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Introduction



Our team faced its biggest challenge of the year: a high-stakes presentation to senior management about a pivotal clinical trial for a new type of cancer treatment.


We had prepared and practiced tirelessly for months—convening teleconferences and web meetings to connect the thirty-five-person team from their offices across the United States and Europe. Now the big day was here. My colleague Jim and I met in our New York City office and ascended to the twenty-fifth floor to deliver a presentation to twenty top leaders in the company. In a matter of hours we would request funding to proceed to a phase-three clinical trial, where our new drug would be evaluated in a large group of patients to confirm its effectiveness, identify side effects, and compare its effectiveness to an existing treatment.


Sure, things looked promising—the numbers were good, and our earlier clinical trials had gone well. If the plans for the phase-three trial were approved by management, successfully conducted, and concluded as anticipated, we would be ready to submit our application to regulators worldwide with the ultimate goal of marketing a drug that would allow more patients access to a desperately needed anticancer agent.


We needed to positively influence the most senior executives in our company to support this final phase of the program; funding goes to those programs deemed to have the best odds of success. This meant securing enough money to conduct a phase-three trial. A quarter of a billion dollars would do.


Welcome to the world of pharmaceuticals. High stakes and high pressure. Lives and profits continually in the balance. In the midst of this pressure I felt reasonably calm and self-assured. My boss had often suggested that I am too matter-of-fact. In reality my temperament is anything but matter-of-fact because I know that there is so much more than money at stake. If we failed to make our case, a potentially life-saving treatment for millions of people could get held up indefinitely. Further, our team’s investment in this program could come to a screeching halt, and those of us working on the team would need to scramble for other positions both within the company and beyond. Demands in the industry are continually high, and circumstances can shift at a moment’s notice. So I often pondered how to best cope with the stress of my job.


I am a pediatric oncologist who has worked in the field of oncology for nearly two decades. I am intimately familiar with why these drugs are necessary and what can happen when an effective agent is unnecessarily delayed due to bureaucratic red tape. So when I said this was a high-stakes presentation, I meant it. It was not only high-stakes, it was also highly personal.


I come from a “cancer family.” Most everyone on my father’s side of my family has had cancer, and the majority ultimately succumbed to disease. My father, a very fit athlete even into his later years, died in a frail condition six months after a diagnosis of advanced kidney cancer. My sister has lived with chronic myelogenous leukemia (CML) for the past seven years. Interestingly, her primary treatment has been with dasatinib, a drug that I worked to evaluate in children with CML prior to and during the time of her diagnosis. This was a surreal experience—there are only about fifty-five hundred new cases of CML diagnosed per year (that’s rare!), mostly in the elderly, and my forty-eight-year-old sister was diagnosed with the very disease that I was then studying in children.


I too am a cancer survivor. I am a twenty-four-year survivor of stage-one papillary carcinoma of the thyroid. Although I no longer fear dying from this disease, I suffer from dry mouth, dry eyes, and intermittent hoarseness of voice from the complications of surgery and subsequent treatment with radioactive iodine. These symptoms are chronic, and I am reminded daily of my disease as I attempt to live a “normal” life. These reminders are often subtle, such as the need to frequently use eye drops, but they are, nevertheless, reminders. As more and more information has become available about cancer survivorship and the risk of second cancers, I sometimes worry about what’s next for me. However, I have decided not to have genetic testing to ascertain my future risk of certain other cancers. I prefer to limit my stress and anxiety around the diagnostic possibilities that may arise based on these past circumstances. All I can control are my lifestyle choices. One of my choices is yoga.


Believe it or not, I have found that my yoga practice is the answer to coping with stress, both in my personal life and on the job. As I was about to deliver this key presentation I felt calm. Jim, however, was anxious and sweating. His nervousness was palpable. Why the difference? I had learned through my yoga practice to stand tall with an open posture, to breathe though anxiety, and to stay focused on the task at hand. I was not fearful, but rather I embraced this challenging situation with high risk, as I knew I could grow from it.


Supervising a large global drug development program is incredibly challenging, but it offers me the opportunity to help develop new drugs that will serve cancer patients worldwide. And for the past fifteen years the millennia-old physical, mental, and spiritual discipline of yoga has made it possible for me: healing my body by enhancing my ability to handle stress and anxiety and building my resilience, agility, and stamina—thus strengthening my leadership capacity and capability. Yoga has been so effective in enhancing my own life, both at work and at home, that I decided to become certified as an instructor so I could share this passion with others. Since 2012 I have taught others how to thrive through yoga by embodying its principles both on and beyond the mat—the ultimate goal.


