
If mindfulness were a pill, we’d all 
be taking it. Lucky for us, Laura 
has a cheat sheet for those new 
to the present moment.

1. Identify something to 
focus on. It might be:

* An activity (brushing your teeth, 
eating, making the bed)

* An object (a candle, a painting, 
your coffee cup)

* Your breath

2. Bring your attention to 
the object of focus.

3. When your attention wan-
ders (which it will):

* Notice without judgment. If 
you do judge, don’t judge your 
judgments!

* If thoughts come, gently bring 
your attention back to the object 
of focus.

Start with 30 seconds and build 
to a minute or two. Notice any 
mental chatter, let it go and re-
focus. Practice whenever pos-
sible, no one will know you’re 
doing it!
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Emma Leaning is from Manchester, 
England, and has lived in China since 
2012. She qualified from Bournemouth 
University before studying at The 
British College of Journalism. Her 
monthly column, “Emma Leaning is 
MENTAL” is a researched, personal 
account of mental health disorders. 
Emma encourages you to get in touch 
and welcomes your comments. Reach 
her at emma.leaning@shanghaidaily.
com or follow her on Twitter (@
LeaningEmma).
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Here are some useful contacts 
for mental health resources in 
Shanghai:

• Alcoholics Anonymous
E-mail: aashanghai@outlook.com

Web: www.aashanghai.com

• Community Center Shanghai 
tel: 136 3631 7374

Web: www.communitycentershanghai.com 

• Lifeline 
tel: 400 821 1215 

Web: www.lifelinechina.org 

• Shanghai Mental Health 
Center
tel: 5433 9391

Web: www.smhc.org.cn

• Shanghai International Men-
tal Health Association 
E-mail: info@s-imha.com 

Web: www.s-imha.com

What’s mindfulness, and what 
does it mean to be mindful?

Mindfulness is a skill with roots in 
Buddhism. It increases our awareness 
of the present moment and allows us 
to make informed decisions about 
dealing with things. In other words, 
mindfulness enables us to take hold 
of our minds and emotions rather 
than being controlled by them.

What’s the difference between 
meditation and mindfulness?

Meditation is a formal practice. To 
meditate is to concentrate on some-
thing without external stimuli, such 
as our breath, the body or a man-
tra. Mindfulness accepts our entire 
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T
hich Nhat Hanh, the beloved 
Zen Buddhist monk who 
helped bring mindfulness 
to the West and socially en-

gaged Buddhism to the East, died on 
January 22. He was 95. Hanh began 
teaching in the 1970s, urging peo-
ple to pay attention to experiences 
in the body and mind, rather than 
dwelling on the past or living in the 
future. But mindfulness didn’t mean 
disengagement from the world or its 
issues. Hanh believed the practice led 
toward compassionate action and an 
openness toward others and their 
views. Across near eight decades, 
his message was made accessible 
to all, building a bridge between 
ancient wisdom and the modern 
world. Eventually, Hanh’s influence 
entered clinical psychology, laying 
the foundations for what would later 
be known as mindfulness-based dia-
lectical behavior therapy. 

I spoke with Shanghai-based clinical 
psychologist Laura Ruesjas-Lukasik 
about mindfulness and why it’s more 
important than ever.

Mindfulness more important than ever

experience. It puts us in the moment, 
without judgment or a call to action. 
We’re not looking to change feelings 
or thoughts; we’re just present with 
them. 

We hear a lot about the “present 
moment,” the reality of which 
can be far from appealing ...

I hear you. What we experience in 
any moment isn’t always ideal. But 
let me give an example. Imagine a 
child or partner needs attention. If 
we focus on them, we’re practicing 
attentional control, and our mind is 
in the moment. Now picture the same 
scene, only we’re juggling the experi-
ence with cooking, planning our day, 
texting a friend and scrolling social 
media. Which scenario ends badly?

The second. But why?
Have you ever been busy and found 

yourself responding to a perceived 
interruption with anger or frustra-
tion? Or perhaps you’ve drifted off 
when someone’s trying to tell you 
something? 

For sure.
Haven’t we all. And it causes us 

to lash out, make rash decisions or 
forget the goal of social interactions. 
Mindfulness increases our control 
over these unhelpful behaviors. 

To be honest, I’ve been pretty 
dismissive of mindfulness. How 
helpful is it?

Mindfulness boosts our atten-
tion and productivity but also 
heightens our empathy. Over time, 
mindfulness improves our health 
by reducing pain and stress while 
increasing our capacity for plea-
sure. So much so, many mental 
health professionals in Shanghai 
use mindfulness in their practice.

Do you use mindfulness with 
clients?

Absolutely, and it can be trans-
formational, particularly for those 
living with anxiety, depression, 
hyperactivity, low concentration or 
overthinking, sadness, stress, worry-
ing thoughts and anyone struggling 
to control impulses. We discuss trig-
gers and urges, and how mindfulness 
can distract our minds until we can 
make healthier choices. 

But that doesn’t solve the root 
issue.

You’re right. But it can be an ef-
fective first step toward regulating 
emotions and future work on root 
issues. We aim to reach a “wise mind” 
state, where decisions are made about 
feelings and situations without fur-
ther damaging ourselves or others.

Who is mindfulness for?
Everyone. From adults to ado-

lescents and children. It’s an easy 
practice that can become habitual. 
Mindfulness doesn’t need a particu-
lar setting or time. We can be mindful 
while bathing, eating, exercising 
or talking to someone. That’s the 
power of its practice; mindfulness 
can be done anywhere, and it costs 
nothing.

Why is mindfulness important in 
2022?

When COVID-19 hit, few imagined 
we’d live with it for so long. Yet here we 
are, and there’s still great uncertainty 
across our community. Add to that 
everyday demands or distractions, 
and life gets difficult. With mindful-
ness, we can be present and enjoy 
what’s here rather than focusing on 
potential futures we cannot predict 
or control. Put simply, mindfulness 
is more important than ever.
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