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PART 1

Your Mindfulness at Work Masterclass


Introduction

There is an increasing awareness of, and appetite for, mindfulness across the corporate world, mostly mediated through mindfulness-trained coaches and leadership facilitators, as well as an increasing body of neuroscientific research, which has underpinned this ancient contemplative practice with solid scientific inquiry and proof of its innumerable benefits. With chronic stress taking its toll, leading to burnout and impaired decision-making, many employees and corporate executives have realized that a new approach to working life is needed. Mindfulness is a tool that helps calm the mind through the conscious and intentional directing of one’s attention. It can enhance focus, reduce stress, improve performance, facilitate decision-making, increase self-control and raise your level of wellbeing.

Mindfulness is a quality of our consciousness, a particular relationship to our experience that anybody can adopt at any time while going about one’s daily life. This makes it an ideal practice for busy employees and managers.

Mindfulness does not need to be studied theoretically for it to work. It does need to be practised, however. Even a few minutes of regular practice are beneficial and can easily be integrated into your work.


CHAPTER 1

What is mindfulness?



Before we delve into the different aspects of working life to explore how they can be enhanced through mindfulness, we need to understand what mindfulness really is. We will introduce you to the best-known definition of mindfulness by the ‘father’ of mindfulness in the West, Jon Kabat-Zinn, and unpack it to reveal its three central tenets. Further, we will learn about different types of mindfulness practices, both formal and informal, as well as their purpose, and identify their wide-ranging benefits that have been established through scientific studies in different contexts, not just clinical research but also work that has been conducted in the workplace.

Next, we will look at the mechanisms through which mindfulness exerts its effects and review the main changes in brain structure and function that have been established through scientific studies so far.

To conclude, you will be introduced to a basic breath meditation as well as some tips for informal practices that you can start integrating into your day as you set off on your path towards increased mindfulness, greater wellbeing and inner peace.



A definition

So what do we mean by the term ‘mindfulness’, which has become so ubiquitous these days, yet remains somewhat elusive and more multi-dimensional than most definitions suggest? The most widely used definition stems from Jon Kabat-Zinn who is to be credited for making this ancient Buddhist practice widely accessible to mainstream society.

Having adapted mindfulness from its spiritual roots to the needs of chronic-pain patients in the form of a structured eight-week Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) programme back in the late 1970s, Kabat-Zinn describes the practice as a form of ‘paying attention in a particular way: on purpose, in the present moment, and non-judgementally’ (Kabat-Zinn 1994). Unpacking this definition, three key elements of mindfulness can be identified:

1  Mindfulness is something you do intentionally rather than by accident.

2  Mindfulness is about paying attention in the present moment.

3  Mindfulness requires a certain attitude towards what you are doing.

These three central axioms of mindfulness have been captured diagrammatically in the following conceptual model by Shapiro et al. (2006):
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The three axioms of mindfulness – Intention, Attention and Attitude – are not separate stages. They are interwoven aspects of a single cyclic process and occur simultaneously. Mindfulness is this moment-to-moment process.

Let’s look at these three elements in more detail.

Intention

Paying attention does not simply occur; it is a purposeful activity, driven by the powerful intention to inhabit the realm of awareness and to be fully present for one’s experience, whatever this may be. Before each ‘formal’ practice it is important to set an intention, which is different from a goal: it is not about reaching a certain outcome (in fact, you are explicitly urged to let go of any such attachments to outcomes!) but about committing oneself to practising in a certain way; this could be anything from focusing on the breath, to being open to whatever may arise, to being kind to oneself for losing focus for the umpteenth time (because you will!). Intentions drive the practice and give it purpose, coherence and meaning.

Attention

In terms of attention, this is widely considered to be the central component of mindfulness, which is often, somewhat reductively, seen as nothing more than attention training. It is undoubtedly a crucial aspect of mindfulness and one that is trained in all forms of mindfulness exercise, particularly when practising breath meditation. It involves directing one’s focus and sustaining it on the desired object of attention (usually the breath), while renouncing other stimuli.

The important part about paying attention is that it necessarily occurs in the present moment. This may sound banal, but how often do you really practise this? Our mind tends to wander, casting itself back to some episode in the past that is still lingering and usurping mental space, or it is consumed by plans and to do lists that take us far away into the future. Being present for all of our experience, which, after all, only ever unfolds in the present moment, is the greatest gift that we can learn to give ourselves through practising mindfulness. Present-moment awareness is very simple in principle, but, in practice, it goes against many years of hardwired mental habits of ‘time travelling’, as it has facetiously been called in the literature. Paying attention in the present moment entails noticing what is going on both within us, our thoughts, feelings and physical sensations, as well as in the outside world.

