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What is this thing called mindfulness?

businesses? Because a solid body of science 

at work. And because mindfulness is not a quality 
that some have and others do not – mindfulness 
can be learned. Mindfulness helps individuals to 

SUMMARY POINTS

in and around us, as opposed to imagining 

MORE THAN MEDITATION: 
How to make mindfulness 
work for you 

 
can help you and your clients. 
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for anyone interested in helping others both to 
improve their wellbeing and to promote behaviours 
that are in line with who they want to be and 
how they really want to behave.

So, what is mindfulness? Many people 

founder of the extensively researched 

moment, on purpose, and non-judgmentally 

meditatum, which means 

and does nothing but use the breath as an anchor, 
to become more aware of thoughts and feelings.

Where do you feel your breath in the body right 

following in his footsteps over the past 30 years, 

so extensively that there are literally thousands of 
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The ‘how to’ of mindfulness: Coming to our 

a state of mind or way of being that results from 

naturally mindful, they tend to live consciously and 

mindfulness is the outcome
designed to increase it, for example, through 

Ellen Langer, a Harvard University professor 
who began researching mindfulness at the same 

1979, Ellen Langer conducted a ground-breaking 
study: she took a group of old, frail men to a 

all of these men were 20 years younger, more 

that they should fully immerse themselves (with all 
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To become mindful, we need to come to our 
senses. Literally and metaphorically. Concretely, 

environment). The goal of such mental exercise is to 
develop an awareness of what is actually happening 
in and around us, as opposed to imagining that we 
(already) know what is happening in the moment, 

Many of our thoughts come and go from moment 
to moment, constantly feeding us commentary 

this commentary is based on unconscious and 

each other as if they were in fact experiencing 
the world of 1959, rather than merely discussing 

were all aware that this was an experiment, the 
researchers found that not only were their mental 

normal lives at the end of the two-week immersion 

the experiment, and much younger than another 
group of men of the same age who served as the 
control group, exclusively discussing the world of 
1959 for two weeks. In other words, the experience 
of being in a ‘younger’ environment had led to 

2009).
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For most people, such mental exercise feels relaxing. 
We literally come to our senses when we consciously 
focus on our senses. Why is that? Because when we 
consciously perceive our experience of the present 

nervous system has a predominantly opposite 

when we are feeling challenged or stressed, and it 
generates mental and bodily processes designed 

feeling relaxed.
Mark Williams of Oxford University, the founder 

explains that mindfulness can help us switch from 
‘doing mode’ to ‘being mode’, and this helps us feel 
more balanced (Williams, 2010). In ‘doing mode’ 

about two or three other things while doing 
something, such as reading a text while thinking of 
something else, or making plans in our heads about 

‘I’m too old for that’; ‘this won’t work for me’). So, 

degree of mental distance between our ‘self’ and 
this inner commentary. This mental distance arises 

normally do. In this way we are able to become more 

metaphorically

engaging our other senses, we can indeed perceive 

You can do the next mindfulness exercise any 

only requirement here is that you are mentally 100 
per cent present.

To become mindful, we need 

to come to our senses. Literally 

and metaphorically.
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there is latent trauma. My research has revealed that 
we need more than one mindfulness tool to create 
balance between ‘doing’ and ‘being’. Knowing how to 
create your own balance between these two modes of 
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text (like this one here). 
In contrast to the ‘doing mode’, the ‘being mode’ 

rain on our face when we are outdoors in stormy 
weather, or hearing the laughter of a child, or fully 

mode’ we are not goal-oriented. Words, thoughts 

Problem-solving and analysing facts are pushed 

of us. This process slows down premature judgment 

unnatural nor esoteric. We need ‘merely’ to come to 
our senses and, at least for a moment, switch gears: 

‘doing mode’ to a ‘being mode’. The precise way in 
which we can learn to switch between these two 

history. In my own work bringing mindfulness to 

, PhD, is a 
psychologist with over 20 years of 

and capacity-building in six countries on 

at City, University of London, and draws on 

such as Acceptance and Commitment 
Therapy (ACT) and other evidence-based 
mindfulness frameworks to research, teach 

geared at enhancing sustainable wellbeing and 


