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INTRODUCTION TO MINDFULNESS 

 

What study after study show is that meditation and mindfulness training profoundly affects every 
aspect of our lives — our bodies, minds, physical health, and our emotional and spiritual well-
being. It’s not quite the fountain of youth, but it’s pretty close. When you consider all the benefits 
of meditation — and more are being found every day—it’s not an exaggeration to call meditation 
a miracle drug… 

—Arianna Huffington, Thrive 

Mindfulness has gained notable popularity in recent years, and it appears poised to become a 
familiar term in households around the globe. One key reason for this widespread acceptance is 
the growing body of scientific research suggesting that practicing mindfulness can produce 
substantial benefits for overall well-being. Studies highlight that mindfulness training can help 
individuals manage stress, increase emotional resilience, and foster better physical health. 
Major corporations and organizations are increasingly recognizing these advantages, and many 
now fund mindfulness programs for leadership teams and employees. This development has 
contributed to its growing visibility, especially as leaders endorse the practice as a tool to 
enhance productivity, focus, and workplace harmony. 

While mindfulness once seemed confined to certain spiritual or therapeutic circles, it is now 
embraced by some of the most prominent sectors in society, including educational institutions, 
healthcare systems, and multinational businesses. For someone who is new to the concept, 
mindfulness essentially involves paying purposeful and nonjudgmental attention to the present 
moment. It invites individuals to notice thoughts, emotions, and bodily sensations without 
immediately reacting or clinging to them. This approach resonates deeply with people across 
diverse cultural, social, and economic backgrounds because it provides relief from the 
overwhelming pace of modern life. Rather than demanding extravagant effort or specialized 
equipment, mindfulness calls on the inner capacity everyone has for awareness and 
acceptance. 

The promise of mindfulness lies in its potential to reduce stress and cultivate greater self-
awareness. By focusing on breathing, bodily sensations, or immediate experiences, individuals 
who practice mindfulness often discover that they can respond more skillfully to challenges, 
whether those challenges are personal, occupational, or societal. This notion can be especially 
appealing in environments that are characterized by constant stimulation and pressure to 
multitask. In workplaces, for example, mindfulness has been linked to fewer burnout symptoms, 
improved emotional regulation, and a more cooperative team dynamic. These positive effects 
have piqued the interest of organizational leaders who wish to invest in their team’s overall well-
being, and it has motivated healthcare providers to incorporate mindfulness-based interventions 
for patients suffering from conditions such as anxiety, chronic pain, and depression. 
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Moreover, mindfulness aligns well with a more progressive and community-focused perspective 
on mental health, one that highlights preventative care and collective responsibility. Instead of 
limiting health solutions to pharmaceutical or highly specialized interventions, this approach 
recognizes that everyone has a role to play in fostering a healthier society. The practice 
encourages empathy and compassion, qualities that can extend beyond individual experiences 
to influence how people treat one another. From a broader economic and social standpoint, 
mindfulness can be viewed as a low-cost, accessible tool that potentially reduces the strain on 
healthcare systems over time. It supports the idea that proactive, community-wide mental health 
strategies could reduce future burdens on emergency resources. 

The celebrity status mindfulness has attained also stems from its adaptability to various 
settings. It can be practiced at home, in schools, in therapeutic contexts, and even in virtual 
sessions online. The accessibility of mindfulness means that a single protocol can be 
seamlessly adjusted to fit the needs of a Fortune 500 company or a second-grade classroom. 
Proponents argue that by teaching these skills early, children learn to regulate their emotions 
and focus their attention, leading to healthier habits as they grow into adulthood. For adults in 
professional settings, mindfulness sessions have become recognizable as beneficial “brain 
breaks” that enable employees to return to work with fresh concentration. 

Mindfulness’s growing popularity also reflects a broader cultural shift where people appear more 
open to exploring concepts drawn from Eastern philosophies and contemplative traditions. In 
earlier decades, mindfulness might have been perceived as a niche or esoteric practice. 
However, influential figures in popular culture and academia, along with scientific studies 
published in peer-reviewed journals, have contributed to legitimizing and “mainstreaming” 
mindfulness. Jon Kabat-Zinn’s pioneering work with Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction 
(MBSR) programs, for example, was instrumental in introducing these methods to medical 
institutions. The spread of mindfulness was further accelerated by books, workshops, retreats, 
and digital platforms that promote mindfulness programs, creating an environment in which 
nearly anyone with curiosity and internet access can encounter and practice it. 

