Everything you need to
start meditating
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My goal with this guide is to give you everything you need to start a meditation practice.
Meditation is a simple practice, but it's one that seems intimidating on the surface. This
article focuses on meditation as it relates to productivity, and reduces meditation to its
most basic elements. My goal with it is to provide a simple, secular overview of everything
you need to start meditating.
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Meditation will make you more productive. It might sound strange that sitting still and doing
nothing for a period of time will make you more productive, but it's true. Before diving into what to
do, it's worth going over why you should meditate in the first place.
I've combined benefits observed by neurological research with my own personal observations
over the three years I've been meditating (which are slightly less scientific). Some benefits of
meditation include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Meditation has great calming effects. Research has shown that EEG activity actually
decreases during meditation. (Source). Meditation also helps you to recharge so you have
more energy throughout the day.
The practice increases the blood flow in your brain, and according to one
neurophysiologist, "rewires the circuitry in your brain". (Source)
It's been proven that people who meditate need less sleep. (Source)
Meditation makes your brain age slower and increases the amount of grey matter in your
brain. (Source). Grey matter is responsible for muscle control, seeing, hearing, memory,
emotions, and speech. (Source)
Meditation makes it much easier to focus and achieve flow, that feeling of being
completely immersed and energized by something. It also allows you to procrastinate less,
and get more done in the same amount of time.
The practice has been even shown to boost students' test scores (by 11% in one study)!
(Source)
Meditation helps your mind defragment your thoughts so you can make better sense of
them, and step away from them to gain perspective.

Needless to say, there are a ton of benefits to adopting a regular meditation practice, and these are
just a few of them.
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Meditation is a very simple practice that people overcomplicate. This article focuses on breathing
meditation, where you focus on your breath. (Imagine that!)
The basic idea of meditation is simple. Every time your mind begins to shift its spotlight away from
your breath and you get lost in thought, you simply bring your attention back to your breath. And
then you repeat this again and again until your meditation timer sounds. The point is that every
time you bring your attention back to your breath, you work out your "attention muscle", if you
want to call it that. Then, over time your focus, concentration, and attention span improve, in
addition to the plethora of other benefits mentioned above.
That's the basic idea of meditation.
You will need two things to get started, but you should have both of them already.
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You don't need much to meditate, but you should have two things:
1.
2.

Something to sit on. There is such thing as standing meditation and walking meditation,
but sitting meditation is the most common.
A timer. Since meditation is all about working out your "attention muscle", having to check
a clock would somewhat defeat the purpose of meditation, since it would constantly
distract your attention away from your breath.

1. Something to sit on
There are three options for something to sit on during meditation.
A chair (good if you're starting out or have back
problems)
Chairs are great for if you're just starting to
meditate, or if you have back problems and find
sitting on a meditation cushion uncomfortable. If
you're new to meditation, I recommend using a
chair the first few times instead of going out and
buying a meditation cushion. Once you routinize
meditation and become more comfortable with it,
then I would recommend purchasing a meditation
cushion; using a chair at first will help you ease
your way into practice.
A meditation cushion (most common)
A meditation cushion (named a "zafu", pictured
right) is the most popular thing people sit on during
meditation. The great thing about a meditation
cushion is it is easiest to sit in an upright position
when you're on one, which improves your
alertness and the quality of your meditation (and
hence, how productive your sit is). With a chair or a
meditation bench, you may be tempted to slump,
which can cause you to lose focus.
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A meditation bench (more comfortable than a cushion)
If you're taller or find a meditation cushion too uncomfortable, it's worth giving a meditation
bench a shot. It will still force you to sit upright, and you won't have the urge to slump as much as
you do on a chair. Meditation benches also absorb a lot of the weight you would have otherwise
applied to your legs, which makes meditation much more comfortable.
Recommendation
I recommend that you sit on a chair the first several times you meditate, and then switch to a
meditation cushion (zafu) after you become more comfortable with your practice.
A meditation cushion will keep you the most alert during your meditation, but you likely don't have
one lying around your house already. It also takes your body a while to adapt to sitting on one,
which will make you sore when you first start out. If you're relatively fit and healthy, though, I
recommend using a cushion for the alertness it will give you.
If you have leg problems, or are just looking for something a little more comfortable than a
meditation cushion, I recommend using a bench. If you have back problems, I recommend using a
chair - but be careful, because though chairs are more comfortable, it's easier to lose focus on one.
2. A timer
The second thing you'll need is a timer.
I recommend that you simply use your phone, but
just make sure to turn your phone's radio off before
you begin meditating. Pretty much every phone has
a timer built-in, and if you have a smartphone,
chances are there is a great meditation app for it
too.
• Insight Timer is a good pick, and there's a free
version of it available for iPhone and Android.
You can even see who around the world is
meditating when you are!
• If you're willing to pony up a few bucks ($2.99),
Meditate for iPhone is a good pick, and it's the
one I use. It's dead-simple, and displays a simple
page of stats after you finish.
I wouldn't recommend buying an actual, physical
meditation timer. When a free app that works on
your phone accomplishes the exact same thing, I
don't personally see a point.
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When I first started to meditate, I remember being dumbfounded at what exactly I had to do after I
sat down. Two things especially confused me: how do I sit, and what do I think about? Those are
essentially the only things you need to worry about when it comes to meditation.
How to sit
•
•

