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INTRODUCTION



HIS HOLINESS THE DALAI LAMA


GENERALLY BUDDHIST MONKS are somewhat isolated from the rest of society, often secluded in peace while praying for the welfare of all sentient beings and for our planet. Although I am one such monk, I also have responsibilities with regard to the Tibetan government-in-exile, which offers me a broader perspective in that I interact with people from all over the world. In the course of my travels I have met many different kinds of people, some of them poor, some of them rich, each of them occupying their own position in the world. People appear to trust me and therefore many have talked to me about their lives, and their hopes and concerns about the future. This is how I have learned a great deal about what people are looking for. In the end, what almost everyone is seeking is a measure of happiness.


Why am I writing this book now? Because I feel we all should have a sincere concern and take responsibility for how the global economy operates, and an interest in the role of businesses in shaping our interconnectedness. Times have changed and I believe that leaders of religious traditions – with their ability to take a long view – should participate in discussions of global business and economics. Our world faces very serious problems. Those that are of particular concern to me include how to alleviate poverty in poor countries; the fact that even in prosperous countries the sense of satisfaction with life has been stagnating since 1950; the negative impact on the environment that is a result of negligence and of our ever-increasing population and rising standard of living; and finally, the lack of peace in many parts of the world.


Because Buddhism takes a rational and logical attitude to such problems, its approach is sometimes easier to understand for those who are not religious. There is a stress on human values and on how we can be taught to take a holistic approach to solving society’s problems. This is an important contribution that Buddhism can make to these discussions. If we view Buddhist teachings in terms of secular ethics and fundamental human values, then perhaps they too have something to contribute to the business world. Buddhist concepts about wealth, work, consumption, and happiness are somewhat different than their Western counterparts. Happiness is different than merely satisfying our material and other wishes; this distinction is important. The root of happiness is not in what we desire or what we get but somewhere altogether different. It stems from a place of contentment that exists no matter what we gain or achieve.


Buddha recognized that self-oriented drives were very powerful. However, he came to the conclusion that the drive for satisfying the desires of the self was impossible to achieve, a never-ending cycle. People cannot be truly happy unless they have friendships and good relationships with other people. Furthermore, good relationships are reciprocal. It is impossible for people to build positive relationships with others if their only aim is to satisfy their own desires. I believe that governments and organizations enter the equation because they bring people into contact with one another; they create jobs and wealth, and they have a very important role to play in these questions of the standard of living and human happiness – and where the two may intersect.


I do not pretend that the solutions we need are simple or straightforward. While working on this book, I have come to understand how difficult it can be for businesspeople to make the right decisions. When the leader of a company makes a decision, it affects all the employees and many others who buy its products or act as suppliers. This becomes especially complex for large, global corporations operating in many countries, and therefore the quality of business decisions is critical. For this reason, the decision maker must not only be competent, but must also have the right motivation and the right state of mind. Competence specific to business measures both talent and knowledge; as such, it is beyond the scope of this book. However, observing and correcting your motivation is an important aspect of Buddhist practice and is discussed in detail here, as is cultivating the right state of mind.


Fundamental to Buddhist philosophy is the notion that suffering exists, and that the Buddha calls on all of us to help alleviate it. My aim is the same: to reduce suffering and increase satisfaction with life as a whole. The purpose of this book is therefore to enable readers and leaders to understand more clearly what happens in their minds and the mind of others, particularly in the context of leadership. As a consequence, I hope you will be able to make different decisions that will generate a better quality of life for yourself, the organizations to which you belong, and everyone else affected by those decisions.


My own interest and thinking about business and economics have evolved over the last 50 years. My formal training has been of an entirely religious and spiritual character. From my youth up until now my field of study has been Buddhist philosophy and psychology. To some extent, due to my interaction with Tibetan and Chinese members of the Communist Party, I gradually learned about different economic systems. By inclination I found I leaned toward socialism, but I watched as the economies in socialist countries stagnated while the free-market economies grew clearly more dynamic. I became particularly interested in what had gone wrong with the socialist economies and in the positive aspects of the free market. However, I remain concerned that the free-market system tends to increase the gap between the rich and the poor.


