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Noting or Naming Thoughts – A Mindfulness Technique 

 
Humans are the only species with the ability to imagine, which allows 
us to reminisce about past events and imagine future ones. Though 
this ability is helpful and often pleasant, sometimes our thoughts are 
unwanted, can become a distraction and our health suffers.  
 
During meditation we want to stay in vertical time or the present time 
versus horizontal time where we time travel to the past or future. The 
Noting or Naming tool can be used to direct thinking to the present 
moment. Mental noting gives the thinking mind something to do and 
supports your meditation process by interrupting an incessant flow of 
thoughts. It does not involve the common analysis or judgment we 
associate with freethinking. Instead, as thoughts arise while you are 
meditating, give each of them a one-word label.  
 
Common Labels 
 
Senses 
When hearing a sound you can mentally note ‘hearing’ without further 
considering the sound. The same can be used with ‘seeing’, 
‘touching’, ‘feeling’, and ‘thinking’. 
 
Experiences 
You may want to give more descriptive labels if you notice physical 
sensations. The notes may be ‘warmth’, ‘coolness’, ‘tightness’, etc. 
 
Emotions  
If feelings arise, name them as they occur ie. ‘happiness’, ‘sadness’, 
‘excitement’ and so on. 
 
Mental Activities  
You can note common mental activities: ‘Fear of Missing Out” 
(FOMO), ‘planning’, ‘resisting’ or ‘counting’. 
 
Breathing Sensations 
As you breathe you may note the word ‘filling’ as the  
chest rises on the inhalation, and ‘releasing’ as you exhale. 
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Usually, a specific note is repeated until the experience being noted 
disappears, or is no longer predominant. For example could be the 
following: if you are having thoughts of grief or sadness, name 
‘sadness’ as it arises, if it comes it another thought form but its basis 
is sadness, again note ‘sadness’.  
 
Benefits of Noting or Naming 
 
1. Anchor 
Noting serves as an anchor. The mind is less likely to wander off if 
you maintain a steady stream of relaxed noting.  
If the mind does wander, the act of noting can make it easier to 
reestablish mindfulness. 
 
2. Awareness 
Through noting you become more aware of your thinking. Naming 
can strengthen recognition of the frequency and types of thoughts.  
 
3.  Recognition 
You may begin to see patterns in your experience when you practice 
noting. A frequently repeated note uncovers a recurring thought 
experience. You may start to recognize your most common worry or 
worries. When you are no longer meditating, your recognition may 
provide more clarity about your approach to self-care. 
 
4. Purpose 
As you are noting, you provide a purpose for an overactive thinking 
mind by giving it something to do rather than moving from thought to 
thought.  
 
5. Disengagement 
The act of noting can help you to disengage from preoccupation with 
a thought. It can help you play the role of an observer.  
 
6. Non-reactivity 
Noting can also help you maintain a non-reactive form of attention. By 
calmly noting what is happening, you are less likely to add a layer of 
emotional reactions. 
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7. Identification of Inner Voice 
In noting you may start to pay attention to the tone of your inner 
voice. You may reveal an inner critic who is shaming, harsh, scared, 
or hesitant. As you note, you can allow yourself to add a sense of 
self-compassion. 
 
Noting may be most useful for you when you are experiencing 
overactive thinking or strong feelings. Some users like to note only 
what they find distracting. You may find that it is not helpful to use 
mental noting; and prefer another mindfulness tool. Try the following 
meditation and experience it for yourself! 
 
Noting Practice 

1. Set a timer for five minutes for your first practice. 
2. Sit quietly with the spine long and supported, rest your hands 

on your lap and bring your eyes to a soft gaze or close them. 
3. Exhale all of your breath and slowly inhale to a count of four. 
4. Exhale again, this time to a count of four.  
5. Repeat this pattern of inhale and exhale to four counts three 

times then return to normal relaxed breathing. 
6. As you sit with awareness, notice how your body feels. Give the 

feeling(s) a name. 
7. For the remainder of your time, note thoughts with a label as 

they arise. 
8. At the end of your practice, you may want to write about your 

experience or simply take a few minutes for reflection. 


