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THE RAISINS SITTING IN
MY SWEATY PALM ARE
GETTING STICGKIER BY THE

MINUTE.

THEY DON'T LOOK

PARTICULARLY APPEALING,
BUT WHEN INSTRUCTED BY MY

TEACHER,; |

TAKE ONE IN

MY FINGERS AND EXAMINE IT.

I notice that the raisin’s skin glis-
tens. Looking closer, I see asmallin-
dentation where it once hung from
the vine. Eventually, I place the rai-
sin in my mouth and roll the wrin-
kly little shape over and over with
my tongue, feeling its texture. Af
ter a while, I push it up against my
teeth and slice it open. Then, final-
ly, I chew—very slowly.

I'm eating a raisin. But for the
first time in my life, 'm doing it dif-
ferently. 'm doing it mindfully. This
whole experience might seem silly,
but we're in the midst of a popular
obsession with mindfulness as the

secret to health and happiness—
and a growing body of evidence sug-
gests it has clear benefits. The class
I'm taking is part of a curriculum
called Mindfulness Based Stress Re-
duction (MBSR) developed 1n 1979
by Jon Kabat-Zinn, an MIT-educated
scientist. There are nearly 1,000 cer-
tified MBSR instructors teaching
mindfulness techniques (including
meditation), and they are in nearly
every state and more than 30 coun-
tries. The raisin exercise reminds
us how hard it has become to think
about just one thing at a time. Tech-
nology has made it easier than ever
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to fracture attention into smaller
and smaller bits. We answer a col-
league’s questions from the stands
at a child’s soccer game; we pay the
bills while watching TV; we order
groceries while stuck in traffic. In
a time when no one seems to have
enough time, our devices allow us
to be many places at once—but at
the cost of being unable to fully in-
habit the place where we actually
want to be.
Mindfulness says we

THE

mental training techniques closely
tied to meditation—Silicon Valley
entrepreneurs, FORTUNE 500 titans,
Pentagon chiefs and more. If distrac-
tion is the pre-eminent condition of
our age, then mindfulness, in the
eyes of 1ts enthusiasts, 1s the most
logical response. Its strength lies in
its universality. Though meditation
1s considered an essential means
to achieving mindfulness, the ulti-

mate goal 1s simply to give

your attention fully towhat

can do better. At one level, CLASSES you're doing. One can work
the techniques associated There are nearly mindfully, parent mind-
with the philosophy are 1,000¢ertified fully and learn mindfully.
; e MBSE instructors _

intended to help practitio- teaching One can exercise and even
ners quiet a busy mind, be- mindfilness eat mindfully. The bank-

coming more aware of the
present moment and less
caught up in what happened earlier
or what'’s to come. Many cognitive
therapists commend it to patients as
a way to help cope with anxiety and
depression. More broadly, 1t’s seen
as a means to deal with stress.

But to view mindfulness simply
as the latest self-help fad underplays
its potency and misses the point of
why it 1s gaining acceptance with
those who might otherwise dismiss

classes worldwide

ing giant Chase now ad-
vises customers on how to
spend mindfully.

There are no signs that the
forces splitting our attention into
ever smaller slices will abate. To
the contrary, they're getting stron-
ger. (Now arriving: smart watches
and eyeglasses that will constantly
beam notifications onto the periph-
ery of our vision.) Already, many
devotees see mindfulness as an in-
dispensable tool for coping—both




Observing your mind Kabat-Zinn leads a session at a retreat in upstate New York

emotionally and practically—with
the daily onslaught. The ability to
focus for a few minutes on a single
raisin isn’t silly if the skills it re-
quires are the keys to surviving and
succeeding in the 21st century.

REWIRING YOUR BRAIN

WITH TINY BITS OF RAISIN STILL
stuck in my teeth, I look around at
the 15 other people in my MBSR class,
which will meet every Monday eve-
ning for eight weeks. My classmates
cite a wide variety of reasons they
have plunked down $350 to learn

about meditation and mindfulness.
One 20-something blond woman said
backto-back daily work meetings
meant she couldn’t find time to pause
and reset; she had been prescribed
the anti-anxiety drug Klonopin. A
mother on maternity leave said “be-
ing present” with her infant seemed
more important than ever, but she
was struggling. One man, a social
worker, said he needed help dealing
with the stress of working with cli-
ents trying to get their lives on track.