In 1990, I received a letter from Laurens van den Muyzenberg, an international management consultant. He suggested that rather than seeking to combine the common themes of communism and Buddhist thinking, as I had earlier envisaged, it would be more effective to consider how capitalism could be improved in an attempt to address our collective concerns. I found the idea appealing and asked him to visit me; we met many times over the intervening years. Then in 1999, Laurens suggested that given the increasing interest in governance among global companies – and the fact that the Buddhist tradition includes many theoretical and practical instructions that would be helpful to people in businesses, especially their leaders – I should be able to make a contribution to the literature on the subject. We agreed at the outset that we wanted this book to be of practical use and to help business people make better decisions. We decided that Laurens would describe the general business background and I would present the application of Buddhist teachings to the issues raised.


I advised Laurens to take a holistic approach. By “holistic” I meant that he should look at issues from many different perspectives, not solely that of a management consultant from the West. I believe one of the main problems in the world today is that, while the amount of information is growing exponentially, people are becoming more and more specialized and are no longer able to understand how all these ideas for improving society interact.


In writing this book I have selected subjects that I think are important and Laurens has investigated them according to his own experience, engaging in discussion with professional colleagues and researching published information. He also interviewed business leaders who were active Buddhist practitioners about the impact of Buddhism on their approach to business. Despite our efforts, we do not claim to have found all the answers. Throughout, we have taken pains to present Buddhist teachings in a way that businesspeople can easily understand.


I am not interested in creating more Buddhists. My interest is to present Buddhist concepts that are acceptable and useful to people from all religious faiths, and to those without any religious faith.


I lost my freedom at the age of 16 and became a refugee at 24. I have faced a great many difficulties in my life. Nevertheless, I have maintained my peace of mind. I can even say that due to my Buddhist training I am happier than many people who take freedom and a country they call their own for granted. This ability to maintain my peace of mind is entirely due to the teachings I have received and my consistent attempt to put them into practice by training my mind. My sincere hope is that this type of training, which is discussed and taught in this book, can be acquired by our leaders – in business and global organizations – to bring about a more peaceful and sustainable planet.
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THE MONK AND THE MANAGEMENT CONSULTANT



LAURENS VAN DEN MUYZENBERG


THIS PROJECT IS about the meeting of two worlds: my world of management consulting, more specifically the global market place, and the Dalai Lama’s world of Tibetan Buddhism. It has been the most exciting and rewarding professional experience of my life.


After I read one of His Holiness’s books in which he wrote that an Indian philosopher was working on a synthesis between communism and Buddhism, I wrote to him to say I thought it would be easier to make a synthesis between Buddhism and capitalism. Somewhat to my surprise, I received a letter from His Holiness inviting me to come and visit him in India. From 1991 to 2000 I met with the Dalai Lama every year and did small consulting projects for him, on a voluntary basis, including seminars about strategy for his government in exile.


At the beginning, my knowledge of Buddhist teachings was limited; so too was the Dalai Lama’s experience with economics and the world of business. Although His Holiness had studied the socialist system and the works of Karl Marx, his exposure to the free-market system was more limited. The idea was that I would brief the Dalai Lama on an economic area and His Holiness would comment on the issues based on his perspective.


These discussions covered many of the basics of business and as such had little to do with Buddhism. However, it soon became clear that the Dalai Lama wanted to understand and see the big picture – how business fits into society and the true meaning of “corporate responsibility.” As His Holiness said, “I want a holistic perspective on business.” After some seven years of meeting with one another we had found a way to synthesize the concepts of Buddhism with those of prominent Western thinkers to cope better with the dilemmas of business, and hence this book was born.


Buddhism and capitalism have their complexities and The Leader’s Way inevitably simplifies both, while exploring their practical principles. The book is structured progressively: starting with the individual, leading to the company or organization, and culminating with society at large. A clear emphasis has been placed on leadership. Change makers are not exclusively found among top management and leaders, and we encourage employees at all levels to find the leader within and to employ the practices in this book.


Part I, “Leading Yourself,” discusses the basics of Buddhism and how those unfamiliar with it can come to see the applicability of what the Buddha taught in all aspects of life. We emphasize the importance of good decision making, as well as the development of mental exercises that improve the performance of the mind. We also introduce some of the fundamental concepts of Buddhism.


In Part II, “Leading Your Organization,” we take the ideas and values of Part I and show how they can be applied in the business framework. Leaders of organizations are encouraged to bring warmth, compassion, and ethics into their decision making and their policies and procedures; in their turn, companies are encouraged to look for leaders with integrity.


