Restoring the Balance: A Mindful Approach to Managing Self
The following offers a summary of a mindfulness programme preciously delivered to University of Edinburgh Business School students. The programme covers 7 key topics, each of which introduces and explores mindfulness concepts (using the acronym BALANCE) and shares tools and resources which can help manage stress and overwhelm.
A is for Attention!
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Description automatically generated with low confidence]
Imagine there was a test you could take that could measure what you pay attention to and at the end of each day you'd have a score out of 100 with the results being a reflection on  your outlook; the closer to 100, the more positive your outlook, the closer to 0, the more negative.
How do you think you would you score?
And if the phrase in the image above is true, how much of your energy are you investing in this positive or negative focus?
Attention Focus (and the energy we subsequently invest in it) is a habit we form in our minds and the more we think in a certain way, the more we will reinforce this way of thinking - it becomes a self-fulfilling cycle.
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Description automatically generated]The researcher Dr. Joe Dispenza states that 95% of the thoughts we have today are the same as we had yesterday! This means that the decisions we made yesterday (and the days before), we are likely to continue making today (and tomorrow, if we don't stop and think about it) developing deeply ingrained habits and beliefs. We are trapped in our own personal mental groundhog day!
Why do we think in this way?
Our conscious brain doesn't have the capacity to be aware of every single thing that is going on, so the subconscious brain stores all the information, experiences and input we've ever had. When faced with the myriad of situations we encounter, the subconscious dictates how we respond and react to any given situation - based on the memorized patterns we have created throughout our lives. We are often operating on autopilot!
What do you pay attention to? Are you glass half full or glass half empty? 
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Description automatically generated]Setting Mindful Intention can prime our brains to direct attention in a particular way - so rather than being controlled by our pre-formed responses, we take back a degree of control and invest our energy in what serves us.  
How do we do that? 
Imagine yourself as an archer, standing side on to a target, pulling back the bow and pointing your arrow in the direction you want it to go in. Just like the arrow, when your intention is set and released, you will find yourself flowing in the direction of travel that supports your intention. By directing our attention in this mindful, purposeful way, we are much more able to develop the kind of mindsets (and subsequent behaviour) that we want to have in our lives.
Mindful Attention
Mindfulness teacher and author Sharon Salzberg states that when we practice certain kinds of mindfulness, we are shifting the way that we pay attention, so we don’t remain 'stuck' in a repetitive cycle of thinking and feeling.  Salzberg asks two key questions:
1. How do we pay attention?
If we are talking to others but not really listening, we are probably caught up in our own distracted thoughts about what we want to say, or of the past or the future or perhaps what this person thinks of us. We have no real sense of connection with the person. Realising this allows us to gather our attention, really arrive and be fully present. That gift of attention itself is like a gift of love. We can connect in that moment. 
Nancy Kline, author of Time to Think states that
           the quality of our attention determines the quality of other people’s thinking.
Just consider that for a moment - when someone you have been speaking to is obviously not paying attention to you, how does that feel? Or when you feel genuinely listened to, that what you say has really been heard, how does that feel?
2. Who do we pay attention to?
Who counts and who does not matter? Who do we notice and who are the invisible people we encounter regularly in our lives but just do not see them? Who do we give importance to and why? And what does this (who we do and don't pay attention to in our lives) tell us about ourselves?
Salzberg concludes;
"There’s a deep knowing that the construct we live under of self and other and us and them is just a construct, and we might be able to utilize it but we needn’t be imprisoned in it, so that we feel so cut off, alone and lonely because we are so disconnected."
A is also for Awareness!
As we practice focusing our attention in particular ways, this inevitably leads to awareness;  of where our minds tend to go, of our habitual thinking and emotional patterns and of the tendency we have to adopt repetitive responses to the situations we encounter.
In coaching we use a really helpful model called ACT.
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Description automatically generated]Beginning with Awareness, when we begin to notice where our attention is focused we become aware of the thinking habits we have developed, rather than just reacting on autopilot without really noticing the reaction itself. Each time we react in this mindless way, we reinforce our neural pathways, making it more likely that we will continue react in the same way, and so the cycle continues.
When we interrupt this mindless cycle by recognising our own awareness, this then leads to Choice - we can choose a different response, one that serves us (and those around us) better. As we continue to make this choice over the non-conscious habitual response, we create new neural pathways in our brain - and new habits. 
The T is for Trust in self  - when we reflect on the choices we have before us we will instinctively know what is in our best interests. This doesn't always mean taking the easy path but it does mean making a choice that is right for us.
Activities.
Reflect and journal on as many of the following questions as you want to:
· Who do I pay attention to and why? This isn't just the people you perhaps need to pay attention to (e.g. your boss or some colleagues) it's the people you come into contact with regularly; friends, family, peers, the person who serves you coffee or delivers the mail. What difference might it make if you actually spent time noticing how and who you pay attention to?
· The best way to understand how to use intention to direct attention is to practice! Set one intention each day around your mindset. If you are unsure of what to set an intention around you can use the following for inspiration -  but make sure it resonates and is something you genuinely feel connected to:
· To create more simplicity and peacefulness in my day
· To explore something I’ve never seen before
· To pause before responding in conversation and lead with empathy and love.
· To reflect on three things I am grateful for
· To show every person I meet respect and friendship.
· Re-read the opening paragraph to this unit. Reflect on your day (or even just the last couple of hours) and consider how you'd do if it was a test - what would you score?

Additional Resources 
This article by Toby Hazlewood in The Startup explores  the part of our brain concerned with paying attention; the Reticular Activating System which filters the things we notice via our senses. 
If you are looking to deepen your meditation practice, have a listen to Sharon Salzberg, who explores how we pay attention in her 10 Day Loving Kindness Challenge.
There are a range of excellent Focused Attention exercises in this Fearless Culture article.
And finally, check out this inspiring and challenging YouTube clip by Dr. Joe Dispenza on the power of a morning routine. It lasts just over 10 minutes and I'd love to hear any thoughts  you have on this and anything else in this unit in the comments box below.
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