Most of us think of this ancient, mind-body, Indian-born tradition as a fitness hobby, a gentler alternative to trendy options like SoulCycle or CrossFit, useful for those of us, mostly women, often professional, looking to relieve stress and fight time’s effect on our bodies.


But my experience as a leader operating at a high level in corporate America has shown me that yoga—both its physically challenging asanas (postures) and its profound, far-reaching philosophy—is a rich, robust technology for personal and professional development. All you need to begin is a willingness to engage and possibly a yoga mat. You can even do plenty at your desk. It won’t freak out your coworkers (they will want to do it too).


Yoga is my secret weapon. My personal practice—typically thirty minutes or less each morning—gives me the strength, poise, flexibility, and groundedness to lead with confidence in demanding environments where mistakes cost lives and fortunes.


Senior management at my company is infamous for derailing teams—presenters are rarely able to complete their presentations in the face of an endless barrage of interruptions.


The day prior to this high-stakes presentation we spent the morning reviewing the slides and agreeing on key discussion points. I knew we were ready to go, but the team kept evaluating and re-evaluating its decision making. At this stage the team members were just adding to their own anxiety. It wasn’t helping any of us to feel more prepared.




Try This in Two Minutes


Twist in a Chair
to Free Your Achy Back


In the workplace many of us spend the majority of our day sitting at our desks with our shoulders tense and upper backs gripping. When we get up and walk away, we carry our tension with us. This simple movement, a seated twist, will stimulate circulation to your spine, alleviate tense back muscles, and help increase mental focus. It is a great pose to do before a big meeting or presentation, as it can relax your back muscles, help to dissolve anxiety, and allow you to become less tense and better focused. It’s also a great pose to use midflight during air travel or anytime you have to sit for long periods of time. A seated twist will help an achy back from hunching when sitting and supports all-around good posture.
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Seated Twist


Sit in your chair with your spine tall and straight, keeping both feet on the floor and your knees facing forward. Take a deep inhale. On the exhale twist to one side from the bottom of your spine, engaging your abdomen and rolling your shoulder blades back and down while gently grabbing the side of the chair that you’re twisted toward. Keep your chin lined up with the center of your chest. Breathe here for five to eight breaths, seeing if you can grow your spine longer with each inhalation and can deepen the twist with each exhalation. After five to eight breaths, return to center and do the other side.


Reflecting on what I’ve learned in more than a decade of yoga practice I took several deep, grounding breaths, reviewed the slides one last time to ensure that there were no remaining considerations, and left.


Rather than dwell on the challenge ahead, I decided to invest my energy in some needed self-care. I went to a sushi bar for lunch. Then, on the spur of the moment, I bought a ticket to a Broadway show. I had a seat in the third row, and the play was terrific. I left the theater feeling refreshed and rejuvenated, and I returned to my hotel room and got a good night’s sleep.


The next morning was our big day. I woke at 5:00 a.m. as usual. Then I went to the gym. I sat on a stool in the back of the locker room—the gym is not too busy at that hour—and meditated for a few minutes. Yogic mediation has helped me to expand my conscious awareness and has given me more freedom and empowerment in my life. Then I ran on the treadmill for a half hour, focusing on keeping a slow, even breathing pattern and clearing my mind. I don’t typically run with headphones while listening to music, as I appreciate the quietude and being disengaged from noise for a while. I concluded my time at the gym with a twenty-minute asana practice, again focusing on my breath to support the movements—inhale, exhale, inhale, exhale. I left feeling open, light, and awake.


After my morning yoga practice I showered, got dressed in a well-tailored power suit, and ate a healthy breakfast (yes, these things—personal presence and good nutrition—are part of living your yoga practice, as you’ll find in the coming pages). I walked over to the office, ready to take on the management team. I was confident, alert, and poised.


My colleagues and I entered the conference room. There were no name cards in front of the twenty members of the senior leadership team, and I knew only a few. I greeted those nearest me and sat with no trepidation at the head of the table.


All eyes were on us. After a pause the head of our program spoke first. Her anxiety was palpable; she failed to even introduce the two of us responsible for delivering the presentation on behalf of the team.


