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“My husband and I had decided life
was too short,” recalled Ginny McK-
inney, “so we went shopping to buy a
travel trailer to take us into an early
retirement.” That was three years
ago.

“While standing in the fourth trail-
er that we were considering, he had
a heart attack and died,” she said.
Dan McKinney was 62. Ms. McKin-
ney was 59.

One-third of the women who be-
come widows are under age 65, ac-
cording to the Women’s Institute for
a Secure Retirement, known as Wis-
er, a nonprofit organization dedicat-
ed to women’s financial education
and advocacy.

For many women, the road to fi-
nancial hardship begins after their
husbands die. Nearly a third of sin-

gle women over age 75 are living
in poverty, according to Wiser. Ms.
McKinney is not one of them. The
couple had some savings, and she
received his $150,000 life insurance
policy.

One of her first moves after the fu-
neral was to connect with a certified
financial planner, Danielle Howard
of Wealth by Design in Basalt, Colo.
Ms. Howard urged her client to in-
crease her financial literacy. “That
education is vital to getting your feet
back on the ground,” she said.

Like most widows, Ms. McKinney
is living on a lot less. “The big-pic-
ture look at widows is that there’s
almost always a loss of income,”
said Cindy Hounsell of Wiser. Wom-
en generally live longer than men,
making it even more important that
they plan their finances carefully.

Two weeks after her husband’s
death, Ms. McKinney went to the
travel-trailer dealership and bought

a 15-foot Sportsmen Classic. “I took
off for three months, driving a circle
around Colorado,” she said. “I went
to places in the wilderness and on
the top of mountains, where I could
stand outside and scream at the sky,
and scream at God for taking my
man. And scream at him for leaving
me.”

She also joined the Sisters on the
Fly, a women’s empowerment ad-
venture group. “The group made me
feel I wasn’t a victim,” she said.

Ms. McKinney has put tens of
thousands of miles on her truck and
trailer. “I’ve done a lot of driving, but
I haven’t done anything exorbitant,”
she said.

Indeed, widows need to make

their initial financial moves cau-
tiously, said Eleanor Blayney, au-
thor of “Women’s Worth: Finding
Your Financial Confidence.”

A stumbling block for many wid-
ows is knowing where the money is.
“Anticipating widowhood is tough,
but the more financial information a
woman can gather in advance of the
loss of a spouse, the smoother it will
be,” Ms. Blayney said.

Eileen O’ Connor of Hemington
Wealth Management in McLean,
Va., urges new widows to join a sup-
port group. “While I’d like to think
I’m helpful to my widowed clients,
I think they find as much support,
or more, from peers that are going
through the same ordeal,” she said

Most financial planners suggest
that widows refrain from investing
or spending any lump sum insur-
ance or pension payout for at least
six months and ideally a year. Some
widows, however, overspend soon

after the death of a spouse. That’s
one mistake Ms. McKinney made.

“If I had it to go over again, I
would not take that life insurance
in one lump sum,” she said. “I would
have had it divvied out.”

An important decision is where to
live. Ms. McKinney waited a year to
sell the couple’s 1,700-square-foot
home in New Castle, Colo. After pay-
ing off the mortgage and upgrading
to a 250-square-foot travel trailer,
she had $63,000. “For now, I draw
from that for living expenses,” she
said, “so I don’t touch my retirement
savings.”

Ms. McKinney found new life
through sharing with others, writ-
ing a blog on Facebook for widows
and forming fresh bonds with the
women she met through Sisters on
the Fly. “They’re a hoot,” she said.
“I needed to have something joyful
to look forward to, and there they
were.”
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Talking Points

The Perils of Sitting
Sitting too much may increase the
risk of dying prematurely, while
standing or moderate physical activ-
ity could counteract the effect. More
than 60 percent of people globally
spend more than three hours a day
sitting; researchers calculated it
contributed to 433,000 deaths a year
from 2002 through 2011. Reducing
the mean sitting time of 4.7 hours a
day by half would decrease mortal-
ity 2.3 percent. “Stand up, and go
have a drink of water” said Leandro
Rezende, a lead author of the study
at the University of São Paulo School
of Medicine. “Or just stand up every
so often. Standing alone increases
your energy expenditure.”

Clean Coal Pipe Dream
A $1.1 billion electrical plant on the
Saskatchewan prairie was equipped
with a technology that promised
to pluck carbon out of the utility’s
exhaust and bury it underground,
transforming coal into a cleaner
power source. But the project is
looking like a green dream. Known
as SaskPower’s Boundary Dam 3, it
has been plagued by shutdowns, has
fallen short of its emissions targets,
and has problems with its core tech-
nology. The costs, too, have soared,
requiring tens of millions of dollars
in new equipment and repairs.

Incubating Smaller Start-Ups
Garrett Camp, a co-founder of
Uber, and his partners think that
the start-up model needs tweaking.
They launched Expa, a studio in San
Francisco that claims to take a small-
er-scale, more hands-on approach to
helping new companies grow from
idea to prototype to marketable
product. Expa Labs, a new six-month
program for start-ups based in New
York and San Francisco, will provide
$500,000 in backing, office space and
mentoring for new businesses. Expa
has raised $100 million to put into
new start-ups.

Video Game-Savvy Judge
Justice Sandra Day O’Connor, 86,
has added a new line to her résumé:
video game impresario. Justice
O’Connor is behind an animated
civics education game called Win

the White House.
The game has been
played by more than
250,000 students
just in March. In the
game, students take
on the role of imag-

inary presidential candidates who
must learn how to compete civilly
against opponents with divergent
views on issues like immigration and
gun control.

