness felt like five too many. I understood; I’d been there. The discomfort. The resistance. The relentless feeling of “doing it wrong.” But I’d also seen what happens when we lean into the discomfort: Clarity, connection, and peace. The trouble is, the discomfort shows up first—and that’s where we tend to bail.

If the present moment is always available, why does it feel so far away? How could mindfulness meet us where we already are?

This curiosity led me to Plum Village, a mindfulness practice center in the serene countryside of Bordeaux, France, founded by the teacher whose words had guided me—Thích Nhất Hạnh. It felt like stepping into another world—sunflower fields, lotus ponds, vineyards stretching to the horizon. Everything slowed down. Every moment invited presence.

But something struck me. Despite the focus on mindful living, the daily schedule included just thirty minutes of seated meditation, even for monks. This starkly contrasted with my time in Thailand, where hours of meditation were the norm. If mindfulness was the foundation, why so little formal meditation?

Curiosity got the better of me one afternoon, and beneath a towering tree, the scent of blossoms and damp earth around me, I closed my eyes and meditated, telling myself I’d stay until something shifted.

Minutes passed. Then more. Discomfort rose. Settled. Rose again. I stayed. Not to chase enlightenment. Not to prove anything. But because some part of me wanted to see what might happen if I didn’t rush away.

When I finally opened my eyes, three hours had gone by.

I couldn’t wait to share my experience with my friend Brother Treasure, a monk and close disciple of Thích Nhất Hạnh.

“I just meditated for three hours!” I blurted, my voice a mix of pride and disbelief. It felt monumental—like I’d just scaled spiritual Everest, earning a shiny badge of honor for my practice.

His eyes widened. “Three hours?!”

Then, with a warm smile, he added, “How about three breaths? That’s all that you need to tune into the present moment.”

Humility washed over me. I thought back to how I’d felt after that sit—not transformed, not blissed out, just … how I’d gradually come to feel over the course of the retreat. Calm. Steady. Open-hearted.

That feeling hadn’t arrived in one long meditation. It had built, breath by breath, woven into the way I walked, ate, listened, sat. Every moment had become practice.

But maybe that was the shift—not a dramatic high, but the simple realization that this grounded, peaceful presence had been here all along.

His words took me even further back—to my freshman year of high school, when mindfulness began with the smallest moments: The press of my feet. The air in my lungs. The simple, surprising relief of being here.

Those tiny moments hadn’t been warm-ups—they’d been the practice and the point.

So maybe mindfulness wasn’t about how long I sat still. Maybe it was about the way I met the moment I was in.

Which raised a question we don’t ask nearly enough: What if something as brief as three breaths could truly make a difference in people’s lives?

That question didn’t just change how I practiced mindfulness; it ignited a passion for micropractice, revealing that the key to transformation might just live in the moments we so often overlook.

And if that’s true … what else have we been overlooking?

THE TIMELESS WISDOM OF SMALL MOMENTS

Although the idea of micropractice might seem new, it’s rooted in cultures and belief systems around the world. From the tranquil grounds of Plum Village, where Thích Nhất Hạnh’s teachings permeate every step, to the timeless wisdom of the Buddha, the principle of micropractice has long been a cornerstone of contemplative life. At Plum Village, mindfulness isn’t confined to lengthy meditations; it’s woven into every moment—brushing teeth, sipping tea, or simply listening with care. Buddhism teaches that awakening isn’t just found in silence or seclusion; it’s in the presence we bring to daily life.

You’ll see occasional nods to Buddhism in these pages—not because micropractice is religious (it’s not), but because much of the research behind it grew out of mindfulness. And mindfulness has deep roots in Buddhism.

Think of it like visiting another country: You can savor the flavors without applying for citizenship. We’re simply tracing the roots of practices science has studied so you can better understand what you’re doing—and make it your own without losing what makes it work.

The wisdom behind micropractice transcends faith traditions across the centuries, long before science showed up with clipboards to uncover the quiet ways these moments shape us.

