
Wendy Insalaco, PhD, LCADC, LCPC

Mindfulness Meets 
Recovery: Transforming 
Anger and Impulse Control 
through MBCT



“Mindfulness is paying 
attention in a particular way:
on purpose, in the present 
moment, and 
nonjudgmentally.”
Jon K abat-Zinn, founder of 
M indfulness-Based Stress 
Reduction

Mindfulness



Mindfulness is the ability to maintain an objective or 
unbiased awareness of one’s own thoughts, emotions, and 
behaviors in the present moment.

Mindfulness Is…

“M indfulness is much more than present-moment 
awareness.  M indfulness includes and facilitates the 
cultivation of concentration, wisdom, and the ability to 
make healthy choices that foster genuine happiness and a 
meaningful life.” – John Bruna, co-founder of 
M indfulness in Recovery

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Our minds are distracted most of the time.  We worry about the future and ruminate on the past.  Mindfulness is learning to develop our attention so that we can be more attentive and present in our own life.  Once we are present, we have more opportunity to make healthy choices that support our values and the life we want to live.




Mindfulness Is Not…

• Mindfulness is not about changing difficult 
thoughts or getting rid of difficult feelings.

• Mindfulness is not about spacing out.

• Mindfulness is not the absence of thought.

• Mindfulness is not relaxation.
Teasdale, J., Williams, M., & Segal, Z. (2014). The mindful way workbook: An 8-week program to 

free yourself from depression and emotional distress. The Guilford Press. 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Mindfulness is not about changing difficult thoughts or getting rid of difficult feelings. – Rather by practicing mindfulness we learn to peacefully coexist with what is and to accept these with compassion.  
Mindfulness is not about spacing out. – In fact practicing mindfulness requires your brain to be active and engaged.
Mindfulness is not the absence of thought. – Not aiming for a blank mind.  It is learning to become aware of our thoughts without reacting to them.
Mindfulness is not relaxation. – Life becomes the meditation practice when we learn to live fully in the present moment.




Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy 
(MBCT)

MBCT is an evidence-based therapy combining mindfulness exercises with traditional 
Cognitive B ehavior Therapy



Elements of Mindfulness Practice 
Embedded in MBCT

• Cultivation of awareness.

• Attitude of non -striving and acceptance.

• Understanding of human vulnerability

• Mindfulness is not relaxation.
Teasdale, J., Williams, M., & Segal, Z. (2014). The mindful way workbook: An 8-week program to 

free yourself from depression and emotional distress. The Guilford Press. 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Mindfulness-based cognitive therapy (MBCT) is a manualized 8 weeks skills-training group program (Segal, Williams, & Teasdale, 2002) based upon the theoretical framework of information processing theories (Teasdale et al., 1995) and integrating aspects of cognitive behavioral therapy for major depression (Beck, Rush, Shaw, & Emery, 1979) with components of the mindfulness-based stress reduction program developed by Kabat-Zinn (Kabat-Zinn, 1990). Similarly to MBSR, the MBCT program incorporates seated meditation, body scan and, to a littler extent than MBSR, Yoga exercises. Mindfulness practice is mainly aimed at teaching patients “decentering,” which is defined as the ability to distance from one’s own mental contents.
Cultivation of awareness through mindfulness practice
A particular attitudinal framework characterized by non-striving, acceptance, and the development of friendly interest in experience.  These qualities are conveyed implicitly through the therapy process and therefore it relies on the therapist’s capacity to embody the qualities that participants are being invited to acquire.
Linking the learning to an understanding of vulnerability through dialogue, reflection, group exercises, and didactic teaching.




4 Ways Mindfulness Can Be Helpful 
for Clients

• Fosters awareness

• Cultivates present-moment experience

• Develops ‘choicefulness’

• Improves affect tolerance

Segal, Z (2013, November) A day of mindful practice to enhance your clinical practice.  47th ABCT 
Annual Convention, Nashville, TN

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Zindel Segal describes 4 ways that mindfulness can be helpful for clients.
First it fosters awareness, which counters the “automatic pilot” mode we often fall into by bringing conscious attention to habitual patters of thinking and reacting.
Second, it helps clients come into their present-moment experiences more often rather than getting stuck in past memories and future anticipations.
Third, it develops choicefulness – fosters response flexibility, allowing clients to become more aware of the choices they have in any given moment.
Fourth, mindfulness practice improves affect tolerance, which helps clients allow their emotions to rise and fall naturally rather than struggling with them or avoiding them through maladaptive behaviors.

Segal, Z (2013, November) A day of mindful practice to enhance your clinical practice.  47th ABCT Annual Convention, Nashville, TN




MBCT is an Evidence-Based Approach

• Reduction of depressive symptoms by 30-35%

• Efficacy equal to that of antidepressant medication.

