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Introduction


For many people, work is a source of fulfilment, enjoyment, challenge and reward. It is a chance to contribute, to learn and to be a part of a team. For others, it is a drag, draining their energy as they try to stay afloat between weekends. And for most of us, work swings between stressful and enjoyable, or so it appears.


But what if work wasn’t good or bad, fulfilling or menial? What if all that happened in your mind? And what if, through approaching work differently, you could find lasting happiness? That is what this book is all about. As it turns out, our happiness and our stress are not determined by what happens out there in the world but by what happens in you. If what you see happening draws you into thinking and you get lost in that world of past and future, of concepts and ideas, it will always feel stressful eventually. But if you can pull your attention back and experience the awareness, the stillness that is always there watching, even when the mind is noisy, then what happens around you will stop seeming so important. Drama will start to dissolve and you will be left to appreciate the life you have right now, instead of seeking something better in the imaginary future.


Ironically, from that place of contentment, you may well find that things change around you, that your situation improves and that life looks after you. You can still work to change the trajectory of your career, to improve your organisation and to become better at what you do, but this arises from the natural desire to be your best, not the hope for future achievement, so the energy behind it is calm, peaceful and quiet.


Work has a job to do on you, and it’s not to make you happy, nor to make you rich; it is to show you the way to your true nature, and that is the role of this book also.


This is no ordinary productivity guide, nor is it a ten-step plan for less stress at work. Instead, Mindfulness at Work will show you how to use the challenges, the stresses and the difficulties that work stirs up in you to discover lasting peace and happiness. Because, as it turns out, happiness is not something you experience, it is who you are underneath all that thinking and problem-making.


Mindfulness is the art of stepping out of thinking and into the present moment, which allows you to discover who you are under all the mental noise. When you discover, and start to live from, the awareness that is there beneath all that mind stuff, life becomes very enjoyable indeed. Mindfulness is one way to discover that place.


Mindfulness is simple and effective and can be put into practice anywhere, so on this journey I won’t use any jargon or spiritual concepts, and you will have ample opportunity to put the skills you learn into practice.




How to read this book


Mindfulness at Work is designed as a six-week course, with a different theme each week, a different topic each day and a new activity to try out this way of living each day too.


You can use it that way if you wish, reading a passage each day and doing that day’s activity. Alternatively, you might like to choose a day at random, or read a few days at once. My only encouragement, though, is to make sure you take the time to try the activities, which is where the words become yours, so to speak. As you read, they may make sense or not, but in the practice itself, you will be able to check what is real and true for you.


I am most happy to support you along this journey, so feel free to email me (oli@peacethroughmindfulness.com.au), check out my closed group on Facebook – Mindfulness with Oli Doyle – or track me down some other way. I love hearing from people who are on this journey too, so don’t be shy.


So let’s begin! Welcome to the present moment and welcome to the journey into yourself. It’s the most amazing, rewarding and exciting adventure there is.











WEEK 1
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Working in This Instant


As we begin the practical part of this journey, we will begin in the only moment there is, right here, now. As we shift our attention into this instant over the course of this week, strange things may start to occur. You may find that what used to be a problem at work no longer bothers you, that things that seemed very important aren’t anymore, and that things which seemed insignificant matter much more than you imagined.


This is how mindfulness turns our world upside down. Everyday dramas lose their pull, while the leaves blowing down the street and the path of the clouds across the sky become suddenly unmissable. Welcome to the present moment.


This week we will explore how to use work to bring you into this instant, and what to do once you are there. The steps are simple indeed, but underlying them is great power. So welcome once again to the journey of a lifetime; the journey into now.


Day 1: The Only Productive Moment


Traditionally, productivity is measured by your output over time, how many things you managed in a week, a year or a decade. Many great productivity coaches and authors will also ask you to consider how effective, how valuable the work you choose to do is, alongside the volume. But today we will narrow your productivity down to this very instant in time, for a very simple reason.


Actually, the only time you can get anything done is now, it is the moment of action. What you did, and what you will do, belong to the past and the future, which only exist as memory and as projection, as thoughts in your mind. It is pretty obvious that to do something, you must do it now. Of course, you can plan and you can reflect, and both can be useful, but when it comes to acting, it must be this instant, and missing this point causes problems for many people.


Because although what I just said is obvious, most of us live as if what we will do later is more important than fully engaging in what we are doing now, and we prioritise deciding over doing. If you have ever sat through a strategic planning day you will know what I mean. People at those events often act as if the problems discussed were already solved because there is a ‘good plan’. But go to a few planning days at the same organisation and you will see that the problem is not a lack of planning, but a lack of action in the moment.