Attitude

When you notice what is going on inside and around you, it is important to do so non-judgementally, without criticizing yourself for whatever arises in your mind or wishing things to be different. It is entirely normal to experience difficulties when trying to pay attention in the moment as the mind’s natural state is to wander and engage in daydreaming, fantasizing, reminiscing, planning and so on, and to switch seamlessly and often erratically from one mental excursion to another, something that the Buddhists call ‘monkey mind’. As one has set an intention to sustain the focus on the breath or any other object of attention in the present moment, it is easy to get frustrated and engage in self-critical and judgemental thinking, condemning oneself for failing to follow the instructions to the letter. Yet, unlike any other new practice that you may decide to take up, an accepting attitude is part of the very instructions and an essential ingredient in what you are asked to follow. And this is how mindfulness practice is very different from any other skill you may have learned: rather than aiming at perfect execution, it is content with remaining a ‘practice’, insisting that you make your peace with imperfection and do so with a kind and self-compassionate attitude.

What you do

Broadly speaking, mindfulness can be practised in two mutually enhancing ways: first, by way of formal practices where you sit, stand, lie or walk mindfully for a predetermined length of time and follow the instructions from your teacher, a tape or even your own, and second, informally, by integrating mindfulness into your everyday life and activities, doing what you do anyway, but doing so in a non-habitual, mindful fashion.

Formal practices

The two most common formal practices are breath meditation where the breath is used as the anchor and object of attention (shamata), aimed at steadying the mind, practising narrow-focus concentration and calming the nervous system, and the more advanced insight meditation (vipassana), which aims at eliciting deeper insights into the nature of impermanence and the interconnectness of all phenomena and thus at attaining wisdom. Shamata is considered a prerequisite for wisdom and insight – only a steady mind can achieve enlightenment. The most common posture is sitting, either on a cushion on the floor or on a straight-back chair, the spine erect but not stiff, the eyes closed or cast downwards, the posture signalling alertness and dignity, rather than pure relaxation. In shamata meditation, the breath is used as a tool to steady the mind and to ground it in present-moment awareness. The breath has the advantage of being easily available to us at all times and being intimately connected to the present: you can only ever breathe in the present moment, which makes the breath ideally suited as an object of mindfulness meditation.

Observing your breath means following it for the duration of each in-breath, as well as each out-breath, without wanting to change it in any way or making it different from what it is. You can focus on the sensations of the air on your upper lip as it moves in and out of your nostrils or feel your abdomen rising with each in-breath and falling with each out-breath, wherever you feel it most strongly. When you notice your mind wandering away from the breath, as it inevitably will, gently but firmly bring it back to the breath, remembering to maintain a non-judgemental attitude towards yourself. Learn to treat the realization that the mind has wandered as an achievement, rather than a failure, a sign that you have woken up and become aware.

In addition to this basic sitting meditation you can practise a so-called ‘body scan’ meditation lying down, where you shine the spotlight of attention on each part of the body in turn, gradually working up from your feet to the top of your head. Furthermore, you can practise mindful movement where you engage in gentle stretches or subtle yoga movements, exploring your physical edge in a non-competitive and accepting manner. Finally, mindful walking is a practice that brings present-moment awareness into each and every aspect of walking and thus constitutes a transitional practice between formal and informal practices.

Informal practices

By informal practices we mean practices that bring mindfulness into your everyday life, for example making your tea mindfully or taking a mindful shower, brushing your teeth or doing the dishes mindfully. The idea here is to transfer what you have learned from the formal practices and integrating this firmly into your daily life, making you fully aware of all aspects of your experience in the present moment and thus creating a richer and more consciously experienced reality than normally tends to be the case. We rarely register seemingly banal details such as the sensation of the toothbrush’s bristles against our gums, and, by extension, we may overlook more significant moments: a smile, a kind word, the sound of our children’s laughter or the warmth of the sun on our skin. We are so used to mentally fast-forwarding our life to the next important milestone that we often miss the richness of our everyday moments in the process. Yet these moments are all we ever have as the past and future only exist in our imagination and are ultimately insubstantial. As Kabat-Zinn reminds us, we have only moments to live. In other words, if these moments right here, right now, are all we ever have, they are precious – we might as well turn up and live them to the full!

