			Mindful Health and the power of possibility


					 Abstract
In this chapter, I consider some philosophical, psychological, and practical implications of Langer's approach to mindfulness, and related approaches.  I then present details of a recent study we conducted where we sought to use an online mindfulness intervention to improve the lives of people who suffer from chronic pain. 

Inspiration

I will never forget meeting Ellen Langer for the first time.  Upon arriving to meet her in Harvard’s William James Hall, in 2009, I was actually extremely ill, but mindlessly ignoring the symptoms.  The painful and yet irrelevant swelling in my right leg and the weak and feverish state that led me to sleep through a very stimulating lecture by Daniel Dennett, was in fact a serious blood infection that would later result in my hospitalization.  Little did I know that my conversation with Ellen Langer would be the thing that completely transformed my hospital experience from a potentially stressful, painful nuisance into a very interesting and rewarding experience.  I have taken this experience forward in the context of some recent work we have done on the utility of mindfulness practices for coping with chronic pain, which I will present toward the end of the chapter. 

But first I would like to open with a broader narrative and fundamental observations: to understand the transformative power of Ellen Langer’s perspective, and to better understand her creative action, I believe it is useful to experience firsthand her version of mindfulness -- the act of noticing new things -- which is actually very easy to practice, if for no other reason than it energizes and engages us and opens us to new possibilities.  Further, it is useful to consider the way Langer applies her version of mindfulness to understanding of social psychology and developmental psychology phenomena, and science generally.  Her thought, as laid out in her four books on mindfulness and in her many empirical papers, represents a veritable stream of understanding that liberates one from a constrained, passive, rigid view of reality, possibility, and human potential.  It is Ellen’s work that has inspired my own research in the area, and I would like to focus first on my broader philosophical deliberations and how they have shaped my ongoing research agenda. 


Eastern and Western conceptions of mindfulness?

It is useful by way of preamble to ask a simple question: Are there distinct ‘Eastern’ and ‘Western’ conceptions of mindfulness?  I think the answer is ‘no’.  I think there are many different ways to think about mindfulness, but mindfulness itself knows no bounds and even simple definitions of mindfulness -- noticing new things – can be expanded and embedded in more complex worldviews and abstractions that speak to the skill level, application, associated state and scope of mindfulness in action (see below).  

Consider, for example, what happens when we follow the traditional Eastern line of thinking, for instance, following Austin (2000), highlighting a number of levels (or states) of consciousness that bridge the connection between “mindfulness” (Bishop et al., 2004) and “no-mind”.  This is something I did personally when I first explored mindfulness, so it is useful to retrace the steps. 

Bishop and colleagues describe mindfulness “as a kind of nonelaborative, nonjudgmental, present-centered awareness in which each thought, feeling, or sensation that arises in the attentional field is acknowledged and accepted as it is…. Mindfulness begins by bringing awareness to current experience—observing and attending to the changing field of thoughts, feelings, and sensations from moment to moment—by regulating the focus of attention. This leads to a feeling of being very alert to what is occurring in the here-and-now. It is often described as a feeling of being fully present and alive in the moment”. (p. 232)

As I will argue below, if we take as our starting point the act of noticing new things, as Langer does, then what Bishop describe is a somewhat narrow conceptualization and application of mindfulness. By broadening our conceptualization and abstracting backwards from the act of noticing new things to the philosophical framework of formism, we can generate a number of categories that help us to broaden our view of mindfulness in action and this may have implications for the type of research questions we ask. 

Nevertheless, by Bishop’s definition, central to mindfulness is direct experience of events in the mind and body.  Bishop and colleagues note that thoughts that arise during the practice of mindfulness are not suppressed -- all events linked to mind-body experience are considered an object of observation, not a distraction. At the same time, secondary elaborative processing of the thoughts, feelings, and sensations is inhibited. Inhibiting secondary elaborative processing frees up cognitive resources, and because these cognitive resources are directed toward the open experience of ongoing events in the mind and body, an attitude of curiosity and acceptance is established in relation to the stream of conscious experience. Acceptance involves being “open to” or “allowing” current thoughts, feelings, and sensations (Hayes, Strosahl, and Wilson, 1999).  Again, I will argue that when cognitive resources are directed elsewhere it is possible for mindful awareness to be applied to problem solving activity and envisioning future possibilities, much like Langer describes in her book, Counterclockwise, and it is possible to operate at different levels of mindful skill in this regard. 

Bishop et al. distinguish their definition of mindfulness from Langer’s (1991) definition, which, they believe, emphasize an explicit focus on external (environmental) stimuli rather than the variety of thoughts, feelings, and sensations that arise when attempting to focus, for example, on the breadth[footnoteRef:1]. And notably, in describing what he calls shallower meditative modes, Austin (2000) argues practitioners do not necessarily distinguish external from internal focus. In other words, the first stage of meditation may involve a mode of mindfulness where recurrent thoughts and sensations are linked to both external and internal stimuli. It is only when the practitioner moves to a deeper meditative mode that they can truly choose whether or not they will focus selectively on external or internal stimuli. Furthermore, at the deeper level, Austin points to a movement from transient thoughts and sensations linked to the focus of attention (be it internal or external) to “no thoughts” (p. 300).  [1:  Bishop and colleagues have not done a very careful reading of Ellen Langer’s books. Ellen Langer describes mindfulness as the act of noticing new things, and her view certainly situates mindfulness in everyday environments, that is, outside of the ‘meditation’ context – but it is an error on the part of Bishop and colleagues to assume that Langer’s definition of mindfulness implies mindful awareness of the external world only. In fact, one of the most profoundly interesting aspects of Ellen Langer’s work is the way she situates mindfulness, both empirically and theoretically, in relation to mindlessness and, specifically, in relation to the problems associated with mindless reading, thinking, social interaction, and critical engagement in the field of science and culture generally. ] 


It is this capacity for no thoughts that is essential to the experience of “nothingness” as distinct from “mindfulness”, and Austin’s scheme highlights how different types of “nothingness” experience act as important steps on the royal road to “no-mind”.  Specifically, Austin (2000) notes that states of consciousness during meditation differ by reference to the intensity of awareness the practitioner can attain, maintain, and use, with higher intensity states allowing for deeper levels of experience, at least until a final stage is arrived at where a very high intensity state of awareness is no longer needed to maintain a stable, trait-like type of awareness that is unbounded. 

