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Shannon Harvey is the award-winning director of two internationally acclaimed documentaries, The Connection: Mind Your Body and My Year of Living Mindfully. Her first book, The Whole Health Life, explores finding good health after being diagnosed with an autoimmune disease. A journalist and filmmaker, she spent many years working for leading news organisations such as the ABC and Fairfax. Shannon is the recipient of the National Press Club of Australia’s ‘Health Journalist of the Year’ award and now produces a popular blog and podcast, whilst balancing her health and being the mother of two adventurous boys.
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For my teachers …

Justine Latham – My high school geography teacher who gave me curiosity and wonder about the world’s places and people. Thank you for bending the rules so that I could hand in a documentary instead of an essay for my final assignment. You were the spark.

Peter Manning – My journalism professor who showed me how to channel my youthful longing to solve problems into something coherent and useful. You taught me about the importance of truth and balance, and the how of great storytelling.

Patrick Kearney – My mindfulness meditation teacher who, with surgical precision, taught me how to hear myself think. Your patience, wisdom and insight changed everything.

And for my kids, Theo and Izzy …

I intend to put what I’ve been taught to good use and do what I can to make the world you will inherit a little better.
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INTRODUCTION

Now and Zen


As the true method of knowledge is experiment, the true faculty of knowing must be the faculty which experiences.

– William Blake, All Religions Are One, ‘The Argument’ (1788)1



The first draft of this book began in very much the same way as the documentary film I made with the same title. It explained that the spark for my year of living mindfully originated from an intention to tackle a big problem: the global mental health crisis.

Despite living in a time of unprecedented progress in science, technology and medicine, at the time my project began, the leading medical science journal The Lancet had just published a special issue declaring that every country in the world was facing and failing to tackle a host of mental health issues.2 As I write these words three years later, we are still falling short. More people die by suicide than are killed by soldiers, terrorists or criminals combined, and unless we change course, by 2030 depression is on track to overtake heart disease as our single biggest health problem.3,4

It’s true that these troubling facts on their own would be a worthy motivator for any unshrinking health journalist embarking on a new investigative deep dive, but as I read over the first iteration of this book, I knew I wasn’t telling the whole story – because behind the mental health facts and statistics lies a personal and painful lived experience that influences everything I do.

Throughout my childhood I witnessed the devastating effects of severe depression, addiction, and bipolar disorder firsthand. I visited some of the people I loved most in the world in psych wards and rehab clinics, and I attended the funerals of family members who, unable to bear the burden of their suffering, had taken their own lives. I experienced unforgettable trauma that took me years to process. For me, like so many others, the wounds of mental illness run deep.

At age 24, during an especially lonely period in my life when I was living far away from family and friends, I was diagnosed with an autoimmune disease, which was originally thought to be lupus (SLE). Over the years different doctors have given my illness different labels, such as fibromyalgia, connective tissue disorder, or more recently Sjögren’s syndrome, but whatever the label, my incurable autoimmune illness means that I’m facing a lifetime of chronic pain caused by arthritic inflammation throughout my body.

The truth is I wanted to investigate real-life solutions and find trustworthy information to help others, but I also wanted to find answers for myself. And it wasn’t just my future I was thinking about. I wanted to be able to teach my kids how to prepare themselves for the world they’ll go out into. With a family history of mental illness and addiction, and as they face a future of increasing uncertainty, how could they nurture, nourish and protect their minds?

Although there was tonnes of information on what we should all be eating and drinking, how much sleep we should be getting and how much exercise we should be doing to maintain our physical wellbeing, when I looked for a widely accepted, evidence-based recommendation for our mental health – the brain’s equivalent of a 30-minute jog around the block, or the mind’s daily serving of five fruit and vegetables – I found nothing.

While the role of things such as diet, sleep, exercise and social support are recommended for good mental health, I needed something more concrete; a kind of psychological fitness training.

Like so many people, my To Do list was insane. After having my second baby, between all the mothering and wife-ing, cleaning and cooking, friending, sistering, daughtering, event attending and exercising – let alone the full-time working – life was getting the better of me. It wasn’t so much that I had a severe mental illness – I wasn’t in the grip of a major depressive episode, a drug addiction, or post-traumatic stress flashbacks; day to day, I was functioning – it’s just that I wasn’t flourishing. On a wellbeing scale developed by American sociologist and psychologist from Emory University Professor Corey Keyes, which measures mental health as a continuum, I put myself as feeling below halfway.5

What finally motivated me to make a change was the chronic pain from my illness, which was threatening to flare up, and my insomnia. One or two nights a week my mind would get caught up, repetitively going over my worries without end, and I was unable to sleep.
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The left end of the continuum features the drawing of a face with a distressed expression. Text reads, Severe mental illness, causing major distress and disruption. The right end of the continuum features the drawing of a smiling face. Text reads, Positive mental health and flourishing. A dot located close to the midpoint of the continuum and to its left is labelled, me.