Part III, “Leading in an Interconnected World,” then seeks to apply Buddhist values on a global scale and addresses the important topics of poverty, sustainability, diversity, and environmental responsibility. The aim is that even a small amount of change in our approach to these issues will foster hope and possibility.


The world today faces many challenges, not least the economic and financial crisis that began in 2008. This paperback edition of the book includes the Dalai Lama’s views on the danger of an economic system without moral values and the need for a responsible free market economy. Our total wealth has increased enormously and we are benefiting from technological miracles, but at the same time billions of people are living in abject poverty, we face the imminent threat of environmental disaster, and even those in prosperous nations feel insecure about the future. To address these problems requires a different kind of leadership, which sees things as they really are and can resolve them in a holistic way. That is what this book is about.


True leaders have the ability to look at an issue from many perspectives and, based on that expanded view, to make the right decisions. They have a calm, collected, and concentrated mind, undisturbed by negative thoughts and emotions, trained and focused. And true leadership recognizes the inevitability of change, the need for a sense of universal responsibility, and the importance of combining an economic system with moral values. That is the leader’s way.


It is here that the ultimate wishes of the Dalai Lama – and myself – are expressed: that by improving the quality of our leaders’ decisions, we will find ourselves in a better world for everyone. 





PART I
LEADING YOURSELF



The best way for a ruler to reign over his country is first of all to rule himself
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CHAPTER ONE
TAKING THE RIGHT VIEW



SOME PEOPLE HAVE the mistaken impression that Buddhism leads only to passivity, to people forsaking this materialistic world and meditating in the forest. In truth, this kind of isolation is intended primarily for monks and nuns. As a philosophy, Buddhism does deal with classic philosophical questions: What is truth and how can we ascertain it? What is the purpose of life? What is this universe in which we dwell? What are human nature, duty, and destiny? What is good and what is bad?


But the main emphasis of Buddhism is specifically on taking the right actions: What should I do? The essence of Buddhism can be summed up in the two concepts of Right View and Right Conduct. The Right View is of no value if it does not lead to the right action – and taking the right action is obviously fundamental for the success of business.


[image: image]


Leadership is about making decisions, and not just any decisions – the right ones. Leaders of global companies make decisions that affect thousands or even millions of people, and political leaders make decisions that affect tens of millions. Therefore making the right decisions is all important, as incompetent decision making can have disastrous effects.


The Buddhist view is that a true leader is one who makes the right decisions. That depends on taking the Right View and having what the Dalai Lama refers to as “a calm, collected, and concentrated mind,” one that is peaceful, undisturbed by negative thoughts and emotions, trained, and focused. The purpose of this chapter is to introduce some central concepts of Buddhist philosophy and to show how, when adopted, they can improve the quality of our lives and our organizations.


To improve the quality of the decisions they make, leaders have to improve their minds. It is a central concept of Buddhism that every man and every woman can decide to improve his or her mind, and that doing so will lead to a happier life for themselves and others. You can improve your mind by thinking the right way and acting the right way. But you cannot act the right way if you do not think the right way.


Thinking the right way means thinking before every action to make sure that the action is based on the right intention and has the right motivation. The right intention is that the action will be beneficial to you and everyone affected by it; that is, it takes into account the wellbeing of self and others. This is true for individuals and for organizations.


Having the right intention is the first part of the Buddhist concept of Right View. The second part recognizes three aspects of reality: nothing exists that is permanent, everything changes; nothing exists that is independent; nothing exists without a cause. You may think that this is rather obvious, but people forget to take it into account when making decisions.


We have a tendency to think of ourselves as separate from others, as independent. Organizations also think of themselves as independent of other organizations. This is a wrong view. We depend on others for shelter, food, education, and jobs; organizations depend on their employees, customers, suppliers, and banks. Recognizing this dependence in all your thinking is one of the fundamental aspects of Buddhism: you start with the whole and see yourself and your organization as part of a larger whole. This is referred to as the “realization of interdependence,” an interdependence that is particularly strong between business and government policy. This is similar to the systems dynamics view developed by Jay Forrester and Marvin Minsky from MIT and the Sante Fe Institute in New Mexico.


