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We are living a life on the web. We are living our life
on Instagram, on Facebook. We are not watching,
laughing, and crying in our real life. That's a chal-
lenge we could face with mindfulness.

- Viviana Capurso

The thing about meditation is: You become more and
more you.
- David Lynch

Introduction

In this article we continue our focus on the relationship
between creativity and mindfulness, with an eye to learning
and technology (a theme we began in Henriksen & Gruber,
2022, and one that will extend for a few columns) through
a conversation with Dr. Vivana Capurso. Dr. Capurso is a
scholar who studies the connections between mindfulness
and creativity. She recalls having the goal, at a young age,
of working in a creative industry. Immediately after gradu-
ating from university, with a degree in public relations, she
found a job in the advertising industry. but the reality of life
in advertising and the stresses of working there made her
wonder, “Is this the real life of a creative copywriter in an
advertising agency?” This ultimately led her to pursue the
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study of creativity as a scholar, leading to a doctorate in
cognitive neuroscience from Sapienza, University of Rome.

Dr. Capurso began meditating over a decade ago, and
quickly realized that mindfulness practice could support
creativity; thus, this became a primary focus in her research.
In particular, she realized that meditation practices allowed
one to develop a ‘beginner’s mind,” something that connected
deeply with creativity. Beginner’s mind, a term coined by
meditation guru Shunryu Suzuki, refers to the development
of the mind’s ability to see everything as if for the first time,
purposefully leaving aside judgements and opinions and open-
ing oneself to possibilities that might be ignored otherwise
(Suzuki & Dixon, 2010). This beginner’s mind, Dr. Capurso
realized, allows us to see the world anew, a process that could
be described as ‘making the familiar strange’ (Stouffer &
Russell, 2004)—a fundamental step in the creative process.
Csikszentmihalyi makes a similar distinction between "recog-
nition” and “perception”—where perception is akin to taking
on a “beginners mind” and is the foundation of creativity.

As Dr. Capurso began looking into mindfulness and crea-
tivity she found that very few academics were studying this
connection, though her personal experiences validated her
sense that such a connection existed. She therefore focused
her doctoral research on examining this relationship, explor-
ing questions such as: What is the link between creativity
and mindfulness? What does it mean to be creative? How is
creativity manifested in different ways? Her move between
disciplines, starting from public relations and advertising/
copywriting, gave her a unique interdisciplinary perspec-
tive to inform her educational research. As we have noted
in other columns, creativity is often a transdisciplinary way
of seeing the world, and creative ideas are seeded through
cross-pollination between different disciplines (Mishra et al.,
2012), and Dr. Capurso’s career is an example of the value
of such cross-pollination.

In her Ph.D. program, studying the link between creativ-
ity, mindfulness, and well-being, she found herself among
psychologists and educators who had different ways of think-
ing about creativity. As she shared, “For my colleagues,
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many of them, creativity was solving problems or complet-
ing tests. I thought, ‘No, when you use creativity at work,
you have to find new ideas and you don't know where to find
them or how to find them.”” Her background and perspective
on the topics she and her colleagues were studying allowed
her to pose questions that others did not often consider. For
example, she wondered about how individual creativity
could be promoted? “Should I walk around and take a city
tour? Or close myself in my office and stare at my com-
puter? What is the best way to be creative?”” Her perspective
brought a unique dimension to scholarly understandings of
creativity and its relationship to mindfulness. Her interest in
creativity and mindfulness has continued to this day as she
regularly engages in research to illustrate how mindfulness
can enhance creative thinking.

Linking Creativity and Mindfulness

Dr. Capurso’s definition of creativity is consistent with cre-
ativity scholar Mark Runco’s definition that was referenced
in a previous article in this series. Runco and Jaeger (2012)
laid out what is often described as the standard definition
of creativity. In brief, creativity has two primary aspects:
novelty and usefulness. A creative product or idea needs
to be novel, unique and new but also useful or functional.
That said, Runco also noted that any definition of creativity
must leave room for a contextual component to describe
creativity based on the creative person, the creative act,
and the context (Richardson et al., 2016). In addition, Dr.
Capurso sees this definition through the lens of finding
new solutions to old problems, “That is the best definition
to me of creativity: solving a problem, an old problem, in
a new way. That's what I'm trying to do when I'm work-
ing with people.” She shared that she commonly receives
stereotypical definitions and examples of creativity in her
work with teachers, lawyers, and business people, who usu-
ally expect that learning about creativity will lead to the
somewhat immediate creation of some artifact or piece of
art. She wants people to recognize that, “creativity means
to see other possibilities, other opportunities, to look at a
problem in a totally different way.” She shared an example
about the importance of simply changing the way one looks
at something:

