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PRAISE FOR MINDFULNESS FOR WOMEN

‘As an advocate for mindfulness in Parliament, I am delighted that this book focuses solely on how women can apply mindfulness to their everyday lives. Vidyamala and Claire recognise that, as women, we can be doubtful at first as to whether this is just adding more to our busy lives and ever-growing to-do list. However, the beauty of this book is that it addresses all of our concerns and speaks our language through its direct approach, solutions and guided practices. It recognizes and addresses the changing roles and identities that all women inevitably encounter over the years and explores the various avenues in which we can allow mindfulness to make a real change to our quality of life. The authors clarify what mindfulness is, how it relates directly to women’s everyday lives and, more importantly, the benefits we can reap by applying the very practical and easy meditations into our daily routine. So sit back and enjoy your personal guide on living a more mindful life.’

Tracey Crouch, MP

‘In an era of unprecedented social change, this book offers women much needed tools to support us in navigating our lives. It reminds us, too, that as we empower ourselves to relate more skilfully to our inner and outer worlds, we are simultaneously touching and influencing the world around us.’

Rebecca Crane PhD, Director, Centre for Mindfulness Research and Practice, Bangor University

‘In a very busy world with tight schedules, multi-layered stresses and competing demands, mindfulness offers a way of coping with problems large and small. This book gives help and guidance on many different levels, with explanations as to the science and theory of mindfulness and its application through case studies. Directed towards women, it guides the reader on the mindfulness path with kindness and understanding. A must-have on the busy woman’s bookshelf!’

Fiona Ashworth, Barrister, Kings Chambers

‘Vidyamala and Claire have skilfully found a way to speak to all women. They acknowledge the pressures and challenges facing women and offer practical and ‘doable’ ways of incorporating mindfulness into daily life, with the potential for the practice to go deeper. There is something of benefit in this book for every woman.’

Alison Evans, Programme Lead for mindfulness-based trainings at Exeter University

‘At first I wondered why we needed a separate book on mindfulness for women. And truthfully, we could find most of the teachings covered in this book documented in other writings. Then as I read, I found myself being drawn to this quietly compelling and softly inspirational approach to learning mindfulness – written unapologetically by women for women. Vidyamala and Claire have created a practical and comprehensive introduction to mindfulness for those new to the subject and an easy, uncomplicated refresher for existing practitioners. This book reminds us that as women we often face a very specific set of challenges in this world and that as a mindful community of women we can be both individually and collectively strong.’

Marion Furr, Department of Health, Staff Health and Wellbeing Programme

‘This is the book for which many have been waiting, though they may not have known it. It is the ideal beginner’s guide to mindfulness, written by Vidyamala, one of the best respected and well-loved practitioners in the field, who understands mindfulness too deeply to make it complicated; ably aided by Claire, a thoroughly modern and experienced journalist with her finger on the pulse of the complex lives of today’s women. Between them they have crafted an inspirational, readable and indeed evidence-based guide that takes the basic principles and practices of mindfulness and gives them a new twist in apparently artless, but, in fact, deceptively profound ways. They have produced a read that is straightforward, attractive and totally relevant to the everyday lives and challenges of ordinary women from all walks of life.’

Katherine Weare, Emeritus Professor, University of Southampton

‘Mindfulness practice is helpful for everyone, but this intelligent, practical and informative book focuses on its benefits for the modern woman of any age, and the particular issues that may face us, such as over-busyness, stress, lack of confidence, depression and body image issues. We learn that we can bring calm, awareness, compassion and choice to our experience, both in meditation and in daily life.’

Dhammadinna, President of Tiratanaloka Retreat Centre for Women

‘Mindfulness for Women demystifies meditation techniques and the philosophy of mindfulness that underlies them, aiming to bring a sense of calm and stillness – an “inner compass” for active lives, fostering Being rather than Doing. The combination of Vidyamala’s experience and practicality with Claire’s excited discovery of using mindfulness makes a joyful combination. Evidence, examples, strands of self-compassion, plenty of exercises and challenges: all are infused with the same generosity of spirit that the book will help women to cultivate.’

Dr Amanda C de C Williams Reader in Clinical Health Psychology, University College London
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Audio Resources: Guided Meditations

The meditation tracks that you will need to carry out the programme can be found below and are linked to throughout the text. For best results, we suggest that you first read through the meditations found in each of the eight practice chapters to familiarise yourself with what’s required. Then, it is best if you carry out the actual meditations while listening to the corresponding tracks. You can also stream these online or download them from https://soundcloud.com/hachetteaudiouk/sets/mindfulness-for-women/s-tvwPP


The Body Scan with an Emphasis on the Breath meditation. This track is also available to stream and download here.