Thinking the right way depends on having a calm, collected, and concentrated mind. If your mind is influenced by anger, jealousy, fear, or lack of self-confidence, you become disturbed and inefficient; you cannot see reality; and your mind is no longer calm, collected, and concentrated. You have to develop the capability of mindfulness. Mindfulness means that you can see when a negative emotion starts to influence your mind. You also have to develop the ability to stop these negative emotions taking control over your mind. You have to gain and maintain control over the state of your mind to make your decisions according to Right View. In the next few chapters we explain how to train your mind in this way.


Right View relates to the intention behind a decision. Right Conduct, another Buddhist concept, refers to the quality of the actions a company and its employees take as a result of that decision. All of our actions should take into consideration their effect on others. We discuss Right Conduct in more detail in Chapter Two.


This book is unique in applying the principles of Right View and Right Conduct to decision making in organizations. An organization is not the sum of the individuals within it, it is both more and less. It is much more because the organization can accomplish many things that individuals alone cannot. It is much less because its members also have their private life, family, friends, and membership of other groups.


We do not want to give the impression or claim that applying Right View and Right Conduct is easy. It is not. Reaching perfection is beyond the capability of almost everyone. What we do claim is that everyone can improve their minds and performance if they want to. And that is also true for every organization, whether small, large, private sector, public sector, charity, not for profit, or NGO.


This book is not about Buddhism as a religion or as a way of life. The view of the Dalai Lama is that people can find values to help them lead a good and responsible life in all religious traditions. The Dalai Lama also believes that people who do not follow any religion can lead a good and responsible life. The ideas in this book are therefore possible for everyone to accept and practice.


At first sight you might expect a large difference between business and Buddhism, but their common denominator is the importance they attach to happiness. A company that does not have happy employees, customers, and shareholders will ultimately die. Buddha considered that the main purpose of his investigations and teachings was to find out the causes of a lack of happiness and what could be done to reduce suffering. His conclusion was that the root cause of suffering was self-centeredness. He referred to that as a law of nature.


Self-centeredness is also the cause of negative thoughts, which are heedless of the consequences they may have for others. Cheating, lying, hiding bad intentions, aggression, anger, arrogance, jealousy, malice, and resentment all qualify as negative thoughts or emotions. When you succeed in reducing the occurrence of such negativity, you will notice that your relationships with other people quickly improve. It is simple! People would rather deal with a person who is interested in their wellbeing than with someone who is only interested in him- or herself. Many people are totally blind to this point, however. When they meet someone, they try to impose their ideas and convince them of their excellence without any interest in the other person.


Once your eyes are open to the damage that can come from negative thoughts and emotions, most people recognize the value of controlling them. A useful step is to install an “early warning system,” an inner voice that says, “You are getting into a state of mind that falls into the negative category. Be careful: Make sure that you do not lose control of your thought processes and emotions.” Most importantly, you want to tell yourself, “Remember, if the negative thought process is very strong, do not make any significant or irreversible decisions at this moment.”


Over time, it is possible for a person to reach a stage where negative thoughts and emotions no longer emerge, or do so very seldom. It takes years of practice, of course, but the rewards are plentiful.


In the above remarks by the Dalai Lama we see the promise of Buddhist teachings and how they might be applied in the business world. The business arena and the concepts of Buddhism seem, at first, to be an unlikely pairing. The former, primarily concerned with production, profit, and growth, seems to stand in contrast with the latter, which concerns itself with compassion for others and the wellbeing of humankind and our planet. Take a closer look, however, and we find that business practices and Buddhist principles are both concerned with happiness and making the right decisions. They are not such an awkward couple after all. When businesses start to apply Right View and Right Conduct, their performance in producing trust, well-being, and profits will improve dramatically.


How long will it take for businesses to adopt this way of thinking? People do not easily change ingrained habits. Although many people were aware there is something wrong with the way business and the financial system function, they got a shock when the economic crisis hit in 2008. It was the necessary consequence of rapidly escalating global interdependence and leaders’ wrong intentions, especially in the financial sector. These leaders appear to have disregarded the consequences of their actions for their employees, customers, and society at large. Their main motivation can be seen as greed.


RIGHT VIEW: DEVELOPING WISDOM


Right View consists of two parts: the decision-making process and the three values or concepts that have to be respected in every decision. Leaders are faced all the time by the necessity to make decisions. When difficult circumstances arise, either on a personal or a company level, the goal is not to respond from a self-centered point of view but from the point of view of the company and all the people and organizations affected by the decision. Our concern is that the process – from originating the decision to taking the action and following up its effects – functions in the best possible way. The focus in decision making according to Right View is always on what the effects will be after implementation.