Benefits

The impact of mindfulness practice on a wide variety of different aspects of human functioning has been firmly established in an enormous body of academic studies, which is growing exponentially. The list of salutary effects on our physical, mental and intellectual wellbeing is seemingly endless, impacting on virtually every aspect of life:



	Physical
	Emotional
	Intellectual/mental



	Lower blood pressure
	Better emotional regulation
	More mental clarity



	Stronger immune system
	More calm
	Better focus and concentration



	Slower ageing (telomere lengthening)
	More wellbeing/happiness
	Better memory



	Improved cardiovascular health
	Enhanced emotional intelligence
	Increased attention span



	Quicker recovery time from surgery, illnesses
	Less reactivity
	Improved decision-making



	Faster healing of wounds
	Increased resilience
	Better problem-solving



	Less inflammation
	More self-compassion
	Enhanced cognitive flexibility



	Lower stress levels
	Reduced depressive relapse
	Less rumination



	 
	Less emotional volatility
	More creativity



	 
	Less anxiety
	Less mental proliferation



	 
	 
	More self-awareness




Workplace benefits

It is easy to see how this ever-growing list of beneficial effects can also be of great service in the workplace, and a number of specific workplace benefits have already been identified in the academic literature:

•  better focus and concentration

•  lower stress levels

•  better self-control and emotional regulation

•  higher empathy and emotional intelligence

•  improved relationships

•  better decision-making

•  improved job satisfaction and engagement

•  lower absenteeism due to sickness

•  improved creativity and innovation

•  enhanced productivity and performance.

The evidence is so strong that a number of mindfulness-based interventions and training courses have been created or adapted for workplace requirements and numerous books have been written on the subject of mindfulness in the workplace. As mindfulness is becoming increasingly mainstream, a growing number of CEOs and high-profile business figures are ‘coming’ out as being long-term meditators, many of whom we will encounter in the course of this book.

‘When I went on holiday with my family recently, I wasn’t afraid to switch on my out-of-office email message. When was the last time you did the same? If you can’t recall, then maybe it’s time to slow down, switch off your phone and focus on the present. Your business will benefit as a result.’

Richard Branson, Founder of Virgin

Mindfulness shapes our brain

So how does mindfulness produce such countless beneficial effects on human functioning? The last 20 years have seen immense advances in the field of neuroscience, and mindfulness has attracted considerable interest from scientists, keen to explain its mechanisms of change. The discovery of neuroplasticity – the capacity of the brain to rewire itself and produce new neurons even in adults (neurogenesis) – has opened our eyes to the fact that the specific content of our consciousness (external stimuli plus our thoughts, emotions and body sensations) as well as the quality of attention that we bestow on it, can all exert a lasting influence on our brain. What and how we think literally changes our brain! Mental connections are strengthened and embedded through repeated or prolonged use, while others that are no longer needed will eventually atrophy. Through mindfulness we can thus change the way our brain is wired – for the better. In the famous words of the neuroscientist Donald Hebb, ‘neurons that fire together, wire together.’ But before we explore how mindfulness changes and shapes our brain, let us have a brief look at what it is precisely about mindfulness that effects these changes.

A review by neuroscientist Britta Hoelzel and colleagues (2011) has identified four key mechanisms acting on the brain – attention regulation, body awareness, emotion regulation and a change in perspective on the self – all of which interact closely to bring about an entire range of benefits, as outlined above.

1 Attention regulation

The first mechanism can be split into attention on internal states and attention on external states. Meditators who are trained in focused attention (i.e. attention on a single object such as the breath, sounds, etc.) have an improved capacity to concentrate on a single task for longer, enabling them to renounce distraction and reduce ineffective multitasking.

2 Body awareness

Body awareness describes the ability to notice subtle physical sensations. Attention to internal states increases interoception: the ability to attend to and be perceptive of sensory and emotional information and cues from within, creating greater self-awareness and as a corollary, self-management – two of the cornerstones of emotional intelligence. The ability to notice your emotional and physical state without reacting to it in the usual automatic and often dysfunctional way enables you to regulate such states, which is especially important if they are somewhat unpleasant or difficult. You learn just to ‘sit with them’, let them be, focusing your attention on their specificity rather than on how to avoid them, fight them or fix them. This non-reactivity in itself is healing and can be very liberating – freeing yourself from the perennial tendency to solve problems, overcome obstacles and strive for achievements, which has been defined as the ‘doing mode’. Whatever the situation is and however you may find it, if it is already there, it would be unwise to spend any energy on feeding a state of inner resistance or resentment to it. If there is any skilful action to be taken to alleviate or change such a state, you are more likely to identify what needs to be done if you first accept the reality of what is happening as it is happening, in all its dimensions. Such increased alertness can thus contribute to more conscious and wiser decision-making.

