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Different views of what 
mindfulness is 

1. Being positive 

2. Not being negative 

3. Being indifferent / 
depersonalised / 
dissociated 

4. Transcending mind 

1. No 

2. No 

3. No 

 

 

4. Yes 



Lyubomirsky, Sheldon & Schkade (2005) 

What determines happiness? 

Jo Mitchell psychjm@gmail.com 



Set range (50%) 

• Twin and adoption studies suggest that genetics and 
personality contribute to our likely level of happiness. 

• Roughly half of personality traits are genetically determined 

– Extraversion, Neuroticism (inverse), conscientiousness, internal 
locus of control are moderately correlated with happiness 

Jo Mitchell psychjm@gmail.com 



Happy bunnies (rats) 

Lots of nurture 

leads to more 

brain serotonin 

Stimulates brain to 

make more of a 

genetic enzyme to 

switch on cortisol 

receptor production 

Higher level of cortisol 

receptors leads to being less 

stress prone – more able to 

switch off stress response 

A happy 

bunny 

Weaver et al. Nature Neuroscience 

2004;7:847-54. 



Child abuse 

• The brains of suicide victims with a history of 
child abuse show the same effects on genes and 
brain receptors as seen in the animal 
experiments 

• McGowan et al. Nature Neuroscience 2009;12:342-48. 

• Experiencing child abuse leads to high levels of 
stress chemicals (e.g. CTRH and cortisol) for the 
rest of one’s life even if no longer in a stressful 
situation 

• Lee et al. Am J Psychiatry 2005;162:995-7. 

• Carpenter et al. Neuropsychopharm 2004;29:777-84. 



Mindfulness and child abuse 

• Adult survivors of childhood sexual abuse participated in an 8-
week MBSR plus 3 refresher classes at final follow-up at 24 
weeks 

• At 8 weeks, depressive symptoms reduced by 65% 

• Significant improvements in all outcomes (mood, anxiety, 
PTSD) post-MBSR (large effect sizes above 1.0) 

• Improvements were largely sustained until 24 weeks 

• Of three PTSD symptom criteria, symptoms of avoidance / 
numbing most greatly reduced 

• Kimbrough E, Magyari T, Langenberg P, Chesney M, Berman 
B.Mindfulness intervention for child abuse survivors. J Clin Psychol. 2010 
Jan;66(1):17-33. doi: 10.1002/jclp.20624. 

 



Relaxation response & genes 

• “This study provides the first compelling evidence that 
the RR elicits specific gene expression changes in 
short-term and long-term practitioners. Our results 
suggest consistent and constitutive changes in gene 
expression resulting from RR may relate to long term 
physiological effects.” 

– Dusek JA, Otu HH, Wohlhueter AL, et al. Genomic counter-
stress changes induced by the relaxation response. PLoS 
ONE. 2008 Jul 2;3(7):e2576. 



Meditation, genes and immunity 

• Study of effect of meditation on expression of genes 
regulating immune function 

• 68 genes found to be differentially expressed (19 up-
regulated, 49 down-regulated) 

• Up-regulated genes included immunoglobulin-
related genes 

• Down-regulated genes included pro-inflammatory 
cytokines 

• Black DS, Cole SW, Irwin MR, et al. Yogic meditation reverses NF-κB and IRF-related 
transcriptome dynamics in leukocytes of family dementia caregivers in a 
randomized controlled trial. Psychoneuroendocrinology. 2013 Mar;38(3):348-55. 
doi: 10.1016/j.psyneuen.2012.06.011. 



Neuroplasticity 

• “The mind is 
everything. What you 
think you become.” 

– Buddha 

• “Neurons that fire 
together wire together.” 

– Hebbes hypothesis 



Be ADEPT at changing behaviour 

• Attention 

• Decision 

• Effort 

• Perseverance 

• Tolerance of discomfort 



• Happiness doesn't depend on any external 
conditions, it is governed by our mental 
attitude. 

– Dale Carnegie 



Chronic pain 

• 8-week mindfulness program led to significant 
reduction in pain, fatigue, and sleeplessness 

• Improved function, mood state, and general health 
• Singh BB, et al. Altern Ther Health Med. 1998;4(2):67-70. 

• Kabat-Zinn J et al. J Behav Med. 1985;8(2):163-90. 

• Significant improvements in pain management and 
depression for chronic pain patients 

• Astin JA, et al. J Rheumatol. 2003;30(10):2257-62.  



Mindfulness and autonomy 

• Study investigated how both mindfulness and managerial 
autonomy support affect work adjustment 

• 259 working adults assessed for individual differences in 
mindfulness and the autonomy-supportive vs. controlling 
style of management 

• Both autonomy support and mindfulness had direct relations 
with employee work well-being 

• People higher in mindfulness less likely to feel need 
frustration, even in unsupportive managerial environments: a 
protective factor in controlling work environments 

• Schultz PP, Ryan RM, Niemiec CP, Legate N, Williams GC. Mindfulness, Work 
Climate, and Psychological Need Satisfaction in Employee Well-being. Mindfulness 
September 25, 2014. 