• Craving reduction

• Mindfulness approaches lead to structural changes in the brain.

• Associated with decreased rumination.

• Decrease in anxious thoughts

(Badpa et al; 2019; Chiesa & Serretti, 2014; Ghahari et al., 2020; Hawley et al., 2014; Kakko et al., 2019)

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
MBCT was originally developed to address recurring depression.  
MBCT is found to be effective in reducing depressive symptoms by 30-35%
Studies comparing MBCT against long-term use of antidepressants have found the efficacy of MBCT to be equal to that of the psychotropic medication (Chiesa, 2014)..
Mindfulness-based cognitive therapy (MBCT) is a particularly effective treatment approach to alleviate depressive symptoms and prevent relapse once remission has been achieved. - Hawley, L., et al. (2014). 
Research shows that mindfulness-based interventions can reduce the consumption of several substances including alcohol, cocaine, amphetamines, marijuana, cigarettes, and opiates to a signiﬁcantly greater extent than nonspeciﬁc educational support groups. Mindfulness-based interventions are associated with a reduction in craving as well as increased mindfulness (Chiesa & Serretti, 2014).
Craving in Opioid Use Disorder: From Neurobiology to Clinical Practice. – Kakko et al. (2019)
Conclusion: Preliminary evidence in both addiction and non-addiction settings suggests that mindfulness approaches can influence the HPA axis and lead to structural changes, including a reduction in gray matter density in the amygdala and an increase in gray matter concentration within the hippocampus .
Practicing mindfulness has been shown to result in neurobiological changes in the brain, including reduction in gray matter density in the amygdala and an increase in gray matter concentration in the hippocampus.  Mindfulness-based interventions may prepare patients for environmental relapse risks they encounter after completing residential treatment programs (Kakko, et. al., 2019).
In randomized clinical trial, engaging in formal mindfulness practice is associated with decreased rumination, which is associated with symptom alleviation. - Hawley, L., et al. (2014). 
Systematic review and metanalysis indicates that mindfulness-based cognitive therapy is an effective treatment for Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD).  MBCT significantly improved the treatment outcome of GAD in all but one of the studies (Ghahari, et. al., 2020). 
Effect of mindfulness based on cognitive-behavioral therapy focusing on anger management regarding anxious thoughts among male students. - Badpa et al. (2019)
Conclusion: The mean score of anxious thoughts obtained by the experimental group was significantly lower than that obtained by the control group in the posttest. The results of this study demonstrated that mindfulness-based cognitive behavioral anger management therapy can decrease anxious thoughts.
Badpa, K., Shirazi, M., & Arab, A. (2019). Effect of mindfulness based on cognitive-behavioral therapy focusing on anger management regarding anxious thoughts among male students. Journal of Research & Health, 9(3), 220-226. https://10.29252/jrh.9.3.220
Chiesa, A., & Serretti, A. (2014). Are mindfulness-based interventions effective for substance use disorders? A systematic review of the evidence. Substance Use & Misuse, 49(5), 492–512. https://ezproxy.eastern.edu:2122/10.3109/10826084.2013.770027
Ghahari, S., Mohammadi-Hasel, K., Malakouti, S. K., & Roshanpajouh, M. (2020). Mindfulness-based Cognitive Therapy for Generalised Anxiety Disorder: a Systematic Review and Meta-analysis. East Asian Archives of Psychiatry, 2, 52. https://ezproxy.eastern.edu:2122/10.12809/eaapl885
Hawley, L. L., Schwartz, D., Bieling, P. J., Irving, J., Corcoran, K., Farb, N. A. S., Anderson, A. K., & Segal, Z. V. (2014). Mindfulness practice, rumination and clinical outcome in mindfulness-based treatment. Cognitive Therapy and Research, 38(1), 1–9. https://ezproxy.eastern.edu:2122/10.1007/s10608-013-9586-4
Kakko, J., Alho, H., Baldacchino, A., Rocío Molina, Felice, A. N., & Shaya, G. (2019). Craving in Opioid Use Disorder: From Neurobiology to Clinical Practice. Frontiers in Psychiatry, 10https://10.3389/fpsyt.2019.00592
 




Anger

Anger is rooted in the ‘emotional’ brain.