I just read a book where the author talks about the fact
that she leaves for France and she starts working in a
bookshop, and she leaves some [unsolved] Sudokus for
her father. He phones her and says, "You know what?
You weren't able to solve this Sudoku because you are
staring at this number like a six, but I just turned the
paper up and down and I saw it as a nine and I was able
to solve the problem.’
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This notion of creativity as a ‘reseeing’ of what’s out
there (or what your mind assumes is there) aligns with the
concept of ‘beginner’s mind’ and the nonjudgmental obser-
vation qualities of mindfulness meditation. Meditation
allows an opening of the mind that makes space for mul-
tiple perspectives. Mindfulness research has shown how it
improves our capacity for empathy—as it allows us to simply
watch our minds, creating space between ourselves and our
judging thoughts to acknowledge and recognize different
perceptions of the world (Kemper & Khirallah, 2015). Dr.
Capurso emphasized that an important point about mindful-
ness meditation is the mental shift away from our common
mental habit of judging without noticing, to move toward its
exact opposite—noticing without judging, thus creating a
form of curious attention (Capurso et al., 2014). She stated:

We are not used to seeing things in the here and now,
we are just used to mind-wandering. ‘I'm thinking
about the problems of yesterday. I'm thinking about
the problems of tomorrow, memories, anticipation’

Much of this philosophy underlying mindfulness emerges
from long-standing Eastern and South Asian spiritual tra-
ditions, particularly Buddhist philosophy. This philosophy
and its practices emphasize being present and letting go of
the overreliance that humans have on individualized iden-
tity (as a ‘thinker of thoughts’) in favor of a connection to a
sense of oneness and integration (Shonin et al, 2014). The
secular recontextualization of mindfulness in society has
supported the emergence of the concept for use in contem-
porary social contexts or organizations like schools, where
it can benefit wellbeing more broadly (Sun, 2014). However,
Dr. Capurso is also cautious of the ‘efficiency’ mindset or
productivity drive that popular mindfulness sometimes takes
on within organizational cultures. While a sense of focus can
often occur through mindfulness, its goal is not centered on
becoming more focused or productive, but about learning
to develop awareness of one’s own thoughts. She noted that
this is related to ethics, and that “in the Buddhist tradition...
the ethic gives you a better life, because if you have your
awareness of your consciousness, you can live in a different
way.” She notes that this emphasis on ethical creativity is
another key point to understanding the relationship between
mindfulness and creativity, and de-attaching from problem-
atic thoughts.

Dr. Capurso says that when you really stop and observe
your mind, you are able to see that your thoughts are not
real, ““Your thoughts are not solid, they are something that
have been created by your mind. We are used to believing in
our thoughts because we believe our mind says something
true.” Following the Cartesian hierarchy of mind over body,
captured in Descartes’ famous remark, “I think therefore I
am,” we often simply assume that all our thoughts are true
or that they define who we are as individuals. However, in
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mindfulness practice, the training to nonjudgmentally notice
our minds reveals the temporal nature of thoughts and cre-
ates some mental space to avoid overidentifying with them.
This has implications for research and practice not just in
creativity but also in mental health, in helping people avoid
overidentifying with negative thought patterns (Breedvelt
et al., 2019). As Dr. Capurso noted:

This is one of the most important aspects of mindful-
ness. You are not thinking and overthinking, but you
are trying to be present in a non-judgmental way to
the here and now, watching things as they are, and not
trying to create a new reality.