And in your own life and career you may also notice that much energy is wasted pondering what to do next or reliving what just was, reducing your capacity to be there at your best, right now. Meetings can be a classic example of this: often held without purpose, they end up as a trawl through what happened recently and a look at what we hope for next, without an emphasis on taking action now. This robs us of our energy and power, leaving us feeling frustrated, stuck or bored as the same issues get rehashed on rotation. Of course, planning and reflecting are fine when needed, but most humans live excessively in the past and the future (which is to say, in their heads), with little energy left over for now. Attention is a finite resource in that you can only focus on one thing at a time. If you are busy thinking about some other time and place, then chances are that you will miss what is happening here and now.


At work, this habit translates into stress and poor quality work, because you can only do something well when you pay attention to what you are doing. But more importantly, when we work in this way, we miss a great opportunity. Work can be your mindfulness practice, which means that you can use work as a way to move your attention from thinking to awareness, from mind to life as it is happening. And here is a simple exercise to try this out for yourself.




Activity – Nowfulness at Work


In a moment, once you have read this passage, put this book down and close your eyes. Take your attention away from the stream of mind and feel your feet instead. Wriggle your toes and notice how that feels right now. Sense how warm or cool your feet are and feel them against the floor. If you have shoes or socks on, notice what this is like.


Open your eyes and stand up, feeling every movement involved in that process. Now walk across the room with intense alertness, notice every step, the feel of your feet, your breath, the movement of your legs, be present and aware of each instant.


Now imagine bringing this level of awareness to everything you do at work. Imagine if you were that attentive when you went about your daily work life. What would it be like to work with such alertness?


Pick an activity that you do each day at work. Just for today, bring this level of mindfulness to each step in the process. Feel your breath and your body, and be aware and clear as you do it. If (or when) your mind distracts you, just come back to what you are doing as soon as you notice you have drifted away.


Take stock afterwards and see how working in this way compares to your usual way of doing your job. How did it feel to be completely there as you did that task? And what would it be like to work, and live like that, anchored in the present moment?





Of course, there are times when you need to plan and reflect, and as this journey continues, we will explore ways to do those tasks mindfully too. But for now, let me ask you: how often do you really need to be thinking in order to get your job done? Your mind may say ‘always’, but don’t be so quick to answer. Over the next few days, take note of all the things that you already know how to do, tasks in which thinking actually gets in the way of high quality work. You may be surprised at how often you would be better off with a pinch of thinking and several cups of attention, instead of the other way around.


Day 2: Instant Purpose


As you will see as we travel this path together, there are different levels when it comes to purpose. Most people think of purpose as working towards an outcome that you have in your head beforehand, but as mindfulness students, our purpose is a little different.


The ‘primary purpose’ of your life (thank you Eckhart Tolle for finding that term) is to be mindful, to be alert and aware right now. So as you go about your daily work, the most important thing is whether your attention is anchored in this moment or lost in thinking.


Your ‘secondary purpose’ (thanks again, Eckhart) is whatever the world asks you to do on a day-to-day basis, but this is not exactly what you may think of at first. Our minds jump straight to some grand mission, or some ‘meaningful’ work, which may lead to fantasies about what you ‘could’ or ‘should’ be doing, but this is overcomplicating things. Right now, the world is asking you to do something, which is to read this book. In the next ten seconds, something else may call for your attention, but right this second you are reading, and that is your secondary purpose.


Personally, sometimes I forget my primary purpose and my mind dislikes my secondary purpose, or confuses it at least. Last week, I spent a whole day in a meeting that didn’t seem to be going anywhere and although I had moments of presence to keep me sane, my mind became increasingly agitated as the day went on. I believed that I ‘could have’ been somewhere else and that my life would have been better in the office than in a long meeting. But let’s rewind that a minute and pull it apart. I couldn’t have gone to that meeting, nor stayed there, without the world helping to make that happen. Trains ran (which is rather unusual where I live), my legs walked, my alarm went off, my bike tyres stayed inflated. All this and a million things more made sure that I got there. In my mind’s argument against what was, there was one underlying assumption: the universe made a mistake. The world messed up, it miscalculated, and now I’m stuck, and it’s the fault of the meeting organiser, or whoever. Actually, my mind doesn’t care whose fault it is, as long as there is someone to blame and an argument to be had, because that is what keeps it alive.


