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Dedication

 

O nce upon a tim e, there w as a w orld-renow ned
expert in em otional intelligence w ho w as also a very
talented w riter. H e w as encouraged by his friend to

w rite a book on m indfulness and em otional
intelligence. H e felt inspired to do so but could
never find the tim e. So the friend w rote the book
instead. I am  that friend, and this is the book.

Thank you, D anny,
for trusting m e to w rite this book.
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Foreword

 



Daniel Goleman

 

M y first im pression of G oogle w as shaped by C hade-M eng Tan, w idely know n as M eng. M eng is the
com panyôs unofficial greeter, its irrepressible jolly good fellow  (ñw hich nobody can deny,ò as his
business card puts it).

A s Iôve gotten to know  him , I have realized that M eng is som eone special. O ne tip-off cam e as I
w ent by his office and saw  the bulletin board on the w all near his door: row  after row  of M eng in
snapshots w ith the w orldôs bold-face nam es. M eng w ith A l G ore. M eng w ith the D alai Lam a. A nd
w ith M uham m ad A li and w ith G w yneth Paltrow . Later I learned, via a front-page article in the New
York Tim es, that M eng w as fam ous as ñthat G oogle guy,ò the singular engineer w ith high enough
social intelligence to m ake any visitor feel right at hom eð and pose for a photo w ith him .

B ut thatôs not w hat m akes M eng so special. Rather, it is M engôs m agical com bination of brilliant
system s analysis w ith a heart of gold.

First, the analysis.
I had com e to give a talk on em otional intelligence as part of the A uthors@ G oogle lecture series.

I felt a bit like yet another of the endless perks em ployees there fam ously enjoy, som ew here betw een
a m assage and all the soda you can drink.

In this bastion of the intellectð after all, you need top SAT scores just to be considered for a job
at G oogleð I anticipated that lecture w ith som e trepidation about anyone in this hardheaded
inform ation engineering com pany being m uch interested in hearing about soft skills. So I w as am azed
on arriving at the room  w here I w as to speak, the largest venue in that part of the G oogleplex, to find
the place overflow ing, w ith throngs spilling into the hall. There w as clearly high interest.

A t G oogle I w as talking to perhaps the highest-IQ  audience Iôd ever addressed. But am ong all
those big brains w ho heard m e that day, it w as M eng w ho had the sm arts to reverse engineer
em otional intelligence. M eng picked it apart and put it back together again w ith a brilliant insight: he
saw  that know ing yourself lies at the core of em otional intelligence, and that the best m ental app for
this can be found in the m ind-training m ethod called m indfulness.

That insight underlies the program  M eng has developed. W hen he unveiled the course at G oogle
University, it w as called (fittingly for a com pany all about w eb search) Search Inside Yourself. A s
youôll read here, m any w ho have taken the course at G oogle have found it to be a transform ative
experience.

M eng w as also savvy in choosing his collaborators, like Zen teacher N orm an Fischer, and m y
longtim e friend and colleague M irabai Bush, founding director of the C enter for Contem plative M ind
in Society. A nd M eng has draw n on the expertise of another old friend, Jon K abat-Zinn, w ho
pioneered the use of m indfulness in m edical settings throughout the w orld. M eng know s quality. H e
didnôt stop there. M eng and this team  also cherry-picked the best from  w ell-tested m ethods for
creating a life w ith self-aw areness and w ell-being, kindness, and happiness.

N ow  for that heart of gold.
W hen M eng saw  that this inner search had such benefits, his instinct w as to share it w ith anyone

w ho m ight w ant to give it a tryð not just those lucky enough to have access to a G oogle course. In
fact, the very first tim e I m et M eng, he w as passionate in telling m e that his life goal w as to bring
w orld peace through spreading inner peace and com passion. (M engôs enthusiasm  for this goal, I



noticed a bit uneasily, seem ed to inspire him  to a level of vociferousness.)
H is vision, detailed in this highly enjoyable account, entails beta testing a m indfulness-based

em otional intelligence curriculum  at G oogle and then offering it to anyone w ho m ight benefitð as he
puts it, ñgive it aw ay as one of G oogleôs gifts to the w orld.ò

A s Iôve gotten to know  M eng better, I have com e to realize that he is not your average engineer;
heôs a closet B odhisattva. A nd w ith this book, Iôd drop the ñclosetò part.

ð D aniel G olem an



Foreword

 



Jon Kabat-Zinn

 

W hen I first m et M eng, I thought to m yself: ñW ho is this guy, w ho calls him self the jolly good fellow
of G oogle?ò (It is on his business card, along w ith the rubric ñw hich nobody can deny.ò)

M eng had invited m e to give a tech talk on the subject of m indfulness at G oogle. W ithin a few
seconds of m y arrival, he w as talking to m e about m indfulness and w orld peace, w hile m aking one
joke after another. H is sense of hum or w as a bit bew ildering. M eng proceeded to take m e on a tour.
The first stop w as his photo board in the lobby of the m ain building of the G oogleplex é  photos of
him self together w ith pretty m uch every fam ous and pow erful person in the w orld. ñW ho is this guy
w ho w elcom es all these heads of state, N obel laureates, and celebrities to G oogle? A nd can I take
him  seriously? Can I believe everything he is telling m e?ò

H e w as telling m e a lot, including that his ultim ate aim  w as to create the conditions for w orld
peace in his lifetim e and that he felt the w ay to do that w as to m ake the benefits of m editation
accessible to hum anity. A nd that G oogle could play a special role, being G oogle.

You can im agine w hat w as going on in m y head: ñG oogle, the quintessence of universal
accessibility (except in countries that try to block or regulate access to it), is interested in playing
such a role in the w orld!? O r at least, one visionary person at G oogle. A m azing. M aybe he is feigning
craziness and is really the one sane person around. Because he is em ployee num ber 107, he m ust be
very good at w hat he w as originally hired to do; thatôs obvious. I doubt it w as just to be a jolly good
fellow  w hile everybody else w as w orking on w riting code for the next next thing.ò

These w ere the kinds of thoughts that w ere going through m y m ind at the tim e of m y first visit. If
M eng w as serious about this, beyond all the hum or, the potential im pact and im port struck m e as
boundless. I w as duly im pressed by the graphical display he pointed out in the m ain lobby, w hich
show ed a rotating globe w ith colored lights stream ing into the blackness of space from  everyw here
on Earth w here G oogle searches w ere being conducted at that m om ent. The different colors
represented the different languages being used, and the lengths of the lines of light w ere proportional
to the num ber of searches being conducted from  that part of the w orld. M eanw hile, the subjects of all
those searches w ere stream ing dow n another big screen. Together, these displays im parted a m oving
and very visceral sense of the interconnectedness of our w orldð akin to the em otional im pact of
seeing for the first tim e the im age of Earth in the blackness of space, taken from  the m oon. They also
conveyed, to use G oogle-speak, the pow er of searchð and the pow er of G oogle.

I w onôt tell you about the talks I w ound up giving at G oogle or about m y colleagues, w ho M eng
talks about in the book, w ho also gave lectures in that series. They are all on YouTube, w hich is part
of G oogle. A nd I w onôt tell you about the m indfulness-based stress reduction (M BSR) classes at
G oogle that M eng instituted there and that have been ongoing now  for years. N or w ill I tell you about
the m indfulness-based em otional intelligence program , Search Inside Yourself, that M eng developed
in parallel, w ith a team  of rem arkable people w ho originally cam e to visit because it w as G oogle and
because he w as M eng. That is w hat this book is about.

W hat I w ould like to tell you about is w hat I discovered about M eng from  reading this book, and
w hat you m ight w ant to keep in m ind as you m ake your w ay through itð because this is not sim ply a
book but also a curriculum , a pathw ay you can follow  w ith specific exercises and guidance, a
m editative approach to relating to others and to yourself that, if you engage in it system atically, is



profoundly transform ative and freeingð and also hopefully fun. In fact, if you discover, after giving it
a fair try, that it is not fun or doesnôt at least give you a sense of being personally com pelling and
potentially nurturing of w hat is deepest and best in yourself, perhaps it is not the right m om ent for you
to undertake the entirety of the Search Inside Yourself program . B ut the seeds w ill inexorably have
been planted just by reading the book and playing around w ith the exercises in w hatever w ays m ake
sense to you at the m om ent, an open-ended experim ent and adventure in m ental and em otional fitness
and its applications in your life, and in your w ork and calling.

W hat I discovered, and you w ill too, is that, all kidding aside, M eng is a very serious guy, and
he is absolutely com m itted, as you w ill soon see, to m indfulness, creating the conditions for w orld
peace, and m aking peacefulness the default m ode on this planet, at least am ong the hum an species.
A nd he is serious about using the platform  and the pow er of G oogle to m ake it happen. I am  guessing
that w as his strategy from  the very beginning, in inviting m editation teachers, Buddhist scholars, and
scientists w ho w ere studying contem plative practices from  both the clinical and neuroscientific
perspectives, and their applications in the fields of m edicine and health, education, and beyond to
give these talks at G oogle. It w as a w ay of setting the stage for his plan to tip the w orld in the
direction of peace. First G oogle, then the w orld.

I get the sense that M eng is so serious about his vision that he know s that taking som ething as
im portant as m indfulness and its potential to transform  the w orld too seriously w ould not necessarily
be a good thing. So he leavens it w ith hum or that is deadly (or m aybe I should say ñalivelyò) serious.
M engôs sense of hum or m ay be an acquired taste, but I think that in reading the book, you, the reader,
w ill quickly acquire that taste, and along w ith it and m uch m ore im portantly, a taste for w hat it is
pointing to, a taste of your ow n deep interior resources for acting in your ow n best interest by
realizing that your interest is best served by recognizing and nurturing the interests of others at the
sam e tim e.

