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INTRODUCTION


DISCOVERING MINDFULNESS




People often think meditation is not possible for them, however, mindfulness is accessible to every single one of us and chances are that you have already experienced being fully present in the moment at some point in time. Practicing mindfulness meditation is about learning how to do this intentionally—and reaping the myriad benefits.
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I discovered mindfulness at a time when I was experiencing chronic stress, a good part of which was generated by work. A promotion had led to greater responsibility that, although initially exciting, became increasingly stressful as staff cuts meant that everyone was asked to do much more. A change in management caused new procedures to be implemented, and while they might have been good for the overall benefit of the company, they were less helpful for those of us who were expected to deliver them. Everyday tasks felt increasingly difficult. The more stressed we became, the more short-tempered and demanding we all grew to be; work became a place to be endured.


I was aware of the long-term health consequences of stress so I wanted to find a way to manage it. I had flirted with meditation at a local Buddhist group but I didn’t want to be part of an order. I struggled with the practicalities of meditating—sitting crosslegged in lotus position was beyond me and I didn’t understand what I was supposed to be doing when a teacher said to watch my mind. I had no idea how to do that so I decided that meditation must only work for certain people, and my mind must just be too busy (we always think we are special!).
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By chance I stumbled across Jon Kabat-Zinn’s Full Catastrophe Living, and this was how I first came across the term “mindfulness meditation.” Reading Full Catastrophe Living made me realize that it was possible to establish a meditation practice outside of a spiritual framework, and I became aware of the myriad health benefits of meditation. As I began practicing mindfulness meditation, I discovered how small changes led to bigger shifts and that, if I let go of having a particular outcome in mind and instead trusted in the process, all kinds of unforeseen possibilities could emerge.


Learning to Meditate


I discovered that there was more than one way to sit while meditating and that our posture is simply a means to an end. Gradually I learned that meditation was not about stopping to think or about emptying the mind, but allowing one’s thoughts to come and go without obsessing about them. I learned that my mind would always wander and that it was repeatedly bringing back my attention to a point of focus that was important. Over time I was able to sit still for longer periods of time. I also realized that it was not so much the length of time that was important, but rather the regularity and quality of my attention; a little and often was better than an hour once a month. I practiced tuning into my body—a place that had become unfamiliar to me over the years—and I started to notice how my body was constantly giving me accurate feedback about how I really felt. I became aware of how I would go into a meeting at work in a positive mood and how, within the space of an hour, my energy levels would plummet, my posture would change, and my neck and shoulders would become tight and stiff. I could see a direct relationship between my environment and my physical and emotional well-being.
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I had assumed that a promotion was a positive thing—after all aren’t we all looking for more money and greater responsibilities? Through mindfulness I learned to distinguish between what I thought was right and what I really felt and wanted at a visceral level. I realized that perhaps the responsibilities that came with the new role weren’t for me as they took me further away from what I loved best about my job. When I was growing up, I had a reputation for indecisiveness. Through mindfulness and meditation I’ve developed trust and confidence in myself and the decisions I make—and this has been life-changing.


Accepting Our True Feelings


Acknowledging how we really feel, rather than how we think we should feel, is an important element of mindfulness practice. Accepting all aspects of ourselves—even the parts that we don’t like or think are inappropriate—means that we are in a much stronger position to make informed decisions. We can only decide where we want to go once we have an accurate understanding of where we are right now. My mindfulness practice has taught me that nothing stays the same—I still get stressed but now I am able to recognize and so take wise action to manage it.
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In my experience, practicing mindfulness at work is challenging as the workplace is often very cerebral—it is where we solve problems and fix things. The workplace is driven by goals and we have professional expectations (and people have them of us). When we feel hijacked by our emotions at work we often suppress them and distract ourselves with unhelpful strategies such as over-working, eating too much or not enough, drinking too much, or taking drugs. Or we may blow a fuse from time to time, which can create a climate of fear and uncertainty with our colleagues. We often try and apply our problem-solving skills to emotional challenges that arise but discover that what might work operationally can actually work against us emotionally, and we get caught up in unhelpful cycles of repetitive thinking or rumination.


