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SPeCiAl FeATuRe

By Joy Onozuka

The concept of mindfulness has 
become a part of mainstream Amer-
ican culture and conversation, partly 
because so many of us can relate 
to being stressed and anxious. but 
mindfulness isn’t a quick fix for 
suffering, according to bev Klug, 
who founded the mindfulness-based 
Stress Reduction (mbSR) program at 
the university of iowa’s hospitals and 
Clinics in 1996. in Klug’s presentation 
at the 2017 international Conference 
on management of the Tinnitus & 
hyperacusis Patient, she stressed 
that mindfulness is about how we live 
our lives and more skillfully relate to 
the habitual reactive patterns that we 
all have.

With more than two decades 
practicing and teaching mindfulness 
meditation and yoga, Klug can attest 
to the power of mindfulness, if prac-
ticed regularly, to reduce stress and 
suffering. To illustrate her point, she 
talked about an eight-week mbSR 
course that she taught adjacent to a 
room undergoing major renovations. 
When jackhammers began pound-
ing, her new students were upset, 

because they thought a quiet environ-
ment was essential for meditation. 
“That’s sound,” Klug said. “That’s all 
it [was].” by adding perception (i.e., 
“this is bad”) that sparked emotion, 
the students felt annoyed and angry, 
creating suffering. 

“mindfulness isn’t about having 
things a certain way. it’s about being 
present with what’s here, whether 
we like it or not,” she said. After eight 
weeks of training and practice, the 
students, who had been exploring 
hearing the qualities and variations of 
the sounds with curiosity and accep-
tance, were able to laugh, recalling 
how they began the program angry 
because of the intrusive noise and 
ended up learning from it. like many 
of us, said Klug, their notions of medi-
tation had been inaccurate. 

While the practice of meditation 
dates back 2,500 years, mbSR can 
be traced to Jon Kabat-Zinn, who 
received his Phd in molecular biolo-
gy at the massachusetts institute of 
Technology. As a scientist, Kabat-Zinn 
researched the effects of meditation 
and yoga on people struggling with 
chronic pain, stress, and anxiety. “The 
kernel [of buddhism] that he built 

the program around is that all people 
experience pain. No one escapes 
that,” Klug said. Kabat-Zinn secular-
ized mbSR so that anyone would feel 
able to join.

how a person relates to pain can 
create more or less suffering, so how 
one responds is central. “We cling 
to how we think things should be,” 
said Klug, stressing that mindfulness 
demands attention to the process, 
not just the outcome. Through mbSR, 
a person learns to shift mentally from 
reacting to an event to responding to 
it, without judgment, or at least with 
more awareness that judgments are 
automatically arising and should not 
be acted upon. “Can i be with this 
in a way that is helpful to me and to 
others?” Klug asked, emphasizing the 
thought process is grounded in how 
we choose to respond, not how we 
want something to be.

discussing how mbSR can be 
used for habituation to tinnitus, 
she shared a story of a man with 
bothersome tinnitus who joined her 
program with that objective. like the 
students who began the program 
angered by the noise in the adjacent 
room, the gentleman with tinnitus 
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was frustrated that, despite weeks 
of mindfulness practice, his tinnitus 
remained unchanged. 

Accepting what’s happening 
doesn’t mean that a person pretends 
that they aren’t bothered by it, or 
that they want something different. 
“What’s here right now — most of 
the time — we don’t control,” Klug 
said, explaining that it’s helpful for 
people to think about experiences like 
the weather. “We don’t control the 
weather … What we choose is how 
we relate to the weather.” likewise, 
people don’t choose what happens 
in the body, like getting a headache, 
cancer, or tinnitus. however, people 
spend a lot of time, energy, and mon-
ey trying to control things that cannot 
be controlled. “The question remains: 
how can i be here with it in a way 
that’s helpful to me?” Klug said. And 
as a person learns to relate to some-
thing with less clinging or resistance, 
which can lead to suffering, it’s often 
the case that those around them 
suffer less.

midway through the mindfulness 
program, which consisted of daily 
meditation practice of 45 to 60 min-
utes between the weekly 2.5-hour 

class sessions, the gentleman with 
tinnitus began to hear his tinnitus as 
just sound, without attaching judg-
ment to it. he had an insight that the 
ringing in his ears was a signal for be-
ing alive. “he started to relate to it as 
a reminder of being alive and what he 
was grateful for,” Klug said. “Tinnitus 
didn’t go away, but he was building 
the skills to relate to it differently.” 

People join a mindfulness program 
with the intention of changing some-
thing, so there’s a component of 
intention, Klug said, adding that each 
mindfulness practice also has an in-
tention to train students to be aware 
of their bodies. “We mostly ignore 
what the body is telling us, unless 
we’re hungry or hurt,” she said. The 
intention, for example, could be to be 

aware of breath, which seems easy 
and not necessarily helpful. “People 
start … and feel their breath for a 
nanosecond before thinking about 
something else,” she said. “The prac-
tice of bringing the mind’s attention 
back to the breath, without being 
judgmental, builds a ‘paying-attention 
muscle.’ We begin to be able to stay 
focused more consistently on what 
we intend to attend to,” Klug said.

in learning to retrieve the mind 
from wandering, a person can cul-
tivate attitudes of acceptance and 
acknowledgement of what is hap-
pening in the moment as it unfolds, 
with a nonjudgmental mindset. it 
is a daily practice, not a situational 
endeavor, Klug said. hence, the avail-
ability of mindfulness tools is usually 
less meaningful without consistent 
practice, guidance, and support. The 
upside of living in a culture that has 
embraced the concept of mindfulness 
means that mindfulness tools are 
available in every format, giving each 
of us access to changing the way we 
habitually react to life. 

For more information on Klug’s 
program, visit: www.uihc.org/mindful-
ness-programs 

“How a person 
relates to pain can 
create more or less 
suffering…”
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