Looking back, I really should have known better. I’m a health journalist, after all. I’ve made a film called The Connection and written a book called The Whole Health Life, both of which showed that when it comes to good health, our mind and body are inextricably connected. And yet, I wasn’t doing a very good job at taking care of my own psychological needs, let alone anyone else’s. As every flight attendant will tell you, when the plane’s going down put on your own oxygen mask first before trying to help others. It was time to get back on track.

I knew I was ticking the boxes on the healthy living guidelines. Whole-food, plant-rich diet. Tick. Regular exercise. Tick. Strong relationships and supportive husband. Tick. Regularly spending time in nature. Tick. Meaningful work. Tick. What was missing?

With both professional and personal motivational forces driving me on, I began my search. I first considered finding a good therapist. But although one-on-one TLC had once helped me process and understand my troubled past, and may have again helped me to find clarity around the looping worries now keeping me awake at night, it wasn’t going to do anything for my arthritic pain or help me protect the mental wellbeing of my kids. I imagined the call …


Hello, my name is Shannon and I’d like to book my children in for some psychology lessons please. What’s that? Are they experiencing any symptoms of mental distress at the moment? Well, no … Have they experienced trauma? Fortunately, no. Have they been diagnosed with depression or anxiety? No, they’re fine at the moment. But based on the statistics and our family history, they are very likely to suffer at some point in their lives and I’m hoping I can do something about it beforehand. Aren’t there some kind of mental resilience exercises you can give them?



Even if there were such a thing as ‘preventative psychology’, when I did some basic mathematics based on global data I realised that if all the available qualified psychiatrists and psychologists worked 24/7, they’d only be able to spend one hour with each of us once every five years. For the big-picture mental health issues I was trying to work out, individual therapy – both prevention and treatment – was unrealistic for an already overburdened medical system.

It was clear that any workable solution would need to meet some key requirements. It had to:


	Be free or at least affordable.

	Be available to anyone, regardless of their education or life circumstances.

	Realistically and flexibly fit into people’s busy schedules.

	Be based on scientific evidence.



That was a lot to ask for in my search for the equivalent of a healthy eating plan for my mind, but of them all, the most important was that it would be grounded in science.

I was diagnosed with my illness in 2004. Essentially, my rogue immune system attacks my own body’s healthy tissue, causing arthritis throughout my body. When I first fell ill, I walked with a limp because I felt so sore. Other days I couldn’t get out of bed.

It wasn’t until I was in my late 20s, after I’d been sick for a number of years and had spent tens of thousands of dollars on alternative therapies, that I finally started to learn about the importance of scientific thinking. After one particularly unscrupulous company used pseudoscience to sell me a fake cure, I realised that I needed to apply to my own health the same critical thinking skills that I’d been using every day working as a journalist.6

I began to read academic papers in peer-reviewed journals, to go to the source of the science, and to never trust an ‘expert’ who was unwilling to elaborate enthusiastically on what their cure couldn’t do. I also learned that when it comes to health, a treatment becomes ‘evidence based’ when it is backed up by objective data that proves it is effective.

Slowly but surely, over a number of years, I made science-backed lifestyle changes to areas in my life such as my diet, exercise habits, sleep routines and work hours. It’s now been 14 years since I was told I had an incurable illness and although I do experience painful flares on occasion, especially when things in my life get hectic or I’m overly stressed and emotional, I don’t need medication for my illness and my days spent bedridden are a thing of the past.

I have science and the evidence-based guidance it has provided me to thank for that. It’s been my trusted guide through the murky waters of the wellness industry.

So, with my non-negotiable requisites that the mental health solution I was looking for had to be affordable, widely available, realistic, flexible, and science-backed, it seemed at first my search would be futile. But it turned out there was one thing that might just fulfil my wish list – mindfulness meditation.

We have decades of research backing up advice on exercise, sleep and nutrition, but meditation research has only really kicked off in the last 10 years. In that time, the body of evidence has exploded from a few hundred peer-reviewed papers to over six thousand.7

And this is what I found really interesting: consistent, empirical evidence demonstrated that an eight-week program, underpinned by mindfulness training, can be equal to drugs for preventing recurrent depression. There were also promising results in experiments using mindfulness in the treatment of chronic pain8, stress9, anxiety10 and addiction.11
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The horizontal axis ranges from 1980 to 2018 in increments of 2. The vertical axis ranges from 0 to 1400 in increments of 200. The graph shows a curve that increases gradually till 2010, and then increases sharply. The number of studies on mindfulness across the years are as follows. 2000: 10. 2010: 147. 2017: 802. Projected year 2019: 1400 studies.


Given our mental health crisis, I wondered if regular mental training, such as mindfulness, could be a missing link. Should we all be practising mindfulness in the same way that we exercise and eat our vegetables? Or is the evidence too good to be true? What would happen if I committed to mindfulness in the same way I’ve committed to physical activity and a healthy diet? What would happen to my health and wellbeing if I meditated every day for a year?

After several weeks of thinking, talking and seeking advice from medical and mental health professionals, as well as academics and researchers alike, it became clear that there was only one way to find out once and for all. I set up a rigorous, complicated, absurdly expensive and hare-brained, world-first experiment, which became known as:

My Year of Living Mindfully.
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