Habitual patterns of unthinking judgment can negatively
impact the creative process. Such patterns can lead people
to believe their own self-critique—leading to a fear of fail-
ure and unwillingness to try new things or take intellectual
risks, which is needed for creativity. This relates to a con-
cept known as the ‘voice of judgment,” which psychologists
have described as an internal monologue that everyone has,
which critically (and often negatively) judges our thoughts
and actions, limiting our ability to be open to experience and
engage creatively. Every person has thousands of thoughts
every day; some are helpful, but most are counterproduc-
tive—acting as an internal voice that judges and filters and
limits a person’s experience. Ray and Myers (1989) tied this
Voice of Judgment (VoJ) concept to one’s sense of creative
identity. Mindfulness practices may help us to observe and
de-identify with the VoJ (Henriksen et al., 2022), freeing us
to see the world more authentically.

Dr. Capurso also argues for nuance in formulating the
mindfulness-creativity relationship, pointing to evidence
that different types of meditation may have differential
effects on creativity. For instance, she noted that open-
monitoring meditation, the practice of watching your
thoughts coming and going, is known to improve divergent
thinking (i.e., having lots of ideas), which is a key part of
the creative process. Creativity, however, requires more
than divergent thinking. Creativity requires us, once we
have many ideas, to make decisions about which ideas to
follow then focus in and work on them—in other words,
to engage in convergent thinking. Here, a different kind of
mindfulness practice, focused-attention meditation, may
be more useful. She shared:

The thing is, you can't watch your thoughts or see the
content of your mind if you haven’t yet developed
focused attention—because you are going to think
your thoughts and believe them. They're going to
ensnare you and you’ll be lost in your thoughts.

Dr. Capurso noted that developing these mindfulness
practices takes time and practice. She explained that recent
studies have shown that regular practice is key:

One of the key things in mindfulness is training. Stud-
ies show us that the more you meditate, the more
and better results you get. Even if you meditate in a
bad way—where you are distracted, you are nervous,
you're feeling anxious, you are feeling discomfort.
There's a strong quantitative dimension in mindful-
ness. Research is showing that it is better to meditate
regularly daily, even if badly, than it is to meditate
seldomly but well.

Through her linking of mindfulness and creativity Dr.
Capurso has been successfully connecting longstanding
practices in Eastern Asian and South Asian cultures to West-
ern definitions and descriptions of creativity and creative
thinking.

Mindfulness, Mind-Wandering, Creativity

There has been research to suggest that mind-wandering can
be essential to the creative process, and that boredom, in
fact, can be essential for a creative person (Mann & Cad-
man, 2014). This presents a complex paradox for those
untangling the relationship between creativity and mindful-
ness. Mind-wandering is “a common everyday experience
in which attention becomes disengaged from the immedi-
ate external environment and focused on internal trains of
thought” (Schooler et al. 2014, p. 1). If mind-wandering
involves getting lost in thought—then mindfulness is the
opposite—bringing attention and awareness to thoughts in
order to distance from them. And yet, mind-wandering reli-
ably correlates with creative thinking and creative achieve-
ment (Baird et al., 2012). So how is it that mindfulness and
mind-wandering seem to operate in opposing ways, while
each seems to support creativity? Dr. Capurso had insights
into this:

We consider mind-wandering as a state of daydream-
ing or reverie...What we do not consider often is that
mind-wandering is related to rumination. This is the
real obstacle for creativity. When you say to yourself
‘What should I say? What should I do?’ This is rumi-
nation. Have you ever solved a problem with rumina-
tion? Probably not, because we are in the same old
thought mechanism without having the opportunity of
seeing something new.

She noted that mind-wandering is positive for creativ-
ity if you can pay attention to the wandering and remain
unattached to your thoughts. Mindfulness pushes us to
notice them in a non-judgmental way, to recognize their
existence but not commit to them. Thus, Dr. Capurso notes
that mind-wandering and mindfulness are not necessarily
antithetical to each other, as long as there is an active state
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of non-judgmental awareness while the mind is wandering,
allowing us to notice and follow our creative wanderings
and ideas. This is opposed to what often happens if we
mind-wander or ruminate without awareness, simply getting
distracted without noticing the flow of ideas (even missing
creative ones). She provides an example of how this could
play out as a kind of ‘mindful mind-wandering’ which sup-
ports creativity, as opposed to the mindless mind-wandering
(which is antithetical to both mindfulness and creativity):

One could dedicate some minutes to watching thoughts
and writing them down. That's typical mindfulness.
There are many interesting solutions that can just
arrive as an insight. Write them down and then you can
evaluate later with an open mind because mindfulness
is about not judging. This is a typical brainstorming
activity. And you can record your ideas more success-
fully if you're aware of the content of your mind. That's
one of the secrets of mindfulness.