This is a book for individuals wanting to learn about mindfulness in the workplace, rather than a guide for introducing mindfulness training into the workplace (but you can find further reading about this on page 141). I hope you will experiment with some of the more formal practices on pages 110–134 as these will help you cultivate valuable skills for applying mindfulness in the workplace. This book can only give you a taster of the possibilities that mindfulness meditation can bring into your own work and home life. If you find the practices here useful, I would encourage you to explore the subject further. There are suggestions on page 140 on how you can go about this.


MAKING THE MOST OF MINDFULNESS @ WORK


Any activity can be done mindfully — more often, the challenge is remembering to do so, particularly when we get caught up in the distractions of daily life. To help remind us and to make mindfulness an intrinsic part of our life, it is helpful to set aside a short period of time as often as you can when you can simply be with yourself—watching the breath (see page 102) or doing any of the other practices in this book. The attitudes and skills we cultivate through regular practice provide a foundation that gives us the steadiness and confidence to practice mindfulness when we are caught up in the challenges of everyday life. It is one thing to remain calm when watching the breath at home, but quite another when faced with a crisis at work or a customer losing their temper with us.


Acknowledging that what we are doing is difficult is important. We are working to change patterns of behavior that have been laid down over many years, with repeated activation. The only way we can reverse these patterns is to counteract them with multiple small actions that are positive, and thus we lay down new pathways of thinking and behavior. However, it is never a consistent path of improvement but, rather, one of ups and downs, switchbacks and fits and starts, and it’s important to realize that that’s okay. It really is the journey that is the process. It is a journey that requires patience as well as huge dollops of gentleness and kindness towards yourself. Let go of any goals to be a particular way and simply have the intention to practice as best as you can, when you can. That is all you can ask of yourself.
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I recommend reading Living in the Moment @ Work (page 12) to find out more about stress and how it affects you and then move on to the two main sections of the book, which include practices and suggestions for bringing mindfulness into the workplace: You @ Work (see page 44) and You and Others @ Work (see page 80), and because how we are at work affects how we behave at home, there is also a section on @ Home (see page 100). I strongly recommend that you try some of the more “formal” practices in the @ Home chapter, as the skills cultivated will stand you in good stead in helping you to apply mindfulness to your day-to-day working life.


You can read from cover to cover or randomly choose a practice to try. If the practices resonate with you, you may find yourself gradually incorporating more and more of them into your daily life. Be creative about how you apply mindfulness to your work; many of the practices here could easily be adapted to different scenarios, so don’t assume that there is only one way to do something.


If you are interested, explore the subject further with the suggestions on Where to Go Next (page 140) and Further Reading (page 141)


Do It Your Way


The practices are predominantly informal practices and they are a good place to start if you are a beginner. If you have an adverse reaction to any of the practices please stop and get advice from a mindfulness teacher or healthcare professional before continuing.


If you already have some experience with mindfulness meditation, I hope this book will encourage you to bring it more into your work life. The more we can weave mindfulness into the fabric of our daily life, the more we will reap the benefits.




CHAPTER ONE


LIVING IN THE MOMENT


@


WORK




Stress at work is a leading cause of absenteeism and can have long-term health consequences. This chapter looks at stress, how it affects us, and how regularly practicing mindfulness can help, both physiologically and psychologically. When we feel well, we are more likely to perform at our best.