This is w hat m indfulness-based em otional intelligence is all about. This is w hy it is so
im portant, in so m any w ays, to literally and m etaphorically search inside yourself. W hat is here to be
discovered, or uncovered, is the full spectrum  of w ho you already are as a person and the realization
of how  em bedded you are in the m ultidim ensional w arp and w oof of hum anity and all life. A nd
because m indfulness is not about getting som eplace elseð but rather about being fully w here you
already are and realizing the pow er of your full presence and aw areness right now , in this m om entð
M engôs program  is really about finding rather than searching. It is about dis-covering, re-covering,
and un-covering that full dim ensionality of your being that is already yours and then developing and
refining it through system atic cultivation and practice. From  there, in com bination w ith w hat you m ost
love and w ith your im agination and innate creativity, it is bound to m anifest in the w orld in any
num ber of hopefully skillful w ays, in the service of our m utual w ell-being and happiness.

If this sounds like a utopia, it isnôt. B ut if it sounds like a practical strategy for a m ore peaceful
w orld, inw ardly and outw ardly, individually and collectively, locally and globallyð w ell, it is. A nd
that is exactly how  M eng intends to play it. H aving developed this program  at G oogle and road tested
it in that w orkplace environm ent, he is now  ready, w ith this book and w hat w ill follow  from  it, to
m ake the program  available to the w orld in the spirit of open sourcew are.

The curriculum  of Search Inside Yourself is free. It can be used in m any w ays, in m any venues,
as you w ill see for yourself. The lim its of its usefulness or adaptability are really only the lim its of
your im agination and em bodim ent. The Search Inside Yourself curriculum  rests on an ocean of
m editative w isdom  practices that cultivate m indfulness, loving kindness, com passion, joy,
equanim ity, em bodied presence, em otional intelligence, and m any other fundam ental aspects of our



m inds and hearts and bodies that are also available to you once you enter through this portal. A s
M eng m akes abundantly clear, his aim  is to ñm ake the benefits of m editation accessible to hum anityò
and as accepted in the m ainstream  as the lifelong benefits of exercise. A nd, even m ore im portantly, to
ensure, to w hatever degree possible, that they are im plem ented, lived, and enacted by each of us w ho
m ight be touched by this invitation to search inside ourselves.

To this end, M eng has laid out a w ell-designed and w ell-tested pathw ay for the developm ent and
application of em otional intelligence in the w orkplace and at hom e. It is founded on cutting-edge
science and the w ell-established track record of research in em otions and em otional intelligence, the
im portance of optim ism , and the pow er of com passion and kindness as w ell as the grow ing
neuroscientific study of m indfulness and com passion. This research is show ing that significant
benefits of m editation can be observed after only eight w eeks of training. Richie D avidson and I did a
study w ith a num ber of our colleagues show ing that people in a w ork setting w ho practiced
m indfulness in the form  of M B SR for eight w eeks show ed a shift in their em otional set point in the
prefrontal cortex in a direction of greater em otional intelligence, and in the sam e direction as m onks
w ho had practiced for over ten thousand hoursð evidence that you donôt have to becom e a m onastic,
or quit your job, or abandon your fam ily to benefit from  m editation. In fact, w ork and fam ily are
perfect environm ents for w orking w ith your ow n m ind and body, cognitions, and em otions in the w ays
M eng describes here. Before that study w as done, it w as generally thought that oneôs em otional set
point w as fixed before adulthood and could not be changed. O ur results show ed that the brain
responds to this kind of m editative training by reorganizing its activity in the direction of greater
em otional balance. O ther studies have show n that the brain reorganizes its very structure as w ell, an
exam ple of the phenom enon know n as neuroplasticity.

It turns out that M eng is indeed a unique and skillful, if w ay out-of-the-box, m editation teacher,
as depicted in the tongue-in-cheek cartoons. H e is the first to say that he learned it all from  others. H e
certainly has great teachers and collaborators in the form  of D an G olem an, M irabai Bush, N orm an
Fischer, and others. But M eng him self puts it all together here in a very effective w ay and docum ents
his sources assiduously. If Search Inside Yourself is a bit light on the tim e recom m ended for the
actual form al m editation practices, that is by design. O nce one has tasted the practice for oneself, the
m otivation is very likely to be there to extend the tim e of form al practice, not to achieve a special
state, but to sim ply rest in aw areness itself, outside of tim e altogether. This is the practice of non-
doing, of openhearted presencing, of pure aw areness, coextensive w ith and inseparable from
com passion. It is not an escape from  life. O n the contrary, the practice of m indfulness is a gatew ay
into the experience of interconnectedness and interdependence out of w hich stem  em otionally
intelligent actions, new  w ays of being, and ultim ately greater happiness, clarity, w isdom , and
kindnessð at w ork and in the w orld. O ne sm all shift in the w ay w e each conduct ourselves, and the
crystal lattice structure of the w orld is already different. In this w ay, w e are the w orld, and w hen w e
take responsibility for our sm all but not insignificant part of it, the w hole is already differentð the
flow ering w e m anifest em otionally and in every other w ay of som e im portance, potentially enorm ous.

I w ish you w ell in entering M engôs w orld and M engôs m ind, and m ore im portantly, in
discovering your ow n m ind and heart and body and relationships, perhaps in new  and undream ed-of
w ays. M ay your adventure here be deeply nurturing. A nd m ay it bring peaceð inw ardly and in every
other w ay.

ð Jon K abat-Zinn



INTRODUCTION

 

 



Searching Inside Yourself

 
Look w ithin; w ithin is the fountain of all good.

ð M arcus Aurelius

 

W hat does the happiest m an in the w orld look like? H e certainly does not look like m e. In fact, he
looks like a bald French guy in Tibetan robes. H is nam e is M atthieu Ricard.

M atthieu w as born and grew  up in France. In 1972, after com pleting his Ph.D . in m olecular
genetics at the Institut Pasteur, he decided to becom e a Tibetan B uddhist m onk. I tell him  that the
reason he becam e a m onk is because he could not join G oogle back in 1972ð and the m onk thing
seem ed like the next best career choice.

M atthieuôs career choice leads us to the story of how  M atthieu becam e the ñhappiest m an in the
w orld.ò W hen the D alai Lam a becam e interested in the science of m editation, he invited Tibetan
Buddhist m onks to participate in scientific studies. M atthieu w as an obvious choice as a subject, as
he w as a bona fide scientist, understood both W estern and Tibetan w ays of thinking, and had decades
of classical m editation training. M atthieuôs brain becam e the subject of num erous scientific studies.1

O ne of m any m easurem ents conducted on M atthieu w as his level of happiness. There turns out to
be a w ay to gauge happiness in the brain: by m easuring the relative activation of a certain part of your
left prefrontal cortex versus your right prefrontal cortex.2 The stronger the relative left-tilt is
m easured in a person, the m ore that person reports positive em otions, such as joy, enthusiasm , high
energy, and so on. The reverse is also true; those w ith higher activity on the right report negative
em otions. W hen M atthieuôs brain w as scanned, his happiness m easure w as com pletely off the charts.
H e w as, by far, the happiest person ever m easured by science. Pretty soon, the popular m edia started
nicknam ing him  the ñhappiest m an in the w orld.ò M atthieu him self is a little annoyed by that
nicknam e, w hich creates an elem ent of hum orous irony.

Extrem e happiness is not the only cool feat M atthieuôs brain can pull off. H e becam e the first
person know n to science able to inhibit the bodyôs natural startle reflexð quick facial m uscle spasm s
in response to loud, sudden noises. Like all reflexes, this one is supposed to be outside the realm  of
voluntary control, but M atthieu can control it in m editation. M atthieu also turns out to be an expert at
detecting fleeting facial expression of em otions know n as m icroexpressions. It is possible to train
people to detect and read m icroexpressions, but M atthieu and one other m editator, both untrained,
w ere m easured in the lab and perform ed tw o standard deviations better than the norm , outperform ing
all the trained professionals.

The stories of M atthieu and other m asters of contem plative practices are deeply inspiring. These
m asters dem onstrate that each of us can develop an extraordinarily capable m ind that is, first and
forem ost, profoundly peaceful, happy, and com passionate.

The m ethods for developing such an extraordinarily capable m ind are accessible even to you
and m e. Thatôs w hat this book is about.



 
ñM onsieur R icard? Som e deer to see you about learning to inhibit their startle reflexes.ò

 
In G oogle, the effort to m ake these m ethods w idely accessible began w hen w e asked ourselves

this question: w hat if people can also use contem plative practices to help them  succeed in life and at
w ork? In other w ords, w hat if contem plative practices can be m ade beneficial both to peopleôs
careers and to business bottom  lines? A nything that is both good for people and good for business
w ill spread w idely. If w e can m ake this w ork, people around the w orld can becom e m ore successful
at achieving their goals. I believe the skills offered here w ill help create greater peace and happiness
in your life and the lives of those around you, and that peace and happiness can ultim ately spread
around the w orld.

To prom ote innovation, G oogle generously allow s its engineers to spend 20 percent of their tim e
w orking on projects outside their core jobs. A  group of us used our ñ20 percent tim eò to w ork on
w hat becam e Search Inside Yourself. W e ended up creating a m indfulness-based em otional
intelligence curriculum  w ith the help of a very diverse group of extrem ely talented people, including
a Zen m aster, a C EO , a Stanford U niversity scientist, and D aniel G olem an, the guy w ho literally
w rote the book on em otional intelligence. It sounds alm ost like the prelude to a good joke (ñA  Zen
m aster and a C EO  w alked into a room  a room é ò).

 



ñH ere w e follow  the Tao Jones Index.ò
 

The nam e of the m indfulness-based em otional intelligence curriculum  is Search Inside Yourself.
Like m any things in G oogle, that nam e started as a joke but finally stuck. I eventually becam e the first
engineer in G oogleôs history to leave the engineering departm ent and join People O ps (w hat w e call
our hum an resources function) to m anage this and other personal-grow th program s. I am  am used that
G oogle lets an engineer teach em otional intelligence. W hat a com pany.