 
 



• I am determined to be cheerful and happy in 
whatever situation I may find myself. For I 
have learned that the greater part of our 
misery or unhappiness is determined not by 
our circumstance but by our disposition. 

– Martha Washington 



• Being happy doesn't mean that everything is 
perfect. It means that you've decided to look 
beyond the imperfections. 

– Winston Churchill 



MBCT and depression 
• RCT investigated the effects of Mindfulness-based cognitive 

therapy (MBCT) on the relapse in depression, time to first 
relapse and the quality of life 
– 106 recovered depressed patients with a history of at least 3 depressive 

episodes 

– Treatment as usual (TAU) vs MBCT plus TAU 1 year f/up 

• Relapse/recurrence significantly reduced and the time until first 
relapse increased in the MBCT plus TAU c/w TAU 

• MBCT plus TAU group also showed a significant reduction in 
both short and longer-term depressive mood, better mood 
states and quality of the life 

• Godfrin KA, van Heeringen C. The effects of mindfulness-based cognitive therapy on 
recurrence of depressive episodes, mental health and quality of life: A randomized 
controlled study. Behav Res Ther. 2010 Aug;48(8):738-46. 

 

 

 



Godfrin KA, van Heeringen C. Behav Res Ther. 2010 Aug;48(8):738-46. 



Godfrin KA, van Heeringen C. Behav Res Ther. 2010 Aug;48(8):738-46. 



Symptoms of depression 
• Depressive rumination – distracted / default mode 

• Not present – foreboding about future and reliving 
past 

• Poor functioning – distracted 

• Anhedonia – lack of pleasure / enjoyment through 
lack of engagement 

• Reactivity – non-acceptance of unpleasant mental 
and emotional state 

• Self-criticism – absence of compassion 

• Can depression be understood as a symptom of un-
mindfulness? 

 



Be present 

• Be happy for this moment. This moment is your life. 

– Omar Khayyam 

• True happiness is... to enjoy the present, without 
anxious dependence upon the future. 

– Lucius Annaeus Seneca 

• Do not dwell in the past, do not dream of the future, 
concentrate the mind on the present moment. 

– Buddha 

 



• It is the very 
pursuit of 
happiness that 
thwarts 
happiness. 

– Viktor Frankl 



MBCT 

• It is not about trying not to have negative 
thoughts or feelings 

• It is not about trying to have positive thoughts 
or feelings 

• It is about standing back from the mind 
(thoughts and feelings) as an impartial 
observer of them 



The shadow show 

• For in and out, above, about, 
below, 

• ‘Tis nothing but a Magic Shadow-
show, 

• Play’d in a Box whose Candle is 
the Sun, 

• Round which we Phantom Figures 
come and go.  
– Omar Khayyam 



Stress 

 

Performance 

 

Relaxation without 

awareness or engagement – 

inertia, apathy 

 

High stress and poor 

performance 

 

  

  
  

 

 Yerkes-Dodson Stress-performance curve 

Higher performance – stress 

lifts out of apathy and engages 

 



Murray Rose on mindfulness 
• REPORTER: Do you have any philosophy on life as an 

individual?  

• MURRAY ROSE: I think it revolves around this perhaps secret 
of concentration on one thing. When you’re eating, you do 
nothing else but eat. And when you’re swimming, you do 
nothing else but swim, and I think that by doing that you 
achieve the greatest satisfaction by devoting your whole self, 
your whole energies, your whole thoughts to just one activity 
at a time. And I think that perhaps would be the essence of 
my personal philosophy. 

• http://www.abc.net.au/austory/content/2012/s3893380.htm 

 



Stress 

 

Performance 

 

Relaxation without 

awareness or engagement – 

inertia, apathy 

 

  

  
  

 

 Hassed mindfulness stress-performance curve 

Highest performance (zone / 

flow) – mindful i.e. relaxed 

but fully aware and engaged 

 Higher performance – stress 

lifts out of apathy and engages 

 



The zone: Billie-Jean King 

• “It almost seems as though I’m able to transport myself beyond 
the turmoil on the court to some place of total peace and calm… 
I appreciate what my opponent is doing in a detached abstract 
way. Like an observer in the next room… It is a perfect 
combination of (Intense) action taking place in an atmosphere of 
total tranquility. When it happens, I want to stop the match and 
grab the microphone and shout that’s what it’s all about, 
because it is. It is not the big prize I’m going to win at the end of 
the match or anything else… When I’m in that kind of state… I 
feel that tennis is an art form that’s capable of moving both the 
players and the audience.” 

• Harung H, Travis F, Blank W, Heaton D, 2009, Higher development, brain integration, and excellence 
in leadership, Management Decision, 47(6):872-894. 