Although I signed up to learn
what mindfulness was all about, I

JOSHUA LUTEZ FOR TIME
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had my own stressors I hoped the
course might alleviate. As the work-
ing parent of a toddler, I found life
in my household increasingly hec-
tic. And like so many, I am hyper-
connected. I have a personal 1Phone
and a BlackBerry for work, along
with a desktop computer at the of-
fice and a laptop and iPad at home.
It’s rare that I let an hour go by with-
out looking at a screen.

Powering down the internal
urge to keep in constant touch with
the outside world is not easy. At the
start of each two-hour MBSR class,
our teacher, a slight woman named
Paulette Graf, hit two small brass
cymbals together to indicate we
should begin meditating. During
this agonizingly frustrating peri-
od, which lasted up to 40 minutes, I
would try to focus on my breath as
Paulette advised, but I felt constant-
ly bombarded by thoughts about my
family, random sounds in the room
and even how [ would translate each
evening’s session into this story.

One evening, we were intro-
duced to mindful walking. In our
small meeting room, we formed a
circle and paced together. “Feel your

heel make contact with the floor,
then the ball of your foot,” said Pau-
lette. “One foot, then the other”
Anxious feelings about planning
the weekahead and emailsin my in-
box that might be waiting for replies
crept into my head even though my
phones were off and tucked away.
Mindfulness teachers say this kind
of involuntary distraction 1s normal
and that there’s no point in berating
ourselves for mentally veering away
from the task at hand. Rather, they
say, our ability to recognize that our
attention has been diverted is what'’s
important and at the heart of what
it means to be mindful.

Some of this may sound like a
New Age retread of previous pre-
scriptions for stress. Mindfulness
is rooted in Eastern philosophy,
specifically Buddhism. But two fac-
tors set it apart and give it a practi-
cal veneer that is helping propel it
into the mainstream.

One mightbe thoughtofassmart
marketing. KabatZinn and other
proponents are careful to avoid any
talk of spirituality when espousing
mindfulness. Instead, they advocate
a commonsense approach: think of
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FIVE STEPS
TO MINDFULNESS
MEDITATION

o T ] | LA --.Il'_.' l . I

Sit cross-legged on a cushion on the floor
or in a chair. Keep pour back straight and let
vour shoulders drop. Take a deep
breath and close your eyes if vou wish.

TAP BUTTONS FOR MORE

Adapted from Full Catastrophe Living, 2nd edition, by Jon Kabat-Zinn

your attention as a muscle. As with
any muscle, it makes sense to ex-
ercise it (in this case, with medita-
tion), and like any muscle, it will
strengthen from that exercise.

A related and potentially more
powerful factor in winning over
skeptics is what science is learning
about our brains’ ability to adapt
and rewire. This phenomenon,
known as neuroplasticity, suggests

there are concrete and provable ben-
efits to exercising the brain. The
science—particularly as it applies
to mindfulness—is far from conclu-
sive. But it’s another reason it’s diffi-
cult to dismiss mindfulness as fleet-
ing or contrived.

Precisely because of this scientific
component, mindfulness is gaining
traction with people who might oth-
erwise find mind-body philosophies

ILLUSTRATIONS BY EROWN BIRD DESIGH FOR TIME
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a tough sell, and it is growing into
a sizable industry. An NIH report
found that Americans spent some
$4 billion on mindfulness-related al-
ternative medicine in 2007, including
MBSR. (NIH will release an update
of this figure later this year.) There’s
a new monthly maga-
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treat. The group left their smart-
phones behind and spent four days
at a resort in the Catskaills, in up-
state New York, meditating, partici-
pating in group discussions, sitting
in silence, practicing yoga and eat-
ing meals quietly and mindfully.