Through regularly practicing mindfulness meditation we become used to noticing what we are feeling in the head, heart, and body. This awareness can cultivate a pause that is long enough for us to stop and stand back, thereby turning an automatic reaction into a considered response, which can have a valuable practical application:




“It was the last day before the holidays and I had been exchanging e–mails with a client who, I thought, was being needlessly obstructive about something I’d been hoping to finalize that day. As I typed a reply to him I was aware of how annoyed I was—I could feel it in the way I hammered the keyboard! Noticing this was enough to make me pause—I knew I was angry, so I decided to do nothing for the time being and deleted my intended reply. A few hours later I had an email from the client conceding that their original request was unnecessary and I could go ahead as I had originally suggested. I was pleased that I had used my mindfulness practice to notice how I was reacting and so to pause and reflect, and stop the situation from escalating and potentially damaging my relationship with the client.”
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Alex’s awareness of what was happening in her body as well as of the rising irritation and frustration had been cultivated through regularly practicing mindfulness. Her awareness acted like a red flag,and giving her the ability to stop and pause. Rather than react impulsively and potentially damage a relationship, she responded differently, resulting in a positive outcome for all concerned. This is just one example of how regular mindfulness practice influences our behavior.




MINDFULNESS IN THE WORKPLACE


The “workplace” can take different forms—for many of us it is an office, but for you the workplace could also be a hospital or clinic, a school or college, a prison or law enforcement agency, a shop, a supermarket, or an establishment in the service industry. You might work at a desk or in the outdoors, within a team of people or perhaps remotely from home, interacting rarely with others. You might go to the same place every day for years or your workplace may be changing all the time; you may work on land, sea, or in the air. Whatever you do and wherever you do it, the bottom line is that the workplace is where all of us spend the majority of time as adults and, regardless of whether we enjoy it or not, we work to earn a living and contribute to society. When we meet new people one of the first bits of information we often share is what we do professionally. Work gives us an identity and often a particular status in society. This is significant because if our identity is defined by what we do, and we spend the majority of our waking life at work, when something goes wrong or becomes challenging in our work environment, the effect on us can be devastating.


Evidence suggests that many of us find the workplace challenging. The Health and Safety Executive in the UK reports that one in five employees feels very or extremely stressed at work (that’s the equivalent of five million people in the UK). Work-induced stress is now the most common reason for-long term sickness absence. The cost of this is estimated to be £3.7 billion per year. In the USA, the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health reports that stress-related ailments cost companies $200 billion per year, with 70—90 percent of hospital visits by employees linked to stress.
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A 2010 report on mindfulness by the UK’s Mental Health Foundation includes survey results showing that:




•   81% of those surveyed agree that “the fast pace of life and the number of things we have to do and worry about these days is a major cause of stress, unhappiness and illness in UK society;”


•   86% agree that “people would be much happier and healthier if they knew how to slow down and live in the moment;”


•   53% agree that “I find it difficult to relax or switch off, and can’t stop myself thinking about things I have to do or nagging worries.”





But how can we learn to switch off? How can we slow down and avoid getting swept up in the fast-paced world of work and home-life? How do we balance “living in the moment” with making sure that we are looking after our family’s future? One way we can do this is by practicing mindfulness meditation, through which we can cultivate and learn these skills.




WHAT IS MINDFULNESS?


Mindfulness is a term that is frequently used in the media but there are often misconceptions about what it actually means. Mindfulness is commonly defined as: Deliberately paying attention to your experience as it arises without judgment.




The key elements are:


•   Intentionality—we are deliberately paying attention.


•   We are noticing in a particular way, without judging our experience, that it is what it is, and that there is no right or wrong.


•   We are doing this moment by moment—noticing how our experience is constantly changing. Our experience encompasses thoughts, physical sensations, and emotions.





