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“WHEN YOU RUN, HOW OFTEN DO YOU
WORRY ABOUT SOMETHING THAT

HAPPENED AT WORK THE DAY BEFORE?
OR OBSESS OVER SOMETHING THAT

MIGHT HAPPEN TOMORROW?”

If you’re reading
this article, the
chances are

you’re a fitness
enthusiast who understands the
benefits of a good workout. But while
you’ll know that looking after yourself is
essential for health and happiness, there’s also
a strong possibility that you’ll have completely
overlooked the largest muscle in your body:
your brain. 

Okay, the brain is not technically a muscle,
but it does hold the key to your physical and
mental wellbeing. The good news is just like
biceps, with the right training you can get your
head in tip-top condition and achieve peace of
mind in the process.

Head over heels
From phone calls to texts, emails and tweets,
we’re constantly bombarded with information
and it’s easy to get bogged down by the
minutiae of life. And yet when it all gets too
much, we rarely give a second thought to the
state of our minds.

“The difference between the mind and the
body is that no one is surprised to get winded
while running to catch the bus,” writes Tibetan
monk Sakyong Mipham Rinpoche in his book
Running with the Mind of Meditation: lessons for

training body and mind

(Three Rivers Press, 2012).
“When we’re overwhelmed
by longer hours at work or

parenting duties, we become irritable, moody
and unhappy. It doesn’t occur to us that our
mind is out of shape.”

Mind over matter
When you run, how often do you worry about
something that happened at work the day
before? Or obsess over something that might
happen the following day? Negative or
obsessive thinking can have a dramatic impact
on your mental health and can also be the
difference between a great 
workout and a total write-off. 

Mind fit

Struggling to stay motivated during your workouts?
Flexing your mental muscle can help boost your

mood and your performance
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Step in, mindfulness meditation. This
essentially involves training your brain to live in
the moment. “Mindfulness is the intention of
being present in the here and now, fully
engaged in whatever is happening, free from
distraction or judgement, with a soft and open
mind,” says Lucinda Puddicombe, exercise
physiologist and nutritionist (headspace.com).
“Meditation is a way of providing the optimum
conditions for training the mind to be calmer,
clearer and kinder.”

“The benefits of mindfulness meditation
range from better sleep, to healthier
relationships and less stress at work,” she
added. “Research has also found mindfulness
practise to be effective in significantly reducing
depression relapse.”

If the idea of sitting crossed legged on a
mat for an hour doesn’t appeal, you can apply
mindful practise to your running and still reap
the rewards. “Being able to turn down the
internal chatter can be really helpful, especially
when you spend so much time running,” says
ultra runner Cat Simpson. “It can be really easy
to fall into the trap of counting down the miles
and worrying about how long there is left to go,
but by letting go of these negative emotions
and just enjoying the experience – your
surroundings and the scenery – it becomes a
lot more enjoyable.”

Brain training
Similar to working your muscles, you can 
train your mind to meditate. “With mindfulness,
we are training our ability to focus on an object
and stay with it,” writes Mipham. “The more 
we exercise our mindfulness, the stronger 
it becomes.”

The key to mindful running is to gently focus
on one thing, such as your breathing, or the
feel of your feet on the ground, without
trying too hard. “The aim is acceptance
and learning to get a different
perspective on your thought
processes rather than stopping
thoughts altogether,” says
Puddicombe. “Meditation is a bit
like falling asleep or falling in love.
You can’t make it happen! In fact
the harder you try the further it
gets away. It’s a natural process of
unwinding which should require
surprisingly little effort.”

The good news is running
meditatively can also impact on
your fitness. “It has both physical
and mental benefits,” adds
Puddicombe. “Often the more effort
you put into running, the more you
tighten up, and so the slower you
are. Meditation can help your mental
head space which, in turn, can help
your physical response to exercise.”
So what more excuse do you need?
Exercise your brain and learn to 
run your way happy.

motivational ADVICE

1Take several deep breaths to 

help you focus. 

2Start running slowly, taking a few

minutes to relax and unwind.

3After you’ve been running for a short

time, gently direct your focus to one

thing. This can be your breathing, the feel

of your feet as they touch the ground, or

the sound of the birds in the trees. 

4Try to remain aware of the physical

world around you and avoid getting

lost in thought. When your mind does

start to wander (which it will do) gently

guide your thoughts back to the present.

5Practise mindfulness for as long as

feels comfortable. Don’t be

concerned if this is only for a few minutes

at a time, as your strength gradually

builds so will your mental stamina.

SIX SIMPLE STEPS 

to achieve running peace of mind
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