But, knowing that my mind operates this way, I don’t need to believe it. When I woke up out of that stream of thinking, I realised that my secondary purpose was to be there that day, to bring something to that meeting. Whether it was obvious to me, or whether the underlying purpose never reveals itself, I was there because the world wanted me to be. And I still may not go to the next one. That’s the great thing about living instant by instant: you’re not committed to doing that forever, just for now.


So what about you? What in your work life are you resisting, even though the world is asking you to do it?




Activity – Finding Resistance


Take a pen and a piece of paper in hand and finish the following sentences as quickly as you can:


The thing I know I shouldn’t have to do anymore is . . .
If life was fair, I could spend more time . . .
The person who is to blame for me being stuck in that situation is . . .
To be happy, I know I have to avoid . . .


Now put your paper aside and close your eyes for a moment. Imagine that life is no more than an opportunity to learn and grow, and that you trust life to provide whatever you need for that to happen in each moment.


Picture how you might live your work life (and your whole life) if you held these two assumptions:


•My purpose is to be mindful.


•My purpose is to do whatever is in front of me right now, as well as I can.


Spend a few minutes noticing how you would approach life differently with these two assumptions in your heart.





This approach is counterintuitive, and your mind may well dismiss it outright, but allow yourself to stay curious. What would be lost if you dropped all resistance to what arises and just did your best, with as much awareness as possible?


And of course, ‘do what arises’ doesn’t mean doing your whole job, just what is in front of you now. Each instant is a world of its own, and outside of the story of ‘my job’ or ‘my career’, you will find that work is quite simple when you just do what is asked of you right now.


At the very least, try it and see.


Day 3: How to Relate Right Now


Relationships are a clear area of difficulty for human beings, and this comes to the forefront in our workplaces on a regular basis. Indeed, most problems at work seem to arise because of things that other humans do. Of course, problems only exist in our minds. What happens in the world is a situation, not a problem. Yet it seems as if relating with others at work creates many difficulties for us, when in fact the true cause is a little deeper.


If you watch your mind closely, you will discover that all relationship problems exist either in the past or the future. They consist of memories, replayed and dissected at length, or projections of what will happen next, or what I need to do about the problem. If you narrow your relationships down to this instant, there can never be a problem. Others may still yell, or manipulate, or ignore you, but in this instant, the only thing you can do is to work with this as well as you can. This may mean telling the person that they are being unreasonable and leaving. It may mean resigning. Or it may mean staying and pointing out the opportunities for improvement that you see.


And beyond the problems that arise, the potential for human relationships to be rich, loving and fun is immense. We are social beings, and only excessive thinking can get in the way of having a wonderful time together at work and in life.


Today I spent most of my time with people I haven’t known for that long, a few years at most, a few hours at least, and if my mind had been busy thinking about the past and the future, charting the right course for me, this time together would have been stressful. A few years ago, I would have worried about what they might think of me, I would have thought about what to say and how to say it, I would have been what we call ‘self-conscious’. Actually, to be self-conscious means to be mindful, to be aware of your inner world as you experience the outer. Thinking too much is more like being ‘self-unconscious’. In this state, we interpret everything that is said and done, wondering what it means for ‘me’. We try to work our way to the best future rather than appreciating what is here, now. And we may even inadvertently treat others poorly out of fear, greed and desire.


But today, I was free of all this. I was present, aware of what others were saying and doing, and enjoying the flow of it in this very instant. I listened with care and words came spontaneously, and they were right. We laughed, we joked, we were serious at times too, and as I walked out of the office I felt deeply connected, I felt a sense of oneness with those wonderful people. If my mind was in charge, I would have noticed their faults, limitations and contradictions, but today there were none of those. Instead, there were people doing their best, coming together to make something of this work that brought us all together.


It is easy to get along with your work colleagues if you do two things in their presence: drop your shared past and forget about the future. Of course, you might talk about a shared experience and you might make practical plans for next week, and both of these activities are fine. Dropping the past means dropping your story of who the person is, which is always based on interpreted memories. Joanne is stubborn and difficult, Andrew is cunning and sly, and when these mental labels are believed completely, you will see those people through that lens. Instead, you can stop all of that and experience that person as they are, right here and now.


This gets more challenging when someone who seems unreasonable has power over you, like your boss, or when someone appears to be deliberately bullying you. But if you can focus your attention in on this instant and work from there, these situations (and the thoughts and feelings that arise in their aftermath) become easier to manage. You might still take action to put an end to what is happening if you can, but you can do this from a place of peace and confidence.




Activity – Relating Right Now


When you spend time with your colleagues today, try this simple shift: be more interested in seeing them clearly, listening carefully and being present with them than you are in what your mind says.


