















Additional Praise for Happier at Work



“I highly recommend this book! Happier at Work is an essential and timely guide brimming with insights, a depth of experience and backed up by science. You can achieve a healthier and happier workforce! Gayle Van Gils illuminates the path.”


—ELISHA GOLDSTEIN, PHD


Author of Uncovering Happiness


“Thousands of us show up a work each day looking for happiness and too often we are left unfulfilled. But maybe what we are searching for is closer than we think. If you want to awaken the transformative power of love, wisdom and mindfulness in your daily work, read this book.”


—MICHAEL CARROLL


Author of “Awake at Work” and “The Mindful Leader”


“In Happier at Work, Gayle Van Gils uses a lifetime of experience teaching mindfulness and leadership training to deliver crucial tools to the workplace. Beyond just teaching mindfulness as a path to stress relief, her ideas show us how to be the sort of person who enjoys each day that confident and loving colleague that coworkers actually want to be around.”


—ETHAN NICHTERN


Author of The Road Home
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INTRODUCTION:


What’s Love Got To Do With It?


“What you think is what you get” is a popular saying. This becomes a real challenge in a world where negative news and opinions are broadcast nonstop. If we absorb this negativity, we can become judgmental and fearful of others, and self-critical to the point of insecurity—all of which profoundly affects how we live our lives.


Our workplaces are a clear reflection of the beliefs of our times, and of a social system in which fear and suspicion of others too often trumps knowledge and compassion. This cultural climate of negativity, fear, divisiveness, and self-interest has created a lot of pain for a lot of people. While I don’t have all the answers, I wrote this book to address this workplace pain openly and directly, with the intention of sharing practices and attitudes that will positively impact lives at work on a daily basis. It is possible to shift your current situation and discover how open hearts and minds can create workplaces full of engagement, community, collaboration, creativity, and joy.


With the formal and informal practices of mindfulness offered here, you can start to relate to your work, colleagues, clients, and customers in a totally new way. The practice of mindfulness will not only improve your cognitive performance, reduce your stress, and ventilate your hectic day; it will also lead to increased openness, curiosity, empathy, and engagement. These enhanced benefits derive from the opening of heart and mind that mindfulness initiates—an opening that’s increased by practices of compassion that can be naturally and easily integrated into your workday. These small, incremental habits will have huge benefits for you personally, and for your workplace as well.


For as long as I can remember, I have been inspired to find and accentuate the good, the potential, and the best in being human. However, my first experiences in a corporate environment were not particularly supportive of this approach. After earning an MBA at UCLA, I entered the workforce at a managerial level and immediately experienced difficulties being accepted. There were jealousies from internal candidates who did not get the position I had been awarded. This aroused territorial instincts that resulted in people withholding information from me and watching me to catch any mistakes I might make. Generally, few moments of human goodness were extended to me. I did my best to forge relationships with my colleagues and lead my team, but I did not yet have the skills to understand what was happening, and I had not yet recognized how I might be an agent of change regarding the negative dynamic I found myself in.


Discouraged, I left that position after a year. Now, years later, after having worked with many individuals in many workplaces, I understand what skills are needed to undo negative behaviors at work—and I know that they are both teachable and easily accessible to everyone who wishes to implement them.


The positive experience of goodness in life is connected with opening our hearts and tearing down the walls that separate us from each other and keep us from being intimately in touch with our world. It takes a lot of courage to open our hearts to ourselves in the workplace—a place that may not feel safe due to current norms of behavior. Yet opening is exactly the answer to the constriction that cuts off communication and collaboration in an unhealthy work environment. When you courageously open yourself to and touch the hidden treasure of goodness within your own being, you experience it viscerally—you feel it in your chest. You might recognize it when you feel vulnerable, exposed, and tentative. What you are touching is compassion, or love, an emotion we all know and need and yet has for too long been excluded from the realm of work. When you open yourself to feel, you also open the door for others to feel and communicate with you.


Why Love?