“For just about every-

zine, Mindful, a stack of
best-selling books and

body there, it was a
life-changing experi-

a growing number of
smartphone apps de-
voted to the concept.
For Stuart Silver-
man, mindfulness
has become a way
to deal with the 24/7
pace of his job con-
sulting with financial
advisers. Silverman
receives hundreds of
emailsand phonecalls
every day. “I'm nuts
about being in touch,”

|IF DISTRACTION
15 THE
PRE-EMINENT
CONDITION
OF OUR
AGE, THEN
MINDFULNESS,
IN THE
EYES QOF |19
ENTHUSIASTS,
1S THE
MOST LOGICAL
RESPONSE

ence,” says Silverman.

The Catskills pro-
gram was run by Jan-
ice Marturano, a for-
mer vice president at
General Mills who
began a corporate
mindfulness initia-
tive there and left the
company in 2011 to
run an organization
she started called the
Institute for Mindful
Leadership. (About

he says. Anxiety in the financial in-
dustry reached a high mark in the
2008 meltdown, but even after the
crisis began to abate, Silverman
found that the high stress level re-
mained. So 1n 2011, he took a group
of his clients on a mindfulness re-

soo General Mills employees have
participated in mindfulness class-
es since Marturano introduced
the concept to the company’s top
managers in 2006, and there 1s a
meditation room in every build-
ing on the company’s Minneapolis
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campus.) Marturano, who ran a
well-attended mindfulness train-
ing session at Davos in 2013 and
wrote abook called Finding the Space
to Lead: A Practical Guide to Mindful
Leadership, published in January,
says most leaders she encounters
feel besieged by long work hours
and near constant connectivity.
For these people, there seems to be
no time to zero in on what’s impor-
tant or plan ahead.

There’s evidence they're cor-
rect. Researchers have found that
multitasking leads to lower overall
productivity. Students and workers

who constantly and rapidly switch
between tasks have less ability to
filter out irrelevant information,
and they make more mistakes. And
many corporate workers today find
it impossible to take breaks. Accord-
ing to a recent survey, more than
half of employed American adults
check work messages on the week-
ends and 4 1n 10 do so while on vaca-
tion. It’s hard to unwind when your
boss oremployees know you're justa
smartphone away. Says Marturano:
“The technology has gone beyond
what we are capable of handling.”

It might seem paradoxical, then,

MINDFUL TIPS

TAP IMAGES FOR MORE

WEAR A WATCH You'll avoid picking up pour phone to check the time and won't be needlessly distracted

ILLUSTRATIONS BY EROWN BIRD DESIGH FOR TIME
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that Silicon Valley has become a
hotbed of mindfulness classes and
conferences. Wisdom 2.0, an annu-
al mindfulness gathering for tech
leaders, started in 2009 with 325 at-
tendees, and organizers expect more
than 2,000 at this year’s event, where
participants will hear from Kabat-
Zinn, along with executives from
Twitter, Instagram and Facebook.
Google, meanwhile, has an
in-house mindfulness pro-
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said his meditation practice was di-
rectly responsible for his ability to
concentrate and ignore distractions.)
Of course, much of that world-class
engineering continues to go into
gadgets and software that will only
ratchet up our distraction level.

But lately there’s been some
progress in tapping technology for
solutions too. There are hundreds
of mindfulness and medi-
tation apps available from

: 'HE EVIDENCE || . ;
gram called Search Inside = iTunes, including one
SCIENTIIC-
Yourself. The seven-week 4??ﬂumﬂ;ﬁ called Headspace, offered

course was started by a
Google engineer and is of
fered four times a year on
the company’s Mountain
View, Calif.,, campus. Through the
course, thousands of Googlers have
learned attention-focusing tech-
niques, including meditation, meant
to help them free up mental space
for creativity and big thinking.
[tmakessenseinaway. Engineers
who write code often talk about “be-
ing in the zone” the same way a suc-
cessful athlete can be, which mind-
fulness teachers say is the epitome
of being present and paying atten-
tion. (Apple cofounder Steve Jobs

articles about
mindfulness were
published in 2012

by a company of the same
name led by Andy Puddi-
combe, a former Buddhist
monk. Puddicombe, 4o,
co-founded Headspace in the U.K.
in 2010 and opened a new office in
Los Angeles in 2013 after attract-
ing venture capital. The company
offers free content through an app
and sells subscriptions to a series
of web videos, billed as a “gym
membership for the mind,” that
are narrated by Puddicombe and
explain the tenets of mindfulness
and how to meditate.