In essence, mindfulness promises individuals an opportunity to experience greater 
psychological and emotional stability, even in situations marked by uncertainty or rapid change. 
For many, it provides the hope of a calmer mind and clearer decision-making process, free from 
the cycles of rumination or reactivity. From the viewpoint of a more liberal or community-driven 
lens, mindfulness represents a practice that can foster collective growth. It reduces the 
likelihood of harmful stress responses and promotes healthy relationships, whether within 
families, neighborhoods, or workplaces. Particularly in societies that value equity and well-
being, mindfulness can be seen as a tool that helps level the playing field by imparting mental 
health skills that anyone can learn, regardless of their socioeconomic status. 
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As mindfulness continues to appear in the public sphere—on talk shows, best-seller lists, and 
magazine covers—its upward trajectory is likely to continue. The cultural fascination with 
mindfulness may ultimately be explained by its capacity to address fundamental human 
concerns: the yearning for balance, the need for emotional support, and the drive to live 
meaningfully and intentionally. By teaching people to pay attention to what is happening in the 
present moment, mindfulness offers the promise of a deeper connection to life and to one 
another. 

Mindfulness is a common English word that simply means “paying attention.” But the act of 
paying attention isn’t what everybody is so excited about it. “Mindfulness” in this context means 
paying attention in a particular way. We like the working definition of Jon Kabat-Zinn, the 
founder of mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR): 

Mindfulness is awareness, cultivated by paying attention in a sustained and particular way: on 
purpose, in the present moment, and nonjudgmentally. It is one of the many forms of meditation, 
if you think of meditation as any way in which we engage in 1) systematically regulating our 
attention and energy, 2) thereby influencing and possibly transforming the quality of our 
experience, 3) in the service of realizing the full range of our humanity, and of 4) our relationship 
to others and the world.” (2011, 1) 

Another definition we really like is from the work of Scott Bishop and colleagues (2004), a group 
of psychologists and mindfulness researchers: We propose a two-component model of 
mindfulness. The first component involves the self-regulation of attention so that it is maintained 
on immediate experience, thereby allowing for increased recognition of mental events in the 
present moment. The second component involves adopting a particular orientation toward one’s 
experience in the present moment, an orientation that is characterized by curiosity, openness, 
and acceptance. (232) 

These are just working definitions, because in the end mindfulness is something that needs to 
be practiced and experienced in order to really understand it. It’s a complex felt and known 
experience that scholars and practitioners alike have found hard to put precise words to for 
literally thousands of years. Whatever description is used will always be reductionist. It’s a little 
like defining love, only more people already know what love feels like than what mindfulness 
feels like; we can read about it all we want, but we don’t really know it until we have experienced 
it over a period of time. And just as with love, we will probably regard other things for the “real 
stuff” before we get it right. 

Where is mindfulness experienced? In the present moment. Where are most of us, most of the 
time? Not in the present moment. Where are we instead? Usually we are on autopilot going 
through the motions of whatever we are doing, such as eating, driving, even talking. At the same 
time, we are lost in thoughts, and the mind is busy with either rehashing the past or rehearsing 
the future. In this way, we are missing our life as it unfolds moment by moment. 
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Until we become skilled at mindfulness, we don’t fully understand the possibilities and power 
that lie within each moment. But being present in this moment is not enough. Meditation teacher 
Joseph Goldstein quips that a dog is totally living in the moment yet is actually not mindful — 
since he is not aware of it. In order to be mindful, we have to be conscious of our awareness. 

Here are some possible consequences of lacking awareness in the present moment: 

• We are not aware how our mood colors our so-called objective experience. When we 
are in a bad mood, we will be more likely to hear a comment more critical than it was 
said or meant. 

• We might not be aware of how desire and aversion influence how we respond to our 
environment. Or as an Indian proverb goes: “When a thief sees a saint, all he sees is his 
pockets.” 

• We tend to carry tension and stress in the body without realizing it. 
• We miss a lot of potential positive and pleasant moments, like the smile of our kids or 

spouse, how nice the wind feels on our skin, or that we really like the landscaping of the 
house we drive by every day. 