Love is an expansive emotion. It opens us up. When your behavior is inspired by the emotion of love and connection rather than the fear and constriction that often dominates at work, your opened state of mind is more curious, creative, collaborative, and compassionate. An open mind is interested, has the patience to listen and understand and consider other points of view. When our minds open to truly take in more than our own position and desires, there exists an expanded possibility of shifting the culture of our workplaces away from a narrow and egotistical orientation. We reap an outpouring and sharing of ideas and innovation when we no longer feel shut down or afraid to share our talents. The spirit-killing activities of constant judgment, intolerance of failure, and over-control are holdovers from a different era of business. Those methods may have seemed practical in a factory environment, but they were certainly never inspiring.


Today’s workplaces can only thrive if we discover and implement strategies that reduce and manage stress and encourage flexible thinking and open communication, allowing our businesses to prosper in these times of uncertainty, global competition, resource depletion, and an ever-growing knowledge economy. Companies such as Aetna, Goldman Sachs, Black-Rock, General Mills, Green Mountain Coffee, SAP, and others have implemented mindfulness programs, and as a result they’re experiencing a happier and healthier workforce that is more focused, less stressed, and more productive. The ways in which mindfulness and love as compassionate engagement can work to improve our lives and livelihood is the next frontier in business practice. Love is the emotion that opens our hearts and connects us to each other and to the greater good, and it’s what is needed to cure the dysfunctions of the modern workplace.


First Encounters with Compassion


I discovered the journey described in this book when I was eighteen and I enrolled in a class at Smith College called “Mahayana Buddhism,” taught by a visiting Zen monk. Our final exam consisted of a single question presented in a private interview with the teacher: “Why did the Buddha teach after he became enlightened?”


We hadn’t specifically discussed this in class, so I hesitated as I considered. Finally, I answered, “The Buddha taught because of compassion.”


The monk’s face lit up with joy. “You understand, you really do!” he said. “Now you need to begin practicing meditation.”


At the time, I took his excitement as praise for answering the question correctly. It would take another five years before I followed his advice and began a meditation practice. Once I did, I enjoyed the calm and clarity that arose from my practice, but in the beginning I still did not make the connection between the meditation technique of following my breath and the response I had given to the monk’s question. The simple practice of sitting initially helped me deal with frustration and emotional melt-downs resulting from the disappointments of life, but as time went on, it led to shifts in me. They were small and incremental, but also life-changing. I was opening up to compassion.


I moved forward in my life—starting a career, getting married, having a family. When my kids were three and seven, my older son, Alex, started campaigning for a dog. As a result of practicing years of meditation, I thought before responding. Upon doing so, I realized I was telling myself a familiar story about being too busy, not needing more responsibility, and other reasons why I did not want to have a pet in the family—and I had an “aha” moment. I recognized that saying no to having a pet was one of the ways in which I had been closing my heart to a part of life.


Kelsy was a beautiful, red-haired mutt who had to find a home or face the prospect of euthanasia. My friend who had been caring for Kelsy but could no longer keep her invited me to take a walk with them. When we met, my heart opened wide and I found space to love beyond my self-imposed boundary. I was able to shift from my “me first” attitude, and my kids were thrilled by my change of heart.


It is of course possible that my heart might have opened to Kelsy without a meditation practice. However, in going through this experience I recognized a connection between noticing (rather than believing) my egocentric stories and this sudden change of heart. I felt a simple and natural expanding of my comfort zone to include more of the world, and Kelsy was a representation of that expansion.


It is this very unfolding of greater empathy and care that can help us venture beyond our current limitations at work. At work, we all have our stories about our areas of responsibility, our domains of expertise, what we are not interested in, and our fixed beliefs about the way things should be done. If we can see our own stories—one of the benefits of a mindfulness practice— they no longer need to limit us. Opening both our minds and our hearts at work allows an incredible wealth of creativity, optimism, shared vision, and talent to transform our workplaces. This opening of our heart and connecting with our innate compassion surpasses the perks of stress reduction and emotional well-being that accrue from mindfulness practice alone; this practice also begins to affect our relationships, motivation, and leadership style in ways that profoundly help our world.