For example, during the early stages of practice, as intensity of awareness increases from moderate to maximal, practitioners of meditation report significant changes in the experience of 1) a bounded self, 2) a sense of time and place, 3) sensate perceptions registered, 4) positive affect, and 5) detachments from cravings/aversions. Austin describes a moderately advanced state called “absorption with sensate loss: internal absorption” (p. 302), where there is temporary awareness of awareness itself permeated by silent space. In this state, which characteristically lasts from seconds to minutes, there is no bounded self experienced, no sense of time or place, and no sensate perceptions registered. Levels of positive affect are high and are retrospectively described using words like “enchantment”, “bliss”, “rapture”, and so on. Importantly, this state of consciousness is the 5th level in Austin’s 8-level scheme, which transitions from shallow states of meditation (level 1), through internal absorption (level 5), and on through to the “stage of ongoing enlightened traits” (level 8). 

While it is conceivable for us to use the term “nothingness” as a summary term to describe Austin’s 5th level (“absorption with sensate loss: internal absorption”), there is a higher-level state that is a fuller type of “nothingness”. Specifically, after internal absorption (level 5) has been experienced, the practitioner can focus attention again on external stimuli and, with a maximal intensity of awareness, experience a sense of oneness with external stimuli. At this level (level 6: “Insight-Wisdom”, p. 303) there is no bounded self experienced, no sense of time or place, but maximal sensate perceptions registered. This state of consciousness comes before the state of “Ultimate being” (level 7, p. 303), which is the fuller type of “nothingness” mentioned above. According to Austin, “Ultimate Being” involves the experience of emptiness with a maximal intensity of awareness linked to no bounded self, no sense of time or place, no sensate perceptions, and an inexpressible emotional experience. Austin uses the footnote description “pure being, beyond subject and object” (p. 303).

Notably, “Ultimate Being” is a state of consciousness that is sustained for seconds to minutes at best. In other words, “nothingness” (both at level 5 and at level 7) is not long retained and, ultimately, it is a non-functional state (in the sense that it is not linked to any adaptive goals)[footnoteRef:2]: it is a state that one must ‘let happen’ and then ‘let be’ (Hogan, 2002). [2:  The final drawing in the Zen oxherding drawings is the drawing of a man greeting another man on a woodland path. It is sometimes called ‘Return to the World’. It is necessary to return to the world after “nothingness” has been experienced such that everyday goals can be pursued.] 


Having experienced these states of consciousness the practitioner can move to the final stage in Austin’s scheme, “The Stage of Ongoing Enlightened Traits”. The unique aspects of this state are 1) it is ongoing, and thus better described as a trait rather than a state[footnoteRef:3], 2) it is linked to a moderate (rather than maximal) intensity of awareness and thus can better sustain itself alongside an unbounded external and internal awareness, 3) it allows for free access to an unbounded sense of self, and 4) it is “so in the flow of events that positive things happen with the lightest touch” (p. 303). [3:  Austin asks: what could explain this staying power? And he answers: “Ultimately, it could reflect the stability of a whole new simplified neurophysiological baseline” (p. 309). Consistent with Bishop et al.’s (2004) view that mindfulness is a mode or “the manner in which a thing is done…a psychological process…a skill that can be developed with practice” (p. 234), I assume that consistently accessing level 7 states will reconfigure and make automatic patterns of sensorimotor experience that are instantiated in the neocerebellum and the frontal cortex (Hogan, 2004), thus altering the nature of goal pursuit behaviour considerably, that is, outside of level 7 states and inside of normal day-to-day states of consciousness. At the same time, having experienced level 7 states consistently for a time, normal day-to-day states of consciousness are readily connected to an unbounded external and internal awareness. But regular practice of meditation (or Taijiquan, or ‘something’) is needed to maintain automaticity. Taijiquan, for example, ultimately brings practice into everyday movements and, therefore, much like Ellen Langer’s mindfulness, practice is an everyday act.] 


We can also use the term “no-mind” to refer to this final state. No-mind is a new normal (and thus trait-like) state of consciousness that is experienced after level 7 states have been repeatedly experienced for a sufficient period to time to allow for new automatic patterns of sensorimotor experience to be consolidated in the brain, thus acting as a relatively stable background state during the pursuit of day-to-day goals.
No-mind can also be described as transcendence-in-action: it amounts to a skill (the maintenance of a transcendent state undergirding goal pursuit) that is slowly transferred to multiple other skill domains. This view is consistent with organismic models of skill development (Fischer and Bidell, 2006; Pascual-Leone, 2000). In the sense that no-mind is derived via mindfulness, the weakening of verbal control is a necessary part of skill development, as is the exercise of an increasing intensity of awareness, with higher intensity states allowing for deeper levels of experience that can, for example, penetrate and negate body representations.

When intention enters the field of “nothingness” -- and it always does, “nothingness” itself being a fragile state -- it is experienced with great intensity, and an inference readily generated is that “intention is the source of great power”, an inference not inconsistent with the idea that, in the context of meditation, the switch from “no-intention” to “intention” corresponds to a relative increase in high frequency (15 – 25 Hz) electrical brain power (Cahn and Polich, 2006). An increase in power and stability of the “nothingness” state--a function of practice--reinforces the sense of calm, focus, freedom, coherence, and intentional power and control that is experienced when in the no-mind state. Eventually, the no-mind state itself dominates and the practice of nothingness is less necessary. With explicit practice and application, transcendence-in-action (no-mind) will manifest in physical and mental movements that are increasingly complex.

Although longitudinal studies are unavailable, it is reasonable to estimate that 8 to 10 years of practice, mixing sitting and moving meditation and repeatedly experiencing level 7 states in the later years while also testing the consequences associated with the pursuit of different goals in and around the state, is sufficient to entrain no-mind as a relatively stable background state during the pursuit of most day-to-day goals (Hogan, 2002). 