In Christianity, the smallest act of kindness carries immense weight, and “faith the size of a mustard seed” can move mountains. Judaism’s kavvanah—the intention behind each prayer or mitzvah—emphasizes it’s the heart, not the quantity of actions, that counts. Islam’s salat—brief yet powerful prayers of connection—weave gratitude and humility into daily life. Taoism’s “A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step” invites us to savor life’s smallest moments. Hinduism’s karma yoga shows how small acts of kindness shape the heart. Confucianism teaches that integrity is built through small, deliberate actions. Greek philosophers like Aristotle and the Stoics affirm that our character is crafted by the choices we make each day. The Diné (Navajo) speak of hozho naasha—walking in beauty—where each step becomes a harmonious act of balance, reverence, and relationship. The Yoruba honor their deities as living forces—stirred into the stew, sung into the dance, worked into the soil of everyday life.

What unites these traditions is the recognition that small, intentional actions hold power. And let’s be clear: Micropractice isn’t here to replace extended practices or time-honored traditions. But longer practices were born in slower times, free from the pull of constant notifications. Micropractice meets you where you are, bringing the benefits of contemplative practice to even the busiest lives. It’s not about reinventing ancient wisdom—it’s about making it meaningful and accessible to anyone, anywhere, today.

RETHINKING MINDFULNESS

So if micropractices have quietly shaped lives for centuries, why has Western mindfulness centered around longer, formal practices that feel out of reach for many?

As mindfulness made its way to the West, it filtered largely through the lens of science. People practiced what research said works: Longer practices.

But back then, meditation wasn’t mainstream—it was fringe, suspect, woo (and to some, it still is). If scientists wanted to be taken seriously, they had to focus on studies with the strongest, most undeniable effects. And longer practices? They delivered.

A ten-day retreat? A ten-minute daily meditation? Those were safer bets. They reliably produced results—the kind that got published, funded, and built academic careers.

A thirty-second practice? That was riskier. Not because it doesn’t work, but because the system rewards big, statistically significant changes, and conventional wisdom assumes smaller interventions lead to smaller effects—effects seen as less likely to pass the statistical smell test. If you’re a researcher competing for grants, do you take a gamble on the underdog or back the heavyweight champ? Scientists, like the rest of us, have bills to pay.

Funders, too, tend to play it safe, backing studies seen as most likely to deliver publishable results.

But in that pursuit of certainty, micropractices have been largely overlooked and underestimated. When I first set out to study them, I faced plenty of skepticism. How could something so small make a difference? And I
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HOW THIS BOOK IS STRUCTURED



Part 1: The Case for Micropractice



	Why mindfulness needs an update, and how micropractice builds on centuries of contemplative wisdom while meeting the demands of our fast-paced world.

	Why micropractice isn’t a dilution, but a distillation—one that finally fits the way we live now.

	Why micropractice works and how small, consistent actions can be as transformative as longer practices—and sometimes more.

	Why longer meditations can sometimes backfire, disrupting sleep or resurfacing past trauma, and how micropractice offers a gentler, more accessible way in.



Part 2: The Micropractices
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	MOVE: Kick things off with microyoga, microdance, or a power pose. These practices open the door to what movement can shift: Energy, freedom, maybe even a spark of joy.
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	TOUCH: Harness the power of physical connection to ground and soothe yourself. Whether it’s a comforting hand over your heart or a mindful hug, these practices tap into our innate capacity for warmth and presence.
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	BREATHE: Your breath is more than a reflex; it’s a bridge between body and mind. Discover microbreathwork techniques that calm the nervous system, sharpen your focus, and help you reset in seconds.
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	FLOW: As we ascend toward mind-driven practices, we unlock the transformative power of intention. These practices don’t ask you to press pause on life—they flow right through it. You’re not stepping away to do something extra; you’re shifting how you relate to what you’re already doing—turning daily life itself into practice. Folding laundry, walking the dog, connecting with a friend—each moment becomes an opening for presence, connection, and joy.





Part 3: Making It Stick



	How to build habits that last, with concrete, research-backed strategies to make micropractices part of your daily rhythm. No more excuses, no more guilt—just practical tools that keep you anchored and showing up.

	How to shift your mindset and break free from the cultural obsession with busyness and embrace a more intentional, values-aligned way of living. Discover how to create space for micropractice in your day without feeling like it’s just another item on your to-do list.

	How tiny moments ripple outward. Micropractices may start within, but their effects don’t stay there. We’ll explore how small shifts can quietly reshape your relationships, your community, and even the planet.
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