There turned out to be unexpected benefits to having an engineer like m e teach a course like
Search Inside Yourself. First, being very skeptical and scientifically m inded, I w ould be deeply
em barrassed to teach anything w ithout a strong scientific basis, so Search Inside Yourself w as solidly
grounded in science. Second, having had a long career as an early engineer at G oogle, I had credible
experience in applying em otional intelligence practices in m y day job as I created products, m anaged
team s, asked the boss for raises, and stuff. H ence, Search Inside Yourself had been stress-tested and
applicable in daily life right out of the box. Third, m y engineering-oriented brain helped m e translate
teachings from  the language of contem plative traditions into language that com pulsively pragm atic
people like m e can process. For exam ple, w here traditional contem platives w ould talk about ñdeeper
aw areness of em otion,ò I w ould say ñperceiving the process of em otion at a higher resolution,ò then
further explaining it as the ability to perceive an em otion the m om ent it is arising, the m om ent it is
ceasing, and all the subtle changes in betw een.

That is w hy Search Inside Yourself has the com pelling features of being scientifically grounded,
highly practical, and expressed in a language that even I can understand. See? I knew  m y engineering
degree w as good for som ething.

Search Inside Yourself has been taught at G oogle since 2007. For m any participants, it has been
life changing, both at w ork and in their personal lives. W e receive a lot of post-course feedback
sim ilar to one that says, ñI know  this sounds m elodram atic, but I really think this course changed m y
life.ò

A t w ork, som e participants have found new  m eaning and fulfillm ent in their jobs (w e even had
one person reverse her decision to leave G oogle after taking Search Inside Yourself!), w hile som e
have becom e m uch better at w hat they do. Engineering m anager B ill D uane, for exam ple, discovered
the im portance of giving him self quality tim e, so he reduced his w orking hours to four days a w eek.
A fter he did that, he w as prom oted. Bill found tim e to take care of him self and discovered w ays to
accom plish m ore w hile doing less. I asked B ill about the m ost significant changes he experienced
during Search Inside Yourself, and he said he learned to listen a lot better, gain control over his
tem per, and understand every situation better by, in his w ords, ñlearning to discern stories from
reality.ò A ll these m ake him  a m uch m ore effective m anager to the benefit of the people w orking for
him .

For Blaise Pabon, a sales engineer, Search Inside Yourself helped him  becom e m uch m ore
credible to custom ers because he is now  better at calm ly overcom ing objections during product
dem onstrations, he speaks com passionately about com petitors, and he is courageous and truthful w hen
telling custom ers about our products. A ll these qualities earned him  great respect am ong his
custom ers. O ne engineer in the class found him self becom ing m uch m ore creative after Search Inside
Yourself. A nother engineer told us that tw o of his m ost im portant contributions to his project cam e
after doing m indfulness exercises he learned in Search Inside Y ourself.

N ot surprisingly, people found Search Inside Yourself to be even m ore beneficial in their
personal lives. M any reported becom ing significantly calm er and happier. For exam ple, one



participant said, ñI have com pletely changed in the w ay I react to stressors. I take the tim e to think
through things and em pathize w ith other peopleôs situations before jum ping to conclusions. I love the
new  m e!ò Som e have found the quality of their m arriages im proved. O thers reported overcom ing
personal crises w ith the help of Search Inside Yourself. For exam ple, one person told us, ñI
experienced personal tragedyð m y brotherôs deathð during the course of Search Inside Yourself, and
[the class] enabled m e to m anage m y grief in a positive w ay.ò O ne person sim ply said, ñI now  see
m yself and the w orld through a kinder, m ore understanding set of eyes.ò

This book is based on the Search Inside Yourself curriculum  at G oogle. W e saw  how  this
know ledge and the practices enhanced creativity, productivity, and happiness in those w ho took the
course. You w ill find m any things in this book that are very useful for you, and som e things that m ay
even surprise you. For exam ple, you w ill learn how  to calm  your m ind on dem and. Your
concentration and creativity w ill im prove. You w ill perceive your m ental and em otional processes
w ith increasing clarity. You w ill discover that self-confidence is som ething that can arise naturally in
a trained m ind. You w ill learn to uncover your ideal future and develop the optim ism  and resilience
necessary to thrive. You w ill find that you can deliberately im prove em pathy w ith practice. You w ill
learn that social skills are highly trainable and that you can help others love you.

W hat I find m ost rew arding is how  w ell Search Inside Yourself has w orked for ordinary folks in
a corporate setting right here in a m odern society. If Search Inside Yourself had w orked this w ell for
people from  traditionally m editative cultures doing intensive retreats in zendos or som ething, nobody
w ould be too surprised. But these are ordinary A m ericans w orking in a high-stress environm ent w ith
real lives and fam ilies and everything, and still, they can change their lives in just tw enty hours of
classroom  tim e spread over seven w eeks.

Search Inside Y ourself w orks in three steps:
 
1. A ttention training
 

2. Self-know ledge and self-m astery
 

3. Creating useful m ental habits
 

A ttention Training

 
A ttention is the basis of all higher cognitive and em otional abilities. Therefore, any curriculum  for
training em otional intelligence has to begin w ith attention training. The idea is to train attention to
create a quality of m ind that is calm  and clear at the sam e tim e. That quality of m ind form s the
foundation for em otional intelligence.

Self-K now ledge and Self-M astery

 
Use your trained attention to create high-resolution perception into your ow n cognitive and em otive
processes. W ith that, you becom e able to observe your thought stream  and the process of em otion



w ith high clarity, and to do so objectively from  a third-person perspective. O nce you can do that, you
create the type of deep self-know ledge that eventually enables self-m astery.

C reating U seful M ental H abits

 
Im agine w henever you m eet anybody, your habitual, instinctive first thought is, I w ish for this person
to be happy. H aving such habits changes everything at w ork, because this sincere goodw ill is picked
up unconsciously by others, and you create the type of trust that leads to highly productive
collaborations. Such habits can be volitionally trained.

In creating Search Inside Yourself, w e collected som e of the best scientific data and gathered
som e of the best m inds on the topic to create a curriculum  that is proven to w ork. You w ill not w ant
to m iss this; it m ay change your life. Like, seriously.

I am  confident that this book w ill be a valuable resource for you as you em bark on your exciting
journey. I hope your journey w ill be fun and profitable. A nd, yes, that it w ill contribute to w orld
peace too.



CHAPTER ONE

 

 



Even an Engineer Can Thrive on Emotional Intelligence

 



W hat E m otional Intelligence Is and H ow  to D evelop It
 

W hat lies behind us and w hat lies ahead of us are tiny m atters to w hat lies w ithin us.

ð Ralph Waldo Emerson

 

I w ould like to begin our journey together on a note of optim ism , partly because beginning on a note
of pessim ism  does not sell books. M ore im portantly, based on m y team ôs experience teaching at
G oogle and elsew here, I am  optim istic that em otional intelligence is one of the best predictors of
success at w ork and fulfillm ent in life, and it is trainable for everyone. W ith the right training,
anybody can becom e m ore em otionally intelligent. In the spirit of ñif M eng can cook, so can you,ò if
this training w orks for a highly introverted and cerebral engineer like m e, it w ill probably w ork for
you.

 
ñFor som e reason, Starfleet w ants m e to com plete this course. Y ou?ò

 
The best definition of em otional intelligence com es from  the tw o m en w idely regarded as the

fathers of its theoretical fram ew ork, Peter Salovey and John D . M ayer. They define em otional
intelligence as:
 

The ability to m onitor oneôs own and othersô feelings and em otions, to discrim inate
am ong them  and to use this inform ation to guide oneôs thinking and actions.1

 



The groundbreaking book that popularized the topic is Em otional Intelligence: W hy It Can
M atter M ore Than IQ , w ritten by D aniel G olem an, our friend and advisor. O ne of the m ost im portant
m essages in the book is that em otional com petencies are not innate talents; they are learned abilities.
In other w ords, em otional com petencies are som ething you can deliberately acquire w ith practice.

G olem an adds a very useful structure to em otional intelligence by classifying it into five
dom ains. They are:
 
1. Self-aw areness: K now ledge of oneôs internal states, preferences, resources, and intuitions
 

2. Self-regulation: M anagem ent of oneôs internal states, im pulses, and resources
 

3. M otivation: Em otional tendencies that guide or facilitate reaching goals
 

4. Em pathy: A w areness of othersô feelings, needs, and concerns
 

5. Social skills: A deptness at inducing desirable responses in others
 
Salovey and M ayer are not the only people w hose w ork relates to social and em otional

intelligence. H ow ard G ardner, for exam ple, fam ously introduced the idea of m ultiple intelligences.
G ardner argued that people can be intelligent in w ays not m easured by an IQ  test. A child, for
exam ple, m ay not be strong in solving m ath problem s, but he m ay be gifted in language arts or
com posing m usic, and therefore w e should consider him  intelligent. G ardner form ulated a list of
seven intelligences (later increased to eight). Tw o of them , intrapersonal and interpersonal
intelligences, are especially relevant to em otional intelligence. G ardner called them  ñpersonal
intelligences.ò G olem anôs five dom ains of em otional intelligence m ap very nicely into G ardnerôs
personal intelligences: you can think of the first three dom ains of em otional intelligence as
intrapersonal intelligence and the last tw o as interpersonal intelligence.

Funny enough, for m e, the best illustration of em otional intelligence as a learned ability did not
com e from  a scholarly publication but from  the story of Ebenezer Scrooge in A C hristm as C arol.2 In
the beginning of the story, Scrooge presents an exam ple of low  em otional intelligence. H is
intrapersonal intelligence is so low , he is incapable of creating em otional w ellness for him self
despite his w ealth. In fact, his self-aw areness is so bad, it takes three ghosts to help him  figure
him self out. H is interpersonal intelligence is, of course, legendarily bad. N ear the end of the story,
how ever, Scrooge presents an exam ple of elevated em otional intelligence. H e develops strong self-
aw areness, he becom es capable of controlling his ow n em otional destiny, and his em pathy and social
skills blossom . Scrooge dem onstrates that em otional intelligence is som ething that can be developed
(in the version I saw , it happened in the space of a tw o-hour TV m ovie w ith enough tim e for
com m ercials, but your m ileage m ay vary).

