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Mindfulness meditation has its roots in Buddhism. Since the 1970's 
Mindfulness has received a lot of serious attention from clinical psychiatry 
and psychology with its use as a base for a large number of therapies. 
These have been used to reduce the effects of depression, addiction, and 
anxiety.

What does this have to do with breaking bad habits?

Studies have shown that obsession, rumination, and worry, all contribute to 
the severity of a large number of mental disorders. Mindfulness Meditation 
has been proven to combat these. Mindfulness has been proven effective 
in weight control, athletic performance, and helping children with “special 
needs.” 

With so many mental conditions benefiting from the use of Mindfulness, is it 
any surprise then that Mindfulness also has proven effective in breaking 
bad habits, or rather, turning them into something positive?

So how does it work? 

Brain scans show that Mindfulness Meditation activates the portion of the 
brain called the prefrontal cortex. It’s the part of the brain responsible for 
decision making, concentration, and planning. Mindfulness is also shown to 
shrink the activity in the right amygdala, the part of the brain associated 
with fear and “negative” emotion. 

As with any new skill, the more you do it, the better you will become at it. 
The bad habit you want to address is something you’ve practiced for a long 
time, and chances are very good that you’re not aware of the trigger effect. 
You don’t know the cause and location and environment that causes the 
habit to manifest. 



Mindfulness forces you to take that hidden factor and reveal it for what it 
truly is. Once exposed, the habit can then be dealt with, reprogramming the 
habit to something more productive or healthier.

A recent study of smokers took what was a reflex action, lighting up under 
stress, and forced the smokers to be aware of the act of smoking. The 
participants of the study found smoking to taste and smell horrible. Instead 
of “adapting” to the taste and smell, they simply were not aware of it.

Why? Habits reside in the part of the brain called the basal ganglia. That is 
the part of the brain that controls not just emotion but also action and 
reward-based learning. When this part of the brain kicks in, the prefrontal 
cortex hits a pause button.

You can see this when you hit a rage point if sat in traffic, or you’re 
depressed. There is little by way of thought or cognitive processes working 
during these highly emotional times.  We know that smoking is dangerous, 
just as we know that overeating can lead to diabetes and obesity. But often 
we don’t realize what we’re doing until we've eaten the cake or the 
cigarette is half-smoked. The intellect shuts off in favor of a learned 
automatic response.  

Mindfulness forces the rational, cognitive part of the brain to access the 
more primitive emotional part and rewire it.  How?

1. Get comfy. Seriously. If your body is cramping or protesting the 
position it’s in, guess what part of the brain is going to be registering 
that? The very same part you don’t want in charge. 
 
Making yourself comfortable is essential for success. If there is no 
unpleasant sensation (pain) registering in your body, then the 
intellectual part of your mind can maintain control.



2. Now, find out what you are physically feeling. Are you holding 
tension in your body? Check the most common areas: knees, back, 
neck, shoulders,  
Where we carry stress is often the part of the body where we have 
the most issues. Someone with a bad back might be carrying stress 
there. Someone with frequent headaches is likely to be carrying it in 
their neck.  Where is yours?  
 
Breathe deeply and evenly. Concentrate on the breathing and 
consciously decide to let the stress go. Relax the tense muscles in 
that area, let the pressure go.  
 
Don’t worry if you mind drifts or goes to something else. Think of it as 
paper training a puppy, just put the puppy back on the paper again 
and again until they understand. If your mind wanders, put it back on 
track and be patient.

3. Access your habit. Do you want to quit smoking? How does that 
feel? How does the craving feel? Is it an itch you can’t scratch? Is it 
more a feeling of panic or fear? What emotions come with the habit? 
Identify it, but you don’t have to feel it. You’re using the logical brain 
so you can analyze it without letting it get the better of you. 
Remember that right now you don’t have the desire, but you 
remember how it feels. Analyze it, explore it. 
 