To read the meditation guidance click here.

"There is audio content at this location that is not currently supported for your device. Please stream or download this audio using the link above."


The Compassionate Body Scan meditation. This track is also available to stream and download here. 


To read the meditation guidance click here. 

"There is audio content at this location that is not currently supported for your device. Please stream or download this audio using the link above."

	
The Breathing Anchor meditation. This track is also available to stream and download here.


To read the meditation guidance click here. 

“There is audio content at this location that is not currently supported for your device. Please stream or download this audio using the link above.”


The Compassionate Breathing Anchor meditation.  This track is also available to stream and download here. 

To read the meditation guidance click here. 

"There is audio content at this location that is not currently supported for your device. Please stream or download this audio using the link above."


The Self-compassion meditation. This track is also available to stream and download here.

   
To read the meditation guidance click here.

"There is audio content at this location that is not currently supported for your device. Please stream or download this audio using the link above."


The Connection meditation. This track is also available to stream and download here.
 

To read the meditation guidance click here.

"There is audio content at this location that is not currently supported for your device. Please stream or download this audio using the link above."


The Open Heart meditation. This track is also available to stream and download here.
 
To read the meditation guidance click here.

"There is audio content at this location that is not currently supported for your device. Please stream or download this audio using the link above."


The Three-minute Breathing meditation. This track is also available to stream and download here.
 
To read the meditation guidance click here.

"There is audio content at this location that is not currently supported for your device. Please stream or download this audio using the link above."
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INTRODUCTION

Why Mindfulness for Women?

‘Busy.’ How many times have you answered a ‘How are you?’ with this word?

If your life is crazily busy (is there a woman whose life isn’t?), your first reaction to the idea of mindfulness for women is likely to be something along the lines of ‘sounds great’, swiftly followed by an incredulous ‘But who on earth has time for that – definitely not me!’ Whether it’s professionally, socially or psychologically, almost all of us feel too busy. And none of us, it seems, even has the time to take time out.

Life these days can feel pretty relentless. It’s multi-faceted, multi-layered; a melting pot of opportunity and choice in our personal and professional lives. You want to travel the world, find a fulfilling job, meet the man (or woman) of your dreams. Simple. No, wait, make that a board position, five children and a house in the country. Why not? Even finding time to so much as make a list feels stressful, let alone carving out enough hours in the day to tick things off it – and still fit in some time for doing nothing. If it’s not work, home, children, family, new friends, old friends, working out, renovating, upsizing, downsizing, gardening, internet shopping or box sets, then there are texts to reply to, Facebook statuses to update, a Skype call to make, a LinkedIn connection to respond to, a Pinterest board to add to or some other social media platform to interact with. And those are just the fun things!


Do you want to feel:

•    Happy

•    Relaxed

•    Calm

•    Confident

•    Resilient

•    Full of vitality

•    Self-assured?

Then mindfulness can help.



MINDFULNESS OFFERS PRACTICAL SUPPORT

Given your already lengthy to-do list, you’re probably thinking, How on earth can mindfulness make me calmer – and what is it precisely anyway?! We describe mindfulness in detail in the next chapter but, for now, think of it simply as an ability to be quiet, calm and still in your inner and outer worlds. Sounds good doesn’t it? One of the most exciting things about mindfulness is how it can help any of us, anywhere, at any time in our lives. It can not only make things more manageable now, but it can help you navigate the often dramatically changing roles and identities that all women inevitably encounter as the years pass.

Take your teens or twenties, when you go through the exciting process of starting out. Launching yourself into a universe of possibilities with minimal boundaries can be exhilarating, especially when juxtaposed with the daunting process of establishing yourself in a noisy, sometimes aggressive world. But, growing up, girls are not always given the same faith in themselves and their opinions as boys, and even the strongest foundations can be knocked by the way we are encouraged to shout loudest, compete ferociously and elbow our way to success, when inside we are often still oh-so-fragile and at odds with the confident persona expected of us. And this isn’t helped by having to navigate the uncertain, inconsistent ‘pretend-ships’ offered by social media and the internet, which seem hell-bent on encouraging a sense of insecurity. Staying true to yourself, it is said, is a key building block to success and happiness but, in such a relentless environment, how do you find out what ‘yourself’ is in the first place? The sense of calm and stillness that mindfulness brings about helps you develop an inner compass where you are in charge of your life, rather than feeling like a helpless victim of circumstances.


Do you dream of:

•    Finding work or hobbies that are fulfilling and satisfying

•    Having time and energy left over for the fun things?

Then mindfulness can help you identify and stick to your goals so that you can create a sustainable and enjoyable life.