Essence program and student 
wellbeing 

• Study of 2006 cohort of medical 
students found that 90.5% of 
students personally applied 
strategies 

• Improved wellbeing noted on all 
measures even in the pre-exam 
period 
– Reduced depression, hostility and 

anxiety subscale 

– Improved psychological and 
physical quality of life 
• Hassed C, de Lisle S, Sullivan G, Pier C. Adv 

Health Sci Educ Theory Pract. 2008 May 31. 
[Epub ahead of print] 



Mindfulness and work engagement 

• Study on 2013 cohort of year 1 Monash medical 
students 

• Post mindfulness program: 

– Large increases in dispositional mindfulness 

– Increases in study engagement (UWES; medium effect size) 
• Increases in study dedication and vigour 

– No increase in depression, anxiety or stress in pre-exam 
period c/w early semester prior to mindfulness program 
• Opie J, Chambers R, Hassed C, Clarke D. Data on Monash 2013 medical 

students’ personality, mindfulness and wellbeing (In preparation) 



Depersonalisation and mindfulness 

• Depersonalization (DP) – feelings of being detached from 
one's own mental processes or body 
– A form of mental escape from the full experience of reality 

• Linked with maltreatment during childhood 

• Study found a strong inverse correlation between DP severity 
and mindfulness 

• Significant correlations between emotional maltreatment on 
the one hand and DP severity (positive) and mindfulness 
(negative) on the other 

• Michal M, Beutel ME, Jordan J, et al. Depersonalization, mindfulness, and 
childhood trauma. J Nerv Ment Dis. 2007 Aug;195(8):693-6. 



Is mindfulness numbing, denying… 

• Non-attachment is not the same as 
dissociation 

• Equanimity is not the same as numbness 

• Non-reactivity is not the same as not caring 

• Non-judgment is not the same as non-
recognition 

• Acceptance is not the same as apathy 

• Peacefulness is not an absence of experience 

 



To be or not to be, that is the 
question… 

• And thus the native hue of resolution 

• Is sicklied o'er with the pale cast of thought, 

• And enterprises of great pith and moment 

• With this regard their currents turn awry, 

• And lose the name of action.  

– Hamlet – William Shakespeare 



Characteristics of mindfulness 
• Paying attention 

• Being present 

• Non-attachment 

• Acceptance 

• Non-judgmental 

• Discernment 

• Insight 

• Reality 

• Connectedness 

• Compassion 

• Transience vs. permanence  



• If you want to be happy, be. 

– Leo Tolstoy 

• There is no way to happiness; happiness is the 
way. 

– Buddhist saying 



• The non permanent appearance of happiness 
and distress, and their disappearance in due 
course, are like the appearance and 
disappearance of summer and winter seasons.  

– Bhagavad Gita 



Plato: Phaedo 
• And were we not saying long ago that the soul when using the 

body as an instrument of perception, that is to say, when using 
the sense of sight or hearing or some other sense … the soul too 
is then dragged by the body into the region of the changeable, 
and wanders and is confused…  

• But when returning into herself she reflects, then she passed into 
the other world, the region of purity, and eternity, and 
immortality, and unchangeableness, which are her kindred, and 
with them she ever lives, when she is by herself and is not let or 
hindered; then she ceases from her erring ways, and being in 
communion with the unchanging is unchanging.  And this state of 
the soul is called wisdom? 



• The senses have been conditioned by 
attraction to the pleasant and aversion to the 
unpleasant: a man should not be ruled by 
them; they are obstacles in his path. 

– Bhagavad Gita 



Plato’s 3 aspects of the 
psyche or soul 

• “Human behavior flows from three 
main sources: desire, emotion, and 
knowledge.” 
– Reason (intelligence) 
– Emotive element (passion, 

courage) 
– Appetitive element (desire, 

instincts, pleasure) 
• Health of body and mind are based 

upon the right alignment of these 
elements 

• Reason governs/regulates emotions 
and appetites 

Botticelli’s “Pallas and the Centaur” 



Three regions of the brain 
• Frontal lobes – executive 

functioning 
– Attention regulation 
– Self-awareness 
– Working memory 
– Reasoning 
– Emotional regulation 
– Appetite and impulse 

regulation 
– Healthy immunity 

• Limbic system – emotion and 
courage 

• Mesolimbic reward system – 
appetites 

• Mindfulness stabilises 
prefrontal cortex 

 



Stress and perception 

• “Man is not disturbed by events but by the 
view he takes of them.” 

• Epictetus 



• If you want others to be happy, practice 
compassion. If you want to be happy, practice 
compassion. 

– Dalai Lama 



Bhagavad Gita 

• When the mind, completely controlled, is 
centred in the Self, and free from all earthly 
desires, then is the man truly spiritual. ... 
There, where the whole nature is seen in the 
light of the Self, where the man abides within 
his Self and is satisfied, there, its functions 
restrained by its union with the divine, the 
mind finds rest. 



https://mail.google.com/mail/?ui=2&ik=7f91cacae7&view=att&th=138feea552695973&attid=0.3&disp=inline&safe=1&zw
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