Mindfulness as a Key to Unlock the Heart


According to countless reports and articles, today’s workers experience longer hours, constant input and interruption, and higher expectations of output, all with little personal care and support from management. The mind is often on information overload, and individuals are frequently told to “leave their feelings at the door.” Overwhelm has reached a critical point, and attention to work is suffering as a result.


Mindfulness meditation is an antidote to this reality. When you first begin a mindfulness or meditation practice, you are learning to train your faculty of attention, develop ease and relaxation within your mind and body, and experience some peace and space from your noisy mind. As you become calmer and more centered, you perceive clearly what is happening in ever-widening awareness. This includes an awareness of the anxiety, frustration, and sadness, as well as the positive emotions, of others. What I understand now, and perhaps with “beginner’s mind” realized when I answered my professor’s question all those years ago, is that we are all inextricably interconnected. The awareness and joy that accompanied the Buddha’s enlightenment, and any measure of individual awakening, also illuminates the suffering and discontent that others are experiencing. That awareness of the pain of others is why he taught. With expanding awareness, our awakened heart can open to include and soothe others, so we are no longer holding on to pleasure only for ourselves.


When the Buddha experienced his “awakening,” he woke up to the innate goodness that was his—and everyone else’s— nature. He saw that resistance to life, rather than accepting it as it unfolds moment by moment, is what induces stress and anxiety. He felt compelled to share this good news with others and let them know that they too could become reconnected to each moment, their lives, and their core purpose as human beings.


In the past decade, meditation—also known as mindfulness practice—has become more accepted as a life tool to develop attention and focus, both in personal life and in a growing number of corporate environments. Meditation has been scientifically proven to develop new neural pathways, help us develop new, healthier habits, relieve stress, and increase happiness. We all have access to this ancient (yet thoroughly modern) wisdom. I am inspired to share how mindfulness is also the key to unlocking and opening the heart, a process that can profoundly transform each of our lives and the culture of business as we know it.


With a growing openness to mindfulness practice and its potential benefits for individual and corporate well-being and resilience, these practices can support individuals who wish to be leaders in improving the quality of life, collaboration, team dynamics, communication, and productivity in their own place of work. This book illustrates how patterns of interaction such as inattentive listening, judgmental criticism, lack of empathy, and constant distraction—patterns that cause stress, illness, and disengagement—can be recognized as temporary rather than fundamental, and how confusion, not our basic nature, is what causes these imbalances. By reconnecting with the truth of our goodness, and that of others, we can dispel the confusion, heal our workplaces, and thrive together.


My Journey


My personal journey of growth in learning and applying mindfulness and compassion has included in-depth study and experience on several fronts. In the world of meditation, I was an early student of the great Tibetan Buddhist meditation master Chogyam Trungpa, and I now study under his son, Sakyong Mipham. I am a senior teacher, a Shastri, in the Shambhala Buddhist lineage, and have worked with thousands of students over the years. After receiving my MBA in 1983, I began a career that has included corporate training, executive coaching, and strategic planning. I have taught the connection between contemplative practice and leadership in several coaching and leadership programs. I was also an executive at a technology startup that created a space on the web to assist individuals attempting the intentional change discussed in this book. I’ve had the opportunity to connect groups of international change leaders on numerous occasions, both as a recurring presenter at Deepak Chopra’s “Alliance for a New Humanity” and as an invited delegate to the Dalai Lama’s “Connecting for Change” initiative, which brought together Nobel laureates, change leaders, and philanthropists.


Over the years, as a life coach, business coach, and meditation mentor, I have heard the personal stories of frustration, limitation, and dread that individuals associate with their daily work. When I lead programs combining the practices of mindfulness and compassion with everyday life and business life, I offer personal interviews and small discussion circles where participants can openly share their concerns. I have found that after weekend meditation seminars, the participants’ main fear is that they will have to shut back down their tender hearts when they walk into their workplace on Monday. Some have even openly cried in frustration at the prospect.