Later in this book, w e w ill exam ine the developm ent of each dom ain of em otional intelligence in
detail. Thankfully, it w ill not involve visits by C hristm as ghosts.

Benefits of Emotional Intelligence

 



There is an im portant question that m y friends in the training business call the so-w hat? question, as
in, ñYes, very nice, but w hat can em otional intelligence do for m e?ò In the context of the w ork
environm ent, em otional intelligence enables three im portant skill sets: stellar w ork perform ance,
outstanding leadership, and the ability to create the conditions for happiness.

Stellar W ork Perform ance

 
The first thing em otional intelligence enables is stellar w ork perform ance. Studies have show n that
em otional com petencies are tw ice as im portant in contributing to excellence as pure intellect and
expertise.3 A study by M artin Seligm an, considered the father of m odern positive psychology and the
creator of the idea of learned optim ism , show ed that insurance agents w ho are optim ists outsell their
pessim ist counterparts by 8 percent in their first year and 31 percent in their second year.4 (Yes, I am
optim istic about w riting a bestseller. Thank you for asking.)

This w as not surprising to m e. A fter all, there are m any jobs such as those in sales and custom er
service in w hich em otional com petencies obviously m ake a big difference. W e already know  that
intuitively. W hat surprised m e w as the report that this is true even for individual contributors in the
tech sector, nam ely engineers like m e w hom  you m ight expect to succeed purely on intellectual
prow ess. A ccording to a study, the top six com petencies that distinguish star perform ers from  average
perform ers in the tech sector are (in this order):
 
1. Strong achievem ent drive and high achievem ent standards
 

2. A bility to influence
 

3. Conceptual thinking
 

4. A nalytical ability
 

5. Initiative in taking on challenges
 

6. Self-confidence5
 
O f the top six, only tw o (conceptual thinking and analytical ability) are purely intellectual

com petencies. The other four, including the top tw o, are em otional com petencies.
Being strong in em otional intelligence can help everyone becom e outstanding at w ork, even

engineers.

O utstanding Leadership

 
Em otional intelligence m akes people better leaders. M ost of us understand it intuitively based on our
day-to-day experience interacting w ith those w hom  w e lead and those w ho lead us. There are also
studies that back up our intuition w ith scientific evidence. For exam ple, G olem an reported an analysis



that show s em otional com petencies to m ake up to 80 to 100 percent of the distinguishing
com petencies of outstanding leaders.6 This is illustrated by the story of G erald G rinstein, a CEO  w ho
had to go through the painful process of cutting costs. G rinstein w as tough, but being a virtuoso at
interpersonal skills, he earned the cooperation of his em ployees and m anaged to keep their loyalty
and spirits high w hile turning around their once-ailing com pany, despite having to m ake very tough
decisions. In fact, G rinstein perform ed his m agic not once but tw ice, once as CEO  of W estern
A irlines and again as CEO  of D elta. W hen G rinstein took over D elta am id a crisis, he im m ediately
w ent about restoring lines of com m unication and trust w ithin the com pany. H e understood the
im portance of creating a positive w ork environm ent and, using extraordinary leadership skills
(em otional intelligence), he turned a toxic w ork environm ent into a m ore fam ily-like atm osphere.

O nce again, I did not find any of this surprising, because w e already intuitively understand the
im portance of em otional intelligence in leadership. W hat I found surprising w as this is true even in
the U.S. N avy. A nother study by leadership expert W allace Bachm an show ed that the m ost effective
U.S. N avy com m anders are ñm ore positive and outgoing, m ore em otionally expressive and dram atic,
w arm er and m ore sociable (including sm iling m ore), friendlier and m ore dem ocratic, m ore
cooperative, m ore likable and ófun to be w ith,ô m ore appreciative and trustful, and even gentler than
those w ho w ere m erely average.ò7

W hen I think of m ilitary leadership, I think of tough-as-nails people barking orders and expecting
to be obeyed, so it is fascinating to m e that even in a m ilitary environm ent, w hat distinguishes the best
leaders from  the m erely average ones is em otional intelligence. The best m ilitary com m anders are
basically nice people w ho are fun to be w ith. Funny enough, the title of the Bachm an study w as ñN ice
G uys Finish First.ò

 
N ice G uys in the M ilitary

 

The A bility to C reate the C onditions for H appiness



 
Perhaps m ost im portantly, em otional intelligence enables the skills that help us create conditions for
our ow n sustainable happiness. M atthieu Ricard defines happiness as ña deep sense of flourishing
that arises from  an exceptionally healthy m ind é  not a m ere pleasurable feeling, a fleeting em otion,
or a m ood, but an optim al state of being.ò8 A nd that optim al state of being is ña profound em otional
balance struck by a subtle understanding of how  the m ind functions.ò

In M atthieuôs experience, happiness is a skill that can be trained. That training begins w ith deep
insight into m ind, em otion, and our experience of phenom ena, w hich then facilitates practices that
m axim ize our inner w ell-being at a deep level, ultim ately creating sustainable happiness and
com passion.

M y ow n experience is sim ilar to M atthieuôs. W hen I w as young, I w as naturally very unhappy. If
nothing good happened, then by default, I w as unhappy. Right now , it is the reverse: if nothing bad
happens, then by default, I am  happy. I have becom e so naturally jolly that it even becam e part of m y
job title at G oogle: jolly good fellow . W e all have a set point of happiness that w e return to w henever
the euphoria of a pleasant experience or the sting of an unpleasant experience fades out. M any of us
assum e this set point to be static, but m y personal experience and that of m any others like M atthieu
suggest this set point to be m ovable w ith deliberate training.

H appily, the skills that help us cultivate em otional intelligence also help us identify and develop
the inner factors that contribute to our deep sense of w ell-being. The sam e things that build em otional
intelligence w ill also help us create conditions for our ow n happiness. Therefore, happiness m ay be
an unavoidable side effect of cultivating em otional intelligence. O ther side effects m ay include
resilience, optim ism , and kindness. (You m ay w ant to call your doctor to determ ine if happiness is
right for you.)

 
ñY es, you have a case of happiness. The good new s is that I can cure it straightaw ay.ò

 
Truth be told, of the three good things enabled by em otional intelligence, happiness is the one I



really care about. (H ush hush, but just betw een you and m e and the m illion other people reading this
book, the other points about stellar w ork perform ance and outstanding leadership, w hile useful and
true and supported by scientific evidence, are used by m e m ostly to get a stam p of approval from
upper m anagem ent.) W hat I really care about is happiness for m y co-w orkers. That is w hy em otional
intelligence excites m e. It doesnôt just create the conditions for stellar success at w ork; it also creates
the conditions for personal happiness for everyone. A nd I like happiness.

Optimize Thyself

 
If there is a one-w ord sum m ary of everything I just said (hint: there is), that w ord is optim ize. The
aim  of developing em otional intelligence is to help you optim ize yourself and function at an even
higher level than w hat you are already capable of. Even if you are already outstanding at w hat you do
(w hich everybody in our class at G oogle is), sharpening and deepening your em otional com petencies
can give you an extra edge. W e hope the training in these pages can help you go from  good to great.

Cultivating Emotional Intelligence

 
W hen people com e to a course such as ours that advertises itself as an ñem otional intelligence
course,ò m ost people expect it to be a purely behavioral course. They expect to be told how  to play
nice, share candy, and not bite their co-w orkers.

W e decided on an entirely different approach, focusing prim arily on expanding the range and
depth of peopleôs em otional abilities. W e begin w ith the insight that em otional intelligence is a
collection of em otional skills and, like all skills, em otional skills are trainable. W e created a course
to train those skills. W e feel that if w e develop skills, behavioral issues autom atically go aw ay. For
exam ple, if a person acquires the ability to skillfully m anage his ow n anger, then all his behavioral
issues involving anger are ñautom agicallyò solved. Em otional skillfulness frees us from  em otional
com pulsion. W e create problem s w hen w e are com pelled by em otions to act one w ay or another, but
if w e becom e so skillful w ith our em otions that w e are no longer com pelled, w e can act in rational
w ays that are best for ourselves and everybody else. A nd w e w ill play nice, share candy, and not bite
our co-w orkers.

Em otional intelligence is trainable, even in adults. This claim  is based on a fairly new  branch of
science know n as ñneuroplasticity.ò The idea is that w hat w e think, do, and pay attention to changes
the structure and function of our brains. A  very interesting exam ple of this com es from  drivers of
traditional black cabs in London. To get a license to drive that cab, you need to navigate the tw enty-
five thousand streets of London and all its points of interest in your head. This is a difficult test that
can take tw o to four years of intense training to prepare for. Research has show n that the part of the
brain associated w ith m em ory and spatial navigation, the hippocam pus, is bigger and m ore active in
London cabbies than in the average person. M ore interestingly, the longer som eone has been driving a
cab in London, the larger and m ore active her hippocam pus.9



O ne very im portant im plication of neuroplasticity is that w e can intentionally change our brains
w ith training. For exam ple, research by m y friend and fellow  Search Inside Yourself teacher Philippe
G oldin show s that after just sixteen sessions of cognitive-behavioral therapy (C BT), people w ith
social anxiety disorder are able to increase activity in the parts of their brains associated w ith self-
regulation, linguistic processing, and attention w hen w orking w ith their ow n negative self-beliefs.10
Think about it, if w e can train our brains to overcom e even serious em otional disorders, just im agine
the possibility of using it to greatly im prove the quality of our em otional lives. That is the prom ise of
the science and practices described in these pages.