• We might miss crucial information we need to make a good decision, like how we 
actually feel about a potential business partner. 

• We tend to hold on to unpleasant moments and experiences in our mind long after they 
are over, even if the present moment could be pleasant or neutral again. 

While mindfulness is about directing and sustaining attention to the present-moment 
experience, it is not only about the fact that we are paying attention, but also about how we pay 
attention. 

Directing one’s attention purposefully is just one aspect out of the many present in every given 
moment. We don’t pay attention in a vacuum. In fact, our perception is influenced by many 
different details: needs at the moment of perception, values, memory, cultural background, 
intention, and the emotional state, to name a few. 

Some mind states stand out for their support of mindfulness. The more we ge familiar with the 
following attitudes in our everyday life, as well as in our meditation practice, the more they will 
co-arise with mindfulness — and the more we will deepen and accelerate the transformational 
process. This is of particular importance for a teacher of mindfulness. The more these attitudes 
are understood and embodied by the teacher, the more they facilitate a student’s understanding 
and learning at the nonconceptual level. 
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What Is Compassion? 

Put simply, “compassion” means “to sympathize,” or “to feel with,” especially to feel the pain of 
another. We might have a sense that a person is innately compassionate or not, or we might 
choose not to be compassionate if perhaps we have enough of our own pain to deal with. Over 
the last few years, compassion as it is practiced in the Buddhist traditions has moved into the 
spotlight for researchers and meditation teachers alike, as it promises more than just “to 
sympathize.” 

Compassion in this context is defined as the wish or impulse to alleviate suffering in another 
living being (which is different than to just “feel with”). If the suffering is in oneself, we call the 
wish self-compassion. 

Compassion arises out of the foundation of a general well-wishing and benevolence toward all 
living beings; this is called loving-kindness. Compassion arises out of loving-kindness as a 
natural response to suffering or pain. We sometimes use “loving-kindness” and sometimes 
“compassion.” Please keep in mind that the source of the feeling is the same, but the 
expression depends on the situation (e.g., if suffering is present or not). 

Compassion, like mindfulness, is a capacity that we are born with and all know how to access to 
various degrees, but it can be enhanced, deepened, and strengthened through specific 
meditation practices and reflections. 

The Difference Between Compassion and Empathy 

Recently, terms like “compassion fatigue” or “vicarious or secondary trauma” have become 
mainstream, especially in health care and caregiving circles. In everyday language, 
“compassion” is often used synonymously with “empathy.” But empathy is more of a reaction to 
witnessing pain in another being: the “I feel your pain” response, which is commonly how 
compassion is defined in mainstream English. 

There is evidence that empathy is transmitted automatically through mirror neurons. Mirror 
neurons are a network of neurons in the brain that fire upon observing a behavior or emotion in 
the same area as the neurons in the person or animal expressing the emotion or behavior. They 
were accidentally discovered by a research group in Italy (Di Pellegrino, Fadiga, Fogassi, 
Gallese, & Rizzolatti, 1992) when a monkey, who had electrodes placed in its brain to study 
movement, watched a researcher eat a peanut. The motor neurons in the monkey’s brain 
correlating to hand and arm movement fired as if he had moved the arm himself. 

The working group around Tania Singer in Germany is doing some fascinating research around 
the difference between empathy and compassion. Empathy is feeling the pain of another 
without any protection or buffer. It can easily overwhelm us and lead to emotional shutdown. 
Compassion, in comparison, is the protection against this overwhelm and shutdown. Singer’s 
group likens empathy to the currency in an electric pump and compassion to the water in the 
pump. If there is only empathy, the pump will easily run hot and burn out.  
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The presence of compassion (i.e., the active wish to ease the suffering) will buffer the pain and 
make it tolerable. Dr. Singer’s team states that “compassion fatigue,” a recognized phenomenon 
in caregiving contexts, is a misnomer and that it should be called “empathy fatigue” instead 
(Klimecki, Ricard, & Singer, 2013). Compassion can be taught and will protect from burnout, 
which is one of the reasons for the increasing interest in the subject. 

What’s the Difference Between Mindfulness and Compassion? 

