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Clara Seeger is a neuroleadership coach, corporate facilitator, speaker and author, specializing in mindfulness and emotional intelligence. Oxford-educated (MA, M.Phil.) and with a Ph.D. in German literature, she worked in investment banking before training as a coach. Clara works with international companies across many sectors and countries, delivering mindfulness interventions, leadership development courses and coach training.


Following her completion of an M.Sc. in ‘Mindfulness: Neuroscience and clinical applications’ (Distinction) at King’s College London, Clara developed her own mindfulness-based coaching methodology and is passionate about introducing the benefits and neuroscience of mindfulness to the corporate world, both theoretically and practically. She has written several articles on neuroleadership and banking as well as Investing in Meaning: An alternative approach to leveraging your portfolio (Completely Novel, 2012), a coaching book for helping professionals maximize their sense of meaning at work.
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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.


In the UK, for example, the importance of mindfulness to society at large has now officially been recognized by the Mindfulness All-Party Parliamentary Group, which in 2015 published a report containing a number of recommendations for implementing mindfulness in both the private and public sector to combat stress and improve organizational effectiveness. It also encourages the commissioning of scientific research into the effectiveness of mindfulness as an occupational health intervention in addressing issues such as stress, work-related rumination, fatigue and disrupted sleep.


As a growing number of organizations and their staff are espousing mindfulness to deal with stress and increase productivity, I am increasingly being invited to lead workshops on mindfulness by my corporate clients from an array of different sectors.


If you, like many of my clients, work for a large company and are faced with the multiple challenges and demands of corporate life – working to tight deadlines, multi-tasking, decision-making under pressure, technology overwhelm, managing a team, office politics, 24/7 availability, job insecurity and market volatility – then Mindfulness at Work is written for you.


In addition to the countless technical skills and expertise needed, such demanding work requires high levels of emotional intelligence, personal effectiveness, skilful communication, a clear head, good judgement, planning and organizational skills, self-control, insightfulness, creativity, energy and focus. I would argue – and can call upon a growing body of scientific research to back this up – that mindfulness can help with all of these skills. In fact, it may well be the single most useful and beneficial practice you could adopt in both your life and your work.


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.


Mindfulness at Work explains in simple and practical terms what mindfulness is, the brain science behind it, and how it can positively impact on many crucial areas of work life. You will learn tips and techniques on how to integrate mindful awareness into your daily work to improve wellbeing, thinking and performance.
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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 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 on you making your peace with imperfection and doing 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.

OEBPS/images/ch01.jpg
AVANNS





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
CLARA SEEGER

MINDFULNESS
AT WORK

Learn to be mindful in seven simple steps





OEBPS/images/P003-001.jpg
Teach
Yourself





OEBPS/images/ch01-1.jpg
Attention

Intention

Atitude