Paying Attention


It is important that we pay attention in this specific way because our regular activities are often done on autopilot. We perform habitual actions, such as locking up the house or traveling to work, without even being aware of it, and if we were asked to recount the action/event we are often unable to do so. To a certain extent we need to operate that way to get as many things done in the time we do have. However, problems arise when we spend the majority of our life on autopilot, when zoning out becomes our default. Our lack of attention means that we don’t notice something or we miss things that are going on, and this affects our relationships with others. We multi-task to the extent that we never stop and just take stock of where we are. Or we might be stuck; paralyzed with thoughts of “what if” or “if only” that prevent us from moving forward and dealing with what is going on now. The negativity that arises out of these states of mind affects us even further and we end up working harder. We may become anxious, depressed, or begin to self-medicate with drugs and alcohol, and so the vicious cycle continues. Very often this cycle is only broken by some major life change, such as an illness or accident, a bereavement or a relationship breakdown that jolts us awake and makes us question the way we live. In the workplace this type of breakdown is sometimes called a “burnout” and on pages 22–37 we look at how stress can cause a burnout and how mindfulness can help prevent it.


Origins of Mindfulness


Cultivating mindfulness through meditation is nothing new and its origins can be found in Buddhist practices that are over 2,500 years old.


In 1979 mindfulness began to be used therapeutically by Dr. Jon Kabat-Zinn and colleagues at the Stress Reduction Clinic at the University of Massachusetts Hospital, USA. Kabat-Zinn developed the 8-week Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) program as a way of helping people learn to live with chronic medical conditions. The MBSR program uses both formal (e.g. sitting, the body scan, and movement practices) and informal meditation practices and helps participants cultivate qualities such as patience, acceptance, and equanimity.


In 2001 Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT) was developed by Mark Williams, John Teasdale, and Zindel V. Segal. Based on MBSR, MBCT was developed specifically for the treatment of depression, but has since been adapted in the treatment of many other conditions, including anxiety, eating disorders, and addiction. MBCT is recommended by the National Institute of Clinical Excellence (NICE) in the UK for the treatment of depression in individuals who have suffered three or more episodes.


In essence, MBSR and MBCT are very similar. MBSR is usually taught to generic groups of people suffering from a variety of physical and psychological conditions and/or general life stress, while MBCT is usually taught to a group of people suffering from a specific condition such as depression or anxiety. The emphasis on deliberate and non-judgmental present-moment awareness of one’s own experience is at the core of both programs.


Benefits of Mindfulness


As the evidence base for the therapeutic uses of mindfulness-based approaches to health is growing all the time, the wider applications of mindfulness continue to be explored. Today there are mindfulness programs in schools, prisons, in sports as well as healthcare, and it is practiced as much by healthcare providers as by patients themselves. In addition, there is an entire area of mindfulness in the workplace in which we are interested here.


The evidence for the benefits of mindfulness at work is compelling. Participants in MBSR workplace programs report the following:




•   being more engaged in their work;


•   feeling more energized and less anxious after the course;


•   experiencing fewer medical symptoms and less psychological distress;


•   being able to concentrate better


(Mental Health Foundation Report on Mindfulness 2010]
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Studies carried out on the effectiveness of mindfulness training in the workplace have shown positive benefits on both a personal and business level. In Britain, Transport for London (TfL) employees who received mindfulness-based training reported improvements in their relationships (80%), in the ability to relax (79%), in their sleep patterns (64%), and in happiness at work (53%). These improvements continued long after the course had finished. Absenteesism due to stress, anxiety, and depression fell by 71% over the following three years.




“Participants learn that they have some control over their responses even if they can’t control the events themselves—what a customer says to them for example.”


Emerald-Jane Turner, Developer of TfL course


[Mental Health Foundation Mindfulness Report, 2010).





In the USA, a detachment of US marines received an adapted mindfulness program (Mindfulness-based Mind Fitness Training) to help them deal more effectively with the stress of active duty. The study showed a correlation between practice time and increased mindfulness, which in turn was associated with a decrease in their perceived stress. Individually, marines reported benefits such as the ability to stay focused, to stay with difficult experiences, to work with difficult emotions and unhealthy coping strategies, as well as reporting improvements in family life. Leaders reported an improved ability to recognize emotions in themselves and others, which enabled them to be more receptive to feedback. They also reported a better understanding of their strengths and weaknesses and were better able to identify early warning signs of stress. As a group, they noted improved team communication and a greater sense of cohesiveness. Overall they felt that the group was more in control of chaotic situations.