This view is consistent with the body of literature suggesting that the development of expertise in many domains of skill (music, sport, academia, chess, and so on) takes approximately 10 years of intense practice (Hayes, 1989). Regular practice is also needed to maintain certain applications, particularly those that involve a merger of no-mind with intense physical exertion/pain, extremely complex or difficult physical/mental skills, or noxious stimulation (Kakigi et al., 2005). Also, because no-mind is associated with a movement toward unbounded external and internal awareness and free access to an unbounded sense of self, it can be usefully applied to the pursuit of any goal conceived of. 

Ultimately, this process of moving toward “no-mind” involves acting as an inner empiricist, following the age-old tradition of practicing meditation and allowing for the growth of an increasing intensity of awareness, such that one can move through levels of consciousness and stabilize at a new level of dynamic equilibrium. At the same time, the path outlined above can have a profound effect on one’s thinking about self, other, and world, including the possibility that a whole new process of abstraction and derived relational responding can arise (Hogan, 2009a).  I followed this path for a while, but then I read Ellen Langer, and I started to notice new things. 

Noticing new things

An idea, to be suggestive, must come to the individual with the force of revelation.
William James


Ellen and I both teach social psychology.  A critical reading of social psychology reveals much to us about the conditions under which people impose rigid, stereotyped views upon themselves and other people, and the conditions under which behavior is a rigid function of contextual control (Myers, 1999).  What is often so startling to students who first discover social psychology research is just how rigid, stereotypical, and limited our worldviews and our behaviors often are.  Nevertheless, every year, one or two students in my first year social psychology class approach with great excitement and tell me how inspired they are to discover all these human limitations so carefully catalogued by social psychologists.  Awareness of the conditions shaping rigid, stereotyped thinking and action, they tell me, has actually liberated them.  Some report feeling more open to experience, less rigid in their evaluation of self, other, and world.  They report clearer perception, greater awareness of the subtle nuances of experience.  They are noticing new things.  They are energized and inspired.  Some go a step further, extrapolating and anticipating the open field of possibilities: they report a transition from mindless acceptance of all that they know and feel and do, to mindful awareness of all that they can know and all that they can feel and can do.  Their prior learning no longer dominates the way they interpret the present moment.  The fullness of the present moment itself and the possibility space that opens by virtue of the fusion of the present moment with the ineffable future moment infuses their field of action with a new radiance.  All is new.  The well-springs of creativity are open.  Reality and potentiality comes flooding in.  

Some students, I believe, remember the raw significance of their inspired insight as they progress to higher levels of ability and skill -- they remember to notice new things -- they remember mindfulness.  Social psychology education provides a wonderful opportunity to shed light upon mindfulness and mindlessness.  Experimental social psychology is full of examples of the price people can pay for mindless learning, or mindless assimilation of their ‘culture’.  Research by Chanowitz and Langer (1981), for example, demonstrates the negative consequences of mindless reading of medical information.  They provided students with information booklets about a disorder called “chromosythosis”, a condition that could lead to diminished hearing.  Some of the students were told that 80% of the population had the disorder and they were asked to imagine how they might help themselves if they were diagnosed as having “chromosythosis”.  Another group was told that only 10% of the population had it, making the disease seem less relevant to them, and they were simply asked to read through the information booklets.  All students were then tested to see if they had the disorder and all were told that, yes, they did indeed have it.   

In the next phase of the experiment, participants were tested using a series of objective hearing tests.  Those participants who were led to believe that the disorder was less relevant to them and who simply read through the information booklets, performed significantly worse on the hearing tests than the group who were led to believe that the disorder was potentially relevant to them and who also thought through the consequences of having the disorder.  Langer describes this as one example of the negative effects of premature cognitive commitments.  Specifically, when information is mindlessly received and accepted without critical question or creative ‘what if’ deliberation, we run the risk of implicitly committing to a singular, rigid understanding of the information.  When later we are faced with a situation where this ‘prior learning’ is brought to bear on our action in context, we may find ourselves functionally constrained by the rigid understanding we have implicitly established.  Mindless reading and mindless learning result in mindless reactivity.  We will return to this idea later when describing an mindfulness intervention study we have done recently with patients with chronic pain, one core aspect of which was educating them that the label chronic may itself limit their awareness of the variability in their symptoms and the contextual factors that influence their ongoing experience of pain. 

Contextual constraint and contextual sensitivity 

The human mind is capable of perceiving a great number of things, and is so in proportion as its body is capable of receiving a great number of impressions

Baruch Spinoza

Broadly speaking, there is an important distinction to be made between a mindful and mindless response in context.  On one hand, we can talk about mindful awareness and sensitivity to context and the corresponding ability to flexibly respond to the variable and direct contingencies of our environment, while also mindfully using language and imagery to transform the stimulus functions of the environment and thus open our possibility space and facilitate our goal pursuit.  At the basis of developing human intelligence is this capacity to receive, transform[footnoteRef:4], and respond to a great number of things, a great number of impressions.  On the other hand, we talk about the mindless imposition of prior learning in a new context such that we lose awareness of the direct contingencies and, in the ongoing cycle of perception and action, we forestall our ability to respond flexibly to a variable environment.  Further, this kind of mindless imposition of prior learning will automatically (i.e., quickly and without our awareness) transform the contingencies (or stimulus functions) of the environment and thus limit our capacity to mindfully transform our possibility space during goal pursuit.   [4:  By virtue of the design of the human brain, all sensory input is transformed in one way or another in the cycle of perception and action  (Coward, 2005; Fuster, 2003). ] 


Some of what we like to call “prior learning” may simply reflect how little we have in fact learnt from past experience and how constrained we are in our ability to flexibly respond in new contexts.  Nevertheless, researchers who study learning, memory, and language are quick to tell us how important it is to be able to learn and remember and how vital it is to possess the tools of language and mental imagery, which allows us to transform sensory input and further shape our learning, memory, and action in context (Hayes, Barnes-Holmes, & Roche, 2001; Kosslyn, Thompson, & Ganis, 2006; Pinker, 2008).  At the same time, when we consider the simple mechanics and pragmatics of the wakeful brain -- the constant cycling of perception and action in context (Fuster, 2003) -- most cognitive neuroscientists and psychologists would agree that the mindless reentry of memories into the ongoing cycle of perception and action is maladaptive in the context of the requirement for flexible goal pursuit in a highly variable environment.  In other words, the mindless reentry of memories -- be they procedural memories (acquired skill), semantic memories (acquired knowledge), or episodic (autobiographical memories) -- is maladaptive because mindlessness, by Ellen Langer’s definition, diminishes awareness of the current context and all that is new in the current context.  

