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Mindfulness Practice for Care Workers 

What is Mindfulness Practice? 

Mindfulness is a practice of ‘paying attention, on purpose in the present moment 

non-judgementally’. (Jon Kabbat-Zinn, Mindfulness for Beginners)  You can use a 

huge range of techniques to cultivate this quality of attention in the present, usually 

exploring different ways of focussing on an ‘anchor’ such as your breathing, bodily 

sensations, movement, tracking thoughts etc., and developing a practice around 

what works best for you. Unlike other relaxation techniques, Mindfulness is about 

becoming more fully aware and awake, rather than relaxing into sleepiness. It 

cultivates an awake sense of acceptance and calm friendliness towards yourself. 

Mindfulness has been shown to have its most visible impact after 3 months of 

regular sessions (NHS website). It can be practiced on your own or in groups, led by 

a teacher, a recording or by yourself. A mindfulness ‘session’ might typically last 

between 10 – 30 mins, and can be developed into micro practices which can be 

incorporated into your daily routines. Practiced regularly Mindfulness can become a 

way of being which permeates your whole life and experience. Mindfulness is often 

known as Meditation, but I do not use this term in my work as it has many 

connotations which may not apply 

In recent years numerous studies have demonstrated the effectiveness of 

Mindfulness in treating stress related and other health problems. It has for some 

time been listed by NICE as a recommended treatment for a wide range of mental 

and physical health issues.  (NHS website) 

Advances in Neuroscience over last 20 years have helped psychologists to identify 

what happens in the brain when people practice Mindfulness and how it impacts 

positively on brain functioning to promote equanimity, emotional balance, and 

resilience. (Buddha’s Brain – Rick Hanson) 
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Why Have a Mindfulness Practice for Care Workers? 

Children’s care work has become increasingly complex, demanding and stressful for 

staff. Many good people still come forward to work in children’s care settings, but 

unfortunately too many of them find their ability to care lovingly, compromised by 

the pressures they are under. (Delany – Troubled Transplants) Levels of sickness 

and stress related absence are high in residential care settings generally. 

Cultivating Mindfulness practice can be a lifeline for care workers; it can be used 

both as emergency first aid in a crisis, and as a regular routine to boost 

understanding, health and resilience.  

Mindfulness will boost staff resources by enabling them to access their learning from 

training and supervision more effectively, draw on their own natural and intuitive 

parenting skills and remember who they are and why they want to work with 

children. Mindfulness will help staff to stay centred and calm, and able to think and 

feel without being overwhelmed, in heightened situations.  

It is also an enjoyable and relatively low cost, DIY, solution for providing effective 

support to staff; once the practice has been learned, experienced and understood, it 

can be self-sustaining, and pitched specifically to suit the individual. There are many 

free and low cost resources available to support an ongoing Mindfulness Practice. 

In More Detail –  

Children’s Care work is stressful 

Some of the reasons why children’s care work is stressful and can impact on 

emotional wellbeing are: 

• Living with an often dysregulated, sometimes explosive and aggressive child 

is tough, no matter how much you understand where this behaviour is 

coming from. There is evidence that carers can even suffer from Secondary 

Post Traumatic Stress (Kate Cairns, Attachment Trauma and Resilience), and 

start to become dysregulated themselves. 

• Care staff come under what can sometimes be intense scrutiny from multi-

agency professionals. Such scrutiny can feel threatening and staff require a 

strong and resilient sense of self to tolerate this.  

• Care staff are motivated to help children, and often the ways in which they 

are helping are not visible, progress can seem very slow or even non- 

existent. Staff can easily feel as though they are failing the child or doing it 

wrong, which can be devastating. 

• Care staff can often be physically attacked and hurt whilst working with 

children. This can feel frightening and staff can easily feel as though it was 
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their own fault. Too often the resources to offer immediate support aren’t 

available and staff can carry unresolved issues following incidents. 

How Does Mindfulness Help Care Staff? 

1. Mindfulness helps you to spot when you are triggered and helps you to not react. 

Many times a week, care staff may experience being triggered by children’s 

behaviour, the professional network, their managers and colleagues etc. Being 

triggered is when your self defence systems are alerted and activated, by a reminder 

of a previously threatening situation, and the amygdala region of the brain takes 

over, getting you ready for a protective flight, fight or freeze response.  

Mindfulness practice cultivates an increased awareness of ones thoughts and 

feelings, bodily sensations and beliefs, by developing the skill of ‘noticing’ what is 

automatically coursing through your mind and body. As you practice this skill you 

become more attuned to yourself, more aware of what is going on inside your mind, 

heart and body. Therefore you become more easily aware of when you have been 

triggered.  

Mindfulness also cultivates the attitude of acceptance and non-judgement over what 

you are becoming attuned to; a friendly, non-judgemental stance towards yourself.  