Many of the benefits reported in general mindfulness groups, i.e. not carried out specifically in workplace programs, are equally relevant for the work environment.
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Meditation Changes the Brain


Practicing mindfulness meditation can also result in physiological changes. Neuroscientists have shown that it can cause a shift in activity from the right to the left prefrontal cortex, which is associated with more positive emotions and the ability to handle difficult emotions. They also discovered differences in the brains of practitioners in the areas associated with decision-making, attention, and awareness. Regular meditation can also result in increased brain size in areas linked to emotion regulation, boost the immune system, and lower blood pressure.


There is also a proven correlation between mindfulness and emotional intelligence. Emotional intelligence is associated with good social skills, and the ability to cooperate with others and see the bigger picture. The most successful business leaders are those with a high degree of emotional intelligence.


It is important to note that the research is commonly conducted on people learning mindfulness meditation on a structured course lasting six to eight weeks, and which includes daily formal practices such as sitting, the body scan, and mindful movement, as well as more informal practices, during which participants are encouraged to practice mindfulness in their everyday environment.




REPORTED BENEFITS




	Increased ability to focus and concentrate


	More positive relationships


	Improved personal efficiency and productivity


	Improved ability to handle stress


	Better able to listen


	Better able to think and respond more creatively


	Healthier life/work balance


	Better able to manage staff


	More thoughtful and deliberate decision-making


	Improved physical and mental well-being


	Greater awareness of social dynamics


	Better able to set aside a personal agenda


	Improved empathy


	Improved memory (particularly in a stressful environment)


	Better able to let go of judgments


	Ability to see a broader perspective


	Improved emotional stability


	Decrease in anger


	Increased positive outlook


	Better able to handle difficult emotions


	Reduced anxiety


	Reduced depression


	More energetic


	More engaged with work
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MINDFULNESS AND STRESS


It is important to acknowledge that even when we do practice mindfulness we will experience stress—stress is the body’s natural and essential warning signal to us to say “Enough! You are at risk.” There will still be occasions when you get swept away by what is going on in your life; this happens to us all. It doesn’t mean that you have failed or that mindfulness has failed. It is just another opportunity to recognize the edge along which we all balance as we live life. When I experienced a period of chronic stress, with the benefit of mindfulness, I was able to notice how it affected me physically and psychologically.
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Life is stressful and particularly the workplace where so much is out of our control. There will always be periods of difficulty. We will never “get it,” we are always practicing, learning, and growing—and that is okay. An image that may be useful is that of a ball rolling down a hill, going faster and faster as it gathers momentum. Mindfulness is like a hand that reaches out and stops the ball momentarily. The ball may start rolling again, but that check has slowed it down. Mindfulness offers us those moments that can prevent things from spiraling out of control. Those moments provide an opportunity to make a single small change that can have a much bigger effect in the long run.


Work Stress


Chronic stress creeps up on us unexpectedly. Perhaps a colleague is sick or the economic downturn means a freeze on hiring or even redundancies, and we are asked to pick up the slack. Maybe there is a change in management and consequently a shift in culture and what is expected of us. Perhaps we get a promotion that brings with it new responsibilities and expectations. Whatever the particular circumstance might be, there is a change that affects us.


Chronic Stress: A Personal Account


It is accepted that increased pressure can improve our performance—but only to a certain point. If the pressure rises too much, our ability to cope and thrive falls away and we begin to become stressed and possibly even ill. There will come a point for everyone when, instead of enhancing performance, increasing pressure will start to undermine it.




Even a simple paper jam in the printer could incur my wrath and I noticed how quickly negativity spread from colleague to colleague.
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