“There’s nothing bad or harm-
ful about the smartphone if we




A mindful military Professor Elizabeth Stanley studies how
soldiers and Marines in combat might benefit

have the awareness of how to use it
in the right way,” says Puddicombe.
“It’s unplugging by plugging in.”

THE SCIENCE OF DESTRESSING

JON KABAT-ZINN, THE FATHER OF
MBSR, doesn’t look like the kind of
person to be selling meditation and
mindfulness to America’s fast-paced,
stressed-out masses. When I met him
at a mindfulness conference in April,
hewas dressed in corduroys, a button-
down shirt and a blazer, with wire-

rimmed glasses and a healthy head of

thick gray hair. He looked more like
the professor he trained to become
than the mindfulness guru heis.

But ultimately, a professor may
prove more valuable than a guruin
spreading the word on mindfulness.
The son of an immunologist and an
artist, Kabat-Zinn, now 69, was earn-
ing a doctorate in molecular biol-
ogy at MIT in the early 1970s when
he attended a lecture about medita-
tion given by a Zen master. “It was
very moving. I started meditating
that day,” he says. “And the more I

JOSHUA LUTEZ FOR TIME
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meditated, the more I felt like there
was something else missing that sci-
ence could say in terms of, like, how
we live as human beings.”

By 1979, KabatZinn had earned
his Ph.D. and was working at the
University of Massachusetts Medi-
cal Center studying

12 /17

tion and mindfulness. “It was justa
little pilot on zero dollars,” he says.
Almost immediately, some of
the clinic’s patients reported that
their pain levels diminished. For
others, the painremained thesame,
but the mindfulness training made
them better able to

muscle development handle the stress of
and teaching anato- living with 1illness.
my and cell biology to ST UA?&IEDN S They were able to
medical students. On WORKERS WHO separate their day-to-
a meditation retreat CONSTANTLY day experiences from
that year, he had a rev- AND RAPIDLY their identity as pain
elation. What if he SWITCH patients. “That’s what
could use Buddhism- ut LH"EE E NL g g g 3 you most hope for,”
based meditation fto ABILITY says Kabat-Zinn, “not
help patients cope TO FILTER OUT that you can cure
with conditions like IRRELEVANT all diseases, but you
chronic pain? Even INFORMATION, could help people live
if he E{_:uldn‘t allevi- MA &Ej [F::ﬂ :—SHTEIYH £ in a way t.hat did.n’t
ate their symptoms, erode their quality
KabatZinn speculat- of life beyond a cer-

ed that mindfulness
training might help patients refocus
their attention so they could change
their response to pain and thereby
reduce their overall suffering.

With three physicians, Kabat-
Zinn opened a stress-reduction
clinic at UMass based on medita-

tain point.” Eventu-
ally Kabat-Zinn’s program was ab-
sorbed into the UMass department
of medicine and became the MBSR
curriculum now used by hundreds
of teachers across the country.
In the years since, scientists have
been able to prove that meditation
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and rigorous mindfulness training
can lower cortisol levels and blood
pressure, increase Iimmune response
and possibly even affect gene expres-
sion. Scientific study is also showing
that meditation can have an impact
on the structure of the brain itself.
Building on thediscovery thatbrains
can change based on experiences
and are not, as previously believed,
static masses that are set by the time
a person reaches adulthood, a grow-
ing field of neuroscientists are now
studying whether meditation—and
the mindfulness that results from
it—can counteract what happens
to our minds because of stress, trau-
ma and constant distraction. The re-
search has fueled the rapid growth
of MBSR and other mindfulness pro-
grams inside corporations and pub-
lic institutions.

“There i1s a swath of our culture
who is not going to listen to some-
one in monks’ robes, but they are
paying attention to scientific evi-
dence,” says Richard ]. Davidson,
founder and chair of the Center for
Investigating Healthy Minds at the
Waisman Center, at the University
of Wisconsin at Madison. David-
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son and a group of co-authors pub-
lished a paper in the prestigious
Proceedings of the National Academy
of Sciences in 2004 that used elec-
troencephalography to show that
Buddhist monks who had logged
at least 10,000 hours of meditation
time had brains with more func-
tional connectivity than novice
meditators. The monks also had
more gamma-wave activity, indi-
cating high states of consciousness.

