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 As I meditated, I noticed many 
thoughts about the distressed client. 
Following this, thoughts about other chal-
lenging clients I had scheduled for the 
day and how sleep-deprived I felt arrived 
in the field of awareness. Then came 
thoughts about my personal life, serious 
health problems of several family mem-
bers, and about how short and precious 
life is. Then followed thoughts about the 
fittingness of the title of Jon Kabat-Zinn’s 
(1990) book about mindfulness-based 
stress reduction (MBSR), Full Catastrophe 

 I noticed thoughts arising and dis-
sipating and how the mind was attached 
to some and averse to other experiences. 
And I also noticed the body receiv-
ing and releasing the breath just as the 
mind received and released thoughts. 
And I noticed the impact that the mind’s 
content and processes had on the state 
of the body. How sometimes the breath 
stopped. And how when strong emotion 
arose I automatically inhaled and soft-
ened and related to the experience with 
what Kabat-Zinn calls the foundational 
attitudes of mindfulness (e.g., willing-
ness to allow, let go). Often, if I noticed 
attention getting too narrow or stuck in 
a way that resulted in the breath getting 
stuck, I expanded the field of attention by 
noticing touch sensations that I felt where 
the body was supported by the surface 
holding it and by the air bathing the skin. 
I stayed aware moment-to-moment of 
the quality of attention I was bringing 
to noticing all of the objects in the field 
of awareness including mental events, 
internal and external sensations, urges for 
behaviors, and overall feeling states.

One recent morn-
ing I was awakened 
by the sound of my 
cell phone ringing. 
It was a client in 
distress, but not in 
danger, reactively 
calling with the 
hope that I would 
give her a way to get 

rid of the multiple negative emotions she 
noticed upon waking. I felt many nega-
tive emotions myself while listening to 
ten minutes’ worth of voicemail from this 
client. I intentionally did not call back 
right away because it would not serve the 
client in meeting the treatment goal of 
using the non-reactive behaviors we had 
identified for responding to distress. And 
I wanted to protect my morning time for 
self-care activities such as mindfulness 
meditation because it is essential to me 
for waking up each day and for building 
resources that allow me to respond skill-
fully to the inevitable stress that is part 
of the life of a psychologist working with 
distressed clients and their families.

One way to “wake up” and step out 
of mental and behavioral habits that 
can create suffering for me and others, 
including clients, is to practice mindful-
ness meditation. I have written previously 
for the Pennsylvania Psychologist about 
some of the reactive behavioral habits 
to which I am vulnerable because of my 
personal conditioning history (Molnar, 
2008). One of these behaviors is work-
ing much harder than my clients for 
change. This behavioral habit is called 
over-involvement and was associated 
with greater emotional exhaustion and 
a tendency to depersonalize clients, two 
dimensions of burnout, in a recent meta-
analysis by Lee and colleagues (2011). Job 
stress, such as carrying heavy client loads, 
was also associated with the emotional 
exhaustion and depersonalization dimen-
sions of burnout. Job satisfaction, on 
the other hand, was associated with less 
emotional exhaustion and depersonaliza-
tion and more personal accomplishment. 
Personal accomplishment, for example 
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having a sense of positively influencing 
our clients’ lives through our work, is 
another dimension of burnout and this 
sense of efficacy suffers when we are 
burned out. Interestingly, greater over-
involvement was associated with a sense 
of personal accomplishment. Thus, Lee 
and colleagues discovered a paradoxical 
effect of over-involvement on dimen-
sions of burnout. While the behavioral 
habit of over-involvement was a source 
of personal accomplishment, it also was 
associated with emotional exhaustion. 
Although it is rewarding to have a sense 
of personal accomplishment, the ultimate 
cost of over-involvement can be emo-
tional exhaustion. Over-involvement is 
thus not a skillful choice.