Great, I thought. Here I am, a relative unknown trying to get a room full of strangers to give me lots of money. And I can’t even get introduced properly.


Luckily the time I’d spent on my yoga practice that morning and for so many mornings before it helped me side-step that flare of annoyance and stay in the moment. Jim began the discussion. After he finished speaking I paused, took a deep breath, and then continued the proceedings with confidence. I knew that we “owned” the room. This was “our day.”


After all, the senior management team and I were equals as human beings. We were on the same team. We had the same goal of serving patients while supporting the needs of the corporation. Looking through eyes clarified by the philosophy and practice of yoga instead of seeing the management team as “them,” I saw “us,” a room full of allies and friends.


I explained the issues at hand, the options on the table, the plan we had in mind, and the choice we thought they should make. No one interrupted me. When I finished you could hear a pin drop in the room. Silence. Engagement. They were thinking about what they’d heard.


It typically takes twenty-four to forty-eight hours for management to decide on program funding. And yet I felt no surprise twenty minutes after the discussion had concluded when we received the green light.


It was the fastest funding decision any of us had ever seen at the company.


Yoga continues to enhance my effectiveness as a leader—the discipline, the community, and the practice have helped me to become more engaged at work and to better manage my team. As a leader I focus not only on results but also on people, their individual needs, and how to help them recognize their individual and collective value to the success of the organization. Yoga has helped me ensure that I don’t take things too personally, that I can accept the wins and the losses with detachment and with the same grace and ease. I have developed an intuitive sense of my strengths as a negotiator and an influencer. I am better able to let things go and to move forward through success and failure, keeping both at the proper size and proportion.


Yoga, writes Mahadev Desai in his introduction to The Bhagavad Gita According to Gandhi, “enables one to look at life in all its aspects evenly.”


Our Western view of yoga is that it is a discipline composed of a series of pretzel-like physical exertions done to get fit and flexible, usually with some token Sanskrit words thrown in here and there to keep things interesting but somewhat elusive. Yoga is also an industry, one worth billions of dollars each year: the market is rife with swanky supplies and trendy clothing as well as exclusive yoga retreats in exotic places. A 2016 Yoga in America study showed that annual practitioner spending on yoga classes, clothing, equipment, and accessories rose to $16 billion, up from $10 billion over the past four years.


Yoga is now promoted for nearly everything—from helping people recover from injuries, to reducing anxiety and depression, to aiding practitioners in staying toned and fit. I read recently that I can better bond with my dog through doga—yes, that’s yoga with your dog. Don’t have a dog? Never fear. A cat shelter outside of Atlanta hosted a yoga class with felines; it was a great hit! Live in a rural area? Forget Downward Facing Dog—try Downward Facing Goat! Classes are popping up all around the country that actually include yoga alongside farm animals. It often seems like everybody and their mother (or brother) is either practicing yoga or planning to change careers and training to become a certified yoga instructor.


But at its heart yoga is neither fashion nor fitness (and, as fun as doga may sound, yoga is not meant as an avenue to bond with our pets!). What most people refer to as yoga is but one aspect (asana, or “postures”) of a much larger, interconnected system. Along with the postures comes breathwork, concentration, observances, withdrawal, restraints, and meditation—all components of the complete practice. Yoga is a practical philosophy of self-observation and inner inquiry. The concept of self-awareness or knowing oneself is central to both yoga and leadership.


My study and practice of yoga have greatly impacted my understanding of leadership and how I lead. The purpose of this book is to distill the essential lessons of the yoga sutras into a meaningful framework for leaders at all levels. The yoga sutras, despite being at least four thousand years old, are as relevant today as they were in ancient India. They offer ways in which you as a leader can bring greater focus, clarity, and self-awareness to your leadership approach. My goal is to help you to change the way you think in order to change the way you act. The good news: if you practice yoga or want to start a practice, that’s great! Even if you think yoga is not for you, keep reading. You don’t need to be an ardent yoga practitioner to understand and implement this framework. Why? Yoga tells us that we are our own best teacher or guru. This book provides you with structure, support, instruction, and encouragement. When you can define what leadership means to you and use your learnings to support your evolution as a leader, you will not only be more self-aware and present for your life, but you will also communicate more effectively and better influence those whom you lead.


