A MOMENT
IN NOW
Why is mindfulness, which came onto the scene
40 years ago, only now more popular than ever?
Jocelyn de Kwant looks for answers.
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“Mindfulness is described as friendly,
non-reactive attention focused on experiencing
the here and now without judgement”

I’m in my car, stuck behind a parked
removals van. I’m running late for
an appointment, and things just
aren’t going well today. My bike had
a flat tire, I couldn’t find my car keys
and my phone was hiding in the
sofa. It’s been that kind of morning.
Once upon a time, my adrenaline
levels would have skyrocketed by
now, but today I’m calm. I’m even
making use of being stuck in traffic
by creating a moment of peace for
myself. I breathe in and out, leave
my phone in my bag and watch the
cyclists pass me by instead. What
difference would it make if I got
angry? And, anyway, I might not
even end up being as late as I think.
Or maybe it just won’t be all that
important. All I know is what’s
happening now, and that’s fine.

OUT OF THE BOX
My mindfulness teacher would be
proud of me. My sense of calm is
the direct result of the eight-week
course I took with her. And even
though I don’t always succeed in
practicing what she taught (in fact,
I fail more often than I succeed),
when I do manage to, it feels really
good. I took the course three years
ago, after having just heard of
mindfulness. And when I told other
people about it, they didn’t know
what I was talking about. Or they’d
say, “Oh, I’m not into that kind of
airy-fairy stuff.”
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How things have changed. Now,
everyone I know has heard of
mindfulness. You can find classes
in every city, town and village. And
many of my previously skeptical
friends have now taken a class
themselves, or at least have a
book about it on their shelves.
Newspapers and television and
radio programs are paying serious
attention to mindfulness, and it’s
not being labeled as esoteric
mumbo-jumbo anymore.
There has been a huge increase
of interest in mindfulness in recent
years. The original program that
launched Mindfulness-Based
Stress Reduction (MBSR) at the
University of Massachusetts Medical
Center in the US has produced
1,000 certified MBSR instructors
in about 720 medical settings
across more than 30 countries
worldwide. The program, which
was created 40 years ago by
American molecular biologist Jon
Kabat-Zinn, has inspired all kinds
of variations known as mindfulnessbased interventions, such as
Mindfulness-Based Cognitive
Therapy (MBCT) and Acceptance
and Commitment Therapy (ACT),
which are used to treat stressrelated mental disorders. It is also
being used to have a beneficial
effect on all kinds of illnesses,
such as cancer and diabetes, and
it has even extended beyond the

therapeutic setting to enter the
worlds of business, professional
sports, education and government.

ANCIENT KNOWLEDGE
Companies are also increasingly
offering mindfulness training
courses to their staff. In his book
Mindful Work: How Meditation
Is Changing Business from the
Inside Out, meditator and The New
York Times business reporter David
Gelles explores how employees and
‘accomplished professionals’ are
discovering the power of mindfulness in companies such as Google,
Aetna and Ford.
But why this sudden rise in interest? Mindfulness isn’t new; it was
established in the late 1970s and
has its roots in a practice that goes
back much, much further. Early on,
before the term ‘mindfulness’ had
been coined, the classes were
called ‘attentiveness training’.
Mindfulness is described as friendly,
non-reactive attention focused on
experiencing the here and now
without judgment. So, it’s all about
attention: attention on the now,
your thoughts, your body. Accepting
what is there, not always judging or
rushing into action. Also known as
the ‘Art of Being’.
A lot of mindfulness insights are
centuries old. Attention-focused
consciousness techniques have
been around for more than 5,000 >

Designer Esther selected the photographs to go with this story. “I was looking for pictures of
moments that are like little gifts to oneself. Small precious moments that make you happy”
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“Mindfulness seems to be exactly what we need in this day
and age. Attention, one of the cornerstones of mindfulness,
has never been as scarce as it is now”

years—not only in Buddhism, but
also among ancient Greeks, Taoists,
Indians and philosophers. “People
are not disturbed by things, but by
the view they take of them,” said
Stoic philosopher Epictetus (ca.
50-130 AD) more than 2,000 years
ago. That could be a quote straight
out of my mindfulness workbook.
The best known form of mindfulness in the West is MBSR. Its
creator, Jon Kabat-Zinn, became
acquainted with meditation while
studying at the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology (MIT) in the
US. He noticed that it was hugely
helpful, in times of stress and even
for physical problems, to look at
things in relative terms. There
should be a way to introduce this
age-old knowledge into Western
medicine, he thought.
He stripped the meditation techniques of their religious aspects and
combined them with elements of
cognitive therapy, as well as insights
gained from scientific research. To
start, he used it to relieve the stress
felt by chronically ill patients, but
soon found that it was also useful
in many other fields. As Kabat-Zinn
told Flow Magazine in a previous
interview, “I always thought: If this
works, it’s going to spread around
the world.”
And so it has. Today’s spike in
interest is partly caused by all the
research results that are being
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published on the subject. What
first was an intuitive guess can now
be proven scientifically: it has a
positive effect on people suffering
from depression, ADHD, anxiety
and burnout or work stress, and
also has benefits for people without
any of these problems. Brain scans
have shown that practicing mindfulness and meditation influences
parts of the brain that regulate
emotions, memory, awareness of
thoughts and physical awareness.