The first point to consider in the decision-making process is the intention behind the action under consideration. The intention must be good, meaning that as a minimum it results in no harm to others. In some cases an action is beneficial to some and unavoidably detrimental to others. Nevertheless, the utmost effort should be made through creativity and innovation to reduce the harm as much as possible. Throughout this book we will give many examples of the right kind of decision-making processes.


The second point is the state of mind of the leader and, as far as possible, also that of the other people involved in the process. The challenge for the decision maker is to recognize the origination of any negative effects on the mind such as defensiveness or anger, and to be able to return the mind to a calm, collected, and concentrated state.


When coming to the end of the decision-making process, leaders should ask themselves: Are the effects of this decision beneficial for my organization and also for any others concerned? What is my motivation: Am I only seeking a benefit for myself or did I also consider the benefits for others?


The cause-and-effect aspect of decision making can be better understood through the Buddhist principles of dependent origination, interdependence, and impermanence, each of which His Holiness explains as follows.


Dependent origination (causes and conditions) is another way of stating the principle of causality: the law of cause and effect, of action and consequence. Nothing exists without a cause and nothing changes of its own accord.


There is nothing new in this principle, but thorough awareness of it makes a difference for the following reasons. A decision initiates change. To that change there will be innumerable reactions, some positive and some negative. However competent the decision maker and however much he has trained his mind, no leader can foresee all the effects that originate from their actions. But leaders who have the right intention and are very thorough in thinking through the effects of their decisions will make fewer mistakes.


In this context two other principles are important: seeing the way things really are, and looking at consequences from the point of view of others and from many perspectives. We will return to the application of these principles throughout the book.


There is a small but interesting difference between “classic” cause and effect and dependent origination. In dependent origination the emphasis is on the process between the cause and the effect. When studying the process, particular attention is paid to the conditions that made the event’s occurrence possible as well as the conditions on which the effect depended. The success of the decision always depends on many conditions, and these have to be analyzed too.


I offered this straightforward example of dependent origination to the Dalai Lama: Imagine a high-level executive who discovers that a peer in another company, one that is smaller and less successful, is receiving higher compensation than he is. His natural reaction is to judge this as unfair. (It would be unnatural if he were proud of earning a lower salary than a less successful person.) His thought process then leads to the question, “What should I do, if anything?” Someone who is unaware of the concepts of Right View and Right Conduct is likely to contact the board of directors and point out that he is underpaid, suggesting that a compensation consultant be engaged to analyze the situation and determine a fair level of compensation for him. He does not consider any ripple effects that his action may have on others.


On the other hand, a business leader who is aware of Right View and Right Conduct – who has a trained mind, as discussed further in Chapters Two and Three – thinks differently. He asks, “Is my mind influenced by greed? Am I starting out on a path that is self-centered?” He may stop the process immediately, or he may proceed with great care. He may reflect on the fact that he earns far more than is necessary to live comfortably. As part of this reflection, a thought may creep into his mind that many businesspeople in similar positions have, let’s say, skiing lodges in Aspen. He immediately recognizes this as the start of a thought process tainted by jealousy. He then asks himself, “How would my request affect the rest of the company?” This is a typical example of being mindful of negative thoughts and emotions. He remembers that the company has recently suffered layoffs. Would it be fair to ask for more money? Would morale suffer? This kind of questioning of the effect of his actions on others continues until he reaches his decision.


In the end, the decision may be to raise the issue of unfair compensation with his superiors, or it may not be; but either way, the person with the trained mind analyzes the consequences of his action and is aware that he should watch carefully for self-centered motivation and emotions such as jealousy.


Of course, decisions become more complex when we move beyond the example of the single executive to the level of the corporation. When corporations make decisions, the effect has to be foreseen down the line for many reasons: financial risks; a company’s reputation; and to consider whether it is the best action to take for the majority of employees and for all the other stakeholders.


Interdependence is cause and effect from a different perspective. As nothing exists without a cause and every cause has many effects, interdependence between different phenomena is the logical consequence. Here it means focusing on our dependence on each other. All actions have effects on self and on others. My actions have an effect on other people. Their reaction to my action has an effect on me, and so on in an endless chain.
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