This ‘mindful mind-wandering’ is not about letting your
mind wander without any attention to the ideas appearing.
Rather, it is a kind of purposeful mind-wandering that sup-
ports generation of ideas. Mind-wandering, then, can be
either a support or an obstacle to creativity, depending on
how it operates. Dr. Capurso notes that this is an interest-
ing area for future research in education, studying the dif-
ferences between “daydreaming, reverie, positive thinking,
and rumination.” Other researchers have considered the dif-
ferences in types of mind-wandering and how they affect
creativity, finding that certain forms of mind-wandering can
be mindful/deliberate, while others are more uncontrolled/
spontaneous. The more deliberative mind-wandering (which
is helped by mindfulness) can support creativity (Preiss &
Cosmelli, 2017).

Stress, Creativity, and Mindfulness

One of the key points Dr. Capurso made was about the neg-
ative role played by stress in creativity. Specifically, she
described the connection between stress, mindfulness, and
creativity, noting Greenberg’s research on cognitive flexibil-
ity and cognitive rigidity. Cognitive rigidity happens when
our own experiences prevent us from seeing possible solu-
tions or perspectives (Greenberg et al., 2012), leading to the
inability to see alternative framings or solutions to a prob-
lem. She argues that mindfulness can support and strengthen
cognitive flexibility, describing some relevant practices:

Every time you enter a room, you see something
new. Every time you talk with a person, you discover
something new. The ability to watch things with a new
mind is strongly related to awareness. One of the basic
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exercises in meditation is to stare for three minutes at
a candle thinking only about the candle. When you
stare at a candle and try to think about it, your mind
starts wandering in three seconds and you say, ‘I feel
so stupid staring at this candle. I'm not able to do it.’
But the practice is essential, because if you're able to
concentrate, you can see so many new things.

She described another activity that can be eye-opening
for both children and adults:

Try to paint all the things that are in a room without
being in a room. You just enter the room, you see every
object, you get out and you paint the objects, and you
probably forgot everything! You are going to forget all
the things because you are missing the details. How
many details are we missing in our life, in our everyday
life? And could we work with it with mindfulness?
This is one of many possible exercises to help us see
a new approach, new things, or to see all things in a
different way.

This highlights the attention training that mindfulness
provides, and how we so often fail to actually notice what’s
in front of us. While it is common for practicing artists to
view things from multiple perspectives, Dr. Capurso pro-
vides key insights into the role of creativity across disci-
plines, and how mindfulness offers an approach, a method-
ology, and a way of seeing and living that can support both
wellbeing and creativity.

Mindfulness in Education

Dr. Capurso also underlined the role of mindfulness in edu-
cation; her early work included experiments on the role of
mindfulness in executive functioning, and children’s atti-
tudes towards mindfulness. She recalled a moment from one
of her first studies in a classroom:

I was asking, “Why did you start practicing mindful-
ness?” One of the students raises his hand and says,
"Because my mom says that we can train our attention,
we can be more attentive, more silent, more concen-
trated, and we can have better results at school. And
we can do better things in our life.’

Dr. Capurso noted that this response characterizes how
people often see mindfulness as a means to an end, rather
than its true purpose to help us understand our own minds. It
is easy for people to misperceive mindfulness as a productiv-
ity tool, rather than a mental self-awareness method. Though
there are practical benefits from mindfulness practice, her
work in schools has taken a broader lens—not only for deal-
ing with stress, but also for family relationships in working
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with parents too. This breadth of engagement can pose sig-
nificant challenges. She recalled that, “I remember parents
staring at their mobile phones and asking me, ‘I don't know
why my son or my daughter is always distracted by some-
thing.” And they were staring at their smartphones while
they were talking to me.”

Dr. Capurso has taught parents mindfulness strategies to
be practiced during daily life. For example, at lunch time a
parent might say, "Okay, lunch is here. Everybody stop now,
close your eyes and just smell what we cooked today. Just
pay attention, just watch what you have in your dish.”