Neurobiology of 
Anger

Nunn, K., Hanstock, T., & Lask, B.  (2008). Who’s who of the brain:  
A guide to its inhabitants, where they live and what they do. 
Jessica Kingsley Publishers.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Anger begins with the amygdala stimulating the hypothalamus, much like in the fear response.  Anger is an impulse, an action tendency in response to a real or perceived threat. 
“While almost all of the amygdala’s connections are two-way…the strength of the output from the amygdala and the remainder of the “emotional” brain (limbic system) to the “thinking” brain is far greater than vice versa.  Emotions are not easy to control by thought alone because there are approximately ten times more connections going from the amygdala and the limbic system up to the cognitive centers of the cortex than in reverse.” 
- Nunn, K., Hanstock, T., & Lask, B.  (2008). Who’s who of the brain:  A guide to its inhabitants, where they live and what they do. London: Jessica Kingsley Publishers.




MBCT Anger Management Group

• Impulse Control Training

• Choice Awareness Training

• Symbolic Threat Inoculation

• Bottom -Up Self-Regulation

Somov, P. G. (2013). Anger management jumpstart: A 4-
session mindfulness path to compassion and 
change. Pesi Publishing and Media.



MBCT Anger Management Group

● Brief anger assessment 

○ PRO M IS Emotional Distress- Anger –
Short Form 5a

○ Shamatha meditation

Pilkonis, P. A., Choi, S. W., Reise, S. P., Stover, A. M., Riley, W. T., Cella, D., & PROMIS Cooperative Group. (2011). Item 
banks for measuring emotional distress from the Patient-Reported Outcomes Measurement Information System 
(PROMIS®): depression, anxiety, and anger. Assessment, 18(3), 263-283.

Presenter Notes
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PROMIS anger scale
5-13 = slight anger
14-15 = moderate anger
16 or more = severe anger
Shamatha meditation, also known as "calm abiding" or "tranquility" meditation, can offer several benefits for individuals new to substance use recovery:
Stress Reduction: Shamatha helps in calming the mind and reducing stress, which is crucial for those in early recovery who often experience heightened anxiety and stress.
Improved Focus and Concentration: This meditation practice enhances mental clarity and focus, aiding individuals in staying present and mindful, which can be particularly helpful in resisting cravings and avoiding relapse.
Emotional Regulation: By promoting a state of calm and balance, shamatha can help individuals manage their emotions more effectively, reducing the likelihood of turning to substances as a coping mechanism.
Enhanced Self-Awareness: Regular practice fosters greater self-awareness, allowing individuals to better understand their triggers and patterns of behavior, which is essential for long-term recovery
Better Sleep: Improved relaxation and reduced stress can lead to better sleep quality, which is often disrupted in early recovery
Overall Well-being: Shamatha supports overall mental and emotional well-being, contributing to a more positive outlook and greater resilience during the recovery process




Session 1: Impulse Control Training
● Learning to live in the gap between the “emotional” brain and the 

“thinking brain.” (Somov, 2013)

○ It is not about suppressing anger impulse; it’s about learning to 
witness the impulse pass on its own.

Somov, P. G. (2013). Anger management jumpstart: A 4-session mindfulness path to compassion and change. 
Pesi Publishing and Media.

Presenter Notes
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Somov, P. G. (2013). Anger management jumpstart: A 4-session mindfulness path to compassion and change. Eau Claire, WI: Pesi Publishing and Media.
Mind is a River – practice a “riverbank” attitude
Dots – each and every time your mind changes, make a dot.
Processing
Dots & Spaces – notice the sensations of your breath.  Each time your mind distracts you from your breath with some kind of thought, make a dot and return to your breath.
Processing
Notice the Impulse – every time you have an impulse, make a dot.
Processing
Portable version – Taps & Spaces
Processing
Homework – practice watching your mind.  
Practice the “riverbank” attitude once or twice each day for a few minutes.
Practice witnessing any urges or impulses you encounter during the week.
Spend a few minutes on the “riverbank” in front of your food before each meal.
Never mind the mind – whenever you catch yourself having an angry thought, just notice and release it.




Shutterstock.com (n.d.) Illustration of a river and a beautiful landscape. Illustration River Beautiful Landscape Stock Vector (Royalty Free) 124939271 | Shutterstock

https://www.shutterstock.com/image-vector/illustration-river-beautiful-landscape-124939271?irclickid=3mI0Rs2UgxycWbqSHEQWHxpZUksRy-1FRUW-1w0&irgwc=1&pl=38919-1636534&utm_medium=Affiliate&utm_campaign=Eezy%2C%20LLC&utm_source=38919&utm_term=direct&utm_content=1636534


Session 1: Homework
Practice Watching Your Mind 

○ Practice the “riverbank” attitude once or twice each day for a few 
minutes.

○ Practice witnessing any urges or impulses you encounter during the 
week.

○ Spend a few minutes on the “riverbank” in front of your food 
before each meal.

