
Meditation and mindfulness tips for
coping with the coronavirus
pandemic
Paying attention to what’s happening in the moment is difficult in the age of
COVID-19, but it can also help us cope during an unsettling time.

Are you worried about tomorrow? Just try to focus on today, says Diana
Winston, director of mindfulness education at the UCLA Mindful Awareness
Research Center. “Most of the time, our minds are locked in the past and
future,” Winston explains. “Mindfulness puts you in the moment. Most
people are OK in the here and now. If you can put yourself in the present,
you can handle difficult thinking.”

As people become more anxious as they self-quarantine at home, Winston
recommends mindfulness meditation, a practice that has been proven to
alleviate stress, depression and insomnia, as a way to cope.

People often feel discouraged when they first give meditation a try, Winston
says, because their mind goes in a million directions.

That’s exactly what is supposed to happen.

Keep trying.

“That’s part of the process,” Winston says. “Especially now when there is so
much to worry about. You’re not doing anything wrong. Come back to the
present moment. Or try to meditate for five minutes. Your practice will only
get stronger over time.”

Try to avoid what Winston calls “worst-case scenario” forward thinking and
focus on what’s happening now. Using a train metaphor, Winston illustrates
the ways in which our thinking can help us: “The moment that we realize
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that we’ve been lost in worry, it is possible to get off the train. If you realize
that you are on the train, it’s important to know that you can get off. As you
practice mindfulness, you don’t even have to get on the train in the first
place. You can stay on the platform and let those scary thoughts go.”

Whether you get on the worry train or not, Winston recommends using the
STOP acronym, a well known mindfulness tool, to help calm yourself:

S: Stop. When you notice that you are feeling anxious and you need a
moment: stop.

T: Take a breath. If you find yourself worrying about the future, bring
yourself back to the present. Take a breath, pause, feel your feet on the
ground.

O: Observe what is happening inside yourself. Does your stomach hurt? Is
your heart racing? Ask yourself, “How am I right now?” Bring yourself back
to the moment.

P: Proceed with more awareness of yourself and what will help you.
Connecting with a friend, or having some daily quiet time outdoors, can
help.

When under duress, we can get overwhelmed and regress. The key to
staying grounded during difficult times, Winston says, is to be kind to
ourselves. “Don’t be hard on yourself for eating lots of chocolate or ‘feeling
needy’ and calling your friends,” she says. “With so much unknown, it’s
scary. We’re not going to be at our best.”

Nigel Sampson, owner of Whole Body Method Pilates and Certification
Studio in Los Angeles, agrees. “Everyone needs to practice a little more
kindness, awareness and compassion,” says Sampson who also works as a
healer. “We have to be as present as possible to navigate this moment in
time. It’s like a new world. In a way, we get to be better people”
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Sampson offers these simple meditation techniques as a way to stay
healthy right now:

Breathe
Take a moment every day to do some slow, deep breathing. “We tend to
breathe a lot more shallow when we become fearful,” Sampson says. “We
have to use all the tools that we took for granted because we were so busy
running our lives. We have to breathe deeper; more slowly and reset the
nervous system.”

Nature
Being in nature is one of the most grounding elements that we have.
“Nature has its own intelligence and its own rhythm,” Sampson says. “You
can sense that the Earth is still supporting you. Go out and spend moments
in nature. Brush your hands down a tree. Listen to the birds. Put your hands
in water. Make nature a part of you.”

Movement
Movement is grounding because “Your body is a like an antenna,” Sampson
says. “When it doesn’t go anywhere, the body shuts down. That results in
depression, sadness, isolation. It’s important to shake the body up. “

Shaking
Stand up and shake your arms, legs and feet for a minute or two. You will
feel a little bit calmer, lighter and happier. You may even smile and giggle.
Sampson suggests doing this in the morning and before you go to bed. “It
will release all the energy that has been stagnant all day and you can let it
go and start fresh. It’s like taking an internal shower. You wouldn’t go a
week without a shower. So don’t go a week without shaking. “

Visualization
You can create anything in your mind. Imagine yourself walking in a forest.
“Often when you feel fearful, your sensations shut down,” Sampson says.
“Open yourself up to sensations by the practice of conscious visualization,



which is just seeing something pleasant.” Imagine the sounds of nature, the
feel of running water, the smell of lemon verbena. All of these sensations
will bring you back to a better state.”

Although Sampson is a believer in the benefits of mindfulness meditation,
he acknowledges these techniques won’t solve the grave financial
hardships many are experiencing due to the coronavirus. But they can help
put your mind in a better state to tackle the worries that come with the fast-
moving pandemic.

“Meditation can put you in a state where it can help you make better
decisions,” he says. “It might help you feel a little less hopeless. In the end,
it’s all about the state you are in and how that state can empower you. Once
you do these techniques, you might have some empowering ideas and a
sense of possibility.”

Online resources that offer help with anxiety

Ten Percent Happier

In an effort to help alleviate anxiety, stress and fear, this popular meditation
app is offering a free coronavirus sanity guide online. Every day at noon,
host Dan Harris, who famously had a panic attack while reading the news
on “Good Morning America,” offers a “live sanity break” with leading
meditation teachers from around the country. The guided meditations are
all posted on YouTube so you can watch them anytime you’re feeling
anxious: tenpercent.com

Headspace

If you’ve been wanting to try meditation but haven’t had the time, this
subscription-based app offers a free 10-day introduction course that guides
you through the basics of meditation and mindfulness. $12.99 per month or
$69.99 for a year, which includes access to a full library of courses
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