Mindlessness implies action on “automatic pilot”, and although some cognitive neuroscientists argue that automaticity of certain functions enhances our overall efficiency, with key brain areas devoted to, for example, transforming new sensorimotor experiences into automatic and acquired sensorimotor patterns (Hogan, 2004), none of this implies that automaticity of select functions cannot be combined with mindful awareness of our current context, or that mindful awareness of our current context necessarily reduces the efficiency or efficacy of our action.  Lifespan development is marked by growth in both executive functions (e.g., ability to sustain, switch, and divide attention and maintain goal focus) and growth in the efficiency with which new skills are transformed from slow and variable to fast and consistent in practice (Bialystok & Craik, 2006).  Even if we consider sensorimotor functioning in very basic terms -- in terms of whole body movement -- what is clear is that the maintenance of environmental awareness is necessary for flexible, adaptive action in context.  For example, if when walking, ongoing cognitive activity divides our attention and inhibits environmental awareness, our sensorimotor actions are likely to falter (Verrel, Lövdén, Schellenbach, Schaefer, & Lindenberger, 2009).   Mindfulness corrects. 

At the same time, mindfulness -- the act of noticing new things -- extends its influence far beyond the simple sensorimotor act.  We recognize the challenge of dividing our attention and being mindful to two distinct sources of cortical input, for example, sensory input that helps to regulate our movements when walking up the stairs to work and input from long-term memory designed, for example, to help us calculate the best sequence of actions to start the working day when later seated in front of our computer.   We recognize the challenge of selecting goals, optimizing successful pursuit of our goals, and compensating for losses associated with the inability to focus on other non-selected goals.  We usually focus on one thing at a time but we also divide our attention and plan out sequences of future adaptive moves.  Langer likens the brain to a large corporation, with a Chief Executive Officer who is charged with monitoring the overall functioning of the corporation and its transactions with the outside world.  This CEO does not, cannot, and should not actively monitor everything.  The job of maintaining the heating system, for example, is delegated to the custodial staff and need not consume the attention of the CEO until it requires a major investment for replacement.  The effective person – like the effective CEO – allocates attention wisely, choosing where and when to be mindful.  As our goal changes, mindfulness opens us to new possibilities.  Mindfulness is transformed by virtue of the context wherein it is practiced.  Ultimately, mindfulness functions in the context of any goal -- mindfully reading a textbook in the hustle and bustle of the college library at exam time, happily noticing new things while engaged in a dialogue with the author; mindfully talking with a friend, a colleague, or someone you meet in passing, opening oneself to the verbal and non-verbal possibilities; mindfully cooking the dinner; mindfully painting, playing a musical instrument, playing football, dancing, etc.  The point is that every context affords us the opportunity to notice new things.  Every experience affords us a new possibility space that is constantly open to redefinition.   Mindfulness opens us to possibilities.  

Mindfulness, philosophical worldviews, and adaptive functioning

In my most recent philosophical deliberations in relation to mindfulness and the act of noticing new things, I have observed a synergy between mindfulness as an applied stance and formism as a philosophical stance, or worldview.  Why formism in particular? Following Pepper (1942), the root metaphor of formism is similarity. Immanent formism begins with the simple common-sense perception of similar things: similar looking blades of grass, similar looking animals, and so on. Closer examination reveals differences between blades of grass, animals, etc., and our discrimination of differences becomes more and more acute, as does our discrimination of the grounds for similarity. 

Two aspects of event perception soon emerge as significant: the particularity and character of phenomena. We perceive particulars (two sheets of paper) that possess a certain character (both are yellow and both rest side-by-side on a table). Theoretically, a given object may have an infinite number of characters, and a given character may occur in an infinite number of particulars. The concept of participation is used to describe the tie between characters and particulars, and the cognitive instrument which is generated by the participation of characters in particulars is the concept of class. A class is a collection of particulars which participate in one or more characters (e.g., all hairy things). An organization of classes is called a classification (e.g., all animate, four-legged, hairy things). However, the formist maintains a radical freedom and an intimate relationship with the dispersive field of observation, because systematic organizations of facts are not assumed by formists, and if operational principles were used by formists to organize facts, formism would begin to look like mechanism, Pepper’s second world hypothesis. Unlike mechanism, which is a philosophical world hypothesis that advocates the construction of an integrated collection of laws describing the whole workings of observed reality, a causal law in formism is simply a bridge from one set of characterized particulars to another. The key challenge for the formist is moving through the field of observation and describing reality with clarity.  

But even in the absence of a holistic, integrated set of laws that explain the interconnections between the dispersive elements of reality we perceive and describe, many see signs in the evidence that nature is intrinsically more organized than the indefinite formist thinking categories would suggest. As a consequence, formism does not survive well the transition from philosophy to psychological science and is nowhere very prominent in theories of human development, perhaps because the dispersive, analytical style of thinking it fosters does not permit very coherent, integrated thinking about growth, maturation, and learning. However, as Langer notes, many of the models of development that psychologists have used in the past may foster fixed views, for example, as to the nature of intelligence and the components or mechanisms of mental health.  For instance, one view of intelligence, says Langer, makes us believe that there is a reality out there, and the more intelligent the person, the greater his or her awareness of this reality.  Great intelligence, in this view, implies an optimal fit between individual and environment.  The optimal fit idea of intelligence derives from early notions (e.g., those of Galton, Spencer, and Binet) that emphasized in the context of evolutionary theory the importance of perceptual discrimination capacities for survival.  The mindful person will probably notice how this view of intelligence may constrain action, and from the perspective of mindfulness research and theory comes an alternative view: an individual can define their relation to their environment in several ways, thus creating the reality that is out there.  The notion of optimal fit is potentially dangerous, particularly if it results in a rigid search for the ‘one’ reality or the ‘one’ best solution to a problem in context.  

