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The Dharma Primary School in Britain teaches mindfulness as part of its Buddhist ethos
I. A thoughtful response to the McMindfulness fad - Meditation is by no means a panacea  

http://www.mercatornet.com/above/view/a-thoughtful-response-to-the-mcmindfulness-fad/17923 
By Denyse O'Leary, April 18, 2016 
In September 2014, Guardian journalist Barney Ronay noted that a staggering 37 new books on mindfulness had been released during the previous week. And it wasn’t just pop science either: “In the 1980s, only one or two academic papers were published. In the 1990s this increased to around 10–15 per year. In 2013 alone there were 475 publications on mindfulness (Black, 2014).” 
This month (2016) a special edition of a Springer science journal is devoted to the subject. Since I profiled the growing trend toward mindfulness meditation at school and work last May, much more evidence has come in. The arguments for and against have become more refined and focused. So if mindfulness workshops start appearing on the schedule at your workplace, school, hospital, or community centre, I hope that the following overview will guide you in deciding how to respond. 
First, if you believe that the mind is a spiritual, not a natural entity, the scene provides both encouragement and a warning. Mindfulness meditation, practised seriously, does change the brain. People who say that our thoughts are merely an illusion are mistaken. 
But change need not be for the better, and that is the source of the controversy. As consultant psychiatrist Florian Ruths explains: “MBCT [mindfulness based cognitive therapy] is a powerful intervention –it isn’t fluffy or alternative.” Miguel Farias and Catherine Wickholm, authors of The Buddha Pill: Can Meditation Change You? (2015), put it this way: 
[Mindfulness] challenges simplistic notions of our minds as a more or less resilient muscle, which the mindfulness industry would encourage us to simply ‘exercise’ in order to achieve ‘mental fitness’. The variety of experiences (pleasant or difficult) stimulated by meditation portrays mental life rather as a combination of subtle and complex processes with various layers. Instead of dedicating more research to promoting a stereotypical image of meditation as a universal boon, we need to be mindful of how it affects people in different ways and try to understand why that is. 
They spoke candidly in the Spectator. about the “dark side” that many mindfulness gurus avoid discussing: 
We never intended to be the Richard Dawkins of mindfulness … But it was a chapter on the dark side of meditation that caused a stir, where we described the unexpected or exacerbated mental health problems that have been experienced and the potential misuse of meditative techniques (such as by the military). Our conclusion was that meditation might benefit some individuals, but not all — and it might be unhelpful for others. 
That’s probably not what the local boardroom or the Board of Education, buying a program, want to hear. But it’s the straight goods. My column on November 17, 2014, provocatively titled “If the mindfulness craze is really so cool, why did Anders Breivik use it?” attracted a fair bit of comment. But the point stands. Mindfulness can be practised in the absence of any virtue. 
When ‘sati’ became McMindfulness, something got lost in translation: To the extent that mindfulness meditation is a legitimate cause of events, it could be harmful if used wrongly. Evidence-based criticism and caution are a good thing. A bit of history might help: The concept of mindfulness goes back millennia but the history in secular institutions in the West is very recent. 
The term itself dates only from the late 19th century, as an approximate translation for a Buddhist concept of sati. It was popularized by Jon Kabat-Zinn, a molecular biologist (and meditator) at the University of Massachusetts Medical School in the 1970s, who thought it might help patients address chronic pain. But he has since attempted to dissociate himself from the trend. 
He spoke up in late 2015, pointing out that a proposed government McMindfulness program would be no panacea. That’s because sati was not envisioned as a means of personal advancement like the “McMindfulness” trending in corporations, military training, compulsory schooling, sports, and prisons, where the basic component of a willing participant is hardly guaranteed. 
II. Mindfulness is not a product or service - But McMindfulness is big business

http://www.mercatornet.com/above/view/mindfulness-is-not-a-product-or-service/17928 
By Denyse O'Leary, April 19, 2016 

Seeing into the heart of things isn’t an instrumental goal like selling cars or winning divorce cases.
So one might be surprised to learn that it is a possibly $4 billion business marketed to entities like New York University’s business school, where “increasing numbers of businesses, Fortune 500 companies, and CEOs consider mindfulness essential to successful management.” Goldman Sachs, Monsanto and General Mills have touted their mindfulness programs. To say nothing of lesser names like Reebok, IBM, and Papa Gino’s pizza.
Yes, it’s everywhere, even at the World Economic Forum. 

Google helped mainstream mindfulness but had to rename it “Search Inside Yourself.” We are told, Apple’s Steve Jobs (1955–2011) “trained his own brain” via Zen mindfulness. Cover stories in the New York Times and other mainstream venues puff the practice to smaller firms.

So what does the public hear?: A popular 2015 book centred on an eight-week program, You Are Not Your Pain, reveals a simple eight-week program of mindfulness-based practices that will melt away your suffering. As if. British TV personality Ruby Wax, having gained a masters in mindfulness-based cognitive therapy (MBCT), sees it as a way to self-regulate our brain state, “taking our ‘mental temperature’ to see when we are at our tipping point.” And, of course, there are the gadgets and the apps. Including a headspace app, as meditation turns ultra-trendy.
It all seems a long way from the traditional Eastern sage’s intentionally uncluttered life. Can one really have mindfulness and clutter too?