The chance to shine in your choice of career or lifestyle is a welcome facet of the modern world, yet many women are still struggling to find a work–life balance that feels sustainable – to achieve career satisfaction without compromising the many other things that are important in life. An appropriate work–life blend is essential to wellbeing, and mindfulness can help you identify and prioritise the things you most cherish, so that you can keep your perspective and a strong sense of self, despite a very busy work or home life.

When, whether it’s in your twenties, thirties or forties, you add the roles of partner and mother to the already very complex – albeit fun – business of living, time (or the lack of it!) can really start to define your life. Living with someone else and having children not only make very practical demands on your inner resources but bring with them a changing sense of self that can further complicate things. Importantly, mindfulness will help you to be calm, loving and non-reactive with your partner, deepening your relationship with them. The joy of parenthood can also be a wonderful opportunity for mindfulness. You can learn how to be fully present for your kids – really there emotionally and mentally – which is so much more fulfilling than having one eye on the children and the other eye on your mobile phone.

Of course, in the so-called sandwich generation, many women have their own parents to look after, too, with their parents’ failing health and increasing dependence changing their identity from daughter to carer. This is another new role for women to learn, often at the busiest time of our lives. Again, mindfulness can help you stay ‘present’ to all these differing demands, and help you love and care from a place of kindness and gratitude, while continuing to ‘deliver’ at work and at home.


Would you like to:

•    Enjoy more time with your children

•    Develop a calmer approach to parenting

•    Strengthen your relationships

•    Have more fun with friends

•    Gain a closer bond with your parents?

Mindfulness can help you prioritise the things that matter to you.



Even the previously quiet haven of ‘old age’ no longer exists. Instead of a time for rest and reflection, the age at which many people used to retire has become an increasingly dynamic period (and hardly retiring!). If you are at this stage in life, you may feel that you are expected to carve out a fulfilling existence based on your life experience, vitality and wisdom. The generations of more digitally savvy, apparently confident younger women can be intimidating and you may strive to keep up in an attempt to stay relevant. Maybe this is enjoyable and stimulating, in which case mindfulness will free up the mental energy to embrace new things, and enjoy the digital revolution. Or perhaps you’re not interested in striving, in which case mindfulness will help you feel confident enough to carve out the lifestyle you want, no matter what external pressures you may feel.

Ageing will naturally bring periods of increased dependency. Many women aspire to age gracefully with a deep sense of inner contentment, but how do you do that in a failing body? Mindfulness, awareness, kindness and acceptance are all key to being truly comfortable in your own skin, whatever your physical state. Mindfulness has been shown again and again to increase inner wellbeing, even in those suffering from chronic health conditions.1

MINDFULNESS FOR MODERN WOMEN

Whoever you are and whatever you do, it’s a fact that life is moving at an ever-faster pace. And the need to escape that ‘hamster-on-a-wheel’ feeling every once in a while and find some peace and quiet for ourselves is a cultural trend that transcends age, creed, colour or class. And it is something women in particular relate to. Why? Because we wholeheartedly buy into the idea that if you want something doing properly, you must do it yourself. And the ever-increasing number of tasks before us and techy gadgets at our disposal make this philosophy all too easy to adopt. The irony is that every time-saving gadget you own seems to leave you with less time – and for every job these techy miracles help you complete quicker, they create another that a few years ago you’d never even have thought of.


Why are there so many things to be done that only you can do properly? Mindfulness can help you let go of the belief that you must do everything.



So the crucial question becomes how do you stay sane in the midst of such massive cultural and practical transformations? While it’s exhilarating to be busy, challenged and part of a digital revolution, riding the waves of historical change, we need to balance this with its direct opposite. We need to embrace ancient qualities, like mindfulness, to provide balance and peace. Mindfulness, it seems, is needed more than ever.

MINDFULNESS FOR EQUALITY

This is a time of sweeping cultural changes in the roles and identity of women in society. There are still women around who lived through the suffragette movement of the early twentieth century, and it is only a few decades since the majority of women were limited to ‘girls’ jobs’, despite their capability and ambition. Many will also have experienced the sense of hope and optimism of the 1970s feminist movement, whose message was ‘the world is your oyster, you can do anything’, and fought for equal opportunities for women.

The trouble is, society forgot to factor in a key characteristic of women’s nature: if women are able to do something they often feel duty bound to do it. Career? Children? Busy social life and a fulfilling hobby? Of course! We’re natural-born multi-taskers, after all. Learning a new instrument – oh go on then. A committee position – why not! Thus the message of hope and opportunity of feminism has morphed from ‘you can do anything’ to ‘you should do everything’. And, before you know it, embracing the opportunities open to women today means you create excess pressure for yourself as you try to juggle multiple roles and identities: careerist, lover, wife, mother, daughter, friend, housekeeper, nursemaid, chef, administrator ... And those gadgets of the digital revolution – you know, the ones designed to make life easier – start to become tormentors: whispering, shouting and seducing 24/7, creating an exhausting merry-go-round of permanently being ‘on’.