The functional significance of this rigidity operates in antipathy to the flexibility of non-normative, non-orthodox, contextually sensitive forms of mindful awareness and action that Langer and others talk about.  One problem with mechanistic worldviews of psychological functioning is that they often imply relational judgments that are problematic when they foster rigid and stereotyped views of people, including ourselves, and this has significance for our collective mental health. For example, research suggests that adults who when younger mindlessly endorse statements such as, “As you get older, you are less useful”, do not live as long as adults who have a more positive view of ageing (Levy, Slade, Kasl, & Kunkel, 2002).  Furthermore, negative stereotypes impact directly upon older adults’ performance, with age differences in memory performance, for example, mediated by negative stereotypes about aging and memory (Chasteen, Bhattacharyya, Horhota, Tam, & Hasher, 2005 ).  Notably, older adults’ cardiovascular stress response in a performance context is much reduced when they are primed with positive ageing stereotypes (insightful, sage, wise, accomplished, etc.) as opposed to negative ageing stereotypes (decrepit, dependent, senile, confused, etc.) (Levy, Hausdorff, Hencke, & Wei, 2000).    Mindfulness may help to overcome these negative effects of mindless negative stereotypes. For example, older adults who receive training in either transcendental meditation (predicted to enhance mindfulness after meditation practice) or mindfulness as Langer studies it (noticing novelty[footnoteRef:5]) demonstrate marked enhancement in intellectual functioning as well as physical functioning (Alexander, Langer, Newman, Chandler, & Davies, 1989).   [5:  Langer notes that the pace of modern living and the culture of Western industrialized societies is not altogether conducive to sitting still and mediating for 20 minutes twice daily (as is recommended in TM).  For this reason, she believes her method of cultivating mindfulness is more readily achievable in daily practice, and in fact can be readily cultivated in the context of any normal daily activity. ] 


We can maintain a vicious cycle of helplessness or we can reinforce mindful mastery.  For example, if we mindlessly label people as less able, we may rob them of their autonomy and they may come to perceive themselves as less able as a result of not being provided with opportunities to exercise control, which in turn may inhibit their desire for autonomy and control, thus inducing helplessness (Woodward & Wallston, 1987).  A “dependence support script” defines many social interactions between older adults and social partners, such that dependent behaviors are reinforced through “over-helping” while independent behaviors are ignored (Baltes & Wahl, 1992).  Much of Langer’s research and thinking aims to reverse this process and reinforcing autonomy and mindful mastery instead.  

We can mindfully empower ourselves and we can mindfully empower those around us.  Mindfulness itself – the act of noticing new things – is a controlled activity and for this reason it naturally enhances perceived as well as actual control.  For example, Langer describes work with nursing home residents who were asked to focus their attention on the alternatives they rejected throughout the day (e.g., the choice of juice at breakfast), rather than succumbing to a mindless routine.  This monitoring task served to remind them of the choices implicit even in the most mindless routine activities, and increased their perceived control accordingly.  Even in the most “mundane” acts of daily living, there is a vast space of possibilities and if we simply open our minds and the minds of others to these possibilities, we truly may help ourselves to live a fuller, richer, healthier life.  


As such the mindfulness of Langer implies not only a form of attentiveness, but perhaps also a philosophical worldview in relation to the overall function of attentiveness that clashes with mechanistic worldviews.  The other two worldviews Pepper talks about are organicism and contextualism.  There is nowhere in Langer's writings any suggestion that mindfulness practice results in any organic growth of higher-levels of integration and complexity (central to organicism), or that mindfulness itself implies a focus on the historical event and the goals of the analyst in analyzing these events (pragmatism).   Having said that, certain classes of discrimination can emerge from a formist approach to the analysis of mindfulness, specifically, in light of the higher-order concept of discrimination, and these classes may generate interesting avenues of investigation for future mindfulness research.  

Specifically, in my recent thinking on mindfulness, I consider it potentially useful to think about the act of drawing novel distinctions by reference to the skill level of the person (novice versus expert), the application they choose to focus on (i.e., a focus on present experience, current problems, or future possibilities), the state of the person engaged in the act (i.e., either playful or serious state, or paratelic versus telic; cf. Apter, 2000), and the scope of their life domain focus (i.e., narrow or broad).  

Expertise

Much like Austin (2000) outlines, there may be levels of expertise associated with meditation practice, and similarly there may be levels of expertise amongst scientists who adopt the formist strategy of noticing similarities and differences and formulating causal laws bridging one set of characterized particulars to another.  Furthermore, although Langer bemoans the tendency of medical doctors to classify people based on the symptoms they present with, expert medical doctors who also exercise mindfulness may notice novel features of a persons’ medical condition that help them to make the best possible diagnosis and advise on the best possible course of therapy. As such, the novice-expert distinction may enrich mindfulness research by seeking to identify the various domains in which expertise in mindfulness can be beneficial and functional.  

	Application

A focus on the different applications of mindfulness also implies the need for further scientific scrutiny of the types of situations where mindfulness might be useful.  Ellen Langer has led the vanguard in this regard.  However, the bulk of applications of mindfulness in a therapeutic context have focused on helping patients to cultivate better present moment awareness of sensory, emotional, and cognitive experience.  In the context of chronic pain, it may also be useful to extend the application of mindfulness to social experience, as we did in our recent study (see below).  Also, while Ellen Langer has focused considerable attention on the application of mindfulness to problem solving and creative, possibility thinking, the therapeutic implications of this application of mindfulness have not been extensively researched.  

	State

Also, while mindfulness, or the act of noticing novelty, is akin to many descriptions of play which imply a focus on novelty and flexibly adjusting behavior in novel ways to ongoing changing circumstances (cf. Smith, 1984), it is also possible for mindfulness to operate in the context of more serious states of mind, for example, when focused on problem solving under conditions of threat and social pressure (e.g., when running out of time in an exam hall setting in a high stakes exam setting).  Again, further research can make use of this distinction and see if mindfulness functions differently when experimental participants are examined in a telic (serious, goal focused) versus a paratelic (playful, process focused) state (Apter, 2000).  