Of course, not every workplace is this dire, and I cover in this book some of the wonderful leaders and organizations that have succeeded by implementing love and compassion in their cultural mix. But let’s face it: those of us supported each day to do our best at work are the lucky ones. I would like to increase the odds that everyone who wishes to can be part of changing the culture of their personal and business interactions—that each of us who wishes to can seed a movement to transform the culture of our work and our world.


If we are to create a world in which we wish to live, work, and thrive, we have to engage in investigation, reflection, and honesty. The good news is that our suffering, fears, and habits can be changed through a confluence of the worlds of psychology, neuroscience, and contemplative traditions. In the pages that follow, I will weave these strands together to show how they can refashion the culture of leadership and work in positive and exciting ways.




CHAPTER 1:


You Are the Key to Change


There is so much that is currently not functioning well in our companies. Some of these issues will be personally imperative for you to address if you want to change your experience at work and the culture of your workplace. In this chapter we will first look at some of the problems you may be facing, and then examine a path toward solving them. Tackling these issues head-on is no small feat, and yet it can result in greater health, wealth, and joy for yourself and your organization. While these issues may appear to be “organizational,” the fact is that all organizations are made of the people who comprise them. Therefore, you are a critically important factor in change, and you do have the capacity, as a single person, to effect the change that needs to be made. Inspired individuals can spark enormous shifts in seemingly immovable systems.


The first step in making a difference is to get in touch with your intention. Making it personal and not abstract can help to focus your efforts. Why do you care to change your experience of work and your work culture? How will these changes impact you? When you are clear about the benefits you will gain from your efforts, it will be easier to stick with your resolve to find solutions for what is not working for you.


Problems In The Workplace


If you work in a system or structure that doesn’t allow you to use your talents, doesn’t care about you personally, or doesn’t help you align your purpose with your company’s mission and vision, you may feel drained, frustrated, uninspired, and unwell. If you’re feeling this way, you can’t express your truth, or do your best work. The fear and aggression pervasive in dysfunctional work environments suppresses genuine communication, causes anxiety and stress, erodes engagement and motivation, destroys creativity, and inhibits collaboration and productivity. Over time, an oppressive work environment will cause health problems to multiply and employee turnover to soar. There is truly no sustainable upside to this type of workplace.


Employee engagement can be defined as “the emotional and functional commitment an employee has to their organization”1; employee disengagement is an indicator of the need for an organization’s leadership to connect authentically and meaningfully with its workforces. According to Gallup polls, in 2015, fewer than one-third of US workers were engaged positively in their jobs, and about 17 percent were actively disengaged, angry, and resentful.2 The Bureau of National Affairs has calculated that $11 billion dollars are lost annually due to employee turnover,3 and that same Gallup poll revealed that companies with engaged employees outperform those without by up to 202 percent!


The responsibility for this disengagement is shared by both employers and employees, and so is the solution. In this way, the work environment is very much like a romantic relationship: both parties have a shared responsibility in helping it thrive. And yet a working environment is comprised of many individuals, and the impact of a single unhappy individual in the workplace has great consequences for the whole. Even one unhappy person in a work group or department can be the source of a virus of negativity.


To find the most effective solution to this problem, each of us must discover the point in the system where we can be effective, which may depend on whether or not you have a managerial role. In order to help shift a situation, we must be willing to open ourselves up to the reality we find ourselves in, and remain tender and strong as we determine how we can make a difference. You don’t need to be a manager to lead change, but if you are in a leadership role you are in a particularly strong position to help your employees feel genuinely happy and engaged. You can help them to find meaning in their work, recognize their accomplishments on a regular basis, and connect to the company vision by translating strategic goals into personal goals.


