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A quick mindfulness technique
One short, yet effective, mindfulness technique is based on the acronym 
STOP, where we interrupt whatever we are doing in order to tune into 
ourselves, in the here and now. By interrupting our � ow purposefully we 
are able to bring about a meditative focus of attention, lasting just a few 
seconds or several minutes, depending on circumstances. 
S – Stop whatever you are doing.
T – Take a breath (or several if you like).
O –  Observe your thoughts, feelings and sensations without 

changing them.
P – Proceed mindfully with whatever you were previously doing.

For instance: you are sitting at the computer and totally absorbed 
with the work you are doing, feeling anxious about all that you have yet 
to achieve by the end of the day. The thought of the mountain of work 

to be done makes you feel tired and overwhelmed, clouding your 
ability to think clearly and ef� ciently. You decide to STOP looking 

at the screen, sit back from your desk, TAKE a few deep breaths, 
OBSERVE your thoughts, feelings and sensations relating to the 

stress and anxiety you are experiencing, without passing 
judgment, then after a few moments, PROCEED to go 

back to work mindfully, using your clarity of thought 
and ability to focus on what needs to be done, right 
here and now.  

Try this technique for yourself, and see how you 
feel afterwards. 
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Karen Atkinson, AFHT, provides an introduction to mindfulness 
and how it can benefi t both therapists and clients

Changing your mind 
We have seen a signi� cant upsurge in 

public interest in mindfulness over the 
past couple of years, with news items on 
breakfast television, Radio 2 and Radio 4 and 
extensive press coverage.

I have been using mindfulness techniques 
in a clinical setting for 15 years, specialising 
in helping those with chronic conditions of 
pain, stress, anxiety and illness. 

The bene� ts of using mindfulness 
approaches to help people cope with 
problems such as recurrent depression 
(mindfulness-based cognitive therapy is 
recommended in the NICE guidelines1) as 
well as with chronic conditions of pain 
and stress, have been recognised for several 
years within the relevant NHS services. It is 
only now – with numerous research studies 
consistently proving its ef� cacy2,3 – that 
mindfulness is being introduced to help 
manage and alleviate a much wider spectrum 
of psychological and physical conditions, 
including the distress associated with having 
cancer. It is also being integrated into 
schools, to help children to learn effective 
self-management skills.

What is mindfulness?  
Mindfulness is the translation of a word that 
simply means ‘awareness’. Mark Williams, 
professor of clinical psychology at Oxford 
University, says: ‘Most of our attention is 
hijacked by our thoughts and emotions, 
by our concerns, by our worries for the 
future, and our regrets and memories 
of the past. Mindful awareness is 
about learning to pay attention, in 
the present moment, and without 
judgment. It’s like training a 
muscle – training your attention 
to be where you want it to be. This 
reduces our tendency to work on 
autopilot, allowing us to choose 
how we respond and react.’4

The origins of 
mindfulness
Mindfulness has been developed 
from long-established Eastern 
practices, particularly Buddhist 
meditation. No longer connected to 
any religious or spiritual belief system, 
mindfulness training is delivered 
using secular (non-religious) language 
and content. 

Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction 
(MBSR) programmes are based on the work 
of Jon Kabat-Zinn. He developed MBSR 

Benefi ts for the therapist 
As practitioners, we are well aware that the 
effects of stress are multifaceted, arising 
from inevitable daily pressures which can be 
compounded by the distress resulting from 
long-term health conditions.

Mindfulness practice provides oases of 
calm in our very busy lives and enables us 
to create psychological and emotional space 
in a pressured day. This space enhances our 
ability to take responsibility for our own 
thoughts and actions, rather than constantly 
reacting in a habitual way, on autopilot.8

In your work as a therapist, mindfulness 
can help you to:
●  feel calmer and happier;
●  interrupt unhelpful habitual patterns 

of thought and behaviour;
●  choose more effective responses 

and solutions; 
●  develop better time 

management; 

as a means to help people suffering with 
chronic illness or chronic pain. He set up the 
Stress Reduction Clinic in the University of 
Massachusetts Medical Center in 1979, and 
the success of his work has been reproduced 
all over the world since. He describes his 
work with the MBSR programme in his book, 
Full Catastrophe Living.5

How it works
The effectiveness of mindfulness practices 
lies in the malleability, or neuroplasticity, of 
our human brain and its ability to change 
and recon� gure itself so that we view our 
inner world very differently.6 It allows us to 
reorganise our experiences, thoughts and 
feelings, and create mental space – rather 
like the defrag programme on a computer.7 
Mindfulness is a mind-body based approach 
that changes our physiology which, in 
turn, enables us to change our behaviour, 
thoughts, inner atmosphere 
and outlook on life.
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●  communicate more clearly and effectively; 
●  detect, manage and dissipate any 

accumulating negative effects if working 
with distressed or chronically ill 
clients; and

●  be less likely to suffer from ‘burnout’.
When clients feel they are receiving 
the undivided attention of a therapist 
who is calm, focused, non-judgmental, 
approachable, empathic and grounded, they 
will feel profoundly nurtured and cared for, 
contributing to all aspects of their progress 
towards health.