The eight limbs of Ashtanga yoga map the journey one takes when studying and practicing yoga. The eight limbs support an aspirant in drawing his or her consciousness from an external focus to an internal focus. The Yoga Sutras of Patañjali are the 196 Indian sutras, or aphorisms, that the Hindu scholar Patañjali compiled from even older traditions. The right means are as important as the end goal, according to Patañjali. He enumerates these means as the eight limbs, or stages of yoga for the quest of the soul:




1. Yama (universal moral commandments)


2. Niyama (self-purification by discipline)


3. Asana (posture)


4. Pranayama (rhythmic control of breath)


5. Pratyahara (withdrawal and liberation of the mind from the domination of the senses and exterior objects)


6. Dharana (concentration)


7. Dhyana (meditation)


8. Samadhi (the highest stage in meditation, in which a person experiences oneness with the universe)




This book is organized in the same order as the eight limbs. In the following chapters I will lead you through the steps to developing a yoga mindset of your own that will help you lead yourself and others in a more effective and sustainable way, one that brings you joy and bliss in your life and work. By reading and assimilating the content of this book you are beginning a journey into a world of profound wisdom and sage advice that will transform you as a person and a leader. It will unlock your professional potential. It will reduce stress. It will increase your happiness at work and in your personal life.


People will start asking you what you’re doing to achieve the obvious change in attitude and demeanor—they’re going to want to know your secret.


The following pages will give you the tools, knowledge, and inspiration to transform your life and improve your overall satisfaction at home and at work.
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Laying the Foundation for Success




“Waste no more time arguing about what a good man should be. Be one.”


—Marcus Aurelius, Meditations




Very few of us arise in the morning excited about the workday ahead. There may even be days when we just can’t bear to get out of bed to go to work. Many of us hate our jobs, our long hours, and, especially, our boss. We lack autonomy, and we don’t feel in control.


If this sounds familiar, know that it’s not just you. Burnout is a growing problem in businesses everywhere. Workplace burnout is more than just fatigue, and it goes beyond having a bad day, a bad week, or even a bad month. The term burnout was coined by psychologist Herbert Freudenberger in 1974, referring to “the extinction of motivation or incentive, especially where one’s devotion to a cause or relationship fails to produce the desired results.” Burnout is characterized by a chronic state of emotional and physical exhaustion as well as strong feelings of frustration and powerlessness. Those suffering from workplace burnout tend to withdraw emotionally from their work, lose motivation, and become less productive.


Feelings of burnout go well beyond the workplace and may impact our everyday lives. Have you ever felt like you’ve had the life sucked out of you, like you seem to have lost your ability to care about anything and everything, to make an effort, and to find positive motivation? Most of us have been there—and that’s burnout.


Furthermore, we work too much. The need to be on call 24/7 and to work six or even seven days per week is no longer restricted to high-level professionals such as physicians, lawyers, and business executives. In our modern, global corporate environment, to meet our company’s cross-cultural needs, employees in many functional areas are expected to have such availability.


This is what management worries about: employee satisfaction and retention. Costly churn can be devastating for corporations. Satisfied employees feel a connection to the organization’s mission, purpose, and leadership. How can we get there?


Believe it or not, yoga is a solution to improved employee satisfaction, workplace happiness, stress reduction, and productivity. Studying and adopting the philosophical underpinnings of yoga allow for a greater sense of overall stability despite external distractions, and incorporating yogic breathing and postures to unify and relax the mind and body provides an ongoing framework in which to manage workplace stress and uncertainty.


Using these techniques provides a way to quietly and unobtrusively cope with the crises that occur during the day. Practicing yoga has been found to reduce pain, relieve tension, decrease risks of injury, improve posture and communication, increase energy and attention span, and bring about feelings of overall well-being.


Too many people talk about a company’s leadership, referring to the senior-most executives in the organization. Leadership has nothing to do with titles, whether you have a corner office, or where you sit at the conference table. Inherently, defining leadership means understanding yourself from an inward perspective as well as translating your own tendencies, strengths, and approaches into the way you interact, communicate, and influence others. To me, leadership is the collective action of everyone I influence. My behavior—both actions and words—determines how I influence. My job as a leader is to use my personal power to encourage, inspire, and energize others to action.


Successful leadership isn’t about what you know; it’s about who you are and how you show up. Behavior can change, and leaders who work to improve their skills generally get results.


So how can you more clearly define the foundations of what it will take for you to become a successful leader? Can an understanding of yoga help you better comprehend what makes certain leaders more effective than others, and if so, how you can implement those skills yourself?