○ N ever mind the mind – whenever you catch yourself having an 
angry thought, just notice and release it.

Somov, P. G. (2013). Anger management jumpstart: A 4-session mindfulness path to compassion and change. 
Pesi Publishing and Media.
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Somov, P. G. (2013). Anger management jumpstart: A 4-session mindfulness path to compassion and change. Eau Claire, WI: Pesi Publishing and Media.
Mind is a River – practice a “riverbank” attitude
Dots – each and every time your mind changes, make a dot.
Processing
Dots & Spaces – notice the sensations of your breath.  Each time your mind distracts you from your breath with some kind of thought, make a dot and return to your breath.
Processing
Notice the Impulse – every time you have an impulse, make a dot.
Processing
Portable version – Taps & Spaces
Processing
Homework – practice watching your mind.  
Practice the “riverbank” attitude once or twice each day for a few minutes.
Practice witnessing any urges or impulses you encounter during the week.
Spend a few minutes on the “riverbank” in front of your food before each meal.
Never mind the mind – whenever you catch yourself having an angry thought, just notice and release it.




Session 2: Choice Awareness Training
● Recent findings in neuroplasticity suggest that brain hardwire can 

be softened up

○ Choice is action.  Choice is behavior.  Choice is change

Somov, P. G. (2013). Anger management jumpstart: A 4-session mindfulness path to compassion and change. 
Pesi Publishing and Media.
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Somov, P. G. (2013). Anger management jumpstart: A 4-session mindfulness path to compassion and change. Eau Claire, WI: Pesi Publishing and Media.
The Choice Circle – three circles
The Mindful Circle– choose
Portable Choice Awareness – Tracing
Change Equation – 
Change = Reason to Change + Freedom to Change + Method to Change
Freedom to Choose is Freedom to Change – freedom to change begins with choice awareness
The Choice Process
Awareness of the options available
Act of selection from one of the available options
Freedom to Choose – by practicing Choice Awareness you increase your moment-to moment capacity to choose how to react or whether to react at all.
Pattern Interruption – Angry people lash out habitually, reflexively, reactively, mindlessly, and without awareness.  – Practicing Choice Awareness gives you the power to break those patterns.
Choice Awareness as Decisional Mindfulness – Practicing Choice Awareness reinstates you as pilot, as the person in charge, as the captain of your own ship, rather than defaulting to old behavioral routines.
Choice Awareness as Engagement with the Present – commitment to the present rather than hiding behind anger.
Homework – practice choice awareness.  
Practice drawing mindful, choice-aware circles every day.
Practice drawing a mindful circle before something important.
Practice breaking a pattern - Use your non-dominant hand while eating.
Choose to not defend yourself when criticized or accused.
Choose to remain silent when arguing.
Choose to apologize or say “sorry.”
Choose to ask questions rather than assert positions.
Choose to lower your voice.
Choose to not use all-or-nothing language.
Wear your watch on the “wrong” wrist as a reminder that you don’t always have to react the same way.






Session 2: Homework
Practice Choice Awareness
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Somov, P. G. (2013). Anger management jumpstart: A 4-session mindfulness path to compassion and change. 

Pesi Publishing and Media.
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Somov, P. G. (2013). Anger management jumpstart: A 4-session mindfulness path to compassion and change. Eau Claire, WI: Pesi Publishing and Media.
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Choice Awareness as Decisional Mindfulness – Practicing Choice Awareness reinstates you as pilot, as the person in charge, as the captain of your own ship, rather than defaulting to old behavioral routines.
Choice Awareness as Engagement with the Present – commitment to the present rather than hiding behind anger.
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Practice drawing mindful, choice-aware circles every day.
Practice drawing a mindful circle before something important.
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Wear your watch on the “wrong” wrist as a reminder that you don’t always have to react the same way.




Session 3: Symbolic Threat Inoculation
● The hidden power of thinking: thoughts and feelings (Teasdale et 

al., 2014).

○ Exposure-based intervention designed to help you become 
fundamentally more resilient to all kinds of disses. (Somov, 2013)

Somov, P. G. (2013). Anger management jumpstart: A 4-session mindfulness path to compassion and change. 
Pesi Publishing and Media.

Teasdale, J., Williams, M., Segal, Z. (2014). The mindful way workbook. Guildford Press.
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Somov, P. G. (2013). Anger management jumpstart: A 4-session mindfulness path to compassion and change. Eau Claire, WI: Pesi Publishing and Media.
Round One – thoughts you don’t want us to have about you.
Round Two – I don’t give a damn
Round Three – (if needed)
Round Four – thoughts you would like us to have about you
Round Five – I don’t give a damn
Homework – ego proofing experiences  
Custom Mind Disapproval




Session 3: Homework
The Hidden Power of Thinking

○ K eep a thought log – situation/ thought/ feeling
○ Custom mind disapproval

Somov, P. G. (2013). Anger management jumpstart: A 4-session mindfulness path to compassion and change. 
Pesi Publishing and Media.