Many women face
hardships after the
death of a spouse.

The other morning, I woke up and
brewed a cup of Mindful Lotus tea
($6 for 20 bags). On the subway, I
loaded the Headspace app on my
iPhone and followed a guided mind-
fulness exercise ($13 a month for
premium content). Later in the day,
I dropped by Mndfl, a meditation
studio in Greenwich Village ($20 for
a 45-minute class).

These days it seems as if ev-
eryone is peddling mindfulness, a
popular form of meditation. The
Golden State Warriors, the Seattle
Seahawks and the Boston Red Sox
are now practicing mindfulness in
the locker room. Smartphones offer
more than two dozen mindfulness
apps, some offering $400 lifetime
subscriptions. The Great Cours-
es has two mindfulness packages,
each with a couple of dozen DVDs
for $250. For an enterprising con-
templative, it has never been easier
to make a buck.

On the face of it, that should be
good news. I know firsthand that
mindfulness can relieve stress, im-
prove focus and promote well-be-
ing. And during this charged elec-
tion season, couldn’t we all use a bit
more peace, love and understand-
ing? But with so many cashing in on
the meditation craze, it’s hard not to
wonder whether something essen-

tial is being lost. If mindfulness can
be bought as easily as a pair of Lu-
lulemon yoga pants, can it truly be
a transformative practice that eases
the troubled mind?

There’s no doubt that as mindful-
ness has gone mainstream, plenty
of people have used the technique
to achieve peace of mind, greater
self-awareness, perhaps even more
compassion. Yet at the same time, a
race to the bottom seems to be un-
derway. Never mind all the compa-
nies glomming on to the “mindful”
moniker. More troubling is the rush
to make mindfulness something
that fits neatly into lives lived at the
speed of the web.

Increasingly, mindfulness is be-
ing packaged as a one-minute re-
prieve, an interlude between check-
ing Instagram and starting the next
episode of “House of Cards.” One
company proclaims it has found the
“minimum effective dose” of medi-
tation that will change your life.

IBISWorld, a research company,
estimates that meditation-related
businesses in the United States last
year generated $984 million in rev-
enue. With so many mindful goods
and services for sale, it can be easy
to forget that mindfulness is a quali-
ty of being, not merchandise.

“It’s not enough to purchase the
right product to be mindful,” said
Dan Harris, an ABC news anchor
who chronicled his grudging em-
brace of meditation in a book, “10%
Happier.” “Mindfulness is a prac-
tice, and it’s worth doing.”

In its historical context, mindful-
ness is just one aspect of a lifelong
journey to become more accepting,
less judgmental and kinder. Even
in its modern incarnation, mindful-
ness is best understood as a skill,
one acquired through hours of con-
templation. Alas, that may be ask-
ing too much in an age of crash diets
and instant abs.

When considering the fate of
mindfulness in the American mar-
ketplace, it’s instructive to look at
the evolution of yoga. Like mind-
fulness, yoga has its roots in the
spiritual traditions of India, and
was practiced for decades by enthu-
siasts before it went mainstream.
But as yoga grew more popular, it
mutated in strange ways. Today
there is naked yoga, paddleboard
yoga, and doga — that is, yoga done
while holding your dog. Yoga also
became a multibillion-dollar busi-
ness, spawning apparel companies,
a vast cottage industry of studios
and teacher trainings, and a kalei-
doscope of yogi bric-a-brac.

Kaitlin Quistgaard once chron-
icled yoga’s often bizarre ascen-

dance as the editor of Yoga Journal.
Let loose in the American market-
place, yoga took on a life of its own.
Now, she said, the same thing is
happening with mindfulness. “No
one gets to decide who can sell
mindfulness, or use mindfulness to
sell a product,” Ms. Quistgaard said.

Though this may result in less
signal and more noise, mindfulness
can still be beneficial. Yoga may
have changed over the years, but
plenty of authentic teachers and
ashrams can still be found. The
same dynamic will most likely play

out with mindfulness, too. Strange
variations on mindfulness will pro-
liferate, while pockets of traditional
teachings endure.

Joe Burton, chief executive of
Whil, which offers a popular med-
itation app, is adamant that just
because mindfulness is streaming
online at ever-higher prices, that
doesn’t make it ineffective or in-
authentic. “No one can come do
our training being a greedy, selfish
jerk and expect to become a better
greedy, selfish jerk,” he said.

He’s probably right. In recent
years, I’ve interviewed hundreds
of meditators and many entrepre-
neurs behind Mindfulness Inc.
Some seemed more interested in
cruising the blossoming meditation
social circuit than in doing the hard
work of self-reflection.

More often than not, however,
the people I know who take time
to meditate — carefully observing
thoughts, emotions and sensations
— are sincere in their aspirations to
become less stressed, more accept-
ing and at least a little happier.

And still, temptations to indulge
in spiritual materialism abound.
On a recent trip to Whole Foods, I
came across a new product from
Earth Balance: a dairy-free may-
onnaise substitute called Mindful
Mayo ($4.50 a jar). Then, in line, I
picked up a copy of Mindful maga-
zine ($6). I paid for both and headed
for the exit. There’s nothing wrong
with buying products labeled mind-
ful. We live in a consumerist culture,
and I’d rather spend my money on
health food and self-help guides
than junk food and gossip rags.

When I got home, I resolved to
do more than support mindfulness
with my wallet. I put away my iP-
hone and closed my eyes to med-
itate. It’s not enough to buy into
mindfulness. You have to practice
it, too.
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