Buddhism swept across the United States starting in the late 1960s and has dominated the conversation around non-Western spirituality ever since. Yoga is just as broad a philosophy/belief system as Buddhism but is still narrowly viewed by many in the United States as a physical fitness practice. And there are many different offerings—variants of yoga such as rock-and-roll yoga, hip-hop yoga, yoga fusion, naked yoga, aerial yoga, acroyoga, and more. Although the physical practice of each of these varies greatly, they all stem from a millennia-old tradition of action, self-knowledge, and wisdom.


Yoga has significant philosophical roots, many of which intersect on a secular level with Buddhism. (One intersection of yoga and Buddhism is that both promote a sense of mindfulness—the ability to be fully present in the moment, to be aware of bodily sensations and breath, to suspend judgment and to simply be aware of passing thoughts and emotions. Mindfulness practice helps us to detach our minds from pursuing desires or avoiding displeasures.)


The first of the eight limbs of yoga are the yamas, universal moral and ethical commandments for “right living.” They are guidelines for how we can best show up for our lives, and they apply broadly to our actions, words, and thoughts. I have come to see the yamas as an essential foundation for success in life, personally and professionally—and the basis of effective leadership, no matter what your job description entails.


The yamas are broken down into five “wise characteristics.” On the surface these five wise characteristics may sound familiar to those of us in the West: don’t commit violence (ahimsa), tell the truth (satya), don’t steal what others have (asteya), practice self-restraint (brahmacharya), and take only what is necessary (aparigraha). But unlike our more commonly understood set of rules, the Ten Commandments, the yamas go deeper as rules of morality for society and individuals. Rather than a list of dos and don’ts, the yamas aim to help practitioners develop a powerful set of interpersonal skills, from patience to fearlessness.


Ahimsa


Ahimsa literally means not to injure or show cruelty to any living being. However, as adopted in yoga practice and in life beyond the mat, ahimsa is much more than the literal interpretation of nonviolence; it implies that in every situation we should adopt a kind, thoughtful, and considerate attitude and that we should also exercise compassion.





The Yamas


Ahimsa—nonviolence/compassion


Satya—truth


Asteya—nonstealing


Brahmacharya—control of the senses


Aparigraha—to take only what is necessary





In the early years of our careers we are measured primarily for our individual contributions. Thus, it is often difficult for emerging leaders to recognize that leadership is not solely about them and their ability to attract and direct followers; it is about serving others to bring out the best in the collective group. How else can leaders unleash the power of their organizations unless they motivate people to reach their full potential? If our supporters are merely following our lead, then their efforts are limited to our vision and our directions. Only when leaders stop focusing on their personal ego needs are they able to develop others. This is how ahimsa—compassion and kindness—makes a leader truly effective and is a first step on the path to enlightened leadership.


I was guilty of the “I syndrome” earlier in my career. Although my intent was pure—I wanted to be a vital force in advancing global health and wellness—I was too focused on my own success. I too often compared myself to others, and rather than support and promote them, I wanted to surpass them to more rapidly advance toward my goals. I also was never satisfied with my present circumstance or the “status quo” and wanted more in terms of opportunity—which I thought could be accomplished by rapidly advancing my rank.


I was wrong. In essence, such behavior served to hold me back by alienating the people I needed to support my desire to more expansive leadership. With the help of a good coach I learned. My coach gave me a proverbial “slap in the face,” which helped me to shift my thinking and behaviors so I became less focused on myself and more engaged with my team. I now understand that it’s critical to cultivate, maintain, and nurture business relationships, and although I’m still focused on my own success, making sure members of my team are also supported and positioned to realize their own potential is even more critical to me. I realize that in addition to offering my expertise and guidance, my team members want to feel that I respect them, care about them, and that I’ll do whatever it takes to help them. I do and I will.


Look in the mirror. Who are you? Why are you here? What is your life purpose?


Have you thought about these things? Be honest. Once you have a true understanding of yourself, you can gain a better understanding of others and create more effective relationships. The Tibetan scholar Thupten Jinpa, longtime English translator for the Dalai Lama, defines compassion as having three components: (1) a cognitive component: “I understand you”; (2) an affective component: “I feel for you”; and (3) a motivational component: “I want to help you.” The practice of compassion is about going from self to others. To become a highly effective leader you must go through an important transformation from focusing on yourself to focusing on others. Bill George, in Discover Your True North, puts it most succinctly: This shift is the transformation from “I” to “We.”




