
It can be easy to rush through life without stopping to notice much.
Paying more attention to the present moment – to your own thoughts and feelings, 

and to the world around you – can improve your mental wellbeing.

Some people call this awareness “mindfulness”. Mindfulness can help us enjoy life more 
and understand ourselves better. You can take steps to develop it in your own life.

What is mindfulness?

Professor Mark Williams, former director of the Oxford Mindfulness Centre, says that mindfulness 
means knowing directly what is going on inside and outside ourselves, moment by moment.

 “It’s easy to stop noticing the world around us. It’s also easy to lose touch with the way our 
bodies are feeling and to end up living ‘in our heads’ – caught up in our thoughts without stopping 
to notice how those thoughts are driving our emotions and behaviour,” he says.

 “An important part of mindfulness is reconnecting with our bodies and the sensations 
they experience. This means waking up to the sights, sounds, smells and tastes of the present 
moment. That might be something as simple as the feel of a banister as we walk upstairs. Another 
important part of mindfulness is an awareness of our thoughts and feelings as they happen, 
moment to moment. It’s about allowing ourselves to see the present moment clearly. When we do 
that, it can positively change the way we see ourselves and our lives.”

How mindfulness helps mental wellbeing
•	 Becoming more aware of the present moment can help us enjoy the world around us more and 

understand ourselves better.
•	 When we become more aware of the present moment, we begin to experience afresh things 

that we have been taking for granted.

 “Mindfulness also allows us to become more aware of the stream of thoughts and feelings 
that we experience,” says Professor Williams, “and to see how we can become entangled in that 
stream in ways that are not helpful. This lets us stand back from our thoughts and start to see their 
patterns. Gradually, we can train ourselves to notice when our thoughts are taking over and realise 
that thoughts are simply ‘mental events’ that do not have to control us.”
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How to Meditate

This meditation focuses on the breath, not because there is anything special about it, but because 
the physical sensation of breathing is always there and you can use it as an anchor to the present 
moment.	Throughout	the	practice	you	may	find	yourself	caught	up	in	thoughts,	emotions,	sounds.	
Wherever your mind goes, simply come back again to the next breath. Even if you only come 
back once, that’s okay.

A Simple Meditation Practice

Sit comfortably. Find a spot that gives you a stable, solid, comfortable seat.

Notice what your legs are doing. If on a cushion, cross your legs comfortably in front of you. If 
on	a	chair,	rest	the	bottoms	of	your	feet	on	the	floor.

Straighten your upper body (but don’t stiffen) Your spine has natural curvature. Let it be there.

Notice what your arms are doing. Situate your upper arms parallel to your upper body. Rest the 
palms of your hands on your legs wherever it feels most natural.

Soften your gaze. Drop your chin a little and let your gaze fall gently downward. It’s not 
necessary to close your eyes. You can simply let what appears before your eyes be there without 
focusing on it.

Feel your breath. Bring your attention to the physical sensation of breathing: the air moving 
through your nose or mouth, the rising and falling of your belly, or your chest.

Notice when your mind wanders from your breath. Inevitably, your attention will leave the 
breath and wander to other places. Don’t worry. There’s no need to block or eliminate thinking. 
When you notice your mind wandering gently return your attention to the breath.

Be kind about your wandering mind.	You	may	find	your	mind	wandering	constantly—that’s	
normal, too. Instead of wrestling with your thoughts, practice observing them without reacting. 
Just sit and pay attention. As hard as it is to maintain, that’s all there is. Come back to your breath 
over and over again, without judgment or expectation.

When you’re ready, gently lift your gaze (if your eyes are closed, open them). Take a moment 
and notice any sounds in the environment. Notice how your body feels right now. Notice your 
thoughts and emotions.

“If you are depressed, you are living in the past. If you are anxious, you are 
living in the future. If you are at peace, you are living in the present.” 

The ancient Chinese philosopher and writer Lao Tzu



How mindfulness can help you cope during COVID-19

Right now we’re in a moment that may be provoking anxiety. We may have thoughts about 
what we should have done to be better prepared and we almost certainly have concerns 
about what will happen next and what the future will look like.

It’s true this present moment may look different than life did even a week ago. It’s also true that our 
worries about what could happen can motivate us to make wise decisions – wash our hands more 
often, avoid large gatherings, etc. But beyond that, worry and anxiety about all the possible “what 
if’s” largely aren’t helpful and might result in missing the sweet moments happening right now and 
the peace that tends to come when we live in the present.  

Since	life	today	is	filled	with	changes	that	can	be	unsettling,	here	are	some	mindfulness	
suggestions and resources to help you maintain a sense of focus in the present.

Try 20 seconds of mindful handwashing 

We’re all more aware of the importance of hand hygiene and we’re probably washing our hands 
more frequently. Use those moments of taking action to also refocus on “just this moment.” 

As you wash your hands pay attention to: 

•	 How	does	the	water	feel	on	your	hands?	Do	you	notice	the	scent	of	the	soap?

•	 Notice	your	hands	working	over	and	around	each	other.	Carefully	attend	to	the	sensations	
as	your	hands	move	together	—	the	fingers,	the	palms,	the	thumbs.	

•	 Send	some	appreciation	and	gratitude	to	your	hands.	Consider	the	work	they	do	to	take	
care of all your needs, make your food, earn your living.

•	 As	you	rinse	off	the	soap,	allow	worries	about	the	future	to	be	“rinsed	off”	as	well,	clearing	
the mind to focus on what’s happening right now. 

•	 And	while	you’re	drying,	notice	the	sense	of	life	and	vitality	in	your	own	hands.	Feeling	
some appreciation for this moment, give yourself credit for doing all you can, moment by moment, 
to stay healthy for yourself and those you care for. 

Start the day with a pause While still lying in bed, before you begin the day, check in with 
your breath, your body, and the sounds around you. If your mind is already busy or anxious, 
acknowledge it, but then take some time to really ground yourself by focusing on sensations in the 
body. Even 1-2 minutes of “check in” with yourself in this way can allow you to begin the day more 
centered and in touch with the current moment. 

Practice STOP when you notice you’re getting anxious 

S - Stop what you’re doing and take a moment to be still
T - Take a few deep breaths and just be aware that you’re breathing
O - Observe any sensations in your body, thoughts in your mind, emotions in your heart
P - Pause to come back to your breath, then proceed with your day with greater calm

Call or FaceTime a friend and practice mindful listening Rather than texting, consider calling 
or using FaceTime, Zoom, or video chat to connect with a friend or loved one. Really listen to their 
voice, see their face, and feel the connection that comes from being fully present with another 
person, even virtually.




