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How to look after your mental 
health using mindfulness
Mindfulness can be beneficial for our 
mental health and wellbeing. 
It helps us focus on the present  
moment, be more objective about our 
thoughts, and regulate our emotions. 

It can also reduce symptoms of 
depression and anxiety, help us manage 
stress, and support our overall wellbeing.1 

Yet, it’s not always easy knowing how  
to practise mindfulness and incorporate 
it into our everyday lives. 
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To help you understand how 
to use mindfulness to support 
your mental health, we have put 
together this guide. You’ll learn:

What mindfulness is

How mindfulness can help

Ways to be more mindful

More about mindfulness 
techniques



Consciousness  
and awareness

Consciousness and awareness 
mean paying attention to what’s 
happening inside and around us. 
This includes:1

	 our thoughts

	 our feelings

	 physical sensations in 
our bodies

	 what’s going on in our 
environment

	 how all these things might 
be connected.

Mindful awareness means 
noticing these things without 
judging them or trying to control 
them straight away.2,3 

Being aware also means doing 
things with intention, rather 
than rushing through our days 
mindlessly or on ‘autopilot.’4

What is mindfulness? 

Mindfulness means paying attention to the present moment.1 

It can be part of our daily lives or something we get from doing 
specific activities or techniques. 

Incorporating mindfulness into our daily lives could be noticing the little things,  
such as a smell, texture or feeling, as we move through our day. It could involve  
taking time to pause and be aware of our thoughts. We can also do everyday tasks, 
such as washing up or queuing at the post office, mindfully. 

Doing specific activities or techniques to create mindfulness could involve doing 
a breathing exercise, practising yoga, going for a slow walk or doing mindful 
colouring or drawing. In fact, a mindful activity or technique can be any action that 
incorporates the two main elements of mindfulness.

Two main elements of mindfulness
There are two main elements within the definition of mindfulness. 

Firstly, being conscious and aware and secondly, a focus on the present moment.
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Focus on the  
present moment

This element of mindfulness 
is about staying connected to 
what’s happening right now. 
Instead of thinking about the 
past or worrying about the 
future, for now, we bring our 
attention to the present.1 

Mindfulness helps us notice 
when our minds wander (and 
they will!), then return our focus 
to the here and now, without 
being hard on ourselves. 

It’s important to note that 
mindfulness isn’t about 
emptying our minds or stopping 
our thoughts altogether. 
Instead, it’s about paying full 
attention to our experiences in 
the present moment.4



How can mindfulness help? 

The NHS says that mindfulness can 
support our wellbeing, and that  
‘studies show that mindfulness 
can help with stress, anxiety and 
depression. More research is needed 
to show whether it helps with other 
mental health conditions.’1 

The National Institute for Health and 
Care Excellence (NICE) recommends 
that all employees should be offered or 
helped to access mindfulness, yoga or 
meditation on an ongoing basis.6 Is meditation the same as mindfulness?

No, meditation and mindfulness are not the same. Meditation is a structured 
technique that involves setting time aside to train our minds to focus.5 

Mindfulness, on the other hand, involves being present in the 
moment, so it can happen at any time. 

We can meditate without focusing on mindfulness – for example, by using 
visualisation techniques that involve imagining a peaceful scene rather than paying 
attention to what’s happening in the present moment. 

Likewise, we can be mindful without 
meditating. However, the two concepts 
are related. Mindfulness can be a form 
of meditation, and both are coping 
strategies to help us become  more aware 
of our thoughts and manage stress. 

Can mindfulness 
help adults?
Mindfulness-based approaches 
are recommended as one 
possible treatment for some 
adults who experience some 
types of depression.7,8  

They may also be a helpful 
additional intervention, delivered 
by a professional with suitable 
training, for some people 
experiencing psychosis.9
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Can mindfulness help children and young people?Examples of mindfulness-based 
therapy programmes 

For children and young people, mindfulness may improve cognitive skills like 
executive functions (working memory and planning, for example).16 