Teasdale, J., Williams, M., Segal, Z. (2014). The mindful way workbook. Guildford Press.
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Somov, P. G. (2013). Anger management jumpstart: A 4-session mindfulness path to compassion and change. Eau Claire, WI: Pesi Publishing and Media.
Round One – thoughts you don’t want us to have about you.
Round Two – I don’t give a damn
Round Three – (if needed)
Round Four – thoughts you would like us to have about you
Round Five – I don’t give a damn
Homework – ego proofing experiences  
Custom Mind Disapproval




Session 4: Bottom-Up Self-Regulation
● self-regulation shortcuts. (Somov, 2013)

Somov, P. G. (2013). Anger management jumpstart: A 4-session mindfulness path to compassion and change. 
Pesi Publishing and Media.
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Somov, P. G. (2013). Anger management jumpstart: A 4-session mindfulness path to compassion and change. Eau Claire, WI: Pesi Publishing and Media.
Catharsis – from venting to ventilating
Ventilating – psychological rationale for ventilating anger does not stand up under experimental scrutiny.  The weight of evidence indicates that expressing anger makes you angrier.
Open Your Hand to Open Your Mind 
body primes for run ( blood flows to larger muscle groups – legs) or to fight (blood flows to the hands)
Humful Breath
when an awake animal breathes in, many of its amygdala nerve cells discharge.  While exhaling, only have that number fire – Expiration quiets down the firing of the central amygdala.  The amygdala is the home of fear and anger in the brain.  Prolonged exhalation quiets down the amygdala. 
Inhale count of 4
Exhale count of 8
Humming and chanting triggers the release of nitric oxide from the paranasal sinuses.  Humming increases nasal NO by a factor of 15 when compared to quiet exhalation.  Nitic oxide both accompanies and increases the relaxation effect.  Lower blood pressure, calmer brain activity.
Toning balances brain waves, deepens the breath, and reduces heart rate.  Elongation of vowel sounds.
Sighing prolongs the exhale.

Humming
Hmming
Nasal Breathing
Toning
Sighing
Sky Gaze
Tibetan buddist practice.  – counters the tunnel vision we often experience in anger. – any method of breaking eye contact and tuning into one’s breath is enough.
Rationale – a two step process




Session 4: Homework
Practice

○ O pen Your H and to O pen Your M ind 
○ H umful Breath
○ Sky Gaze

Somov, P. G. (2013). Anger management jumpstart: A 4-session mindfulness path to compassion and change. 
Pesi Publishing and Media.
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• Values
• Attention
• Wisdom
• Equanimity
• Compassion
• Loving-Kindness
• Action

7 Skills of Living Mindfully in Recovery

Bruna, J. (2018). The essential guidebook to mindfulness in recovery. Central Recovery Press.
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The Seven Skills of Living Mindfully in Recovery
Values – Living a life of integrity, in alignment with your values, creates inner peace, well-being, and a meaningful life that supports your recovery
Attention – Attentional balance is the focus of this skill.  Using meditation to train your mind to be present and develop the ability to direct your attention where you choose – instead of constantly having it drawn away by thoughts, distractions, worries, or desires – helps you directly address feelings of powerlessness and unmanageability.
Wisdom – Develop insight into the realities of life and learn how to engage productively and realistically with challenges it brings.
Equanimity – The skill of equanimity is often described as a mind of calm or composure.  It is a balanced state of mind that is not caught up in extremes and allows you to be present and stable even in difficult and challenging situations.
Compassion – The wisdom of compassion is the ability to make healthy choices and engage in actions that remove or reduce suffering in yourself and others.
Loving-Kindness – The attitude of loving-kindness is the deep and sincere wish for yourself and others to be genuinely happy.  In cultivating loving-kindness, or sincere friendliness as it is also called, you are supporting your recovery by developing the direct antidote to the destructive mental and emotional states of anger, hatred, and resentment.
Action – There is an old piece of wisdom that says you cannot think yourself into right living, but you can live yourself into right thinking.  By putting mindfulness into action, you practice intentional living in ways that will create new neuropathways in your brain and healthy habits that support your recovery. (Bruna, 2018, pp.3-4)
Bruna, J. (2018). The essential guidebook to mindfulness in recovery. Las Vagas, NV: Central Recovery Press.




Thank You!
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