To integrate mindfulness into your 
therapeutic work effectively, it is essential 
you � rst experience the bene� ts of 
mindfulness yourself and establish your 
own regular practice. This is best achieved 
by completing a course in MBSR, which is 
supported by home practice using guided 
practice CDs. Further training should then 
be taken to learn when mindfulness is 
appropriate for clients and when it may be 
contraindicated. Like many techniques and 
therapies, the skills in an MBSR programme 
cannot be learned effectively from a book. 

Benefi ts for your client
There are numerous physical, mental 
and emotional bene� ts that mindfulness 
techniques can offer clients:
●  We know that by stimulating the 

parasympathetic nervous system, muscles 
relax and healing can occur.

●  Our mind abhors a vacuum, so if we can 
� ll it with positive experiences there is no 
room for the negative to in� ltrate. 

●  By recommending the client focuses on 
their breath to bring awareness to the 
here and now, they are then able to take 

this technique with them, wherever they 
go. The physical body can be used as an 
anchor at any time throughout the day 
or night. I feel our body is a portal to our 
mind and, for many people, connecting 
with their physical body mindfully can be 
a form of meditative practice. 

●  When your client’s mind begins to 
ruminate about the past or catastrophise 
about the future, suggest they feel the 
sensations of their feet on the � oor, 
bottom on the chair (FOFBOC) and 
encourage them to bring their awareness 
back to their present experience, 
without judgment. 

●  Mindfulness helps clients to develop their 
own resources and promotes acceptance 
of their stress and pain, which can, 
paradoxically, lead to its reduction.

The bene� ts of mindfulness are based in 
changes in brain structure and function:
●  Long-term practice increases gamma 

brainwave activity, which promotes 
integration within the brain and 
reduces attention on pain as an 
overwhelming experience.

●  Mindfulness stimulates the anterior 
cingulate cortex, the area of the brain 
responsible for improved recognition 
of emotional cues or targets, which is 
also linked to warm-heartedness and 
compassion, thus developing better 
emotional awareness and empathy. A 
study from America looking at a group 
of 400 volunteers over 30 years found 
altruistic behaviour was better for your 
health than exercising.9 It was shown to 
reduce weight, improve overall health, 
reduce the likelihood of a major illness 
and help you live longer.  

Karen Atkinson, AFHT, is a physical therapist and 
has been using mindfulness techniques in a clinical 
setting for 15 years. She founded York House Centre 
for Integrated and Complementary Medicine, Taunton, 
which brings together medical and complementary 
care for patients seeking all levels of support (www.

yorkhousecentre.co.uk). In 2010, Dr Maya Spencer, a former NHS 
consultant, and Karen formed a doctor and nurse team called 
MindfulnessUK, to deliver MBSR courses and also mindfulness 
training for therapists, to enhance the ef� cacy of therapeutic work 
and the well-being of clients. Their two one-day mindfulness courses 
are FHT accredited. For more information: www.mindfulnessuk.com, 
T: 01823 323206, info@mindfulnessuk.com 

●  ‘Neurones that � re together, wire together’ 
and this is equally true of neurones 
carrying and stimulating positive 
responses, as well as negative ones.

●  Pre-frontal cortex activation encourages 
people to feel more cared about, changing 
their view of themselves, boosting 
self-esteem and health. 

A case study
Julie was 51, obese and recently diagnosed 
with type 2 diabetes. On presentation it 
was very clear that Julie was disconnected 
from her physical and emotional needs. She 
was un� t, emotionally detached and felt 
very lonely and distressed. Food was her 
way of ‘feeling’, which was transient and 
unsatisfactory. Julie could have chosen to go 
down the usual weight loss route, but 
she had done that several times before, 
lost the weight and then piled it back on 
very quickly.

I saw her weekly for a few months, 
building con� dence by teaching her 
techniques so she felt less of a victim. She 
then attended the MindfulnessUK 
eight-week MBSR course. 

The outcome was transformative. She 
developed a deep inner glow, which was 
re� ected in her skin and energy levels, and 
she discovered a smile that won’t shift. She 
is now losing weight consistently, using 
the STOP technique when she � nds herself 
reaching for food between meals; attends 
yoga classes regularly; has more energy; 
is less anxious; feels more in control and 
loves herself once again. She has an 
infectiously positive outlook and it has 
been a joy and privilege to have witnessed 
her metamorphosis.

PI
C

TU
RE

: F
O

TO
LI

A