How do you balance:

•    Taking on too much with

•    Not taking on enough?

Mindfulness allows you to live with a sustainable sense of ease and wellbeing.



LETTING GO OF COMPARING YOURSELF TO OTHERS

There is no doubt that the sense of being über-connected that social media offers can be addictive. It’s a new world to be part of, a ‘scene’, a platform that, on its best days, can be liberating and empowering, offering you a voice and a new way to feel good about yourself. It provides enhanced social ‘capital’ that satisfies the innate human need to belong. But there is, inevitably, a price to pay for all this digital freedom, and research shows that it can also make you less satisfied with your life. If for any reason you feel shunned or ignored, quickly that sense of belonging can be turned on its head and act to lower your self-esteem.

On less-than-positive days, other people’s activity can make you feel you’re not quite matching up: you’re not popular enough, slim enough, successful enough. As much as it can help us validate opinion, social media can also be harsh and judgmental, a micro-climate of the externalised world we live in, where what we are doing, wearing, looking, listening to, saying is more important than how we are feeling, what we are connecting to or our sense of self.

‘We’ can all too easily become an amalgamation of other people’s judgments. Our boss. Our friends. Our family. Strangers. And when we judge other people – if we think she is too loud/fat/selfish – what does this say about us? We must therefore be x, y and z, too. Are we really going on that fad diet because we want to lose ten pounds or because we think we should?

If we take time out early on in our working lives to have a family, we’re somehow giving up and letting the side down. If we wait until later in life to have children – or, shock horror, decide not to have them at all – we are selfish and self-absorbed. If we go back to work as a new mum, is it because we want to or because we’re scared of what will happen to our career if we don’t? Do we honestly care or are we more worried about what other mums will think of us if we do? Or what work colleagues will think if we don’t?

Are we really the only people who can organise play dates, family routines, a city break ...? Does it really matter? And why do we even care, when just one glance at the news, at the papers, or at Twitter is an often humbling reminder of what is going on in the wider world. Wars, famine, deprivation, inequality and abuse – all of which can make us feel, at best, depressed and, at worst, helpless.

But there is hope. And there is help – within each and every one of us ... welcome to mindfulness.

AND YOUR GUIDES ON THIS JOURNEY ARE ...

Of course, it always helps to be on a journey with someone. So when we started co-writing this book, Vidyamala decided to set Claire off on her own voyage of discovery into becoming more mindful, so that you, the reader, could share Claire’s journey as you embark on your own.

It was the start not just of an incredible voyage of mindful discovery for Claire, but a surprising friendship and beautiful bond. On the surface, we could not be more different. We were born thirteen years apart on opposite sides of the world for starters.

Vidyamala’s life was initially high-achieving – sporty, bright, with an expectation she would go to university, achieve career success, find the perfect partner, perhaps have kids. But spinal injuries in her teens and twenties meant her life veered off on an altogether different trajectory. Although she was a film editor in her early twenties, which she loved, her body soon made it clear that it couldn’t work sixty-hour weeks, so she ground to a halt when she was just twenty-five, and had to abandon her career. Soon after, she took up yoga and meditation as she tried to adjust to such radically changed prospects. Thirty years later she is an ordained Buddhist, leads meditation and mindfulness retreats around the world, and has found a way to channel all the passion and enthusiasm she felt before her injuries into exploring her mind – and, by extension, what it means to be human at this point in time, with all its particular challenges and opportunities.

Claire’s life is fairly symptomatic of modern women: a time-pressed working mother of two, she embodies many of the pressures of modern life. If it’s true that the more you’ve got going on, the more you can benefit from mindfulness, Claire, in Vidyamala’s opinion, would be the perfect case study: ‘I instantly recognised the benefits that mindfulness could bring to Claire’s life, and who better to demonstrate how this book could change your life than one of its target readers. As a busy magazine editor and journalist, Claire was attracted by the “buzz” of mindfulness. However, convincing her to commit to getting started was, of course, another matter. Initially Claire would almost physically recoil at the words “practise” and “fit it in” and it took weeks for her to get started.’

And where did the practice take Claire? Well, you can follow her experience in the diary entries in the relevant chapters and discover how she has integrated mindfulness into her life. We’re on this journey together so we’d love you to check-in with both of us on social media with your own experiences and questions. (You’ll find details on page 324.)

Now let’s look at some practicalities.
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