•

•

•
•

The biggest thing to remember is to keep your back straight. Keep your back erect (if
you're in a chair it's best not to rest your back on the back of the chair), and keep an upright
posture. This keeps you alert, and allows you to concentrate more easily on your breath.
Your eyes can be either closed or open. Again, the goal of this whole "meditation" thing is
to work out your attention muscle. If you
find you can concentrate better on your
breath with your eyes closed, as many
people do, then it's probably best to keep
them closed. If you're tired and find
yourself dozing off when you close your
eyes, try opening them slightly and
focusing your gaze softly on a space on the
floor in front of you. For me, this becomes
distracting, so I keep them closed and only
open them if I'm tired.
Don't worry about your hands. Some
people like to form circles with their thumb
and another finger, but that doesn't really
matter, in my opinion. I usually just rest my
hands, palm down, on my legs, wherever
they feel the most comfortable.
Cross your legs however you want. I
usually cross my legs in front of me, and I
think that works fine for most people. If
you want to fold your feet like a pretzel you
can, but if you're use meditation to
strengthen your attention muscle, it may
be easiest to keep to a simple, cross-legged
pose.
Look slightly downward, even if your eyes are closed. This opens up your chest. Again,
though, find a place that's comfortable - one that keeps you upright and opens up your
chest at the same time.
The biggest point I can make about how to sit is to find a pose and posture that's both
comfortable and keeps you upright. The guidelines above work best for me and most of
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the people I know, but they may not work for you. The most comfortable meditation pose
will give you so little alertness that it will put you to sleep, and the least comfortable pose
will keep you alert, but at the expense of your comfort. The best advice I can give is to try to
find a place in between that works the best for you.

What to do
The attention you give the different things around you is a spotlight, and all day you move it
around and point it at different things, usually without thinking too much about the fact that
you're doing this. As you move it around, you point it at everything you give attention to in your
life, from your smartphone, to a conversation you're having, to a report you're writing. And a lot of
the time, you direct it at more than one thing at a time. Actually, most of the time you do.
Meditation takes that "spotlight" that is your attention
and it points it directly at your breath.

But what do you do, exactly? Six things.
1.

2.
3.

4.

5.

Get comfortable. Open the timer on your phone,
and get into an upright and comfortable posture.
Dim the lights a bit, or shut them off completely to
help you focus better.
Start your timer.
Bring your attention/focus to your breath. This is
what meditation is all about, and this is what
makes meditation both difficult and worthwhile. In
this third step, close your mouth and focus entirely
on your breath as it enters and leaves your nose.
You can focus on any element of your breath that
you want - from how the air feels as it enters and
exists your nose, to how the air feels as you inflate
and deflate your lungs, to the sensation under
your nose as you breathe in and out, to the sound
you make as you breathe. Don't force your
breathing here - just breathe naturally and
observe your breath without thinking too much
about it.
Don't think. This is the hard part. Don't analyze
your breath; just bring your attention and focus to
your breath, without thinking about it or analyzing
it.
Bring your attention back to your mind when it wanders. And it will. I've been meditating
for 3-4 years for 30 minutes a day, and my mind still wanders sometimes. When your mind
wanders, and it will, gently bring your attention back to your breath once you realize that
your mind has wandered. You may not clue in at first that your mind has started thinking
again, but when you do, gently bring your attention back. Don't be hard on yourself during
this stage. Just gently bring your attention back.
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6.

Again, bring your mind back when it wanders. When your mind begins to think, gently
bring your attention back to only your breath. When your mind begins to think about how
boring meditation is, gently bring your attention back to your breath. When your mind
becomes restless, bring in your attention again. Keep doing this until your meditation timer
sounds.
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•
•

•
•
•
•
•

Meditating for 10 minutes a day is infinitely better than meditating for 70 minutes once
a week. Try to meditate frequently (every day if possible), even if that just means sitting for
a few minutes.
Start small. If you try to meditate for 30 minutes right from the start, I can almost
guarantee that you will get frustrated and discouraged. I recommend starting with five
minutes, and only increasing that time when you're comfortable. Even if you sit for five
minutes, and you find that your mind wanders the whole time, you will still receive
incredible benefits from meditation.
Pick a gentle alarm. If your timer is loud and jarring, anticipating the alarm will distract
your attention during meditation.
Meditate in a quiet place. Having less distractions around you will naturally allow you to
concentrate better, and will make your meditation much more productive.
It's easiest to lose your attention during your out-breath. Your in-breath is very
pronounced and easy to concentrate on, and most people's minds wander on their outbreaths (me included). This is worth keeping in mind.
Be easy on yourself when your mind wanders. It's easy to become frustrated with yourself
when your mind wanders, but don't. Your meditations will be much more productive when
you gently bring your attention back.
If you can't concentrate, try counting. Count your breaths, until you reach five, and then
start again. I use this trick when I'm having a tough time concentrating.
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My goal with this guide was to give you everything you need to start up a meditation practice.
Meditation is a simple practice, but it's one that seems intimidating on the surface. If you are have
questions about breathing meditation, please post a comment below, or tweet at me! There is also
a twitter hashtag, #OMCru (which stands for Online Meditation Crew). I know of a lot of people
that follow this hashtag, so if you post a meditation question with it, you are bound to get an
answer.
Thanks a lot for reading, and happy meditating!

If you found this guide helpful and want to contribute to A Year of Productivity, please
pitch in a few bucks! I don't have ads on the site, and 75% of what you contribute goes
directly back into the site to make more articles like this one!
It's easy and quick - if you're interested, click here!
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