Lack of Motivation and Incentive


If you were drawn to this book, it is likely that you don’t spring out of bed each weekday morning excited about work. As noted above, the current Gallup engagement survey reports that 68 percent of American workers are disengaged, or, in the words of comedian George Carlin, “Most people work just hard enough not to get fired and get paid just enough money not to quit.” This unfortunate reality reflects a lack of inspiration in current work culture, and also a lack of imagination on the part of leadership to offer what motivates and energizes.


A paycheck is important, of course, but if you place even greater value on personal connection, community, meaningful work, peer recognition, and a career path that includes personal growth, you are in the majority. When these human factors are missing, the company misses out on contributions of creativity, collaboration, innovation, and loyalty. The stress and burnout from the lack of personal connection takes a toll.


There are a few important questions for you to consider regarding taking responsibility for your own motivation and connection to your work: Do you truly understand your company’s mission and vision? Do you have clarity on your personal values and vision? And do your coworkers and leaders know or care about your personal vision and mission? These questions really matter, because if your personal vision and company vision don’t have resonance and you are not being encouraged or mentored to establish this clarity and connection, confusion and frustration will ensue. If no one has shown interest in understanding what fires you up, or in aligning your work with your strengths and interests, the disconnect between your goals and the company’s goals can be enormous and de-motivating.


So what can you do to turn this around? There is actually a lot in your control, even if you have determined that there is a complete disconnect between yourself and your company. As a first step, consider being an agent in bridging this clarity gap. You can start by adopting an attitude of curiosity about your current situation. The time you put into reconnecting with your reasons for being at your workplace in the first place can result in huge rewards for you and those you touch. It may be that you are only at your current job because you need the money to pay your bills. Perhaps you originally felt a real connection to the mission or vision you thought your work represented, and somewhere along the way the flame went out. Either way, reconnecting with your heart and why you show up to work each day is a spark for re-engagement. Your clarity may even help reinvigorate your colleagues by inspiring them to ask themselves this same simple question.


A Reactive, Unkind Culture


Some pain will be present in the workplace even in the best of cultures, because as individuals, in times of personal struggle, loss, and sadness, we bring our suffering to work with us. Pain and hurt is normal and human, and when it is acknowledged in a healthy culture it can be healing and can bring a team closer. In fact, a culture that allows you to bring all of yourself, including personal grief, to work is one that embraces the type of compassion that instills loyalty and dedication.


There is another, problematic type of pain we need to address both personally and systemically, however: the pain that occurs in a toxic culture where colleagues or the leaders in your group are unreasonably and consistently critical and unkind. Although it may be helpful to know that behavior like this often results from the personal insecurity or emotional immaturity of the “tyrant,” that doesn’t mean it won’t still dramatically affect your feelings, as well as the culture of the company. If you work with individuals who express themselves in any of the following ways, you will need to draw upon your own leadership, emotional, and communication skills in order to begin to resolve this toxic climate for yourself and others.


Toxic behaviors:


• Excessive emotionality and reactivity


• Coldness and emotional distance


• Unreasonable expectations for productivity and goals


• Conflict avoidance


• Unwillingness to listen to others


• Lack of empathy and support


• Poor communication


• Aggression or intimidation4


One of my clients, Joe, worked for a mid-sized, privately owned manufacturing company where aggression and intimidation characterized the CEO’s go-to style. Said CEO frequently berated his employees, both behind their backs and to their faces. He even treated the clients in the same hostile manner whenever they asked for something he considered to be outside of the contract they’d agreed to—and you can imagine how that was affecting business.


In meetings (which were rarely held, because the CEO undervalued communication), the CEO was unwilling to listen to others and often withheld pertinent information from his executive team. The overall climate was one of negativity, as the CEO’s behavior was echoed by most of his subordinates toward their own team members. A trickle-down effect common in these kinds of environments was occurring.


Joe, however, was able to forge a different relationship with the CEO than anyone else on the team had. He practiced mindfulness both at home and on-the-spot at work, and through his practice found the personal confidence to not fear his CEO. Despite the negativity in his work environment, he genuinely liked the type of work the company was doing, and he decided to continue finding a way to move forward in his job. His regular mindfulness practice helped him develop the excellent emotional and communication skills necessary to create a healthy and honest relationship with his boss. The result was that he was treated with respect and had the opportunity to rectify many of the CEO’s emotionally damaging exchanges within the company and externally, with clients.