NICE recommends that educational settings should consider interventions informed 
by mindfulness, delivered by trained staff, for all young people.17
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Although the uses of mindfulness 
for the treatment of young  
people recommended by NICE 
are limited and more research is 
needed, some studies also show 
that mindfulness can:18,19

	 reduce symptoms of 
depression and anxiety20

	 support emotion regulation in 
substance use disorders16

	 improve the quality of life for 
teens with chronic pain,16 

	 help support adolescents 
with ADHD, sleep problems, 
chronic illnesses and sports 
performance-related stress16

	 be used alongside other 
approaches for the prevention 
and treatment of disordered 
eating in young people, including 
binge eating, over-eating and 
restrictive eating disorders.16 

Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy 

Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction 

One example of an evidenced-based 
mindfulness therapy approach is 
Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy 
(MBCT). MBCT is an eight-week program 
combining meditation, breathing 
exercises, and stretching, with elements 
from cognitive behavioural therapy.10

It was originally developed to prevent 
relapse in people with recurrent 
depression, and is well-evidenced for 
this purpose. 

Initial studies show that MBCT 
may also reduce active depressive 
symptoms and anxiety symptoms in 
adults with generalised anxiety  
disorder and bipolar disorder.11,12 

However, more research is needed to 
fully understand how MBCT affects 
mental health conditions. 

Another structured program is 
Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction 
(MBSR). MBSR involves two and a  
half hour-long sessions each week. 

It incorporates multiple mindfulness 
techniques, such as body awareness, 
mindfulness meditation and stretching.13 

In some studies, mindfulness has  
been found to: 

	 improve sleep quality and reduce 
symptoms of anxiety and depression 
in adults with insomnia.14 

	 reduce burnout, particularly by 
alleviating emotional exhaustion 
and helping us to regulate stress.15
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How does 
mindfulness work? 
Mindfulness helps us become 
more aware of our thoughts and 
feelings so that, instead of being 
overwhelmed by them, we’re 
better able to manage them.1

We are all unique, so mindfulness 
may work for us all in different 
ways. However, mindfulness 
can work in several ways:

Changes our mindset
Mindfulness may teach us self-
compassion.21 This means that when 
we’re struggling, instead of criticising 
ourselves or trying to block out 
discomfort, we learn to say, “It’s okay to 
feel this way”. 

Mindfulness also helps us to become 
more aware of unhelpful patterns of 
thinking and how easily we can get 
caught up in them. By learning to see 
thoughts as “mental events” rather than 
permanent or facts, we can begin to step 
back from them, feel more in control, 
and manage daily life more effectively.1, 21 

Helps us take a  
break from past or 
future worries
Sometimes, we feel stressed or unhappy, 
not because of what’s happening in the 
present, but because we’re caught up in 
thoughts about the past or future.1 This 
kind of thinking can use a lot of mental 
energy and may sometimes be unhelpful. 

Mindfulness can help us focus on the 
here and now, giving us a break from 
this cycle and allowing us to feel more 
at ease in the present moment.2 

Helps us notice our 
unhealthy thoughts 
and behaviours
Mindfulness helps us notice what’s 
going on for us emotionally, mentally 
and physically. By becoming more 
aware of our thoughts and feelings, we 
can start to recognise early signs of 
distress or other issues and take steps 
to manage them before they escalate.1

This increased self-awareness also 
helps us notice unhealthy habits of 
thinking and behaviour.21 Over time, 
mindfulness gives us the space to 
pause, reflect and make different 
choices, breaking unhealthy thought 
and behaviour patterns.

For instance, instead of getting 
stuck in a thought like, “I’m a failure,” 
mindfulness helps us notice, “I’m 
having a thought that I’m a failure”. 
It allows us to step back and reflect, 
rather than automatically believing a 
negative thought. 

Encourages us  
to appreciate the 
simple things
Some people find that using mindful 
approaches in daily life helps them 
feel more present and connected. By 
slowing down and paying attention to 
the moment, mindfulness can make it 
easier to appreciate the small things 
– like a warm drink, 
a conversation, or 
the world around 
us – that we might 
otherwise overlook.1,4 



Is mindfulness  
helpful for everyone? 
Sometimes, mindfulness might feel uncomfortable even when it is helping us, 
because it involves paying attention even to more difficult feelings and emotions. 
However, some people find that mindfulness doesn’t help them, and others say 
mindfulness worsens their mental health or wellbeing.1 

Research shows that approximately 8% of people who try 
meditation experience adverse effects such as an increase in 
anxiety, depression, stress and cognitive anomalies.22-24 

Most of these problems happen during or just after meditation sessions, and they 
tend to be more common in people using less structured and supported approaches, 
such as mental health apps.22 However, it’s important to be aware of this risk, and more 
research is needed to fully understand the potential risks of practising mindfulness.