A fascinating exam ple of the application of neuroplasticity com es from  the w ork led by
C hristopher deCharm s.11 D eCharm s had people w ho suffer from  chronic pain lie inside a m agnetic
resonance im aging (M RI) scanner and, using real-tim e functional m agnetic resonance im aging
(rtfM RI) technology, he show ed each participant an im age of a fire on a video screen. The greater the
neural activity in the parts of their brains associated w ith their pain, the greater the fire becam e. By
using that visual display, he could get people to learn to up- or dow n-regulate that brain activity and,
w ith that ability, participants reported a corresponding decrease in their levels of pain. H e calls this
ñneuroim aging therapy.ò

Brain. Trainable. G ood.

 

Train Attention

 
H ow  do w e begin training em otional intelligence? W e begin by training attention. This m ay seem  a
little counterintuitive at first. I m ean, w hat does attention have to do w ith em otional skills?

The answ er is that a strong, stable, and perceptive attention that affords you calm ness and clarity
is the foundation upon w hich em otional intelligence is built. For exam ple, self-aw areness depends on
being able to see ourselves objectively, and that requires the ability to exam ine our thoughts and
em otions from  a third-person perspective, not getting sw ept up in the em otion, not identifying w ith it,
but just seeing it clearly and objectively. This requires a stable and clear, non-judging attention.



A nother exam ple show s how  attention relates to self-regulation. There is an ability called ñresponse
flexibility,ò w hich is a fancy nam e for the ability to pause before you act. You experience a strong
em otional stim ulus, but instead of reacting im m ediately as you norm ally w ould (for exam ple, giving
the other driver the bird), you pause for a split second, and that pause gives you choice in how  you
w ant to react in that em otional situation (for exam ple, choosing not to give the other driver the bird,
w hich m ay save you a lot of trouble because the other driver m ay be an angry old m an w ith golf clubs
w ho turns out to be the father of the w om an youôre dating). That ability depends again on having a
quality of attention that is clear and unw avering.

To quote Viktor Frankl, ñBetw een stim ulus and response, there is a space. In that space lies our
freedom  and our pow er to choose our response. In our response lies our grow th and our happiness.ò
W hat a m ind of calm ness and clarity does is to increase that space for us.

The w ay to train this quality of attention is som ething know n as ñm indfulness m editation.ò
M indfulness is defined by Jon K abat-Zinn as ñpaying attention in a particular w ay: on purpose, in the
present m om ent, and non-judgm entally.ò12 The fam ous Vietnam ese Zen m aster Thich N hat H anh
defined m indfulness very poetically as ñkeeping oneôs consciousness alive to the present reality,ò13
w hich I really like, but I found Jonôs definition easier to explain to the engineers, and I like the
engineers. M indfulness is a quality of m ind that w e all experience and enjoy from  tim e to tim e, but it
is som ething that can be greatly strengthened w ith practice, and once it becom es sufficiently strong, it
leads directly to the attentional calm ness and clarity that form s the basis of em otional intelligence.

There is scientific evidence show ing that im proving our ability to regulate our attention can
significantly im pact how  w e respond to em otions. A n interesting study by neuroim aging researcher
Julie Brefczynski-Lew is and colleagues revealed that w hen expert m editators (those w ith ten
thousand or m ore hours of m editation training) w ere subjected to negative sounds (for exam ple, a
w om an scream ing), they show ed lesser activation in the part of the em otional brain called the
am ygdala com pared to novice m editators.14 Furtherm ore, the m ore hours of m editation training the
expert had, the low er the activation in the am ygdala. This is fascinating because the am ygdala has a
privileged position in the brainð it is our brainôs sentinel, constantly scanning everything w e see for
threats to our survival.

The am ygdala is a hair trigger, w hich w ould rather be safe than sorry. W hen your am ygdala
detects w hat looks like a threat to your survival, such as a saber-toothed tiger charging at you or your
boss slighting you, it puts you in a fight-flight-freeze m ode and im pairs your rational thinking. I find it
fascinating that, sim ply w ith attention training, you can becom e good at regulating a part of the brain
as prim itive and im portant as the am ygdala.

A nother set of studies com es from  the UCLA lab of M atthew  Lieberm an.15 There is a sim ple
technique for self-regulation called ñaffect labeling,ò w hich sim ply m eans labeling feelings w ith
w ords. W hen you label an em otion you are experiencing (for exam ple, ñI feel angerò), it som ehow
helps you m anage that em otion. Lieberm an suggested the neural m echanism s behind how  that process
w orks. The evidence suggests that labeling increases the activity in the right ventrolateral prefrontal
cortex (RVLPFC), com m only associated w ith being the brainôs ñbrake pedal,ò w hich in turn increases
the activation of part of the executive center of the brain called the m edial prefrontal cortex (M PFC),
w hich then dow n-regulates the am ygdala.

A nother related study by D avid Cresw ell and M atthew  Lieberm an show ed that for people strong
in m indfulness, the neural process just described w orks even better and an additional part of the brain
called the ventrom edial prefrontal cortex (VM PFC) gets recruited as w ell. It suggests that



m indfulness can help your brain utilize m ore of its circuitry, thereby m aking it m ore effective at
m anaging em otions.16

Train at the Level of Physiology

 
O nce w e develop strong, stable, and perceptive attention, w hat do w e do w ith it? W e focus it on our
bodies, of course. This again seem s a little counterintuitive. W hat have our bodies got to do w ith
developing em otional intelligence?

There are tw o very good reasons to w ork w ith our bodies: vividness and resolution.
Every em otion has a correlate in the body. D r. Laura D elizonna, a researcher turned happiness

strategist, very nicely defines em otion as ña basic physiological state characterized by identifiable
autonom ic or bodily changes.ò17 Every em otional experience is not just a psychological experience; it
is also a physiological experience.

W e can usually experience em otions m ore vividly in the body than in the m ind. Therefore, w hen
w e are trying to perceive an em otion, w e usually get m ore bang for the buck if w e bring our attention
to the body rather than the m ind.

M ore im portantly, bringing the attention to the body enables a high-resolution perception of
em otions. H igh-resolution perception m eans your perception becom es so refined across both tim e
and space that you can w atch an em otion the m om ent it is arising, you can perceive its subtle changes
as it w axes and w anes, and you can w atch it the m om ent it ceases. This ability is im portant because
the better w e can perceive our em otions, the better w e can m anage them . W hen w e are able to
perceive em otions arising and changing in slow  m otion, w e can becom e so skillful at m anaging them ,
it is alm ost like living that cool scene in the m ovie The M atrix, in w hich K eanu Reevesôs character,
N eo, dodges bullets after he becom es able to perceive the m om ents the bullets are fired and see their
trajectory in slow  m otion. W ell, m aybe w eôre not that cool, but you get the point. Unlike N eo, w eôre
accom plishing our feat not by slow ing dow n tim e, but by vastly upgrading our ability to perceive the
experience of em otion.

The w ay to develop high-resolution perception of em otion is to apply m indfulness to the body.
Using anger as the exam ple, you m ay be able to train yourself to observe your m ind all the tim e and
then to catch anger as it arises in the m ind. H ow ever, in our experience, it is far easier and m ore
effective to do it in the body. For exam ple, if your bodily correlate to anger is tightness in your chest,
shallow  breath, and tightness in your forehead, then w hen youôre in an aw kw ard social situation, the
m om ent your chest tightens, your breath shallow s, and your forehead tenses up, you know  you are at
the m om ent of arising anger. That know ledge gives you the ability to respond in w ays of your ow n
choosing (such as leaving the room  before you do som ething you know  you w ill regret, or choosing to
allow  the anger to bloom  if thatôs the right response for the situation).

Essentially, because em otion has such a strong physiological com ponent, w e cannot develop
em otional intelligence unless w e operate at the level of physiology. That is w hy w e direct our
m indfulness there.

Last but not least, a useful reason to develop a high-resolution perception of the body is to
strengthen our intuition. A lot of our intuition com es from  our body, and learning to listen to it can be
very fruitful. H ere is an illustrative exam ple from  M alcolm  G ladw ellôs book Blink:



 

Im agine that I were to ask you to play a very sim ple gam bling gam e. In front of you are
four decks of cardsð two of them  red and the other two blue. Each card in those four
decks either wins you a sum  of m oney or costs you som e m oney, and your job is to turn
over cards from  any of the decks, one at a tim e, in such a way that m axim izes your
winnings. W hat you donôt know at the beginning, however, is that the red decks are a
m inefield.... You can w in only by taking cards from  the blue decksé  The question is how
long will it take you to figure this out?

A group of scientists at the U niversity of Iowa did this experim ent a few  years ago,
and what they found is that after weôve turned over about fifty cards, m ost of us start to
develop a hunch about whatôs going on. W e donôt know why we prefer the blue decks, but
weôre pretty sure, at that point, that they are a better bet. After turning over about eighty
cards, m ost of us have figured the gam e out and can explain exactly why the first two
decks are such a bad idea. But the Iow a scientists did som ething else, and this is where
the strange part of the experim ent begins. They hooked each gam bler up to a
polygraphð a lie detector m achineð that m easured the activity of the sweat glands that
all of us have below the skin in the palm s of our hands. M ost sweat glands respond to
tem perature, but those in our palm s open up in response to stressð which is why we get
clam m y hands when we are nervous. W hat the Iowa scientists found is that gam blers
started generating stress responses to red decks by the tenth card, forty cards before
they were able to say that they had a hunch about w hat was wrong with those two decks.
M ore im portantly, right around the tim e their palm s started sweating, their behavior
began to change as well. They started favoring the good decks.18

 
There m ay be a neurological explanation for w hy intuition is experienced in the body. M atthew

Lieberm anôs review  of research show ed ñevidence suggesting that the basal ganglia are the
neuroanatom ical bases of both im plicit learning and intuition.ò The story behind basal ganglia is,
once again, best told by our friend D aniel G olem an:
 

The basal ganglia observes everything we do in life, every situation, and extracts
decision rules.... O ur life wisdom  on any topic is stored in the basal ganglia. The basal
ganglia is so prim itive that it has zero connectivity to the verbal cortex. It canôt tell us
what it knows in words. It tells us in feelings, it has a lot of connectivity to the em otional
centers of the brain and to the gut. It tells us this is right or this is wrong as a gut
feeling.19

 
That m ay be w hy intuition is experienced in the body and the gut, but it cannot be easily

verbalized.