Compassion Matters


A new colleague, Leslie, joined my team and seemed somewhat slow to grasp concepts and ideas at a time when the team was extremely burdened by deliverables with tight deadlines. I spent several hours trying to orient her to the program, but my efforts seemed to no avail. She remained inept in my view, and we needed a highly functional team member now. We were at a critical crossroads in our program.


I spoke to her manager regarding her initial poor performance and then moved on to focus on key deliverables. But in that time period I failed to exercise ahimsa; I was so frustrated that I “delegated” the situation to her manager and, in the ensuing days, proceeded ahead with other business that I deemed to be more important than fostering a relationship with Leslie.


Despite my initial mistake I reflected on my behavior. Reflection is critical to enhance self-awareness and often the first key to change. I realized that my task as a leader was to exercise compassion and let go of this overt frustration. I quickly reassessed the situation and enlisted broader support for Leslie, including my own. She was new to the role, the team, and the program—perhaps I had expected too much of her in the initial weeks. Once I let go of my quick judgments and offered more compassionate, constructive guidance, things turned around quickly both for Leslie and our team. Gradually Leslie became more comfortable and effective in her role, and the team became more cohesive.





The most compelling professional benefits of compassion are that it engages employees by building an inspired workforce, and it creates highly effective leaders. The core of compassion is suspending judgment in order to have an appreciation of others’ perspectives when they are different from your own. Compassionate individuals are genuinely concerned about other people and their needs. When others are suffering, they take action to help relieve it. Compassionate leaders strive to create emotionally healthy and positively energized workplaces that support good morale and enhanced employee engagement and productivity. They have a people-centered approach, with a focus on connection and collaboration. Compassionate leaders genuinely care for the well-being of others and are attentive to their needs, which they put before their own.


Managers often mistakenly think that putting high pressure on employees will improve their performance. But what it actually does is increase stress and anxiety. Compassion in the workplace is effective for building trust, which leads to loyalty and employee retention. Feelings of warmth and positive relationships at work also enhance employee productivity and efficiency.


Organizations that foster compassion typically measure overall success in terms of team or collective success rather than individual success. A culture of compassion has been positively correlated with employee wellness, job satisfaction, commitment to the company, and accountability for performance. All of these things can translate into lower levels of turnover and an improved financial bottom line.


Stop to ask yourself: Am I satisfied with my job?


Job satisfaction is a big component of employee engagement. There are a variety of characteristics that influence job satisfaction, such as (1) job responsibilities (the more varied tasks are, the higher the satisfaction), (2) leadership (leaders who give recognition and praise and who consider the opinions of employees generate higher levels of satisfaction), (3) pay and opportunity for advancement (both directly associated with satisfaction), and (4) respect from bosses and coworkers (a community in which managers and coworkers respect each other supports good morale).




Try This in Two Minutes


Think about your job and ponder these questions. Is your management concerned about the emotional culture at work? How does your boss treat you when she sees you? How do you greet your colleagues and subordinates? How does your typical day at the office begin? Do you run into your office to a barrage of work-related emails from impatient colleagues and clients who want them answered now? Or do you exchange a series of greetings with coworkers or perhaps grab a quick cup of coffee before the daily work deluge begins? How do you feel at the start of your day? Do these early feelings correlate with how you experience the remainder of your day? What can you do to either sustain positive feelings or to ensure that your day begins on a more positive note?





Although much has been written about this topic, I would like to focus on one of the key components of job satisfaction: autonomy. Autonomy in the workplace refers to how much freedom and opportunity for self-direction employees have in their work environment. For most of us it’s important to believe that we have choices, that we are the source of our own actions and decision making, and that we want to take ownership for our work. Studies have shown that autonomy is associated with greater job satisfaction and increased productivity. Autonomy is particularly critical when it comes to creating and maintaining our sense of intrinsic motivation—doing something for the pure enjoyment or fun of it rather than for a reward. As a leader I have seen many people, including myself, feel disempowered at work. We are constantly fielding requests and taking orders, struggling to meet the demands and expectations of our superiors who then pass judgment on our work.


Jim Goodnight, cofounder and CEO of SAS, the world’s leading business analytics software vendor, is an example of a compassionate leader who supports employee autonomy. The forty-year old software company has not just survived the tumultuous changes in the technology industry but has thrived, posting steady growth year after year. Goodnight, who has led the company since its inception in 1976, holds employees in high esteem and has often said that the secret to the success of SAS is taking care of employees—helping them grow and giving them high levels of autonomy.