OVERLOAD
That’s the science part. But there
is another reason why mindfulness
is so successful right now: it seems
to be exactly what we need in this
day and age. Attention, one of the
cornerstones of mindfulness, has
never been as scarce as it is now.
In The Organized Mind, neuroscientist Daniel Levitin observes
that the volume of information we
deal with every day is five times
more than twenty years ago, which
is the equivalent of 174 newpapers.
According to him, everyone in the
Western world is busy coping with
an overloaded attention system.
“Today, we are confronted with an
unprecedented volume of information, and each of us generates
more information than ever before
in human history,” he writes. And
we have also come to believe that
new information always trumps

old. We place a very high value on
recently received e-mails and
messages, and that plays havoc
with our mind’s focus. “Our brains
do have the ability to process the
information we take in, but at a
cost,” Levitin writes. “Neurons are
living cells with a metabolism and
when they’ve been working hard,
we experience fatigue. Every status update you read on Facebook,
every tweet or text message you
get from a friend is competing for
resources in your brain with important things like whether to put
your savings in stocks or bonds or
how best to reconcile with a close
friend you just had an argument
with.”
At the same time, the moments
we have for recharging are becoming few and far between. A workday
no longer has a clear end to it; we
take our work home with us in the
evenings, and weekends have also
become times in which many of us
catch up on our e-mails. We are
even losing hours of time to what
Levitin calls ‘shadow work’: work
that was done by other people,
companies or service providers but
now, thanks to automation, we can
—and have to—do ourselves.
“With air-travel, we’re now
expected to complete our own
reservations and check-in, jobs
that used to be done by airline
employees or travel agents,” he

writes. “At the grocery store, we’re
expected to bag our own groceries
and [...] to scan our own purchases.
We pump our own gas at filling
stations [...] Each of us is doing the
work of others and not getting paid
for it. It is responsible for taking
away a great deal of the leisure time
we thought we would all have in the
21st century.”
In short, we continually feel like
we have to catch up. And we try to
solve that by doing a lot at the same
time, also known as multitasking.
But multitasking is a myth, says
Levitin: We are not multitasking,
we are rapidly switching from one
task to another. So it’s no wonder
we end up feeling so exhausted in
the evenings. Or that we have
trouble paying attention to the
moment we are in.

OH, THAT PHONE!
And then there’s that darned phone
that brings us so much yet, according to mindfulness trainers, has a
ruinous effect on our connection to
the here and now, as it provides
constant opportunity for distraction.
The phone might ring with a call, or
we can sate our urge to check our
Facebook or Instagram accounts.
And sometimes, we think: “I must
wash all the dishes in the sink,”
or do any other household chore
simply to keep ourselves from just
taking time for ourselves.

Christine Carter, sociologist
and author of Raising Happiness
and The Sweet Spot, which both
explore ways to mindfully connect
with ourselves and to be creative
and find a balance between work
and life, believes that we’ve gotten
really, really bad at doing nothing.
Carter believes that when we
feel like there isn’t enough time in
the day to get everything done,
when we wish for more time, we
don’t actually need more time. What
we need, in fact, is a break. She
says we need to ‘take recess’ to
recharge. So if you are feeling
overwhelmed and time-starved:
Stop. Remember that what you
need more than time (to work, to
check tasks off your list) is some
downtime, sans stimulation.
Carter also says that the biggest
epidemic of our time is the problem
of ‘busy-ness’. We see being busy
and being able to withstand stress
as a sign of honor. But, according
to her, that’s a myth. “When we
are busy, it’s what researchers call
cognitive overload,” Carter said in
her talk at the Wisdom 2.0 conference. “Cognitive overload is one
of those things that hinders our
productivity and hinders the power
of our mind. It makes it more difficult for us to think clearly and to
plan, and it makes it hard for us to
control our emotions and to make
>
decisions. It makes it especially

MINDFULNESS AT SCHOOL
Over the next few years,
Oxford University in the
UK will be carrying out
research into mindfulness
at schools. Classes in
mindfulness skills are
being given at 72 high
schools, training children
to be more resilient and
hopefully to avoid anxiety
and depression. Their
progress will be measured
by using brain scans.
Professor Anne Speckens of
the Radboud University
Medical Center in the
Netherlands says psychological problems such as
depression often begin in
the teenage years. “That’s
why it’s very interesting
to study what happens when
children are taught mindfulness at a young age,”
she says. “The brain is
very flexible at this age,
so it is easy to measure
any changes that occur.
And hopefully in this way
we can prevent problems.”
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“What truly makes us happy is letting go of our fantasies
about the future and engaging in the journey—in the
process and in the present moment—instead”

hard to remember important social
information, like the name of our
boss’s daughter.” Instead of multitasking and taking pride in being
busy, we should focus on singletasking, doing one thing at a time.
“Our brains are not computers.
They were not designed to run
multiple apps at one time,” says
Carter. “It’s simpler to single task.”
No matter how difficult that can be.

different room, turn all the alerts
off,” she says. “I’ve cued to my
brain that I’m just going to allow
myself to focus. And that allows
me to do my highest quality work
with greatest ease, and more than
that, time seems to slip away.
We lose our sense of time, and
that feeling is the very opposite of
feeling busy.”