In keeping with this broad view of the concept, she
conducted a study on mindfulness for reducing stress and
burnout for teachers and students. This was especially
evident during the pandemic. She described her experi-
ence, “I was working in Spain and I remember my stu-
dents getting angry, and mindfulness was the solution to
help them accept their reality. We were all angry, we were
afraid.” One thing she tried to do was reframe the narra-
tive. Instead of complaining about the reality and viewing
it with misery:

We started saying, “We are lucky in this situation. We
are safe. We are home. Of course, we can't go out.
How can we look at this situation in a different way?’
We created this blog, called Optimism is Contagious.
We asked, ‘What can I do for the community? Am I
able to cook for instance?’ Or, ‘I will do a short video
teaching people how to do this particular dish.” Or,
"Am I able to do yoga? I will teach people with a video
how to do yoga.” We were trying to do something for
the local community to be aware of the situation, to
accept anger, fear, all the negative emotions that were
obviously there.

As we collectively reflect on the years of the pandemic,
the response that Dr. Capurso and her colleagues had, and
the support they provided, are a reminder that stress, anger
or frustration, rarely offer ideal environments for creativ-
ity. If the present environment is a struggle, it may help
to non-judgmentally accept the reality of it before acting
to change it; and that alone can open the doors to creative
thinking.

Implementing Mindfulness Practices
in Schools

When it comes to implementing mindfulness practices in
schools, Dr. Capurso believes that people should understand
the reasons for implementing mindfulness practices in any
school setting. For example, it might be to reduce stress lev-
els in students or to have a happier school climate. She also
believes that the successful implementation of mindfulness

practices in an educational system requires that all stake-
holders, including teachers, administrators, parents, and
students, be informed and trained. Dr. Capurso has shown
that when these practices are put in place there are positive
academic outcomes as well. If students and teachers are able
to bring a different level of awareness to and acceptance
of their thoughts and emotions, then that can work towards
decreasing stress and supporting student and teacher wellbe-
ing (Crescentini et al., 2016).

She contrasted the current reality that students face in
most schools, of heavy academic loads and continuous test-
ing, with her time working in a Montessori school. In the
latter school the day started with five minutes of silence, a
sustained time of quiet concentration. Just spending a few
minutes daily being silent can have a significant impact. Dr.
Capurso also emphasized the importance of moments of
fun, playing, etc. Mindfulness does not mean that you are
controlled and silent all the time. Implementing those small
moments of awareness can reduce stress and support teach-
ers’ and students’ enjoyment of school (Fabbro et al., 2020).

Dr. Capurso acknowledges the challenges that teachers
and students face in schools such as small overcrowded
classrooms, and lack of time to cover an ever-expanding
curriculum. In England many schools have sought to miti-
gate these challenges by implementing mindfulness strat-
egies and routine practices. Or for example, our previous
column reported on a school district mindfulness project
in East Phoenix. Devoting 5 or 10 min a day is a relatively
small investment of time but it can have a significant impact
on students and teachers. The presence of benefits to stu-
dents and teachers alike is supported by a range of recent
research on mindfulness in school settings (Henriksen et al.,
2020). Dr. Capurso’s insight helps us realize that the rela-
tionship of mindfulness to creativity is not that mindfulness
just makes you more creative, but that mindfulness sets the
stage for more nuanced and effective creative engagement
and thought processes, by increasing awareness and empathy
and decreasing judgment and fear.

The Role of Technology in Mindfulness
Practices

Dr. Capurso believes that the impact of technology on stu-
dents’ stress and self-awareness is largely negative. This is
not necessarily a function of the attributes of the technol-
ogy itself but rather connected to how children use tech-
nology. As a society, we have become more dependent on
and engrossed with technology. She noted that, “children
are watching too much internet or television and doing too
many things at the same time. This is behavior they see
in parents and in teachers too, because we are all human.”
This is not a surprise as many programs and apps have
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been designed to be addictive (Alter, 2017), to give a quick
dopamine rush for a “like” or a “share” on social media.
Algorithms are continuously studying our preferences and
intentionally presenting us images, links, ads, and more—
engineering distraction by design to keep us hooked onto
these devices. This emphasizes Dr. Capurso’s point on the
importance of developing the ability to focus one’s atten-
tion, as it is increasing being challenged through these
tools.