You can start with a few mindful breaths, feeling the air come into your body and flow out again. Make the feeling of breathing the focus of your attention and allow this awareness to bring you into this moment. As you breathe, look at those around you with interest and curiosity, not to be able to label and judge them, but to experience them just as they are, right now. Look without judging, and listen carefully to what they say. Make listening your primary focus (instead of thinking about what to say next) and allow words to come naturally. When you listen closely, the right words will come at the right time.


Try interacting in this way as often as you can. There is no need to be overly quiet (although you may speak less), you can just be you, a more mindful version perhaps, but yourself nonetheless. Notice how it feels to interact in this way and see if it changes the way you view those you spend your days working alongside.





Something magical happens when you approach relationships in this way: all of a sudden everyone seems perfect just as they are. And when you have this kind of acceptance for others, they are bound to enjoy your company, and all will be well in your life. All this from just looking and listening without judgement. How simple life can be!


Day 4: Getting Better Now


When organisations and individuals seek to improve, it’s usually through a five-year plan. Set some SMART (specific, manageable, achievable, realistic, time-framed) goals, read some books on smashing those goals and find ways to measure your improvement. There’s nothing wrong with this approach, as long as you understand the moment of improvement.


You see, these plans often make one false assumption: that improvement will happen sometime in the future. Remember the future? That’s a thought in your head. It never comes. So if you’re hoping to improve ‘sometime’, then there is no need to take action today, there’s always tomorrow after all.


In reality, improvement either happens now or never, and it’s generally not achieved by focusing on an outcome. Outcomes also exist either in the past or in the future, so setting a goal to get some particular result, though mentally satisfying, is out of alignment with reality unless you are careful.


It’s possible to set goals and still be mindful, but to do this, you need to put those goals, those outcomes down as soon as you have set them. For example, at the moment, I am steadily improving my exercise regime, which last month was almost non-existent. When you take a full-time job, throw in the writing of three books in three months (as we’re expecting a baby in a month’s time), you have a recipe for a sedentary lifestyle it seems. Except I know when to improve.


Today is the only day I can change, and even though tomorrow seems like a much better day to do some exercise, it never seems to arrive! So I have no goal, except to improve my process, so each day, I have an aim to walk a certain distance, to do a certain number of push-ups etc. And it works. No weight-loss goals, no marathons to run, just 8km to walk today and fifty push-ups to do (and 1000 words to write). And when that gets too easy, I’ll increase it. Simple.


At work, I use the same approach. When I supervise staff in my role, I aim to listen more than I talk (two ears, one mouth), to ask open questions and to reflect back what I hear. I watch for the parts of the session that don’t have value and I eliminate them, so every day I get a little better.


This way of improving has some other benefits too. Because I watch myself so closely, I notice that I’m constantly short of perfection, there is always a way to improve. This is the nature of the universe, still evolving after billions of years, so of course it is the way for me too! And in this awareness, it almost feels as if I was watching someone else make those mistakes, so there’s no sense of guilt or shame, just another opportunity. All this adds up to improvement without stress.






Improving Process


Think of an outcome you would like in your work life. Choose something you can do without anyone else needing to change, like managing your time more effectively. Close your eyes and picture the things you need to practise every day to do this, like clearing your inbox every morning or reviewing your calendar when you arrive at work.


Write down three daily practices that would contribute to this outcome, for example:


1)Clear my inbox at 9am.


2)Check my calendar at 9.10am.


3)Check my calendar again at 5pm.


Keep your practices simple and do-able.


1)_________________________________________________


2)_________________________________________________


3)_________________________________________________


Then, when you get to work, observe yourself as you do one of three things: do the practice, put off doing the practice or forget the practice.


If you do any or all of your three, be mindful as you do them and notice what it is like to bring them into your day. If you avoid or forget, notice what happened instead and what got in the way.


Use this process to keep working at your improvements and you will be surprised how quickly things can change with a little awareness and consistency.





Whether you do none of them or all three, bringing awareness into your day has two positive benefits. Firstly, you will learn more about yourself and your mind, and secondly, you will bring mindfulness into your work day.


For me, being mindful at work makes what I do enjoyable (except when I forget to be present) as well as challenging and rewarding. For me, this reward is the joy of fully engaging with a challenge in this moment, looking for a way to move forward and improve. This process is an end in itself, and no external results are needed to make it fulfilling, although external results usually come anyway when you increase the quality of what you do by becoming more attentive to the doing itself.