 
ñM aybe you should concentrate m ore on developing the instinct part rather than the gut part.ò

 

From  M indfulness to E m otional Intelligence

 
O ur approach to cultivating em otional intelligence begins w ith m indfulness. W e use m indfulness to
train a quality of attention that is strong both in clarity and stability. W e then direct this pow er-
charged attention to the physiological aspects of em otion so w e can perceive em otion w ith high
vividness and resolution. The ability to perceive the em otional experience at a high level of clarity
and resolution builds the foundation for em otional intelligence.

A nd w e live happily ever after.
In the upcom ing chapters, w e w ill explore this approach in m ore detail and then build additional

skills on top of it to develop all five dom ains of em otional intelligence.

M indfulness in Tw o M inutes

 
M ost evenings, before w e sleep, m y young daughter and I sit in m indfulness together for tw o m inutes.
I like to joke that tw o m inutes is optim al for us because that is the attention span of a child and of an
engineer. For tw o m inutes a day, w e quietly enjoy being alive and being together. M ore
fundam entally, for tw o m inutes a day, w e enjoy being. Just being. To just be is sim ultaneously the
m ost ordinary and the m ost precious experience in life.

A s usual, I let m y experience w ith a child inform  how  I teach adults. This daily tw o-m inute
experience is the basis of how  I introduce the practice of m indfulness in introductory classes for
adults.



In learning and teaching m indfulness, the good new s is that m indfulness is em barrassingly easy.
It is easy because w e already know  w hat itôs like, and itôs som ething w e already experience from
tim e to tim e. Rem em ber that Jon K abat-Zinn skillfully defined m indfulness as ñpaying attention in a
particular w ay: on purpose, in the present m om ent, and non-judgm entally.ò Put m ost sim ply, I think
m indfulness is the m ind of just being. A ll you really need to do is to pay attention m om ent-to-m om ent
w ithout judging. It is that sim ple.

The hard part in m indfulness practice is deepening, strengthening, and sustaining it, especially in
tim es of difficulty. To have a quality of m indfulness so strong that every m om ent in life, even in trying
tim es, is infused w ith a deep calm ness and a vivid presence, is very hard and takes a lot of practice.
But m indfulness per se is easy. It is easy to understand and easy to arise in ourselves. That ease is
w hat I capitalize on as an instructor.

In m y classes, after explaining som e of the theory and brain science behind m indfulness, I offer
tw o w ays to experience a taste of m indfulness: the Easy W ay and the Easier W ay.

The creatively nam ed Easy W ay is to sim ply bring gentle and consistent attention to your breath
for tw o m inutes. Thatôs it. Start by becom ing aw are that you are breathing, and then pay attention to
the process of breathing. Every tim e your attention w anders aw ay, just bring it back very gently.

The Easier W ay is, as its nam e m ay subtly suggest, even easier. A ll you have to do is sit w ithout
agenda for tw o m inutes. Life really cannot get m uch sim pler than that. The idea here is to shift from
ñdoingò to ñbeing,ò w hatever that m eans to you, for just tw o m inutes. Just be.

To m ake it even easier, youôre free to sw itch betw een the Easy W ay and the Easier W ay anytim e
during these tw o m inutes. A ny tim e you feel like you w ant to bring aw areness to breathing, just sw itch
to Easy. A ny tim e you decide youôd rather just sit w ithout agenda, just sw itch to Easier. N o questions
asked.

This sim ple exercise is m indfulness practice. If practiced often enough, it deepens the inherent
calm ness and clarity in the m ind. It opens up the possibility of fully appreciating each m om ent in life,
every one of w hich is precious. It is for m any people, including m yself, a life-changing practice.
Im agineð som ething as sim ple as learning to just be can change your life.

Best of all, it is som ething even a child know s how  to do. O h, and an engineer too.
In the next chapter, w e w ill take a deep dive into m indfulness.

 
ñLike the m an says, bro: B ee; just bee.ò

 



CHAPTER TW O

 

 



Breathing as if Your Life Depends on It

 



The Theory and Practice of M indfulness M editation
 

B y non-doing, all doing becom es possible.

ð Lao Zi

 

There is nothing m ysterious about m editation. Itôs really just m ental training.
The scientific definition of m editation, as suggested by Julie B refczynski-Lew is, is ña fam ily of

m ental training practices that are designed to fam iliarize the practitioner w ith specific types of m ental
processes.ò1

 
B rain B oot C am p

 
Traditional definitions of m editation are very close to the m odern scientific one above. The

Tibetan w ord for m editation is G om , w hich m eans ñto fam iliarize or to habituate.ò In Pali, the 2,600-
year-old language of the earliest Buddhist texts, the w ord for m editation is Bhavana, w hich m eans ñto
cultivate,ò as in planting crops. Even in ancient societies w ith long m editation traditions, m editation
w as not seen as som ething m agical or m ysteriousð it w as just m ental training. So if you com e to
m editation expecting m agic, Iôm  very sorry; m agic is three doors dow n the corridor.2

A s the scientific definition of m editation above correctly suggests, there are m any types of
m editation designed to train different faculties of the m ind. The specific type of m editation w e are
interested in for the purpose of developing em otional intelligence is m indfulness m editation, w hich
w as briefly introduced in the preceding chapter.

If m editation is about m ental training, then w hat m ental faculties does m indfulness train?
M indfulness trains tw o im portant faculties, attention and meta-attention. A ttention is som ething w e
all understand. W illiam  Jam es has a very nice definition for it: ñtaking possession by the m ind, in
clear and vivid form .ò3

M eta-attention is attention of attention, the ability to pay attention to attention itself. H uh? Sim ply



put, m eta-attention is the ability to know  that your attention has w andered aw ay. Letôs say you are
paying attention to an object, and eventually your attention w anders aw ay to som ething else. A fter a
w hile, there is som ething in your m ind that ñclicksò to let you know , hey, your attention has w andered.
That faculty is m eta-attention.

M eta-attention is also the secret to concentration. The analogy is riding a bicycle. The w ay you
keep a bicycle balanced is w ith a lot of m icro-recoveries. W hen the bike tilts a little to the left, you
recover by adjusting it slightly to the right, and w hen it tilts a little to the right, you adjust it slightly to
the left. By perform ing m icro-recoveries quickly and often, you create the effect of continuous upright
balance. It is the sam e w ith attention. W hen your m eta-attention becom es strong, you w ill be able to
recover a w andering attention quickly and often, and if you recover attention quickly and often
enough, you create the effect of continuous attention, w hich is concentration.

Relaxed and Alert at the Same Time

 
The big secret of m editation, at least at the beginning stage, is it gets you to a state w here your m ind is
relaxed and alert at the sam e tim e.

W hen your attention and m eta-attention both becom e strong, som ething interesting happens. Your
m ind becom es increasingly focused and stable, but in a w ay that is relaxing. It is like balancing a
bicycle on easy terrain. W ith enough practice, it becom es alm ost effortless and you get the experience
of m oving forw ard and being relaxed at the sam e tim e. You get w here you need to be, and you
actually enjoy the experience of getting there because it is relaxing.

W ith enough practice, you m ay even becom e able to bring your m ind to that state on dem and and
stay in it for a prolonged period of tim e. W hen the m ind becom es highly relaxed and alert at the sam e
tim e, three w onderful qualities of m ind naturally em erge: calm ness, clarity, and happiness.

H ere is the analogy. Im agine you have a pot of w ater full of sedim ents, and im agine that pot is
constantly shaken and agitated. The w ater appears cloudy. Im agine that you stop agitating the pot and
just let it rest on the floor. The w ater w ill becom e calm  and, after a w hile, all the sedim ents w ill
settle and the w ater w ill appear clear. This is the classical analogy of the m ind in the alert and
relaxed state. In this state, w e tem porarily stop agitating the m ind the sam e w ay w e stop agitating the
pot. Eventually, our m ind becom es calm  and clear, the sam e w ay the w ater appears calm  and clear.

Happiness Is the Default State of Mind

 
There is an extrem ely im portant quality of m ind in the calm  and clear state that is not captured by the
above analogy. That quality is happiness. W hen the m ind is calm  and clear at the sam e tim e,
happiness spontaneously arises. The m ind becom es spontaneously and naturally joyful!

B ut w hy? Even after I found m yself able to access that m ind on dem and, it did not m ake a lot of
sense to m e. W hy should a calm  and clear m ind autom atically be happy? I put that question to m y
friend A lan W allace, one of the W estern w orldôs top experts in the practice of relaxed concentration



(a practice know n as sham atha).
A lan said the reason is very sim ple: happiness is the default state of mind. So w hen the m ind

becom es calm  and clear, it returns to its default, and that default is happiness. That is it. There is no
m agic; w e are sim ply returning the m ind to its natural state.

 
H appiness is the D efault State of M ind

 
A lan, in his deep w isdom , said that in his usual calm , joyful, and understated m anner. B ut to m e,

that statem ent represents a sim ple yet deeply profound, life-changing insight. It im plies that happiness
is not som ething that you pursue; it is som ething you allow . H appiness is just being. That insight
changed m y life.

To m e, the biggest joke is that after all that has been done in the history of the w orld in the
pursuit of happiness, it turns out that sustainable happiness is achievable sim ply by bringing attention
to oneôs breath. Life is funny. A t least m y life is.

Meditation Is like Exercise

 
The traditional analogy of the pot of w ater filled w ith sedim ents is at least 2,600 years old. There is
another analogy for m editation, w hich m odern people m ay understand better, and that is the analogy of
physical exercise. M editation is exercise for the m ind.