ANTIDOTE
The fact that mindfulness may be
an antidote to today’s problems is
also being addressed at government levels. In October 2015, the
English government was presented
with Mindful Nation UK, a report in
which 100 parliamentarians, who
themselves have attended mindfulness courses, are campaigning >

BEING THERE
And that is precisely the lesson of
mindfulness: finding peace in yourself, feeling more and just being
there. There is an enormous need
for peace and quiet, writes Carter.
She believes that what truly makes
us happy is letting go of our fantasies about the future and engaging
in the journey—in the process and
in the present moment—instead.
Of course there are many ways
to become calm. Running, working
with your hands, going to a sauna,
gardening: there’s a reason why
these things are becoming more
popular. But with mindfulness, the
aim is to integrate the attention
and calm into everything you do.
Carter admits that she sometimes has trouble single-tasking,
but when she does, it’s worth it.
“I have to basically chain myself to
my computer, work at a computer
that doesn’t have e-mail access,
put my phone in a completely
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A DIFFERENT ANGLE
Harvard professor Ellen Langer is one of the figureheads of the positive psychology movement and the
founder of a form of mindfulness that doesn’t involve
any kind of meditation at all. This form of mindfulness employs “paying attention”—continually noticing
new things and always reflecting on your own thoughts.
“At the moment when you notice something new, you are
being mindful,” Langer says. “You wake up, literally
and figuratively. You shed your automatic pilot for a
brief moment.” Langer says it’s an illusion to think
you know anything. “Everything is changing all the
time, nothing is constant, and everything looks different when you look at it from a different angle. When
you think that you know something, you are freezing
the picture in place.” Langer recommends an exercise
whereby you notice three to five new things in every
situation you are in or conversation you are having.
“Because for every view on something, there are ten
others that are equally valid, just taken from a
different angle.”
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for more mindfulness in education,
health, the workplace and criminal
justice. Politicians lobbying for
more mindfulness is definitely a
sign of the times. An important
catalyst for this movement was
the warning issued by the World
Health Organization (WHO) that in
2030, the number-one illness in
developed countries is expected
to be depression.
Professor Anne Speckens, a
psychiatrist at the Radboud Medical
University Center in Nijmegen, the
Netherlands, says there has been
great progress. She has been
researching mindfulness at the
university’s Mindfulness Center for
a while. “The overabundance of
information is making the ability to
focus and concentrate—without
going mad—more important than
ever,” she says. “Mindfulness can
help you be aware of what you are
allowing in and to not be distracted by everything around you all
the time. Not responding to everything that is presented to you.”

FLIP-OUT MODE
But mindfulness is not a miracle
drug. And simply reading a book
about it won’t suddenly make everything all okay either. As my friend
L. once joked, “Oh, mindfulness…
I read an article about giving birth
mindfully… Ha! That lasted about
ten seconds into my labor.”
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But even if you have done a
proper workshop or an eight-week
training course, you only benefit
from this if you keep practicing.
Speckens often sees lessons
learned fade away. “People find it
useful, but stop using it anyway.”
It’s been three years since my first
course and I know how hard it is.
Some people are more attentive
than others by nature, I have read,
and I can certainly say that’s not
true for me. Before I know it, I am
fully immersed in the stress, flipout and ‘doing’ modes.
Speckens says it can help to
take a meditation or yoga class, or
to attend a silence day now and

then. “This often gives you a new
impulse to practice again.” These
exercises don’t have to be complicated at all. It could even be just
keeping track of your breathing
every day for a few moments. Or
stopping what you are doing for a
moment and being aware of your
thoughts and your automatic pilot.
As Kabat-Zinn himself has said
in one of his talks: “Just drop a
second what you are doing and fall
into being.” That sounds familiar.
Because when I’m successful at
being mindful, it feels like coming
home. As if deep down inside,
there is a natural need to be
completely there where I am.

APPS
✻ 
Stop, Breathe & Think App (for iPhone):
features a range of exercises of varying lengths,
ideal for short practices at work and longer
sessions at home.
✻ 
Mindfulness Training App (for iPhone): teachings
from key mindfulness instructors, including Jon
Kabat-Zinn, Jack Kornfield and Tara Brach. If you’re
new to meditation, this app will give you a more
intimate understanding of what it’s all about.

✻ 
Walking Meditations (for iPhone): ideal for busy,
desk-bound people. There’s a choice of three short
tracks, each with a different focus-ideal for a
mindfulness fix during your lunch break.
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“Deep down inside, there is a natural
need to be completely there where I am”