	Scope

Finally, although experts may learn to apply mindfulness to their specialist domains, it is possible that they might apply it exclusively to these domains and not more generally in their life (e.g., at home with their children).  Alternatively, a person who has only limited experience of actively noticing new things may apply the skill to a much broader range of life domains, even if they operate with less discriminatory capacity than the expert does when working in their domain of expertise.  As such, questionnaires designed to measures individual differences in mindfulness might wish to probe the level of expertise and the scope of application of mindfulness in action, as both may be important factors that are related in different ways to life outcomes (e.g., life satisfaction, psychological well-being, productivity, relationship quality, etc.).  
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Mindful Health and the power of possibility – online mindfulness for chronic pain 

In her most recent book, Counterclockwise, Ellen Langer considers how mindfulness operates when people learn that they have cancer.  Although science is learning that cancer is sometimes fully treatable, most of us, says Langer, mindlessly assume that cancer is a “killer”.   Rather than being mindfully aware of our symptoms and the conditions associated with the presence and absence of symptoms at any given moment in time, and rather than being mindfully aware of the variable nature of our interactions with medical professionals, friends, and family, or changes in the way we work and play, the diagnosis of cancer may lead us to identify fully with the label “cancer patient”.  As soon as we identify with the label, all the preconceived ideas we ascribe to the label come to control our behavior.  However, Langer also points to research by Golub (2004), who found that while some people diagnosed with cancer add cancer to their identity, others let the diagnosis take over their identity, with the latter group faring less well on measures of recovery and psychological well-being.   

Langer suggests that mindfulness makes us more optimistic because we are open and attentive to possibilities, and that this in turn facilitates recovery.  Research does suggest a relationship between mindfulness and optimism (Weinstein, Brown, & Richard, 2009), and between optimism and recovery from coronary artery bypass surgery (Scheier & Carver, 1992).  Converse to the view that optimists have a rosy view of their future that invariably leads them to ignore their present circumstances, Langer argues that mindful optimists are likely to pay greater attention to their recovery than do pessimists, and in so doing they aid the recovery process and help anticipate complications.  

Mindful awareness of our state can enhance our ability to control our state.  For example, Delizonna, Williams, and Langer (2009) demonstrated that, when compared with a group who were asked to measure their heart rate upon first waking in the morning and just before going to bed, people who are asked to measure their heart rate regularly throughout the day, thus attending to its “variability”, later demonstrate greater capacity to speed or slow their heart rate without instruction.  

Langer believes that the future is largely indeterminate, not uncontrollable.  We don’t know for sure whether or not we can control something unless we try, and if we fail this does not imply that we cannot control the thing we set out to control, only that we failed to control it at the time of trying – the situation remains indeterminate, but the possibility of control is still a possibility.  

We recently developed an online mindfulness programme to help people suffering from chronic pain (Dowd, Hogan, McGuire, Fish, Zautra, 2012).  The programme drew on mindfulness meditation aspects of the mindfulness-based stress reduction approach developed by Kabat-Zinn (1990) and on mindfulness-based cognitive therapy (Segal et al., 2002). It included a meditation component and skills building component focused on how to cultivate and sustain positive emotional experiences, particularly within social relationships.  We called our mindfulness programme Mindfulness in Action (MIA) to distinguish it from other programmes and to highlight the focus on daily application of mindfulenss skills, including the skill of noticing new things, noticing variation in symptoms of pain, contexts that influence pain, and the value of broadening the focus of attention outside of a narrow focus on the sensory experience of pain.  We compared this programme to a Pain Education (PE) condition, using materials developed by Zautra and colleagues (2008) and relevant materials drawn from a self-management of chronic pain patient handbook (Hanson, 2010).  

Our programme was organized around a series of didactic presentations in which general information about chronic pain and related themes in health and medicine were transmitted via e-mail (see Table 1).  Participants were measured before and after the intervention period, and 6-months later, on a battery of tests measuring anxiety, depression, pain experience, pain interference, and impressions of change over time.  Notably, both MIA and PE groups showed decreases in pain interference on completion of the intervention and these benefits were maintained at 6-months follow-up.  Participants in both groups also reported reductions in depression and anxiety after completion of the intervention. However, only the reductions in depression were maintained at 6-months follow-up. 

However, changes on a number of measures showed unique benefits for the MIA programme.  For example, unlike the PE group, participants in the MIA group reported a reduction in self-reported ‘Pain right-now’ on completion of the intervention.  Notably, this effect of MIA was not found for pain ‘on average’. Given that mindfulness practices emphasise non-judgemental awareness in the present moment (Kabat-Zinn, 1990; Shapiro & Carlson, 2009), measures of ‘pain right-now’ may represent a potentially useful indirect measure of mindfulness in action.   Although awareness of ‘pain now’ may be heightened in the context of mindfulness practice, the ‘non-judgemental way’ in which pain is evaluated may reduce its negative impact in the present moment.  However, it may take considerable time and regular mindfulness practice to alter retrospective judgements of pain ‘on average’. The positive effect of MIA on “pain right now” was not sustained at the 6-month follow-up assessment, and it may be that sustained mindfulness practice is necessary to maintain benefits and consolidate more stable changes in judgements of pain on the average.  

MIA participants also reported significantly greater improvements than PE participants in three areas: their ability to manage their emotions; their ability to manage stressful situations; and their ability to enjoy pleasant events. The differences between MIA and PE conditions in ability to manage emotions and stressful events were maintained at 6-months follow-up.  The collection of unique MIA benefits – greater perceived ability to manage emotions, manage stressful situations, enjoy pleasant events, and reduction in present moment perceptions of pain – highlight an interesting common theme: greater ability to optimize emotional experience, despite experiencing pain and associated stress. 