W hen you go to the gym , you are training your body so that it can gain m ore physical abilities. If
you lift w eights, you w ill eventually becom e stronger. If you regularly jog, your tim es w ill be faster
and you w ill be able to run farther. In the sam e w ay, m editation is like training your m ind so that it
can gain m ore m ental abilities. For exam ple, if you do a lot of m editation exercises, your m ind
becom es calm er and m ore perceptive, you can focus your attention m ore strongly and for longer, and
so on.



I joke that m editation is like sw eating at the gym , m inus the sw eating, and the gym .

 
O ne im portant sim ilarity betw een exercise and m editation is that, in both cases, grow th com es

from  overcom ing resistance. For exam ple, w hen you are w eight training, every tim e you flex your
biceps in resistance to the w eight of dum bbells, your bicep m uscles grow  a little bit stronger. The
sam e process happens during m editation. Every tim e your attention w anders aw ay from  your breath
and you bring it back, it is like flexing your bicepsð your ñm uscleò of attention grow s a bit stronger.

The im plication of this insight is that there is no such thing as a bad m editation. For m any of us,
w hen w e m editate, w e find our attention w anders aw ay from  our breath a lot, and w e keep having to
bring it back, and then w e think w eôre doing it all w rong. In fact, this is a good exercise because
every tim e w e bring a w andering attention back, w e are giving our m uscles of attention an opportunity
for grow th.

A second sim ilarity betw een exercise and m editation is they can both significantly change the
quality of your life. If you never exercise and you put yourself on a regular exercise regim e, a few
w eeks or m onths later, you m ay find m any significant changes in yourself. Y ou w ill have m ore energy,
you can get m ore stuff done, you get sick less often, you look better in the m irror, and you just feel
great about yourself. The sam e is true for m editation. A fter a few  w eeks or m onths of starting a
regular m editation regim e, you have m ore energy; your m ind becom es calm er, clearer, and m ore
joyful; you get sick less; you sm ile m ore; your social life im proves (because you sm ile m ore); and
you feel great about yourself. A nd you donôt even need to sw eat.

Practice of Mindfulness Meditation

 



PR O C E SS M O D E L O F M IN D FU LN E SS M E D ITA TIO N
The process of m indfulness m editation is quite sim ple, as illustrated in the follow ing diagram .

 
The process starts w ith an intention. Start by creating an intention, a reason for w anting to abide

in m indfulness. Perhaps it is to reduce stress. Perhaps it is to increase your ow n w ell-being. M aybe
you w ant to cultivate your em otional intelligence for fun and profit. O r m aybe you just w ant to create
the conditions for w orld peace, or som ething.

In fact, if you are really lazy, or really busy, or really both, you can declare your m editation done
right here. The act of creating good intentions is itself a form  of m editation. Every tim e you create an
intention, you are subtly form ing or reinforcing a m ental habit. If you create that sam e intention a lot, it
eventually becom es a habit that w ill keep arising in your m ind in varied situations to guide your
behavior. For exam ple, if m any tim es a day you create the intention of caring for your ow n w ell-
being, then after a w hile, in every situation you are in or w ith every decision you m ake, you m ay find
yourself (perhaps unconsciously) biasing everything you do tow ard actions or decisions that increase
w ell-being, and because of that, your w ell-being m ay actually im prove.

This is even m ore pow erful w hen your intention is tow ard the w ell-being of others. Just by
form ing that intention a lot, and not doing anything else, you m ay find yourself gradually (and, again,
som etim es unconsciously) becom ing kinder and nicer to other people. Pretty soon, m any m ore people
m ay like you and w ant to hang out w ith you, and you m ay not even know  w hyð you m ay just think they
are attracted to your good looks.

A fter creating the intention, the next thing to do is to follow your breath. Just bring a gentle
attention to the process of breathing. That is all.



 
ñB reath! Breath! I said follow  breath!ò

 
The classical analogy of this process is a guard standing at the city gates w atching people go in

and out of the city. H e does not do anything; he only w atches people go in and out w ith quiet
vigilance. In the sam e w ay, you can think of your m ind as a guard vigilantly w atching your breath go
in and out. You m ay pretend to have a big stick if it m akes you feel cool. A really beautiful alternative
analogy, suggested by m y friend and fellow  Search Inside Yourself teacher Yvonne G insberg, is a
butterfly resting on the petal of a flow er w hile the gentle breeze lifts and low ers it. Your attention is
the butterfly and the petal is your breath.

A t this point, your attention m ay gather. You m ay find yourself in a state w here your m ind is
calm  and concentrated. You m ay even be in the flow , just being w ith your breath. W ith enough
practice, this state can last a long tim e, but for m ost people, this m ay go on for a few  seconds. A nd
then w e fall into distraction.

In that state of distraction, w e m ay start rum inating, w orrying, or fantasizing. Som etim es, I even
fantasize about not w orrying. A fter a w hile, w e realize our attention has w andered aw ay. The default
reaction of m ost people at this point is self-criticism . W e start telling ourselves stories about how
horrible w e are as m editators and, by extension, not particularly good people either. H appily, there is
a skillful w ay to deal w ith this.

The first thing to do is to sim ply regain attentional focus by bringing attention back to the
process of breathing. The second thing to do is to rem em ber an im portant insight w e discussed earlier
in this chapterð that this process of bringing a w andering attention back is like flexing your biceps
during your gym  w orkout. This is not failure; it is the process of grow th and developing pow erful
m ental ñm uscles.ò

The third thing to do is to becom e aw are of your attitude tow ard yourself. See how  you treat
yourself and how  often you engage in nasty gossip about yourself. If possible, shift the attitude tow ard
self-directed kindness and curiosity. This shift is, by itself, another m editation. O nce again, it is about
form ing m ental habits.

Every tim e w e create an attitude of self-directed kindness, w e deepen that habit a little bit m ore,
and if w e do it a lot, w e m ay overcom e a lot of our self-hatred and even becom e our ow n best friend.
(I am  rem inded of a very funny line in the m ovie Space Balls, ñIôm  a m og: half m an, half dog. Iôm  m y
ow n best friend!ò)

O ne beautiful w ay of doing this is to create w hat the Zen folks call the ñgrandm other m indò:
adopting the m ind of a loving grandm other. To a loving grandm other, you are beautiful and perfect in



every w ay. N o m atter how  m uch m ischief you cause, you are perfect and G randm a loves you just as
you are. It does not m ean G randm a is blind to your faults, nor does it m ean she allow s you to hurt
yourself. Som etim es, she even intervenes sternly to stop you from  getting yourself into big trouble.
B ut no m atter w hat, you are perfect to her and she loves you.

The practice is to see yourself in the eyes of a loving grandm other.

 
A nd finally, return to follow ing your breath and, w henever it is helpful, rem ind yourself of your

intention. W elcom e back.

Posture and Stuff

 
You can really m editate in any posture you w ant. Traditional Buddhism , for exam ple, defines four
m ain m editation postures: sitting, standing, w alking, and lying dow n, w hich seem s to cover just about
everything. Those Buddhists are greedy.

W hen choosing a m editation posture for yourself, there is only one thing to rem em ber. Just one.
The best m editation posture is one that helps you rem ain alert and relaxed at the sam e tim e for a long
period of tim e. That m eans, for exam ple, you probably do not w ant a posture w here you slouch, since
that is not conducive to alertness, and you also do not w ant a posture that requires you to stiffen your
back, since that is not conducive to relaxation.

H appily for us, a sitting posture optim ized for both alertness and relaxation has already been
developed over the thousands of years that people have been m editating. This traditional posture is
som etim es called the seven-point m editation posture. In brief, the seven are:
 
1. Back straight ñlike an arrow ò
 



2. Legs crossed in ñlotus positionò
 

3. Shoulders relaxed, held up and back, ñlike a vultureò
 

4. Chin tucked in slightly, ñlike an iron hookò
 

5. Eyes closed or gazing into space
 

6. Tongue held against the upper palate
 

7. Lips slightly apart, teeth not clenched
 
W e do not have to go into details about the traditional posture. I found the form al form s of this

posture to be initially difficult for m ost m odern people because w e do not sit on the floor m uch.
Instead, w e are so used to sitting on chairs or couches w ith backrests that the traditional posture feels
a bit aw kw ard for m any of us, at least in the beginning. So m y suggestion to you is just to be aw are
that a functionally optim ized traditional posture exists. Use it as a guideline, and find w hatever
posture is com fortable for you and, m ost im portantly, helps you rem ain alert and relaxed. For
exam ple, it does not really m atter if you cross your legs or use a backrest, or if you really prefer a
posture involving a H ello K itty soft doll on your head. A s long as you can rem ain alert and relaxed,
that is good.

Sogyal R inpoche, a w orld-renow ned Tibetan Buddhist teacher, suggests a fun and useful w ay to
find your ow n posture. H e recom m ends sitting like a m ajestic m ountain. The idea is to think of your
favorite m ountain, say M ount Fuji or M ount K ilim anjaro, and then pretend to be that m ountain w hen
you sit. A nd there you are, M ister (or M iss) M ount Fuji, m ajestic, dignified, and aw e inspiring. The
nice thing is if you sit in a w ay that you feel m ajestic, dignified, and aw e inspiring, it m ay also be the
sam e posture that helps you becom e alert and relaxed, and it is kind of fun. Try this out and see if it
w orks for you.

 
ñB ut I m ore closely resem ble a m ountain w ith this posture.ò

 
A nother sim ple but useful suggestion com es from  Search Inside Yourself instructor Yvonne



G insberg:
 

Take a deep breath, lifting the rib cage. Letting go of the breath, let the shoulders drop
while the spine stays gently in place. Thus em bodying the flow  of a river and the stability
of a m ountain, sim ultaneously.

 
O ne question I get asked a lot is w hether your eyes should be open or closed w hen you m editate.