While teaching, she often advocates for students to
question and challenge their patterns of behavior, and dis-
rupt their habitual uses of technology. She says that small
changes can help people better regulate their digital tech-
nology habits, suggesting:

Set the alarm clock not on your mobile phone, but on
areal alarm clock. Change the fact that you wake up
in the morning and the first thing you do is go to your
mobile phone. If you want to be disruptive, turn off
the notifications of Instagram, Twitter, or Facebook.

Thus, it may not be technology itself that is causing
negative behaviors, but the habits we have formed around
it. Technologies are tools which can be used differently
depending on how people approach it. Dr. Capurso noted
that technologies helped us, through the pandemic, to con-
nect with people and allowed for distance learning. That
said, it is also critical to pause and be aware of mindless
or habitual use of tools. She discussed recent studies that
showed how participants felt a need to immediately inter-
act with social media, saying that:

And yet, if they waited 30 minutes, their answer was
different. That's a matter of awareness. We are so
aggressive, so impulsive. If we could just sit down
and wait for a couple of minutes just to be aware of
what we are saying about what we are writing on the
web, maybe our mentality could change in a totally
different way.

Dr. Capurso also mentioned the wide array of medi-
tation apps that are available and some of their design
aspects that may actually undermine mindfulness. Thus,
it becomes critical to recognize and be aware of the kinds
of behaviors that these apps are actually encouraging. She
recommends being cautious about which apps one is using
and being aware of how they are impacting one’s prac-
tices. Ironically, many apps claim to support mindfulness
but actually serve as a distraction, designed to ensure that
users do not go too long without paying attention to their
devices. As she said:

I think apps can be useful, but many of them have
constant notifications. ‘Are you aware now? Are
you more mindful? Are you meditating? Are you
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doing this?’ It becomes another stress of your life.
Of course, they could be helpful, for example, after
a meditation course, because they can just be a kind
reminder of how your day was, for instance, like
writing down a diary of gratitude.

Dr. Capurso also appreciates technology because it allows
her to teach mindfulness classes online, but that has its chal-
lenges as well. For instance, she noted that her students
appear to be more easily distracted when they are at home.
In addition, she does see positive aspects in that technology
can easily fuel our curiosity, which is useful for creativ-
ity, by bringing access to a range of new ideas and possi-
bilities. Most importantly though, Dr. Capurso hopes that
mindfulness can help us remember that there is life beyond
the internet. She shared a quote from one of her favorite
writers, Erma Bombeck, who said, “If I could live my life
over again, I would have cried and laughed less when watch-
ing television, and more when watching real life.” For Dr.
Capurso this is a fundamental challenge of using technology.
As she shared:

We are living a life on the web. We are living our life
on Instagram, on Facebook. We are not watching,
laughing, and crying in our real life. That's a challenge
we could face with mindfulness too. We need to ask
ourselves, ‘What is reality, right now?’

Dr. Capurso shared a final thought with us that describes
her core beliefs around mindfulness and creativity:

I would like to underline again, one of the sayings of
Erma Bombeck. She said, “If I could live my life over
again there would be less ‘I'm sorry,” more ‘I love
you,” and more ‘I'm listening.”” Mindfulness and cre-
ativity are about listening to people, watching reality
and really seeing it.

In keeping with these references to the broader culture,
and speaking to the broader issue of why mindfulness is
requires, she referenced the lyrics from Simon and Garfun-
kel’s song The Sound of Silence: ‘“People talking without
speaking, people hearing without listening.” And then she
asked us to consider:

Are we going to turn in this kind of person? Or can
we really listen to people and talk to them? This is one
of the challenges set out by mindfulness, and this is
fundamental for creativity as well as for well-being. A
creative person often has a good mood and wellbeing,
and can take a different approach to life, to problems.
And we are facing new problems every day. This could
be one of the secrets of mindfulness.

Acknowledgements This column series on creativity, learning, and
technology is a collaborative effort by the Deep Play Research Group.
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