While much of the mindfulness-based research prior to this had been criticised for a lack of adequate control groups (e.g., Baer, 2003), our study evaluated a mindfulness intervention in a randomised-controlled trial compared with psychoeducation. The use of an active control condition also strengthened the argument that mindfulness may produce some unique beneficial effects.  Importantly, the study highlighted that the mindfulness intervention was not more effective in all areas. Both interventions showed benefits, but the unique MIA benefits are consistent with the focus of the MIA programme. However, even in the context of random assignment to conditions and the possibility that nonspecific treatment elements such as attention and expectation for improvement were controlled for, it is possible that our MIA intervention helped build a better therapeutic engagement than the PE condition. Another limitation pertains to the assessment of home practice. In common with other mindfulness-based interventions (see Baer, 2003 for review), our data collection strategy relied on self-report methods which may lead to biased estimates. Furthermore, although using a heterogeneous sample has advantages from the point of view of generalisability, future research may wish to focus on more homogenous samples than used in our study, as mindfulness practices may bring varied benefits for patients with different pain aetiologies or pain locations (Dworkin et al., 2005). 

Future research using more advanced technologies could capture data on times logged-on to an online mindfulness practice system and of engagement with the system, giving direct data on adherence and facilitating more timely follow-up on participants dropping out. This latter data could provide more information on participant satisfaction with the programmes.  

The main clinical implication of our study is that it supports the feasibility of using computerised interventions as an additional option for chronic pain management. The research adds further to the body of literature that supports the use of mindfulness interventions for the treatment of chronic pain. However, it does not resolve the many conceptual issues around the operational definition of mindfulness or the psychological mechanisms through which mindfulness may operate. Nevertheless, it supports previous research which suggests that the ability to pay attention in the present moment to a broad range of stimuli may facilitate the noticing of positive experiences, even in the face of negative stressors (Zautra, Johnson, & Davis, 2005; Zautra, Fasman, et al., 2005). 

Conclusion 
In this chapter, I opened with a short tribute to Ellen Langer, to whom I am incredibly grateful for the pleasure of her inspired company when I was feeling unwell and lacking all inspiration.  Ellen has reoriented my thinking in relation to mindfulness in a very positive and applied direction.  I considered some of the philosophical, psychological, and practical implications of her approach to mindfulness, and related approaches, and I argued that a formist approach to the analysis of mindfulness in light of the higher-order concept of discrimination may generate some new ideas for future mindfulness research.  Specifically, I considered the value of thinking about the act of drawing novel distinctions by reference to the skill level of the person (novice versus expert), the application they choose to focus on (i.e., a focus on present experience, current problems, or future possibilities), the state of the person engaged in the act (i.e., either playful or serious state), and the scope of their life domain focus (i.e., narrow or broad).  I closed with a brief overview of a recent study we conducted where we evaluated an online mindfulness intervention for chronic pain, and reported benefits of mindfulness over pain education for the outcomes of pain right now and ability to manage emotions and stressful situations; and the ability to enjoy pleasant events.    While the bulk of clinical work has focused on applications of mindfulness to cultivate better present moment awareness of sensory, emotional, and cognitive experience, Ellen Langer has led the vanguard of researchers who now focus on many different and highly pertinent applications of mindfulness, including medical and life decision-making, critical thinking, creativity, perspective and worldview cultivation, and much more.  It is difficult to do justice to the profound influence that Ellen Langer has had on me, but I will continue to sing her praises and work to create something worthwhile with the inspiration she has provided me.   

Mindfulness – or the act of noticing new things – is ever-present.  Mindfulness may well open the well-springs of creativity and when this happens our reality is nothing like it was before. All is new.  We experience both a positive disintegration and a novel reintegration of all our parts, all our deep seated conceptual and abstracted systems.  The fullness of the present moment and the possibility space that opens by virtue of the fusion of present and future moments infuses our field of action with a new radiance.  Reality and potentiality comes flooding in.  Our system is reborn and ready for creative action. 
 





Table 1. Session-by-session summary of the structure of the MIA and PE interventions with associated mindfulness exercises for the MIA intervention. 
	
	Mindfulness in Action
	Pain Education

	Session No
	Session Title
	Session Content
	Meditation
	Session Topic
	Session Content

	1
	Introduction

	Introduction to Mindfulness. 
Programme overview
	Breathing.
Practice Review
	What is pain?
	Acute pain.
Challenges of Chronic Pain: Disability and Suffering

	2
	Positive and Negative Emotions
	Emotional Systems.
Letting go of emotions.
Two dimensions of emotion.
	Breathing
	Pain concepts that cause misunderstandings.
	The experience of pain.
Pain behaviour.
Physical injury and damage.

	3
	Mindfulness
	What is Mindfulness?
Introduction to Mindfulness.
Meditation -
Building a daily practice.
	3-min breathing-space

	Physiology of pain.
	Role of the spinal gate.
Role of endorphins.

	4
	Awareness: A crucial skill
	Benefits of Awareness.
Barriers to Awareness.
Ironic Process (Yellow Jeep).
Consequences of Mindlessness.
	3-min breathing-space

	Physical deconditioning.
	What is physical deconditioning.
Doing too much.

	5
	Acceptance
	Mindfulness, awareness and the management of chronic pain.
Role of Acceptance in mindfulness.
	Body Scan
	Avoiding physical deconditioning
	Living within your limitations.
Use good pacing procedures. 
Use good body mechanics. 
Use Caution during danger times. 

	6
	Living with pain
	Living with pain.
Acute versus 
chronic pain.
Mindfulness as a response to suffering.
	Body Scan

	Activity pacing
	The Importance of planning ahead and pacing yourself.
The Activity-Rest Cycle?
Benefits of the Activity – Rest Cycle.

	7
	Pacing yourself
	Rationale for Activity-Rest cycle.
Basic steps.
Benefits of Activity-Rest cycle.
ARC Planner.
	Body Scan

Standing
Walking
	Physical fitness
	Physical fitness defined.
Step to appropriate fitness.

	8
	Emotional Space
	Emotional clarity.
Emotional complexity.
Relation between thoughts & emotions.
Automatic thinking.
	Emotions Sensations & Thoughts 
	Sleep difficulties
	Why sleep is important?
Developing healthy sleep habit.