When leaders care about employees and are committed to supporting their professional growth and development, they are more likely to offer them high levels of autonomy. Such leaders are also more likely to acknowledge out-of-the-box ideas that come from their team, and they don’t take the credit themselves. An environment that promotes creative thinking and a constant exchange of ideas along with individual autonomy and group collaboration supports innovation.


Earlier I mentioned that it’s important for leaders to move from an “I” to a “we” focus. But compassion for others is just one side of the coin. Cultivating compassion for yourself is one of the toughest tasks for a leader, both professionally and personally. You might not need to look far to find an example of self-critical talk or a lack of compassion for yourself. For instance, I am a mom who thinks that motherhood is one of the toughest gigs going. As mothers, we are socialized to ignore our own needs. Taking care of ourselves is considered selfish—we do for others first. But while we do for others, we also compare ourselves to other moms. You know the feeling—someone I know, let’s call her Suzy, cooks a three-course dinner at home every night. Each meal is made from fresh, farm-to-table ingredients picked up daily at the local organic market. I, however, eat dinner out at least three times a week due to my long work hours, leaving my son to fend for himself (again). If I think about the disparity between Suzy and me, I begin to feel bad about myself because I am neither home to cook dinner nor can I keep up with Suzy’s high standards when I am at home. Now, my inner competitiveness and drive begin to surface, and I have the urge to outdo Suzy with the next meal I cook.




Since its founding Google has been committed to active philanthropy and addressing the global challenges of climate change, education, and alleviating poverty. Chade-Meng Tan, an early Google employee, personal growth pioneer, and best-selling author, has described Google as a company born out of idealism, at which compassion is organic and widespread throughout the company. Googlers from around the world are encouraged to donate their skills and labor to support service projects in their local communities. The compassionate environment at Google has led to a culture of passionate concern for the greater good, high levels of autonomy, and a corporate focus on personal growth and development.





Sound familiar?




There are many ways you can practice compassion and positively impact another person’s day (and improve your own) using skills like consideration for others, kindness, empathy and understanding. Here are four examples:


Have considerate perspective. Don’t get too caught up in your own world—take the time to anticipate and meet the needs of others. When speaking with someone, listen fully without judgment, and give them your full attention (no texting, no phone calls, no vacant staring!). Use direct eye contact. My father taught me to treat a custodian the same way as I would treat a CEO. I think about this most days, so I don’t forget to thank the cleaning woman at the gym for her service or to leave a tip for the housekeeper at my hotel, who worked to ensure that I had a clean room. Not only do I believe that my efforts improve their day, but they definitely enhance mine.


Practice acts of kindness. Go out of your way to be kind to others. Help friends or family by offering to help with housework, run errands, cook a meal, etc. Let a coworker know you appreciate her. And, don’t forget to say, “thank you” to your boss for his help—you’ll both feel better. I frequent my local Starbucks near daily. Once or twice a month, I tell the Barista that I want to pay for the drink of the person behind me in line. I started doing this to see how I felt practicing random acts of kindness. Well, I found that this small offering liberated me (at least briefly) from any sense of myself as selfish, and helped to surface my more open and loving nature by giving to another without expectation. I felt very powerful with these acts of generosity, since they were unconditional and unattached. So, my “coffee offerings” have now become a welcome habit that I plan to sustain.


Show empathy. Compassion arises through empathy. Empathy is showing that you understand another’s feelings or emotions, that you identify with the situation and care enough to place yourself in their shoes. I have found that validating another person’s perspective and acknowledging them by not interrupting and by simply stating, “I understand” or “I can see” are great ways to communicate empathy.


Express yourself by sending a meaningful message. Send your compassionate feelings via a simple text message, email, or, better, handwritten letter or card to someone you care about. Just tell them you were thinking of them and that you love them. It is a simple way to show that they matter to you. I do this regularly with my son, who lives about twelve hundred miles away from me. It helps to keep us closely connected.





Here’s reality. My own attitude and competitive nature were doing me in. I was negatively influenced by a set of arbitrary standards I set for myself. Who really cares whether I cook as well as Suzy except me? So I stopped comparing myself to Suzy. I started looking at myself rather than others, began charting a pathway to live just a little bit better each day by taking care of myself and putting my own needs first so I can better serve others. And let’s face it: my son would rather eat frozen pizza than dover sole meunière—one of my favorites!