It has been argued that internal awareness of one’s own experience is a prerequisite for empathy. The brain regions associated in interoception (most notably the insula and the temporo-parietal junction) are also implicated in social cognition and empathic responses. It is through this mechanism that mindfulness can thus improve social awareness and relationship management, the other two building blocks of emotional intelligence, as measured by the Emotional Competence Inventory, published by The Hay Group.

3 Emotion regulation

By emotion regulation we mean the modification of emotional responses through the intervention of regulatory processes. Evidence suggests that even mindfulness novices show a reduction in emotional interference (the delay in reaction time after being shown emotive pictures, which indicates less emotional reactivity) after just seven weeks of training. Physiological studies have also found decreased emotional reactivity as measured by reduced skin conductance in response to negative stimuli, as well as a quicker recovery time from emotional upsets. We will explore the topic of emotion regulation in more depth in Chapter 5.

4 Change in perspective on the self

One of the key mechanisms of mindfulness is its promotion of metacognitive awareness and insight: when you practise mindfulness you are not only paying attention or being mindful but you know that you are being mindful. As you are observing your thoughts, emotions and body sensations you are not only aware of these as specific contents of your consciousness but aware of yourself as the consciousness in which these phenomena can arise. Mindfulness is thus a quality of consciousness rather than being tied to specific contents of mind – these only serve as the training ground through which the mind becomes aware of itself.

The practice of mindfulness is thus not only the act of paying attention itself but the awareness of this act. When you are mindful you are no longer the protagonist in your personal drama but the omniscient observer who watches the drama unfold, can see the big picture as well as the details, and can remain disinterested and dispassionate, not carried away in the ebb and flow of ever-changing experiences. This dis-identification from the contents of your consciousness, based on the observation of their constant state of flux, ultimately leads to the dissolution of the sense of self in the narrow sense of a stable, unchanging, separate entity.

The mechanism of metacognitive awareness has far-reaching benefits, most notably in the clinical context where it has been identified as the key mindfulness element in the prevention of recurrent depressive relapse, and has made it into the UK’s National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) guidelines as mindfulness-based cognitive therapy (MBCT). In this, an adaptation of MBSR for depression, people with three or more previous depressive episodes learn to nip the onset of ruminative thinking in the bud by recognizing their negative thoughts as merely ‘mental events’ of no real substance. This process of ‘decentring’ or ‘reperceiving’ is a useful skill even beyond the condition of depression and can foster emotion regulation, clarity of mind and inner peace.

Brain changes

Based on the four components outlined above, neuroimaging studies have established that mindfulness promotes neuroplasticity in areas of the brain that are repeatedly engaged during formal practice. Here is an overview of the major scientific findings, testifying to the structural and functional brain changes detected in experienced meditators:

•  Meditators have greater cortical thickness (i.e. more cortical tissue on the outer shell of the brain) compared to non-meditators in areas associated with

– sustained attention and cognition–emotion integration (right prefrontal cortex, Brodmann Areas 9/10). In 40- to 50-year-old meditators, the cortical thickness of this area was found to be comparable to that of 20- to 30-year-old meditators and controls, suggesting that regular meditation practice may slow down the rate of neural degeneration in prefrontal areas where it is most pronounced.

– interoception, the awareness of internal body states (right anterior insula)

– sensory processing (somatosensory cortex)

– the connection between self and others (right inferior occipito-temporal cortex). This area has been shown to correlate most strongly with the amount of meditation experience of practitioners.

•  Meditators have significantly higher grey matter concentration and volume in the hippocampus (a region important for learning and memory processes which also puts things in perspective by down-regulating the alarm bell in the brain, the amygdala), particularly in a sub-region involved in stress regulation.

In terms of functional changes, the following effects have been identified in long-term meditators by the use of functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI):

•  reduced activation in the default mode network, which is involved in mind wandering and self-referential thinking

•  less mental fixation and elaboration, evident in faster disengagement of brain areas during semantic processing, suggesting that meditators are better able to control the automatic proliferation of thinking

•  more openness to negative experience (e.g. pain), demonstrated by activation of the pain network (thalamus, insula, amygdala) but deactivation of areas involved in pain reactivity and distress (prefrontal and anterior cingulate cortex)

•  Increased activation on the left side of the prefrontal cortex, which is associated with positive emotion, better mood and creativity.

Mindfulness on the job

One of the reasons people are sometimes reluctant to take up a regular mindfulness practice is because they are pressed for time. We all are. It is a sign of our times not to have time to spare. The good news about mindfulness practice is that it does not necessarily require much time. Beneficial as it is to have a daily sitting practice of 20 minutes, this is not always practical in periods of high pressure, when you are working to tight deadlines, are on a business trip or have to work incredibly long hours as well as having a family to look after when you get home.