There are other cases where mindfulness might be helpful in some areas of your life, 
but where it is not recommended as a primary way of addressing certain problems – 
for example, social anxiety.25

Looking after your mental health can be complex. Different approaches or techniques 
don’t work the same for everyone, so try not to feel disheartened if mindfulness doesn’t 
work for you. It’s all about finding approaches to suit you. When you find a combination 
of treatments and coping strategies that work for you, it’s possible to feel better. 

There are also certain  
circumstances where mindfulness 
may not be recommended:4 
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	 Recent bereavement: 
mindfulness can bring  
distressing or uncomfortable 
feelings to the surface,  
which may feel overwhelming 
while you’re grieving. 

	 Stressful life events and some 
mental health problems: 
if you’re going through major life 
changes, such as pregnancy, a 
relationship breakdown or moving 
home, or if you are struggling 
with current severe depression, 
or alcohol and drug use, trying 
to focus on mindfulness on top 
of this could feel overwhelming 
rather than helpful. 

	 Mania, self-harm or suicidal 
thoughts: mindfulness should 
not be used as a stand-alone 
treatment or coping strategy 
for anyone experiencing mania 
or currently self-harming or 
having suicidal thoughts. In 
these instances, we recommend 
speaking to your doctor, a 
mental health professional or 
an emergency support service 
such as the NHS (call 111) or 
Samaritans (call 116 123). If you  
do want to try mindfulness 
alongside other approaches, it 
should be done with a specialist 
who can fully support you, for 
example, if difficult feelings arise.



1514

Mindful breathing
Mindful breathing  
involves focusing on your 

breath as it moves in and out of your 
body, without trying to change it.  
While breathing in, notice the rise  
of your chest and the sensation of air 
through your nostrils. Focus on the 
pause between each inhale and  
exhale, and how your chest falls every 
time you release a breath. 

When your mind wanders, gently bring 
your attention back to your breath. 

Body scan
A body scan involves 
focusing on different  

parts of your body, usually from your 
toes to your head or vice versa. Start 
by getting yourself into a comfortable 
position and closing your eyes. 

Slowly move your awareness to your 
toes and work your way up through 
each area of your body. 

As you scan, notice any sensations, 
tension or areas of discomfort without 
trying to ease this feeling. Do you feel 
a heaviness in the legs? Strain in the 
back? Perhaps no sensations at all. 
Once you’ve acknowledged the feeling 
in each area, move on to the next area 
of your body. 

Mindful listening
Mindful listening  
means giving your full 

attention to the sounds around you 
or to the person speaking. It involves 
tuning in to the tone, pitch and rhythm 
of the voice or sounds, noticing them 
fully without making any judgements  
or getting distracted. 

If you’re listening to sounds in your 
environment, it’s important to note that 
you don’t need to try to determine the 
origin or type of sounds you hear; just 
listen and notice them. If you recognise 
a sound, label it and move on, bringing 
your attention to a different sound. 

Mindful physical 
activity
Mindful physical activity 

helps bring awareness to your body  
in the present moment. This technique 
comes in many forms, but one of the 
most common is mindful walking. 

Mindful walking involves walking  
slowly and deliberately while focusing 
on the physical sensations of each step, 
your breath and your environment. 
Notice the feeling of your feet touching 
the ground, the movement of your 
legs and the rhythm of your breathing. 
Observe what you can see, hear and 
smell in your environment. 

If you have limited mobility or find 
walking difficult, mindful stretching or 
gentle seated movements can be good 
alternatives. 

Mindful colouring 
or drawing
As you colour or draw, 

focus on the colours and shapes on the 
page. Notice the movement of your hand, 
the texture of the paper and the details 
of the image you’re working on. Observe 
each of these sensations and qualities 
without judgement or self-criticism. Just 
notice them, then move on to the next. 