When my client called early in the 
morning, instead of choosing over-
involvement, I made the choice to 
practice a sitting meditation followed 
by a loving-kindness meditation with 
the intention of self-care and of build-
ing resources and resilience against the 
effects of stress (Frederickson et al., 
2008). Stress is what we feel when we are 
uncertain that we have the resources for 
coping with the demands encountered in 
life. It is important to cultivate resources 
for responding to stress so that we do not 
experience burnout and its consequences. 
That morning I noticed a need to dis-
engage from the narrow attention on 
figuring out what to do in response to this 
client’s call. The positive emotions gen-
erated by loving-kindness can broaden 
the field of attention and support effec-
tive problem solving (Frederickson & 
Brannigan, 2005), so I chose that instead 
of calling my client back.

Between stimulus and response there is a space. In that space 
is our power to choose our response. In our response lies our 
growth and our freedom. 

— Victor Frankl, Man’s Search for Meaning

Continued on next page



four self-discrepancies were significant 
predictors of ratings of interrole con-
flict. Work support related negatively to 
depression and anxiety but spouse sup-
port did not relate to any other variables.

Finally, recent explorations of mul-
tiple births and their impact as stressors 
have documented not only that the 
number of mothers bearing children after 
age 35 continues to grow, as do multiple 
births (Pew Research Center, 2010), but 
also that divorce rates tend to increase 
with multiple births (Jena, Goldman & 
Joyce, 2011). 

So what may we learn from these 
studies? 

While the studies do not focus on 
psychologists, we can extrapolate that 
psychologists would not be immune 
from the stresses of juggling home and 
profession. In addition, female psycholo-
gists may well defer childbearing as long 
as or longer than some other profes-
sional women because of the demands 
of school and training, choosing parent-
hood when they have more financial 
resources but possibly less physical 
energy.

It would seem best that psycholo-
gists over 35 who are mothers, as well as 
younger psychologists who are mothers, 
look carefully at what in their daily lives 
might increase stress. There is a need for 
support at work and from partners, other 
family, and friends in their personal lives. 
While the superwoman method of cop-
ing may reap benefits because one can 
feel fulfilled in many areas simultane-
ously, the depletion from multi-tasking 
and lacking time for self-care is problem-
atic. Feelings of inadequacy as a mother 
may depress these women, and they 
may also feel anxious because they do 
not believe they “measure up” in perfor-
mance to colleagues (Polasky & Holahan, 
1998). 

Balance and variety in activities, rest, 
lessening old beliefs about having to 
do everything well at home and work, 
and mindful awareness of one’s emo-
tional and physical needs can be helpful. 
Maybe we can stop being superwomen, 
and realize any tasks superimposed 
on full- or part-time work will increase 
stress. Older, educated mothers live 
longer, according to Susan Newman in 
Psychology Today (2008). Perhaps they 

learn to save some life experiences for 
later in life in order to enjoy what they 
won’t have later: young children and the 
energy to enjoy them. 
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What an act of kindness it was to 
protect this time to just notice and do 
nothing reactively about the morning 
call and about what arose and fell away 
during the meditation. I followed the 
sitting meditation with a loving-kind-
ness meditation during which I formed 
the intention to make choices that keep 
me and others safe and protected and 
free from the many possible sources of 
inner and outer harm. During the lov-
ing-kindness meditation I also wished all 
living beings to be happy, healthy, and 
know peace of mind. After meditation I 
felt grounded and replenished and more 
awake. I was thankful to have invested 
45 minutes in self-care. 

We have all heard the old adage 
about the heart pumping blood to 
itself before the rest of the body which 
is dependent on the heart’s healthy 
functioning. With mindfulness, we and 
our clients can learn to first take care of 
ourselves through pausing and respond-
ing skillfully instead of reacting in ways 
that create harm. Mindfulness supports 
us in making choices that take care of 
our bodies, in creating both internal and 
external environments that we actu-
ally want to inhabit, and in cultivating 
resources for responding to stress asso-
ciated with our work as psychologists. 
The heart already knows all about self-
care and pumps nourishing blood first 
to itself. May we nourish ourselves in the 
same way. 
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