However, the good news is that mindfulness is a quality of mind, a lifestyle choice, if you will, to live your life fully and consciously. You do not necessarily need to take time out or practise in a dedicated area (although having a regular space for your formal practice can indeed be helpful). Mindfulness needs to be practised in daily life, not just on the cushion or the chair. You can practise on the job, as it were. In fact, the real litmus test for the effectiveness of your mindfulness practice is to be able to integrate it into your life.

Here are some tips on daily opportunities for mindful awareness of the breath that can easily slot into your daily work without the need to sit cross-legged on the office floor.


Mindful breathing

Throughout the working day, return to your breathing, becoming aware that you are breathing, without changing it in any way. Notice when your breathing is deep and slow and when it speeds up or becomes shallow. As the Zen Buddhist teacher Thích Nhât Hanh suggests, it may help to say to yourself the following words while you are following your breath:

‘Breathing in, I am aware of my in-breath.

Breathing out, I am aware of my out-breath.

Breathing in, I am aware of my body.

Breathing out, I release the tension in my body.’

You can do this at any time, for example in the following situations:

•  as you travel to work by car, train or bus

•  as you enter your office and walk up to your desk

•  as you greet or engage with colleagues

•  as you wait for the kettle to boil or the water to fill your glass

•  as you walk to the bathroom

•  as you eat your lunch

•  as you have a drink

•  as you sit and work at your computer

•  on your journey home.



‘Just watch this moment, without trying to change it at all. What is happening? What do you feel? What do you see? What do you hear?’

Jon Kabat-Zinn, Professor of Medicine Emeritus and creator of the Stress Reduction Clinic and the Center for Mindfulness in Medicine, University of Massachusetts Medical School


Summary

In this chapter we learned what mindfulness is: a form of present-moment awareness, practised intentionally and with an open and non-judgemental attitude. We looked at the history of how this ancient practice was introduced to Western culture through the work of Jon Kabat-Zinn, and distinguished between formal practices to help you build your ‘mindfulness muscle’ and informal practices to apply and integrate this quality of consciousness into your daily life. Further, we identified some of the manifold physical, emotional and mental benefits that have been established through scientific experiments, as well as their impact on the workplace.

We then outlined the four mechanisms through which mindfulness exerts its beneficial influence. We also learned how mindfulness practice can change both the structure and function of the brain in beneficial ways, leading to larger volume in areas associated with attention, learning and memory, interoception and a smaller fear centre, as well as more activation on the left side of the prefrontal cortex, associated with positive emotions and creativity. Finally, we shared a simple breath meditation and some tips on where and when mindfulness can be practised on the job.


Fact-check (answers at the back)

  1.   Which of the following elements is not part of the definition of mindfulness?



	a)   Relaxation
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	b)   Intention
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	c)   Attitude
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	d)   Present-moment awareness
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  2.   Mindful attention entails a focus on



	a)   The past
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	b)   The future
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	c)   The present moment
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	d)   Time travelling
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  3.   Your meditation posture should embody



	a)   Relaxation
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	b)   Alertness
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	c)   Fun
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	d)   Happiness
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  4.   What is the purpose of informal practices?



	a)   To entertain you in everyday life
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	b)   To practise meditation in a more relaxed way
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	c)   To get better at your daily tasks
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	d)   To live consciously
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  5.   Neuroplasticity denotes



	a)   The brain’s plastic-like texture
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	b)   The brain’s ability to change and rewire itself
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	c)   The neurons’ similarity to plasticine
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	d)   Brain surgery
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  6.   Which benefits does attention training yield?



	a)   A longer attention span
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	b)   More multitasking
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	c)   Fewer distractions
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	d)   More interesting work
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  7.   What does a reduction of emotional interference suggest about mindfulness?



	a)   It helps you experience fewer upsetting emotions
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	b)   It makes you no longer care about your experience
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	c)   It helps you regulate your emotions better
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	d)   Emotions will not interfere with your daily life

	[image: image]





  8.   What is meant by metacognitive awareness?



	a)   Awareness of all phenomena
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	b)   Awareness of internal states
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	c)   Awareness of our cognitions
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	d)   Awareness of our self
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  9.   How can metacognitive awareness help with depression?



	a)   It leads to less negative thinking
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	b)   It lifts your mood
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	c)   It helps you focus on something else

	[image: image]




	d)   It helps you ‘decentre’ from your thoughts and feelings
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10.   Which change in brain structure or function has not been identified as a result of mindfulness practice?



	a)   A larger amygdala
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	b)   A larger hippocampus

	[image: image]




	c)   More activation of the left frontal area
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	d)   A stronger insula
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