Mindfulness has also found its way into law (“a happier, saner law practice using meditation and mindfulness”) There is even Happiness 101 for Legal Scholars in which we are urged to see a connection between being happy, being ethical, and being mindful.  
Stop, wait. The three qualities listed above are not consistently related. Mindfulness does not always lead to happiness. It is not intended to. It is intended to lead to greater awareness of (possibly unhappy) reality, so as to deal with it with increasing compassion. Just as we suffer, so do all.

Traditional mindfulness proponents struggle to make their voices heard above the hype. British expert on Buddhism Terry Hyland, a critic of McMindfulness as obscene and monstrous mutations” of Buddhist practice, notes that

McMindfulness strategies which are linked to the sale of products in the pursuit of materialist gain are in contradiction of the Buddhist ethical precepts linked to right action, right view, right effort and right livelihood and, as such, constitute an overt misuse of mindfulness.
Author and practitioner Arnie Kozak offers 
The Buddha had a more nuanced and expansive view of mindfulness. Mindfulness with a capital “M” is ethically grounded attention. To be mindful is to give something our full attention with the absence of clinging desire or aversion. The attention also includes a sense of what is beneficial for one’s self and the people around them. If you were doing something destructive, you couldn’t be mindful, even if you gave it your full attention. 
Meanwhile, mindfulness started playing out as all such fads do, with the familiar media stories. In 2015, we heard about “The 5 Most Important Things We Learned About Mindfulness This Year” (even more benefits!) and the “5 things people get wrong about mindfulness” (including: It’s not Buddhism). Not to worry. If consumers thought it was a serious religion, they probably wouldn’t be so interested. No surprise, mindfulness-this and mindfulness-that has also been part of the worst terminological abuse in psychology in 2015. Finally, a Guardian books columnist asked in early 2016, “Do we really need more guides to mindfulness?” No. We need to revisit first principles. 

III. Why pioneers are disillusioned with the ‘mindfulness’ scene - Even as schools embrace it 
http://www.mercatornet.com/above/view/why-pioneers-are-disillusioned-with-the-mindfulness-scene/17934 
By Denyse O'Leary, April 20, 2016 

Last September Ronald Purser and Edwin Ng did not mince words at Salon Magazine: “Zen or no Zen, you’re working harder and being paid less,” arguing that the trend to corporate mindfulness encourages the employee to adapt to stressful conditions instead of changing them.
Underlying the accusation is a problem implicit in the concept of mindfulness in pursuit of corporate goals: The traditional meditator might gladly forego income to find inner peace, but not to improve the corporate bottom line. Mixing the two goals certainly creates the potential for exploitation of workers. Traditional mindfulness coaches are speaking out about such abuses:

One executive leads a mandatory guided imagery session (to the dread of his staffers); another leader fails to confront underperforming workers for fear that it would conflict with their newly minted mindful disposition.

Guided imagery is not even generally considered a mindfulness practice. Just as Zabat-Zinn has tried to dissociate himself from the McMindfulness fad he unintentionally started, James Brown, founder of the American Yoga School (which trains yoga teachers) has largely left the field. He terms the fad a “colossal failure”:

It’s been less than 50 years since the first group yoga class happened but in that short time, the content of those classes has veered so far off course that it falls well outside of even the most open and generous definitions of yoga practice.

Classes with yoga in the name are a free-for-all now. Most of them are led by people who have practiced for a short time, then took a short training with an inexperienced teacher. Instructions about how to practice yoga have become practically extinct, replaced by music, smiles, and well-intentioned but misguided falsehoods.

At Tricycle, a western Buddhist blog, Richard K. Payne, Yehan Numata Professor of Japanese Buddhist Studies at the Institute of Buddhist Studies, Berkeley (and Shingon priest) addresses “the misguided debate about mindfulness and morality”. He notes, “Mindfulness researchers and proponents alike have become entrenched in well-defined and increasingly institutionalized positions regarding ethics,” and blames Western vs. Eastern religious orientations.

He goes on to admit that his own approach “does not resolve any questions about whether mindfulness training programs should teach morality or what kind of morality they should teach, or even the relation of morality to mindfulness training.” That news would make many parents uncomfortable with mindfulness programs in schools.

But it makes sense: Traditional Buddhist mindfulness is often geared to lifetime adherents, stable and mature older persons—not to children in compulsory Western school systems. The master does not expect to spend much time explaining to the student why bullying or substance abuse are bad things.

There have been some reports of a positive impact in schools, for example from a program in British Columbia (Canada) funded by Goldie Hawn’s foundation: “Our findings suggest that children who are taught mindfulness -- to pay attention to the present intentionally and without judgment -- are better positioned to succeed both in school and in life.” Teaching Mindfulness Skills to Kids and Teens (2015) is one of many recent books targeting that demographic with “pearls of wisdom and practical advice.” However, mindfulness teaching in schools can raise legal issues.
A recent controversy in Cape Cod focused on allegations that the Calmer Choice program could violate separation of church and state by teaching Buddhist principles. But what if it doesn’t teach any principles? Prominent British headmaster David Lambon points out that, absent ethical teachings, mindfulness training does not prepare children for the real world:
“It doesn’t really ask them to find their true personality or to have core values that will guide them through all the problems they will face in their lifetime. They might face a separation, disappointment in their working lives and they need something that they can go back to.