Slow down
Slowing down means 
intentionally reducing  

the speed of your movements,  
thoughts or breaths. It involves taking 
time to complete tasks without 
rushing and paying attention to each 
step as you do it. This could mean 
walking more slowly, breathing deeply 
and steadily or pausing briefly before 
responding to a conversation. 

The goal of slowing down is to bring 
conscious awareness to your actions and 
thoughts by not rushing through them.

Mindful eating
Eating mindfully  
can take us out of 

autopilot, helping us appreciate and 
enjoy the experience more. The  
next time you eat, stop to observe your 
food. Give it your full attention. 

Notice the texture: see it, feel it, smell 
it, take a bite into it. Notice the taste 
and texture in your mouth, and the way 
it feels as you swallow. 

A word of caution here. If you have, 
or are suspected to have, an eating 
disorder, seek advice from your doctor 
before trying mindful eating. It may not 
be appropriate in all cases. 

There are many ways 
we can be more mindful. 
Here are seven ways to 
incorporate mindfulness 
throughout the day.

How to be more

mindful



One-minute  
mindfulness exercises

Body scan

There are other types of one-minute mindfulness 
practices you may want to try. 

Mindful walking: Bringing awareness to your 
walking, how the soles of your feet feel as they meet 
the floor, and any sensations in your muscles.

Mindful eating: This can take us out of autopilot, 
and enjoy the experience. Give your food your full 
attention, noticing how it looks, smells, feels as you 
take a bite, the taste. 

Mindful listening: Take a minute to bring your 
attention to the sounds around you. If you recognise 
a sound, label it and move on. 

Other exercises
A body scan is a meditation practice that brings 
attention your body and the sensations.

Breathing practises are commonly used in 
mindfulness to help focus on the present moment. 

Breathing

These exercises may not be accessible or helpful for 
everyone. If you have an eating disorder, please  
seek professional advice before trying mindful eating. 

Start in a comfortable position 
with your eyes closed.

Begin with your feet, noticing 
the sensations.

Slowly bring your awareness 
upwards in your body, then 
down your arms until you reach 
your hands.

What sensations do you feel? 
Try to notice these without 
judgment.

Slowly bring your awareness 
back to your whole body and 
your surroundings.

Breathe in and out as normal.

Notice the time between each breath in  
and out, notice your lungs expanding.

When your mind wanders, bring your  
attention gently back to your breath.
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One minute mindfulness exercises can be a useful way to 
bring mindfulness into your daily routine, especially if you’re 
a beginner or simply short on time.



NHS Every Mind Matters 
Offers free guidance and tips on mindfulness and mental wellbeing.  
www.nhs.uk/every-mind-matters

Mind app library
Mind has collated a list of recommended mental health and wellbeing apps. 
These can help you with mindfulness, sleep, and managing your feelings.  
mind.orchahealth.com/en-GB

Oxford Mindfulness
Offers research-based training,  
resources and events.  
oxfordmindfulness.org

Getting support  
with mindfulness
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You can get support with mindfulness through a group  
course or a one-to-one with a trained mindfulness coach. 
There are online courses, books and audio, too, where  
you can learn through self-directed practice at home. 

If you’re unsure where to start or want to try a structured approach, 
the following organisations and resources may help:

https://oxfordmindfulness.org
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Useful contacts and notes Together, we can help everyone 
have better mental health.

We believe everyone deserves good mental health. No-one living in the 
UK should be deprived of the opportunity for good mental health because 
of who they are, the community they come from or where they live. We 
should all have access to strategies like mindfulness to help us cope, 
reduce our stress and alleviate symptoms of mental health conditions. 

At the Mental Health Foundation, we believe everyone deserves to 
know how to manage their mental health.

Mental Health Foundation is the UK charity focused on preventing 
 poor mental health and building and protecting good mental health.  
We research, develop and campaign for new and more effective  
ways to support and protect people’s good mental health.

We hope you found this 
booklet informative and useful.

We rely on public donations  
and grant funding to  
continue our vital work. Please 
consider making a donation 
mentalhealth.org.uk/donate
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