When you mindfully notice that you are triggered, 2 processes go on: 1 ‘Naming and 

Taming’ – by noticing and naming the response eg ‘I am being triggered’ you 

activate the pre-frontal cortex, the rational parts of your brain, to understand what is 

happening. This helps to sooth the amygdala and prevent an ‘amygdala hijack’ 

(Daniel Goleman – EI and the Brain) because your rational brain recognises that you 

are expecting a threat from previous experiences, and that the threat is not in the 

present. 2 The non-judgemental, friendly attitude that you have cultivated towards 

yourself, helps to sooth the feelings of being threatened and keep you ‘onside’ with 

yourself, supporting you to be strong and work out what to do next. 

With your pre-frontal cortex activated and staying calm and friendly towards 

yourself, you will be in a much better position to access your learning from training 

or supervision, and take a measured approach to your response when, for example, 

child X is agitated and going into crisis. 

2. Mindfulness trains your mind to stay in the present and                                     

to focus on the things you choose. 

Mindfulness practice trains your mind to stay focussed on                                         

the present moment, and to keep coming back to the                                

experience of the present moment when you notice that                                    

 



Red Dragonfly Services Ltd   
 

 
your thoughts have drifted away to something else. Like anything, this ability to 

focus gets easier the more you practice.  

The ability to stay rooted in the present helps care staff to give children a ‘fresh 

start’ as soon as possible after the child has for example ‘lost it’ and wreaked havoc. 

Noticing whenever they drift back to thinking about the damage/upset the child has 

caused and remembering that it is now over, helps a carer to be able to stay in the 

present and maintain the fresh start, giving the child valuable space to try again. 

Presence also helps you to notice the tiny changes signalling that a child is making 

progress, as they happen; they are all too easy to miss if your mind is on something 

else. Noticing and naming will re-inforce the positives for the child and staff. 

Mindfulness helps staff to understand that they can choose what to focus on and can 

help them to maintain that focus in the face of pressure.  

3 Mindfulness practice ‘re-shapes’ the brain 

Any skill we develop gets easier with practice. This is because the brain patterns 

needed to perform the skill get strengthened through repetition and practice. 

Mindfulness involves repeatedly practicing the art of staying present, being aware of 

what you think and feel, being accepting and friendly towards yourself. It is a live 

experience which can re-shape the brain, strengthening the connections between 

the left and right sides of the brain, creativity and intuition with logic and learning, 

integrating bodily intelligence with thought, emotionality with reason, and increasing 

the strength of the connections to the calming regions of the brain. Regular 

Mindfulness Practice leads to greater equanimity and balance, and shapes the mind 

towards greater openness, calm, acceptance, compassion and loving kindness. Ideal 

qualities in a children’s care worker! 

Many staff are assessed as having those qualities and skills, before they start work, 

through their recruitment process. Unfortunately the effects of the stress 

experienced during work can significantly impact on the ability to stay calm and 

regulated. Mindfulness can help staff to remember who they are and regain their 

former level-headedness, as well as learn new skills. 

4 Knowing your own mind helps you to be sensitive to the minds of others – 

Mindfulness increases empathy. 

It has been shown that the more we are aware of our own thoughts, sensations and 

emotions, the more we are able to tune in to and recognise those of others. (Rick 

Hanson – the Buddha’s Brain) Mindful, emotionally intelligent staff will be more able 

to recognise the feelings behind the child’s behaviours and have an accepting stance 

towards them and to have an empathic connection with the child. This will be of 
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enormous healing benefit to the child (Dan Hughes, PACE model) as well as 

increasing the staff member’s resilience to the stress of living with a dysregulated 

child, by re-fuelling their motivation. 

 

 

5 Mindful staff will teach children to become more regulated and balanced 

Children learn an enormous amount just by being with their parents and carers. 

Children copy, they cannot help themselves, it is how they are designed to be. In 

fact humans copy, adults as well as children. The mirror neurons in our brains fire, 

as if we were carrying out an action, when we observe another carrying out that 

action (Dan Siegel - Mindsight) priming us for copying. This is unconscious and 

automatic brain activity. Carers behaving mindfully, staying calm, will teach the child 

how to be calm and have an impact just by being themselves. 

Staff who increase their self-awareness and empathy with others, will increase their 

ability to make sense of things with the child, be better able to help the child to 

understand the reasons for their increased agitation, stress and anxiety etc. 

Carers who master and enjoy Mindfulness will be able to pass on the techniques in a 

fun way with children. Mindful eating, walking, teeth cleaning etc. can easily be 

turned into a game. 

6 Mindfulness Practice means giving nourishing time to yourself 

Once you have learned and mastered the art of Mindfulness practice, you can feel 

it’s beneficial calming effect through ‘micro’ brief practices, and it can become an 

integral part of the way you live your life. Getting there will take some practice and 

time, probably enjoyable and relaxing, possibly in a supportive group and with kind 

guidance from a skilful teacher. If nothing else this will be staff making time for 
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themselves, re-fuelling their tanks before having to go out and give, give, give to 

their job.  

Numerous studies have shown that there are many more benefits from Mindfulness: 

‘Meditation could make you happier, more creative, less anxious, even less racist; it 

may conceivably ease your arthritis, slow Alzheimer’s, boost your learning ability and 

reduce cold symptoms….’. (Oliver Burkeman, in The Guardian 3.1.15) 
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