Of course, most people will nev-
er meditate at the level of a monk.
But neuroscientists have shown
that even far less experienced med-
itators may have more capacity for
working memory and decreases in
mind-wandering.

Many of the studies on mindful-
ness and meditation have been fund-
ed by individual private donors and
have not met the highest scientific
standards,leading the NIH todeclare
in 2007 that futureresearch had tobe
“more rigorous.” Perhaps to this end,
the NIH has funded some 50 clini-
cal trials in the past five years exam-
ining the effects of mindfulness on
health, with about half pertaining
to KabatZinn’s MBSR curriculum
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alone. The NIH trials completed or
now under way include studies on
how MBSR affects everything from
social-anxiety disorder to the body’s
immune response to human papil-
loma virus to cancer-related fatigue.
Altogether, in 2003, 52 papers were
published in scientific
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same place at the same time, syn-
chronized,” says Ryan. “I went up to
Jon and said, ‘Oh, man, we need to
study this—get it into our schools,

our health care system.””
In the years since, the Con-
oressman has become a rock star
among mindfulness

journals on the sub- evangelists. His book
ject of mindfulness; by CODERS OFTEN A Mindful Nation was
2012, that number had TALK ABOUT publishedin 2012,and
jumped to 477. ‘BEING IN THE Mindful, launched in
ZONE' THE M R

SAME WAY A ay2013,putRyanon
MINDFULNESS SUCCESSFUL the cover of its second
GOES MAINSTREAM ATHLETE CAN issue after he secured
TIM RYAN, A DEMO- BE, WHICH a 81 million federal
cratic Congressman MINDFULNESS grant to teach mind-

e s & TEACHERS :
from Ohio, is among fulness in schools
. SAY IS THE T oy -

those pushing to use ERPITOME OF in his home district.
more federal funds for BEING PRESENT Ryan has hosted med-
mindfulness research. AND PAYING itation sessions and a
Stressed and exhaust- ATTENTION mindfulness lecture
ed, Ryan attended a series on Capitol Hill

mindfulness retreat

led by Kabat-Zinn in 2008 shortly
after the election. Ryan turned over
his two BlackBerrys and ended the
experience with a 36-hour period of
silence. “My mind got so quiet, and
I had the experience of my mind

and my body actually being in the

for House members
and their staffs. The effort, says
Ryan, 1s all about “little candles get-
ting lit under the Capitol dome.”
Elizabeth Stanley, an associate
professor at Georgetown, is trying
to do the same for those in uniform.
Stanley was an Army intelligence
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officer deployed to the Balkans in
the early 1990s. After she left ac-
tive duty, Stanley enrolled in a doc-
toral program at Harvard and pur-
sued an MBA at MIT—at the same
time—planning a career studying
national-security issues.

But as the demands of two grad-
uate programs combined with left-
over stress from her time deployed,
Stanley found herself unable to
cope. “I realized my body and ner-
vous system were constantly stuck
on high,” she says. She underwent
therapy and started practicing yoga
and mindful meditation, eventu-
ally completing both of her degree
programs as well.

“On a long retreat in 2004, I re-
alized I wanted to pull these two
sides of me together and find a way
to share these techniques with men
and women in uniform,” Stanley
says. She teamed up with Amishi
Jha, a neuroscientist at the Universi-
ty of Miami who studies attention,
and together they launched a pilot
study with private funding that
investigated whether a mindful-
ness program could make Marines
more resilient in stressful combat

15 / 17

situations. The findings were so
promising, according to Jha, that
the Department of Defense award-
ed them two $1 million grants to
investigate further, using an MBSR-
based curriculum Stanley devel-
oped called Mindfulness-Based
Mind Fitness Training. Stanley has
been involved in two additional
mindfulness studies with Marines
since, and Jha has been awarded
$3.4 million more in federal grants
to study how mindfulness training
affects stress among other popula-
tions, Including undergraduates
facing exams and accountants slog-
ging through tax season.