So I have seen my skills and performance consistently improve where others I know have stayed fairly stable, getting a little better or a little more tired. Some of them are more intelligent than me, better trained and more experienced, but they are lost in thought most of the time, rarely aware of their process. So while they’re thinking about their next holiday, I am noticing what I do and why, I am looking for the next improvement and I am enjoying every step.


For anyone who wants peace and enjoyment at work, I highly recommend ditching your outcomes and diving headfirst into awareness of your process. You’ll never look back.


Day 5: This Conflict, This Instant


I always thought that I didn’t do conflict well, but today I learned that I was wrong all along. It’s not that I don’t do it well, it’s that I don’t do it now.


It has been quite a week. I hit some serious speed humps at work with a colleague I respect and a process that didn’t sit well with me. This time last week I noticed some frustration in myself and some challenging thoughts bubbling away, but I ignored them. Actually, I watched them, but I didn’t talk through my worries with my colleague, I let things simmer underneath until today we finally cleared the air. And I was all wrong.


As usual with conflicts, what I thought was happening wasn’t, and what I believed was the right path wasn’t, and I can see this clearly in hindsight. But this morning I was convinced, and some of that emotion crept into the conversation we shared and I overreacted. Luckily, my overreaction is pretty mild, so no harm was done, but it got me thinking about the path I could have taken in this and other situations to use conflict as a way to move forward now.


If I had asked a few questions and requested some time to discuss things a week ago, my last seven days would have been different and I would have better understood what was happening and why. But I brooded instead, thinking I was being kept in the dark, when in fact I never asked! Madness!


Perhaps you notice the same thing happening in your mind sometimes, with minor difficulties being blown out of proportion by assumptions and jumping to conclusions. It’s so easy to just ask, but the mind sometimes prefers to create its own story by filling in the gaps with conspiracy theories and negative judgements.


Luckily, though, the path out of this is simple. Ask. Is what you think is happening really happening? Did the other person intend to do that? Does it mean what you think it means? I’ll show you what I mean using my own example to hopefully save you from making the same mistake!






Activity – Ask It Now


Bring to mind a drama you are experiencing at the moment or one you can remember. Recall if you can the specifics of the situation, as well as the assumptions you believed and the stories your mind created to fill in the gaps.


Write down what you were believing in that moment (or what you believe now) about the situation. Start like this:


I believe . . .


For example, my mind told me that I was being sidelined because they didn’t trust me or value my work, so I would write:


I believe they sidelined me because they don’t trust me or value my work.


Of course, I was wrong.


Next, write down the questions you could have asked (or could ask, if the situation is ongoing) to check if your assumptions were true. Start like this:


I could have asked . . .


For example, I could have asked why I wasn’t being included in a particular process or decision. I could have asked, ‘So you don’t want me in there? Why’s that?’ So I would write:


I could have asked why they asked me not to attend that meeting.


Read back over your answers and consider the possibility of asking those questions to the people concerned. What if you just asked, rather than assuming you know what is going on in their minds? How might this change your experience and your relationship with the situation?





An ounce of curiosity saves several tonnes of regret! When I finally asked about why I hadn’t been invited to that meeting, it turned out to be a simple misunderstanding. All of a sudden, the hot air fuelling the drama in my mind escaped and there was space and peace once more. My mind was almost disappointed at this, but I felt much better, and I was able to relate to the person I was with in a kind, compassionate way that was difficult during the internal drama.


Have a go at this yourself by applying curiosity to the assumptions that lead you down a destructive mental path. Write down the beliefs your mind holds dear and then look for ways to test their reality.


Checking the conclusions your mind has jumped to is a wonderfully simple way to take the stress out of relationships at work and in life, while also leading to a greater connection with others. This is built on openness and honesty, and every seeming conflict can become a chance to move deeper by checking your beliefs and being curious, again and again.


Day 6: What Work Can Give You


Many people see work as a means to an end, a way to get money, recognition and social position. Others may see it as a way to contribute, gaining a sense of purpose from the positive impact their work has on the world.


But these are concepts that tend to be reliant on time, they are in the future based on the work you did in the past. You get paid next week for the work you did today and you win Citizen of the Year for what you did six months ago.


But what if work had the power to make your whole life experience more enjoyable, peaceful and complete right now? What if the experience of working could help you to connect with your true self and find inner contentment, regardless of the nature of the work? As it turns out, this is entirely possible if we make a small change in the way we see the work we do. Happiness comes from being present instead of thinking your way through life, and today we will explore how making this small change can turn work into a gateway to that peace and contentment.
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