Jack Kornfield, Trudy Goodman, and some other senior mindfulness teachers now use the term 
“loving-awareness” when they talk about mindfulness. Buddhist monk Ajahn Brahm calls it 
“kindfulness.” Why? Because kindness is the most important quality to be cultivated together 
with mindfulness. Strictly speaking, mindfulness and compassion (or kindness) are not the 
same. But to wed them in the terms “loving or friendly awareness” or “compassionate 
awareness” makes sense, as we know that the easiest, least painful way to hold our experience 
in awareness is in the presence of kindness or compassion. And the more the better. This is 
particularly true during difficult moments. 

To quote Jon Kabat-Zinn: “In Asian languages, the word for mind and the word for heart are the 
same. So if you’re not hearing mindfulness in some deep way as heartfulness, you’re not really 
understanding it. Compassion and kindness towards oneself are intrinsically woven into it. You 
could think of mindfulness as wise and affectionate attention” (Szalavitz, 2012). These 
definitions of the terms also help practitioners and teachers alike understand that we are not just 
talking about attention skills (like the attention needed to solve a math problem or to finish 
homework). 

So, while we like to marry these to the qualities of the heart and mind, we also want to help you 
understand the differences. 

Here are some basic differences between mindfulness and compassion: 

Non-Doing vs. Doing 

Mindfulness entails uninvolved receptivity of experience in a non-doing mode. Loving-kindness 
and compassion, on the other hand, are actively directed practices: radiating out or embracing. 
The deeper understanding that all beings want to be free from suffering transforms into the wish 
to alleviate this suffering (in others and in ourselves). We desire to do something, even if it’s as 
small as a kind word, a loving smile, or a hug. We could also call it “resting with experience 
versus embracing it.” 

Cool vs. Warm 

Mindfulness is often described as having a cool or cooling — but not cold — quality. Observing, 
witnessing, and resting with experience all allow for the reactivity, aversion, or desire to cool 
down. Common idioms express “the heat of the moment,” “making one’s blood boil,” or “a 
burning desire”; we know from experience that it is hard to stay cool or rational in these 
situations. Mindfulness helps with that. 
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That said, we associate kindness and compassion with the heart (or qualities of the heart) and 
some heat, as in “she is a warm person” or “he has a warm smile”; this warmth describes a kind 
and friendly person. 

The Traps of Detachment and Sentimentality 

Mindfulness and loving-kindness are traditionally described as two wings of a bird: With the 
wing of mindfulness, you develop the capacity to observe nonjudgmentally and allow things to 
be as they already are. With the kindness wing, you cultivate a friendly and compassionate 
stance toward what is happening. And you need both wings to fly. 

When mindfulness encounters suffering and sees it clearly for what it is, compassion will 
naturally arise. The same is true with compassion: compassion has the seed of wisdom built in. 
But the natural balance can get uneven at times: unbalanced mindfulness without kindness can 
become detached and cold. And unbalanced compassion that is void of “seeing things as they 
really are” can become sentimental and too soft. We can train them separately or together. But 
together they balance each other out and allow us to fly. 

The Origins of Mindfulness 

While all religions have contemplative branches and often practices that are quite similar to 
mindfulness, its roots as we teach it lie in the Buddhist tradition. The program presented in this 
book is based on mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR), which is based on Vipassana or 
insight meditation, which is based on the larger teachings of Buddhism. It is helpful to have a 
basic understanding of where these teachings stem from and their sources in Buddhist 
philosophy. 

The Buddhist Background 

Mindfulness as taught in MBSR or pretty much any mindfulness class stems from the tradition of 
Vipassana, or insight meditation. During the last forty years, three main strands of Buddhism 
have gained massive popularity by Westerners in the United States and other Western 
countries: Zen, Tibetan Buddhism, and Vipassana, the latter sometimes used synonymously 
with another form of Buddhism, Theravada. 

Zen originates in China, Korea, and Japan; Tibetan obviously in Tibet, with His Holiness the 
Dalai Lama as its spiritual leader; and Vipassana stems from Southeast Asian countries like 
Thailand, Burma, and Sri Lanka. All three are monastic traditions. As with most religions, there 
have been dogma splits throughout the centuries. 