Educators are turning to mind-
fulnesswith increasing frequency—
perhaps a good thing, considering
how digital technology is splitting
kids' attention spans too. (The av-
erage American teen sends and re-
ceives more than 3,000 text mes-
sages a month.)) A Bay Area—based
program called Mindful Schools of-
fers online mindfulness training to
teachers, instructing them in how
to equip children to concentrate in
classrooms and deal with stress.
Launched in 2010, the group has
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reached more than 300,000 pupils,
and educators in 43 countries and 48
states have taken its courses online.
“Itwas always myintention that
mindfulness move into the main-
stream,” says Kabat-Zinn, whose
MBSR bible, Full Catastrophe Living,
first published in 1990, was just re-
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regularly (and with awareness!),”
according to a handout. Since we
were New Yorkers, another week’s
assignment was to count fellow
passengers on a subway train. One
student in my class said he had a
mindfulness breakthrough when
he stopped listening to music and

issued. Lately, the pro-

playing games on his

fessor has also been phone while riding
spreading the gospel WHEN |I'M AT A to work. Instead, he
abroad. On a Novem- ﬁRNE[? LQHFPTIPFZJJE observed the people
ber trip to Beijing, he COMPANION around him, which
helped lead a mindful- GETS UP he said helped him be
ness retreat for about TO TAKE A CALL more present when he
250 Chinese students, OR USE THE arrived at his office.
g BATHROOM, :

monks and scientists. After eight weeks,
“This i hi | NOW RESIST o

15 1s something THE URGE we gathered one atlur—
that people are now TO READ day for a final exercise,
finding compelling in THE NEWS a five-hour retreat. We
many countries and OR CHECK brought our lunches,
o 1 FACEBOOK ON e

y cultures, and and after meditating

; : MY PHONE .

the reason is the sci- and doing yoga, we

ence,” he says.

LISTENING TO LIFE

THE MBSR CLASS I TOOK CONSIST-
ed of 21 hours of classtime, butthere
was homework. One week, we were
assigned to eat a snack mindfully
and “remember to inhale/exhale

ate together silently
in a second-floor room
overlooking a park. After the meal,
Paulette led usinto the park and told
us to walk around for 30 minutes
in a meditation practice known as
aimless wandering. No phones and
no talking. Just be present, she said.
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As I looked across a vast lawn,
I easily spotted my fellow MBSR
students. They looked like zom-
bies weaving and wandering alone
through groups of friends and
families lounging on picnic blan-
kets or talking and barbecuing. I
saw a group of 20-something men
playing Frisbee, young kids riding
bikes and a pair of women tanning
in the sun.

[ had lived close to this park for
three years and spent hundreds of
hours exploring it, but what struck
me as different on the day of the
retreat were the sounds. I noticed
the clap, clap of a jogger’s sneakers
going by on a paved path. I saw a
group playing volleyball on the
lawn, and for the first time,  heard
the game. The ball thudded when
it hit the grass and whapped when
it was being served. The players
grunted when they made contact.
Thud, whap, grunt. Whap, whap,
thud. I heard a soft jingling, and I
knew just what 1t was. A dog with
metal ID tags came up behind me
and passed by. Jingle, jingle.

After the prescribed half hour,
we returned to our meeting room
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with Paulette. We had a brief group
discussion about how we could
continue our mindfulness train-
ing through other classes, and then
we folded our chairs and put them
away 1n a closet. Silently, we eased
downasetofstairs and out the front
door. I made it all the way home be-
fore I turned on my phones.

In the months since, I haven't
meditated much, yet the course
has had a small—but profound—
impact onmy life. I've started wear-
ing a watch, which has cut in halt
the number of times a day I look at
my iPhone and risk getting sucked
into checking email or the web. On
a tip from one of my MBSR class-
mates, when I'mat arestaurant and
a dining companion gets up to take
a call or use the bathroom, I now
resist the urge to read the news or
check Facebook on my phone. In-
stead, I usually just sit and watch
the people around me. And when
I walk outside, I find myself smell-
ing the air and listening to the
soundtrack of the city. The notes
and rhythms were always there, of
course. But these days they seem
richer and more important. o
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