“We need to give children not just coping strategies but values that they can rely on no matter what life throws at them. We need to give them something that forms their character as opposed to how they cope with the situation.

He has put his finger on a critical issue: The strength of current mindfulness training in schools is also its weakness. It dodges current church-state issues by not being about any belief system. But mindfulness apart from agreed standards of ethics or character isn’t even clearly a benefit. He argues,

… taking children to see more disadvantaged areas of their community or doing volunteer is a more effective way to teach them to cope with stress because it helps them change perspective rather than being caught up in their anxiety.

In any event, for some people, the anxiety can stem from the mindfulness practices themselves.  
IV. When is mindfulness a help? When can it be a risk? The 'dark side' of meditation

http://www.mercatornet.com/above/view/when-is-mindfulness-a-help-when-can-it-be-a-risk/17935 
By Denyse O'Leary, April 21, 2016 

When skeptical New York Times columnist Adam Grant was informed last year, “But Steve Jobs meditated!”, he replied,
Yeah, and he also did L.S.D. — do you want me to try that, too?

He goes on:

I polled a group of meditation researchers, teachers and practitioners on why they recommend it. I liked their answers, but none of them were unique to meditation. Every benefit of the practice can be gained through other activities.

For one thing, mindfulness is a moving target. As a Veterans’ Affairs publication (2014) pointed out,
Evaluations of a large number and variety of mindfulness interventions have been published, there is only limited agreement on how to define mindfulness interventions, and formats and components vary across interventions.
Despite measurement difficulties, traditional spiritual practices, Western as well as Eastern, do “work.” They are not in conflict with science-based psychology. For that matter, there is nothing unique about Eastern meditation. Rosary prayers work just as well for devout Catholics.

That said, mindfulness techniques have been shown to reduce the need for painkillers (reducing damaging side effects for those with chronic disease), help manage healthy glucose levels, and reduce diabetes risks. Consistent with general stress reduction, they help relieve anxiety and low back pain. As noted by The Lancet, mindfulness practice may reduce the need for antidepressants or help prevent relapse into depression. Side effects are rare and minor.
In education, mindfulness can help focus attention and improve attentiveness in willing learners. It can reduce the stress of exams, though that doesn’t necessarily improve marks. But some sources may read too much into these research claims. Author and practitioner Arnie Kozak points out at BeliefNet,
… decades of research suggest that setting aside time for mindfulness can improve concentration and reduce stress.” I placed emphasis on “suggest” but this often gets overlooked. This claim may be true but there really isn’t enough evidence to support this with rigorous conviction. Many of the studies included in that claim have not been sufficiently controlled.

A 2014 analysis of 47 medical studies found “no evidence that meditation programs were better than any active treatment (i.e., drugs, exercise and other behavioral therapies).” But those 47 were only three percent of the total (19,000) because most of the terminology and data were not comparable.

That doesn’t mean meditation isn’t helpful; it mainly means that the current craze merits caution. As mindfulness expert Barry Boyce points out, “We’re talking about minds, after all. They’re hard to measure."

So when is mindfulness a bad thing? Meditation was developed as a lifelong practice, says psychotherapist Mary Sykes Wylie:

It was never intended to be a quick-acting mental Ibuprofen/Xanax, but a long-term discipline that increased awareness, resulting in deep insight into the subtleties of existence itself.

Even the terminology of the original languages often defies clarification. Word has begun to surface in recent years about the “dark side” to mindfulness. As Miguel Farias, author of The Buddha Pill, puts it: “[M]editation, for all its de-stressing and self-development potential, can take you deeper into the recesses of your mind than you may have wished for.” And more than some can handle by themselves.

There is a long history of casual encounters gone wrong, resulting in psychological trauma. That is perhaps the principle danger of heedless use in workplaces and schools. Christina Surawy, a clinical psychologist, warns in the Guardian:

MBCT [Mindfulness-based cognitive therapy] isn’t suitable for patients who are in the grip of a drug or alcohol dependency, as they won’t be able to fully engage with the therapy. Also, patients who are recently bereaved may find MBCT too overwhelming.

Psychologist and meditator Kate Williams offers an appropriate caution:
I am a strong believer in MBIs and can see the benefits it can bring. Yet we must remain ‘mindful’ of how we promote and talk about mindfulness to ensure we carefully promote its use and application to mental or physical health issues whilst in the early days of its research.

A recent article in the Washington Post (April 8, 2016) asks, “When ‘mindful’ is a mayo, a diet, a mantra, does it actually mean anything?” My own reading and research suggests that the answer, in that case, is: Let's hope not!

Mindfulness practices should be treated seriously or left alone. They should be offered in workplaces or schools only as a voluntary activity and not tied to performance.  
Denyse O’Leary is a Canadian journalist, author, and blogger, and co-author of The Spiritual Brain. 
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