Two main schools have survived into the twenty-first century: Theravada and Mahayana. 
Mahayana split off from the main school of Buddhism in the first century BCE. Zen and Tibetan 
Buddhism are Mahayana schools. Vipassana is a practice form of Theravada. The Theravada 
traditions claim to teach from the direct words of the Buddha, the Pali Canon. Theravada 
Buddhism is still the main religion in South Asian countries like Thailand, Sri Lanka, Laos, and 
Burma. There are other Buddhist traditions in the West that are mainly practiced by “born” 
Buddhists, mainly Asian American groups. 
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Zen 

Zen is mostly known in the West for its minimalistic Japanese aesthetics and succinct 
teachings. The word “Zen” has found its way into the vernacular of many Western languages as 
a synonym for “cool, laid back, and relaxed.” Zen, like Tibetan Buddhism, is a Mahayana school. 
It was brought to China in the sixth century CE as the Ch’an school and exported first to Korea 
in the third century and later to Japan in the twelfth century CE. 

In Zen, the focus is not on the study of the scriptures and doctrine but on a meditation practice 
in every moment of life. It focuses on the attainment of enlightenment and realization into the 
truth of the teaching through direct insight and through the connection with a realized teacher. 

The main meditation practice in the Soto school of Zen is silent illumination — close to 
“choiceless awareness” in Vipassana, often also called “just sitting,” “open awareness,” or 
“Dzogchen” in some Tibetan schools. Zen is famous for its cryptic stories and koans. A koan is a 
word or a sentence that seemingly doesn’t make sense or contradicts itself, like “What is the 
sound of one hand clapping?” or “What was your true face before you were born?” These koans 
are encoded “pointing-out instructions” meant to point out the true nature of reality. They 
confuse logical thinking and stop the mind so that insight can arise in a direct, nonconceptual 
way. 

Tibetan Buddhism 

Although many in the West are most familiar with Tibetan Buddhism through the teachings of 
His Holiness the Dalai Lama, this rich tradition encompasses several distinct schools—including 
the Gelug (with which the Dalai Lama is associated), the Kagyu, the Sakya, the Nyingma, and 
more contemporary movements such as the New Kadampa Tradition (NKT). All of these schools 
are rooted in the Vajrayana form of Mahayana Buddhism, which arrived in Tibet in the eighth 
century CE and merged with the local Bon religion.  

Despite minor differences in emphasis and practice, they share the ultimate goal of guiding 
practitioners toward enlightenment for the benefit of all sentient beings. Tibetan Buddhism is 
known for its range of transformative methods, including elaborate visualizations, ritual 
ceremonies, devotional chanting, and the recitation of mantras. To many observers, it is also 
recognized by its vibrant iconography—colorful statues of deities, ornate temples, and fluttering 
prayer flags—and, of course, by its esteemed spiritual leaders, such as the Dalai Lama. 

Vipassana 

Vipassana is often understood as “clear-seeing” or “insight,” referring to a practice aimed at 
cultivating profound understanding and wisdom. By honing the ability to perceive phenomena 
precisely as they are, practitioners work toward liberation from suffering. Within this book, the 
essential principles of Vipassana unfold in the “Dharma Teacher Perspective” sections, 
illustrating its emphasis on personal insight. Rooted in the Theravada tradition of Southeast 
Asia, Vipassana has various interpretations among different schools. However, for the purposes 
of this text, all the formal mindfulness exercises presented in class are treated as extensions of 
Vipassana teachings. 
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How Vipassana Buddhism Made It to the West 

In the late 1960s and early seventies, many young people in the West were disenchanted with 
the politics of their countries, the cultural heritage of their parents, and the predominant 
religions. Some made the trip to India and other Asian nations to find a new meaning of life over 
there. While many influential teachers returned, three stand out as having had the most 
influence in bringing the Vipassana practice to the West: Jack Kornfield, Joseph Goldstein, and 
Sharon Salzberg. 

In their early twenties they studied and practiced Buddhism and meditation for years in India 
and Thailand with different teachers. When they came back to the United States, Boulder, 
Colorado, was the “it” place to be for young people fascinated with meditation. The charismatic 
Tibetan Buddhist teacher Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche had started Naropa University there in 
1974. It’s where Kornfield, Goldstein, and Salzberg teamed up and started teaching longer silent 
Vipassana retreats. It was on one of these retreats that Jon Kabat-Zinn had his epiphany about 
MBSR. 