	9
	Thoughts & Beliefs


	Reviewing the link between thoughts, emotions, and physical health.
Importance of illness beliefs.
Role of illness beliefs in adjustment.
Changing the context of thoughts.
	Seated Thought
	Sleep difficulties continued 

	Tips for when you can’t sleep at night.

	10
	Savouring the positive
	Mindful, intentional engagement with positive experiences.
Savouring positive experiences.
Positive emotions as a choice.
Scheduling pleasant events.
	Pleasant events 
	Interacting with your medical doctor
	The Importance of having a primary care doctor.
Doctor - Patient relationship.
Problems with being believed or taken seriously.

	11
	Relationships
	Interpersonal relationships.
Mindful communication.

	Pleasant events 
	Your relationship with your medical doctor
	A Bill of Rights for people with pain.
Maintaining reasonable expectations.
Communicating with your doctor.

	12
	Review
	

	
	Review
	







References

Alexander, C. N., Langer, E. L., Newman, R. I., Chandler, H. M., & Davies, J. (1989). Transcendental Meditation, Mindfulness, and Longevity: An Experimental Study With the Elderly. Journal of Personality & Social Psychology, 57(6), 950 - 964.
Baltes, M. M., & Wahl, H. (1992). The dependency-support script in institutions: generalizations to community settings. Psychology and Aging, 7(3), 409 - 418.
Bialystok, E., & Craik, F. I. (2006). Lifespan Cognition: Mechanisms of Change. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Boyd, R., & Richerson, P. J. (2005). The origin and evolution of cultures. New York ; Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Chasteen, A. L., Bhattacharyya, S., Horhota, M., Tam, R., & Hasher, L. (2005 ). How feelings of stereotype threat influence older adults' memory performance Experimental Aging Research 31 235-260.
Coward, A. (2005). A System Architecture Approach to the Brain. New York: Nova.
Fuster, J. M. (2003). Cortex and Mind: Unifying Cognition. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Gertig, D., Hooper, J., & Graham, G. (2004). A prospective cohort study of the relationship between physical activity, body size and composition, and the risk of ovarian cancer. . Cancer Epidemiology Biomarkers and Prevention, 13, 2117 - 2125.
Hayes, S. C., Barnes-Holmes, D., & Roche, B. (2001). Relational frame theory : a post-Skinnerian account of human language and cognition. New York: Kluwer Academic/Plenum Publishers.
Hogan, M. J. (2004). The cerebellum in thought and action: A fronto-cerebellar aging hypothesis. New Ideas in Psychology, 22(2), 97-125.
Hogan, M. J. (2009a). The culture of our thinking in relation to spirituality. New York: Nova.
Hogan, M. J. (2009b). Enlightened happiness and pragmatic systems science – positive psychology meets Colin Feltham’s anthropathology thesis. . The Irish Psychologist 35 138-148.
Kosslyn, S. M., Thompson, W. L., & Ganis, G. (2006). The case for mental imagery. Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press.
Labouvie-Vief, G., & Márquez González, M. (2004). Dynamic Integration: Affect Optimization and Differentiation in Development. In D. Y. Dai & R. J. Sternberg (Eds.), Motivation, emotion, and cognition:  Integrative perspectives on intellectual functioning and development. (pp. 1 - 36). Mahwah, N.J.: Lawrence Erlbaum.
Langer, E. L., & Rodin, J. (1976). The Effects of Choice and Enhanced Personal Responsibility for the Aged: A Field Experiment in an Institutional Setting. Journal of Personality & Social Psychology, 34(2), 191 - 198.
Levy, B. R., Hausdorff, J. M., Hencke, R., & Wei, J. Y. (2000). Reducing cardiovascular stress with positive self-stereotypes of aging. Journals of Gerontology Series B: Psychological Sciences and Social Sciences 55B(4), 205 - 213.
Levy, B. R., Slade, M. D., Kasl, S. V., & Kunkel, S. R. (2002). Longevity increased by positive self-perception of aging. Journal of Personality & Social Psychology, 83(2), 261-270.
Maier, H., & Smith, J. (1999). Psychological predictors of mortality in old age. Journals of Gerontology Series B-Psychological Sciences and Social Sciences, 54B(1), 44 - 54.
Mayr, E. (2002). What evolution is. London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson.
Myers, D. G. (1999). Social psychology (6th ed.). Boston: McGraw-Hill College.
Palmore, E. B. (2002). Ageism in Canada and the United States: Duke University Center for the Study of Aging and Human Development.
Perlmuter, L. C., & Eads, A. S. (1998). Control: cognitive and motivational implications. In J. Lomranz (Ed.), Handbook of Aging and Mental Health. New Yort: Plenum Press.
Pinker, S. (2008). The stuff of thought : language as a window into human nature. London: Penguin.
Scheier, K. A., & Carver, C. S. (1992). Effects of optimism on psychological and physical well-being: theoretical overview and empirical update. Cognitive Therapy & Research, 16(2), 201 - 228.
Schultz, R. (1976). The effects of control and predictability on the physiological and psychological well being of the aged. Journal of Personality & Social Psychology, 33, 563 - 573.
Verrel, J., Lövdén, M., Schellenbach, M., Schaefer, S., & Lindenberger, U. (2009). Interacting effects of cognitive load and adult age on the regularity of whole-body motion during treadmill walking. . Psychology and Aging, 24(1), 75 - 81.
Weinstein, N. D., Brown, K. W., & Richard, M. R. (2009). A multi-method examination of the effects of mindfulness on stress attribution, coping, and emotional well-being Journal of Research in Personality, 43 (3), 374-385 
Woodward, N. J., & Wallston, B. S. (1987). Age and health care beliefs: self-efficacy as a mediator of low desire for control. Psychology and Aging, 2, 3 - 8.


image1.emf
Skill levelsNoviceExpertApplicationsPresent experienceSensoryEmotionalCognitiveSocial

ProblemsConcreteAbstract

Possibilities Goals Options

State Playful Serious Scope Narrow Broad Mindfulness: drawing novel distinctions


