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Stress is an extremely unique, subtle, and pervasive phenomena; 

although we ALL experience it to some degree (with 79% of Americans 

reporting feeling stressed sometimes or frequently throughout their 

day (1)), there is no agreed upon definition of what stress is (2)!

But talking about stress without a common starting ground is 

like trying to describe the color blue to someone who only sees in 

black and white - it poses quite a challenge! Perhaps the most widely 

accepted definition of stress is that of Hans Selye, “the nonspecific 

response of the body to any demand for change.” (3) I’m not sure how 

that hits you, but for me, it leaves a lot of room for interpretation! 

So how can we begin to address this endlessly vast experience 

with seemingly infinite manifestations?

Enter Jon Kabat Zinn, an American professor emeritus of 

medicine, long time student, author, and teacher of mindfulness 

practices, and creator of the Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction 

program. Zinn defines mindfulness as, “mindfulness means paying 

attention in a particular way: on purpose, in the present moment, and 

non-judgmentally.” (4) 

Let’s break this down…



Step 1
Pay Attention To Your Experience

This seems obvious, but how often do we autopilot through the 

daily activities that make up our lives: brushing our teeth, driving, 

even conversations with those we care most about! Try not to shame-

spiral over this; according to behavior change expert Charles Duhigg, 

we are evolutionary hardwired to operate this way (5). 

So how do we overcome this evolutionary drive to shift from 

conscious awareness to nonconscious habit? 

We begin ONE BREATH AT A TIME…



Step 2
Create An Anchor For Your 

Awareness  (Breathe!)

A large part of practicing mindfulness is breath awareness. Why? 

Because as long as we are alive, we are breathing… or rather, as long 

as we are breathing, we are alive! Whether we acknowledge it or not, 

our breath is always operating, and HOW we breathe can largely 

influence our experience of stress; that is, short, shallow breath from 

the chest can trigger or exacerbate our stress (a.k.a sympathetic 

nervous system) response, while deep, slow, belly-centered breathing 

can actually turn on our rest and digest (a.k.a. Parasympathetic 

nervous system) response. 

So as you begin to pay attention to your experience, and you 

become aware of how stress uniquely presents itself in your system 

(e.g., increased heart rate, sweating, racing thoughts, aches and pains, 

shallow breathing), see if you can HIT PAUSE and take a few SLOW 

DEEP BREATHS (hint: try inhaling through the nose and exhaling 

with an open mouth -even sigh if you can- for added stress relief!). 



Step 3
Reflect And Choose Again

Although the previous two are essential, this is, in my opinion, 

where the BIG work lies, as this is the point at which you can shift 

your response and thus behavior toward greater peace and ease in 

your system. 

Often, our response to stressful triggering events is habitual; 

it happens seemingly automatically without conscious thought 

processes (5). If you find that to be the case; that is, there’s already 

been a triggering event, you’ve reacted habitually, and are now 

stewing in the aftermath, it is NOT TOO LATE to intervene. In fact, 

this is potent grounds for life-enhancing change. After you’ve taken 

a few deep breaths, allow yourself the space to reflect:

1. What just happened?

2. What was the triggering event?

3. Why did I respond that way?

4. When/Where did I learn to respond this way?

5. How has it served me? Is it STILL serving me?

6. How can I practice shifting my response toward 

greater peace and ease?



Taking the time and space to reflect, COMPASSIONATELY, 

NONJUDGMENTALLY, is KEY. It is these seemingly small and 

mightily effortful shifts that create the sum total of our experience. I 

recommend carving space in your daily routine for this, in addition 

to in-the-moment practice. I like to spend 20 minutes in the AM 

practicing slow, deep breathing and awareness of it, and journaling 

what thoughts come up. It’s AMAZING what we can learn about 

ourselves by bringing curious (rather than critical) observation to 

our thought patterns!

P.S. Don’t let time be a barrier to entry…
whatever time you’ve got…

it’s the perfect amount to begin.

This is an ENORMOUS body of work, there are literally volumes 

dedicated to the topics of stress, behavior change, consciousness 

and mindfulness. But we’ve got to start somewhere, and it is my 

hope that this will give you a foundation to grow your beautiful 

mindfulness garden. 

With tremendous gratitude and wishes of greater peace for you,

Jadi
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Thank you!
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