While at times this role of arbiter felt overwhelming for Joe, he found a satisfaction in what he was able to accomplish and overcome at work. The skills he used to dilute some of the toxicity at his workplace were the same applications of mindfulness and compassion that you will be exploring for yourself. This is a worst-case scenario, and still it points out the power of one individual to positively affect a work environment. You are the key to change in your system, and no matter what the prevailing climate, you have the power to change your personal interactions. Start by envisioning a positive alternative for your work experience; then, take steps to make that vision a reality.


No Time or Space for Reflection, Creativity, and Recharging


In some workplaces, it is unacceptable not to be engaged in activity every moment. In fact, many of us, either by demand or by habit, are on call 24/7 by mobile phone, pager, or computer.


Some organizations have begun to recognize that an “always on” culture is not actually helpful. Sony Pictures, for example, discovered that adopting practices such as having employees shut down their cell phones for periods of time each day resulted in higher productivity.


Of course, we are not always in charge of how our time is spent. According to a report from the Center for Creative Leadership, 52 percent of senior managers are interrupted every thirty minutes.5 Clearly, this makes it difficult to focus on what is important. Ultimately, our efforts to change these time- and space-related workplace issues must involve interpersonal agreements; our teams and organizations must also engage in these new behaviors if we are to successfully engage in them ourselves.


The sheer amount of information we all process on a daily basis is also overwhelming, and the problem is particularly acute in the growing sphere of knowledge industries, which includes areas such as technology and professional services. In 2010, a LexisNexis survey revealed that white-collar employees spend more of their time receiving and managing information than doing their job. Many of the respondents of that survey said they felt that they were getting close to a point where they could not absorb any more data.6


It turns out that most Americans are preoccupied with work too much of the time. Intuitively we sense that perpetual busyness is not the equivalent of productivity, but research data now demonstrates that relaxing the brain and even indulging in a bit of daydreaming is necessary for optimal brain function. We need downtime and mental space during the day in order to make connections between events, allow inspiration and creativity to arise, and achieve our highest levels of productivity. In a fascinating article in Scientific American entitled “Why Your Brain Needs More Downtime,” Feris Jabr cites neuroscientific research that proves that an occasionally idle mind is necessary for consolidating working memory, forming our sense of self, enhancing creativity, and integrating information.7


One of the ways we can actively create mental space for reflection, creativity, and recharging is by introducing regular short periods of meditation into our day. In fact, mindfulness meditation is a key ingredient in shifting a great many of the dysfunctional habits in our lives and organizations. You can easily take this step, which is simple to learn, and that first step will lead to a practice.


When it comes to turning around a painful situation, everyone can be a leader. Your leadership in managing your relationships, challenges, failures, disappointments, and success with equanimity and grace is the starting point for solving the systemic problems we face in the workplace. Meditation will lead to learning how to manage your emotions and actions in service of the greater vision you hold and share with your company. You will “be the change you wish to see,” and become an example for others to emulate.


Your Important Role


Healthy interactions in the workplace will necessarily involve a network of interconnected individuals, activities, and policies— but any change you want to see in the world begins with you. If what you wish to accomplish involves influencing the world and events in which you participate, especially at your workplace, the first step begins with getting to know yourself. This is an exploration, at all levels, of what you are capable of imagining and willing to execute. It means dissolving the dysfunctions that you experience or initiate where possible, whether you are a CEO or mailroom clerk. You can take responsibility for understanding your own behavior, and lead the way for others.


Here are some very pointed questions to ask yourself: Who am I? What do I think? Am I what I think? Am I aware of my thinking? The answers to these fundamental questions are not clear-cut, of course, but what we believe to be true when we contemplate them is important to how we lead our lives.
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