The Vipassana movement grew, and the group founded the Insight Meditation Society, in 
Massachusetts. Kornfield moved on some years later and started Spirit Rock Meditation Center, 
in Northern California. Both centers are still the go-to places in the United States for Vipassana 
retreats. 

 

How MBSR Started 

Jon Kabat-Zinn was a young molecular biologist with a PhD from MIT in Boston. He started his 
Buddhist practice in the tradition of Korean Zen in the early seventies but soon began to also 
attend Vipassana retreats with Kornfield, Salzberg, and Goldstein. He was also an avid yoga 
student and teacher, and practiced aikido, a martial arts form. What he was learning and 
discovering changed his life. He clearly saw that much of our suffering is mind-made and 
unnecessary. 

And that it was eased by paying attention to the simple, repetitive practices of feeling one’s 
breath when sitting and one’s feet when walking. During one of the retreats he attended, he had 
the vision to take elements from what he was learning and to merge them into a class. This way, 
ordinary people from all walks of life could benefit from these practices, not just people who 
identified as Buddhists or were open to Buddhist practices. 

Kabat-Zinn approached the hospital at the University of Massachusetts and was given 
permission to use the cafeteria in the basement for his first classes in 1979. He invited all 
department heads of the hospital to send him their most difficult patients: the ones with cancer, 
chronic pain, depression, insomnia, and other chronic diseases that led physicians to inform 
them that they had to “learn how to live with that.” The people who took Dr. Kabat-Zinn’s class 
got better. 
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They actually did “learn how to live with that.” Sometimes their problems would completely 
disappear; other times people simply felt more content, happy, and positive, even though their 
physical symptoms didn’t change in a significant way. Being a researcher by training, Kabat-
Zinn knew that if he wanted this class to gain any traction in the field of medicine and beyond he 
had to conduct vigorous research to show its efficacy.  

Word of the class’s success began to spread and led to its being featured in Bill Moyers’s 
Healing and the Mind series in 1993, as well as detailed in depth in Kabat-Zinn’s own book Full 
Catastrophe Living in 1990. The class became a center, and its success brought in more 
researchers and those from other fields interested in the topic. Soon the growing center started 
to train teachers. 

During the last fifteen years, other meditators and researchers from around the world have 
started to adapt and change MBSR to make it more accessible to their specific populations. 

 

Dharma Teacher Perspective: The Four Foundations of Mindfulness 

One of the core texts or teachings in Vipassana is the four foundations of mindfulness. The four 
foundations lead, when properly practiced, to “liberation, to the end of suffering.” You could also 
phrase it as: this practice leads to increasing moments of freedom from suffering. Mindfulness 
students in clinical settings don’t typically join a class for the kind of “enlightenment” the 
foundations point toward. Yet competent facilitators in such settings should be familiar with 
these foundations. 

All the main mindfulness practices in this book can be categorized into these four foundations. 

1. Mindfulness of the body: Mindfulness of the body is the first foundation of mindfulness. It is 
our starting point and our anchor to the present moment. We practice this first foundation with 
the Body Scan, Mindful Eating, Mindfulness of Breathing, Mindfulness of Sound, and Mindful 
Walking (see Sessions 1 through 3) when we notice the direct sensory experience of the body. 

2. Mindfulness of feeling tones: By being mindful of the body we start noticing that all 
experience can be categorized into three distinct “feeling tones”: unpleasant, pleasant, or 
neutral. While the two are easily confused, feeling tones are not the same as emotions rather, 
they actually accompany them. For example, while we usually think sadness is unpleasant, it 
can also be experienced as pleasant, or not really register at all if the feeling tone is neutral (see 
also Session 5). 

3. Mindfulness of the mind: In the third foundation, we turn the attention to mental activity like 
thoughts or emotions as mere objects that can be observed in a nonreactive way (see Session 
3’s theme, “Our Storytelling Minds”). 
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4. Mindfulness of how the mind operates: In the fourth foundation of mindfulness, the focus is on 
the classification of related experiences into specific categories or lists (starting out as an orally 
transmitted tradition, Buddhism is full of lists). For example, see the “Dharma Teacher’s 
Perspective” on the Five Hindrances (Session 2), the Five Precepts (chapter 3), or this list here, 
of the four foundations. 
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