It’s important to note that compassion isn’t the same practice everywhere. An Eastern (or Buddhist) view is that we are all essentially compassionate by nature. The Dalai Lama sums it up succinctly: “Every human being has the same potential for compassion; the only question is whether we really take any care of that potential, and develop and implement it in our daily life.” Buddhist compassion is directed toward all sentient beings and arises from the knowledge and wisdom of common suffering. The Western view of compassion is that it is a spontaneous feeling, directed toward an individual and arising from concern for another individual’s suffering.


While Eastern and Western societies interpret compassion differently, there are important commonalities we can use in our leadership practice, such as respect and caring, empathy, giving selflessly and unconditionally, committed action, and offering a benefit to others without thought of gain.


Satya


On August 5, 2016, as the opening ceremony for the thirty-first Olympic Games kicked off in Rio de Janeiro, 207 nations joined to celebrate this pinnacle of sportsmanship, dedication, and talent. More than ten thousand athletes gathered to bring their unique stories of personal trial and overcoming odds to live their passion.


On August 15, 2016, US Olympic Swimmer and silver medalist Ryan Lochte said that he and James Feigen, Jack Conger, and Gunnar Bentz were robbed at a gas station in the early morning hours as they returned from a party.


The incident, however, was captured on closed-circuit television. Brazilian authorities said the American swimmers actually vandalized a gas station and then got into an altercation with security guards there.


After taking a public pounding for reporting a robbery story that police said was fabricated, Lochte apologized for “not being more careful and candid” in his description. He indicated that it was his fault that a fabricated story about a robbery caused an international Olympics scandal. Lochte said that he did not ask his teammates to corroborate his story and apologized “110 percent” to “the gas station owner, to Brazilian police, to the people of Rio and Brazil, everyone that came together to put on these wonderful games.”


Lochte’s shifting account of the incident and the resulting fallout stole the spotlight away, at least briefly, from an Olympic Games that the International Olympic Committee president declared “iconic.” His four commercial sponsors dropped the twelve-time Olympic medal winner in response to the incident.


Athletic training and sports have played a big role in my personal development and my development as a leader. I recognize that business leaders and athletes share similar qualities. They must know when to lead, know when to follow, know when to pass to their teammates, and know when to ask for help. In addition, both business leaders and athletes must build a culture of truth telling by creating an environment in which it’s preferable to tell the truth, no matter what others may think.


But the concept of truth telling goes far beyond business leaders and athletes. So how important is it?


Satya is the Sanskrit word for truth. This principle is based on the understanding that honest communication and action form the foundation of healthy relationships and societies. To develop an engaging culture, we must consider what we say, how we say it, and in what way it could impact others.


Workers often think their leaders don’t want to hear the truth. When leaders encourage speaking the truth, it helps to create an atmosphere that encourages truth telling. People are more apt to speak up about what’s not working and to take the accountability and responsibility to do something about it when they do not fear attack or retribution.





How to Practice Truth Telling at Work


Drop the three “Fs”—facts, fear, and force—and focus on being empathetic to and considering employees’ perspectives.


Validate another person’s point of view. Validation is recognizing and acknowledging another person’s point of view. Once you understand why another person believes what he believes, it’s important to acknowledge it. Remember that acknowledgement does not necessarily mean agreement.


Encourage conversations that matter. People want to contribute but often can’t see how. They experience most meetings as a waste of time. Give people permission to offer ideas and to express doubts.


Having conversations that matter at work can improve employee morale and increase employee loyalty. High-quality conversations lead to high-quality decisions and actions, which can translate into high-quality results.


Listen to what’s really being said. Listening is a crucial skill for boosting another person’s self-esteem. Listen to the entire message the other person is trying to communicate. Ask yourself: What is being said? What tone is being used? What is she doing with her body while speaking? What is she feeling?


Don’t make bad news sound like good news—it’s not. Get to the point, and make sure your message is clear and understood. Preparing a person or team for the information to come by saying, “I have something difficult that I need to tell you” is a good way to soften the blow.





Strategy consultant Brook Manville addressed the question head on in his Forbes article, “Is it OK for Leaders to Lie?” His conclusion was that we are trending toward a world in which we demand more honesty and transparency than we’ve come to expect from our leaders in both politics and business.
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