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LIVING IN THE MOMENT 
Chade-Meng Tan shares five simple ways to start meditating 

Sitting meditation – the Easy Way: Sit for two minutes, 
bringing full awareness to your breath. Simply rest the mind on the 
breath. In this, and every meditation, each time attention wanders 
away, just gently bring it back and don’t berate yourself for it.
Sitting meditation – the Easier Way: Sit for two minutes 
and simply allow yourself to “be”, without any agenda. Allow thoughts 
to rise and fall, without latching on.
Task-based meditation: Bring full moment-to-moment attention 
to every task with a non-judgmental mind. 
Walking meditation: When walking, bring full moment-to-moment 
attention to every movement and sensation of the body. 
Listening practice: When listening, give your full moment-to-moment 
attention to the other person with a non-judgmental mind, without 
thinking of what to say next. 

IT’S ALL IN
your head 

About a year ago, a series of events had led to 
me giving up everything I knew to be true and 
safe, including my job, friends and personal 
beliefs. I found myself at ground zero, staring 
ahead into everything and nothing. 

Then, at my lowest point – as I struggled 
with sleep and depression, and found peace only in a bottle of 
Xanax – someone told me to breathe. Sit with the anxiety, the 
pain, the sadness, she said, and just breathe. 

It was the most counter-intuitive thing I’d heard. Why would 
I want to sit with feelings that would only cause more pain? 
But as I had nothing to lose, I did it. Some days, in that cloying 
depression, my biggest accomplishment was to just breathe, 
one steady breath after another. I was beginning to meditate. 

Whether it’s watching the breath or holding a visualisation, 
meditation is one of the most sought-after practices for physical and 

emotional wellbeing. Jamie Khoo discovers the immense benefits

Long regarded as the purview of robed monks or barefooted 
ascetics, meditation is now more commonly regarded as an 
accessible and practical means to train our minds, in the 
same way exercise strengthens the body. In recent decades, 
a wealth of scientific study has revealed the tangible, positive 
effects that meditation has on the brain, and on improving our 
emotional and physical wellbeing. 

Results have shown that regular practitioners of meditation 
experience lower levels of stress, depression and addiction, higher 
levels of happiness and focus, improved productivity and creativity 
at work, more harmonious relationships and better health. It sure 
seems like a miracle cure-all, but how does it really work?

The heart of meditation lies in focusing our minds on 
a single object – the breath, a posture, a word or a visualisation 

of something as simple as a flower. It is simultaneously the 
easiest and most challenging exercise I’d ever done: it is 
only when we try to still the mind that we will hear just how 
many thoughts we constantly have bouncing about. Indeed, 
it’s a very noisy place in our heads. 

We all know the frustration of being kept awake at night, 
mulling over a conversation we had or stressing over something 
that hasn’t even happened yet. At any one point, we’re battling 
past, present, future and all the feelings in between, and the 
noise refuses to abate.

“Oh, stop worrying,” people will tell you. “It’s all in your 
head.” As maddening as it is to hear this, it turns out that 
it really is. And that’s a good thing. If it’s all going on in the 
space between our ears, it also 
means we have full control. That’s 
what meditation is all about: at 
its most basic level it’s about 
quietening the mind so we can 
think, see and feel more clearly.  

In 2007, Google launched 
a meditation-based personal-growth 
course for its staff called Search 
Inside Yourself, led by one of its engineers, Chade-Meng Tan. 
Through the meditational methods taught and offered, Google 
employees experienced remarkable improvements in their 
working and personal lives, which in turn positively impacted 
the workplace as a whole. The course became one of Google’s 
most popular programmes and was later translated into a book 
of the same name. 

“The simplest, most fundamental and most important skill 
of a meditator is the ability to settle the mind on demand,” Tan 
explains. “Pretend you have a snow globe that is constantly 
shaken. To settle the snow globe, all you have to do is to put it 
on the table. After a while, all the ‘snow’ will settle down and the 
snow globe becomes calm and clear. Settling the mind is just like 
settling the snow globe, we simply stop agitating it.”

The science behind meditation has proven that regular 
practice “settles the snow” in our minds. The amygdala, a primal 
part of the brain which triggers sensations of fear, demonstrates 
lowered levels of reactivity in people who meditate regularly; 
while activity in the left pre-frontal cortex, associated with 
positive emotions, increases. Meditation literally changes 
the way our brains work – it lowers anxiety and increases 
those warm, fuzzy, happy feelings. It gives us the necessary 
distance to respond effectively to whatever life throws our 
way. Psychologists and spiritual practitioners often attribute 
unhappiness to our chronic inability to live in the present. We lie 
awake at night dwelling obsessively about the past or worrying 
ourselves to distraction about the future.

Positive psychologist Tal Ben-Shahar explores this modern 
need for control or perfection in his book Being Happy: You Don’t 
Have to Be Perfect to Lead a Richer, Happier Life, highlighting the 
common tendency to either wallow in our emotions or deny 
them altogether. But the trick to achieving happiness is not to 
grasp on to either extreme. 

“In the words of Oxford professor Mark Williams, we ought 
to look at our emotions with ‘friendly curiosity’,” Ben-Shahar 
says. “The key is to observe our emotions without trying to 

change them. When we simply observe, we’re accepting their 
presence – not trying to change anything about them.”

Science corroborates: brain scans of meditators revealed 
increased levels of brain gyrification, a “folding” of brain tissue 
which facilitates the processing of information and allows us to 
respond to stimulus and stress more efficiently. 

Meditation taught me to sit with anger, sadness and fear, 
and relate to these feelings – however turbulent they were 
– with a gentle objectivity. Over months of breathing and 
watching, pausing and allowing, I was able to finally see the 
emotions for what they were, and move away from becoming 
the sadness to merely observing it. 

As we meditate, we learn to shift our intention from 
constantly needing to “do” 
something to letting ourselves 
just “be”. Through removing 
judgment and learning 
acceptance, meditation fosters 
kindness, first towards ourselves 
and then, eventually, to people 
and situations we encounter. 

“On a social front,” adds Tan, 
“meditation helps you become a kinder and more compassionate 
person. It also helps you listen better. That means you’ll have 
less friction working with people, and people like you more. 
This leads to success at work and happiness at home.”

When we’re happy, so are our bodies. Without mental stress, 
our bodies and nervous systems are able to relax, conserve 
resources and keep essential functions at an optimum. 

Meditation is commonly misunderstood as being something far 
removed from reality. In actuality, there couldn’t be anything more 
grounded than learning to listen to the beat of our own rhythm. 

Over the last year, I eventually swapped sleeping pills for 
the free, far more peaceful practice of breathing. I exchanged 
a frenzied mind with a peaceful one, and I began to see the 
emotions for the transient phenomena they were. I learnt, above 
all, that it really was all in my head, and knowing that I was 
ultimately the one in charge, I put happiness back in focus. 
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Meditation literally changes the 
way our brains work – it lowers 

anxiety and increases those warm, 
fuzzy, happy feelings.
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