The funny answ er is: either, both, and neither. The real answ er is, each has its upsides and
dow nsides, so it is good to understand and play w ith the options.

K eeping your eyes closed during m editation is good; it helps you stay calm  and keeps aw ay
visual distractions. The problem  is it becom es easy to fall asleep. If you keep your eyes open, you
have the reverse problem . You do not drift into sleep so easily anym ore, but you get distracted by
visual objects. W hat to do? W hat to do? There are tw o com prom ises, one tem poral and one spatial.

The tem poral com prom ise is to start w ith your eyes closed and then open them  occasionally
w hen you start drifting tow ard sleep. The spatial com prom ise is, if you can, keep your eyes half open.
I like to joke that this is easy for m e because I am  Chinese. B ut really, the idea here is to open your
eyes slightly, look slightly dow nw ard, and gaze at nothing in particular. In m y ow n experience, this
last option is the optim al one. I suggest trying each option out to see w hat w orks for you.

O ften in our m editation, w e get distracted by sounds, thoughts, or physical sensations. I suggest a
four-step plan to w ork w ith such distractions:
 
1. A cknow ledge.

 
2. Experience w ithout judging or reacting.

 
3. If you need to react, continue m aintaining m indfulness.

 
4. Let it go.

 

A cknow ledge

 
Just acknow ledge that som ething is happening.

E xperience, W ithout Judging or R eacting

 
W hatever it is that you are experiencing, just experience it. D o not judge it to be good or bad. Let it
be, let it be, as a fam ous song suggests. If it is possible, try not to react to it. If you have to react (for
exam ple, you really have to scratch), try to take five breaths before reacting. The reason to do this is
to practice creating space betw een stim ulus and reaction.

The m ore w e are able to create space betw een stim ulus and reaction, the m ore control w e w ill
have over our em otional lives. This skill that you develop here during sitting can be generalized to



daily life.

If You N eed to R eact, C ontinue M aintaining M indfulness

 
If you need to react, for exam ple you need to scratch or to stand up, m aintain m indfulness over three
things: intention, m ovem ent, and sensation. Rem em ber that the goal of this practice is not keeping
still; the goal is m indfulness. So as long as you m aintain m indfulness, anything you do is fair gam e.
This m eans, for exam ple, that if you need to react to an itch on your face, first bring attention to the
sensation of itching, then to the intention to scratch, and finally to the m ovem ent of your arm  and finger
and the sensation of scratching on your face.

N othing m ore. N othing less.

Let It G o

 
If it w ants to be let go of, let it go. If not, just let it be.

Rem em ber that letting go is not forcing som ething to go aw ay. Instead, letting go is an invitation.
W e generously allow  the recipient to choose w hether or not to accept the invitation, and w e are happy
either w ay. W hen w e let go of som ething that distracts our m editation, w e are gently inviting it to stop
distracting us, but w e generously allow  it to decide w hether or not it w ants to stay. If it decides to
leave, that is fine. If it decides to stay, that is fine too. W e treat it w ith kindness and generosity during
its entire presence. This is the practice of letting go.

Finally, if you do not rem em ber a single thing you read in this chapter so far (m aybe because you
do not care about this book but your w ife m ade you sit dow n and read it), happily, Jon K abat-Zinn has
a one-phrase sum m ary of this entire chapter:
 

Breathing as if your life depends on it.
 

If you can only rem em ber a single phrase in this chapter, rem em ber this, and you w ill understand
m indfulness m editation.



 

Sitting Time

 
N ow  that you have learned about the theory and practice of m indfulness m editation, let us now  spend
a few  m inutes sitting in m indfulness.

There are a num ber of w ays you can do this. The sim plest is just to extend the tw o-m inute
m indfulness exercise from  the previous chapter. First, sit in a m editation posture that allow s you to be
alert and relaxed at the sam e tim e. Then w henever you are com fortable doing so, you m ay practice the
Easy W ay (w hich is to pay attention to the process of breathing and gently bringing attention back
every tim e it w anders aw ay), or the Easier W ay (w hich is to sit w ithout agenda and sim ply shift from
doing to being). If you like, you m ay sw itch betw een Easy and Easier anytim e. D o that for m aybe ten
m inutes, or as long as you w ould like to. That w ill be your m editation practice.

If you prefer som ething m ore form al and structured, you can apply the Process M odel of
M indfulness M editation discussed earlier in this chapter. Start by sitting in a m editation posture that
allow s you to be alert and relaxed at the sam e tim e. O nce you are com fortable, invite an intention to
arise, one that is based on w hy you are sitting here, w hich w ill encourage you to continue your
practice. Bring your attention to the process of breathing. If the m ind is calm  and concentrated, abide
in that m ind. If the m ind gets distracted by a sound, a thought, or an itch, acknow ledge the source of
the distraction, experience it w ithout judging it, and let it go if it w ants to be let go. If you need to
m ove, m aintain m indfulness of intention, m ovem ent, and sensation. G ently bring your attention back to
your breath. If self-criticism  or self-judgm ent arises, invite a thought of self-directed kindness to
arise, if it w ants to. If not, just let it be; everything is fine. D o this for ten m inutes, or as long as you
w ould like to.



MINDFULNESS MEDITATION
 

Let us begin by sitting com fortably. Sit in a position that enables you to be both relaxed and alert
at the sam e tim e, w hatever that m eans to you. O r, if you prefer, you m ay sit like a m ajestic
m ountain, w hatever that m eans to you.

Let us now  take three slow , deep breaths to inject both energy and relaxation into our
practice.

N ow , let us breathe naturally and bring a very gentle attention to your breath. You can
either bring attention to the nostrils, the abdom en, or the entire body of breath, w hatever that
m eans to you. Becom e aw are of in breath, out breath, and space in betw een.

(Short pause)
If you like, you can think of this exercise as resting the m ind on the breath. You can

visualize the breath to be a resting place, or a cushion, or a m attress, and let the m ind rest on it,
very gently. Just be.

(Long pause)
If at any tim e you feel distracted by a sensation, thought, or sound, just acknow ledge it,

experience it, and very gently let it go. Bring your attention very gently back to the breathing.
(Long pause)
If you like, let us end this m editation by inviting joyful inner peace to arise.
Breathing in, I am  calm .
Breathing out, I sm ile.
This present m om ent,
W onderful.
(Short pause)
Thank you for your attention.

 

Dude, W here Is the Science?

 
M editation has at least one im portant thing in com m on w ith science: its heavy em phasis on the spirit
of inquiry. In m editation, there are tw o aspects to the spirit of inquiry. First, a lot of m editation is
about self-discovery. Yes, w e start w ith training of attention, but attention is not the end goal of m ost
m editation traditions; the true end goal is insight. The reason w e create a pow erful quality of attention
is to be able to develop insights into the m ind. H aving a pow erful attention is like having a pow erful
torchlightð it is fun to have, but its real purpose is to allow  us to look inside the dark room s of the
m ind and ourselves so that w e can, w ell, search inside ourselves. A nd because it is ultim ately about
developing insight, the spirit of inquiryð at least of internal inquiryð has to be an essential
com ponent of oneôs m editation practice.

The second aspect of this spirit of inquiry extends beyond the internal and into the external
w orld. Because m editators are so used to inquiry, w e have also becom e very com fortable w ith
science and scientific inquiry into m editation itself. This is true even for classically trained



practitioners w ithin ancient m editative traditions, such as Buddhism . To m any of m y friends, the m ost
stunning exam ple of this com fort w ith science w as w hen the D alai Lam a said, ñIf scientific analysis
w ere conclusively to dem onstrate certain claim s in Buddhism  to be false, then w e m ust accept the
findings of science and abandon those claim s.ò4

W ith this in m ind, let us take a quick glance at som e of the peer-review ed scientific literature
surrounding m editation.

O ne of the m ost telling of all research studies on m editation w as conducted by tw o pioneers in
the field of contem plative neuroscience, Richard D avidson and Jon K abat-Zinn.5 The study w as eye-
opening for m any reasons. It w as the first m ajor study conducted in a business setting, w ith em ployees
of a biotechnology com pany as subjects. This m akes it highly relevant for som ebody like m e w ho
operates in the corporate w orld. The study show ed that after just eight w eeks of m indfulness training,
the anxiety level of the subjects w as m easurably low er, w hich is nice but not surprising, since the
nam e of Jon K abat-Zinnôs training program  is M indfulness-Based Stress Reduction. If anxiety had not
been m easurably low er, it w ould have been quite aw kw ard.

M ore surprisingly, w hen the electrical activity of the subjectsô brains w as m easured, those in the
m editation group show ed significantly increased activity in the parts of their brains associated w ith
positive em otions. The m ost fascinating finding had to do w ith their im m une function. N ear the end of
the study, subjects w ere given flu shots, and those in the m editation group developed m ore antibodies
to the influenza vaccine. In other w ords, after just eight w eeks of m indfulness m editation, subjects
w ere m easurably happier (as m easured in their brains) and show ed a m arked increase in developing
im m unity. R em em ber that this study w as not conducted on bald guys w earing robes living in a
m onastery, but on ordinary people w ith real lives and real high-stress jobs in corporate A m erica.

A later study conducted by H eleen Slagter, A ntoine Lutz, Richard D avidson, et al., focused on
attention.6 Specifically, it explored m editation in relation to an interesting phenom enon know n as
ñattentional-blinkò deficit. There is a very sim ple w ay to explain attentional blink. Letôs say you are
show n a series of characters (either num bers or letters of the alphabet) on a com puter screen one at a
tim e, in quick succession (w ith about fifty m illiseconds of delay betw een letters, w hich is half of one-
tenth of a second). Letôs say the entire series is m ade up of letters, except for tw o num bers. For
exam ple, letôs say the series is P, U, H , 3, W , N , 9, T, Y. There are tw o num bers w ithin the series of
letters. Y our task is to identify the tw o num bers.
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