Typically you instantly satisfy the trigger when you engage in the 
habit. But we have not thought about the trigger itself.  This 
exploration will help you to get a feeling on what that trigger is, how it 
feels.

4. Now… where is this feeling in your body? Just as stress resides in 
the body, so do cravings and emotions. If you’re a smoker, is the 
craving in your stomach? Is it in your back? If you’re working on 



overeating, where is that feeling? It’s rare that the lungs desire to 
smoke or the stomach desires excess food. These are the places that 
pay the price for the habit. Isolate the area of the body where the 
feeling is strongest. 

5. What comes with it? There are reasons that we form habits. 
Overeating may bring feelings of shame or loneliness with it. Craving 
for a cigarette may bring up anger or frustration. Remember, you do 
not have the craving, you’re analyzing it. Remind yourself of this. 
Don’t let yourself get caught up in the emotions that this brings up, 
chart it, name it, out loud if that helps.  

Try not to judge the emotion. Don’t tell yourself you shouldn’t be 
feeling this way. Accept that you are feeling this way. Allow yourself to 
look at the emotion dispassionately. Remember to be gentle. Give 
yourself a break. Be easy with yourself. 

6. The final step is critically important. Tell yourself “thank you.” It 
may sound bizarre, but the fact is, a very primal and vulnerable part 
of your brain was just exposed and analyzed.  It's the part of the brain 
that remembers fear. And, the part of the brain that develops habits to 
protect itself from trauma. It's important that you thank yourself so 
that this part of the brain doesn’t become afraid of the process. 

Mindfulness meditation is designed to give you intellectual control over the 
emotional part of your mind. It means being able to see “under the hood” of 
bad habits, to understand what processes fire off when these habits are 
triggered.

Knowing this can give you control, conscious, intellectual control over your 
habits. It can “interfere” with the habit/trigger process giving you the control 
to stop the habit cycle before it begins instead of being unaware of the 
cycle until it’s already over. 



While you do this, the most important thing to remember is that you created 
these habits for a reason. We all want to be happy, we all want to be loved, 
and we all want some degree of interaction. When we’re denied this from 
some external source, we look to alternatives, we search for a substitute, 
and the primitive part of the brain holds that information.

Were you bullied on the playground as a child? Perhaps your mother gave 
you milk and cookies to feel better, it probably worked. Your brain noted this 
and remembered Hey! That feels better, so when I’m upset, I only need 
some sugary snack, and I’ll be happy again. 

Depression and repressed anger are not healthy. Your mind wants to be 
happy. It simply found a way to do that.  

Habits don’t form from a single instance. There had to be repeated cookies, 
meaning there was repeated bullying. There were repeated endorphin-like 
rushes from cigarettes, meaning repeated pain or stress that caused the 
need for a painkiller.

Bad habits are “bad” because they are causing a problem “now.” Once 
upon a time, they were a way of coping. Now they’re just a way to hold you 
back or to hurt you. Don’t punish yourself for your bad habits, accept them, 
learn from them and with Mindfulness Meditation, you can take control of 
them again and change them, stopping the Trigger/craving/reward cycle. 

It will take time, it will take patience, but it’s possible. And once you’ve done 
it, it gets progressively easier. You don’t need to go through all six steps 
your first time, just getting your mind to “sit still” and not drift off is a great 
accomplishment. 

Be proud of what you can accomplish. The first steps are the hardest. 
Repetition makes good habits as well as bad.



Keep at it, allow yourself to take as much time as you need, chart your 
progress to prove to yourself that you are making progress. And remember, 
above all, thank yourself for doing this. It’s not easy, but it’s important, and 
it’s a positive step to taking care of yourself. That is something to be 
grateful for.

Sometimes we kick ourselves for our bad habits, sometimes that nasty 
voice in your head will tell you that you’re bad because you smoke, 
overeat, chew your fingernails. A pleasing voice saying “thank you” can go 
a long way to combat that nasty voice. 


