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Introduction

“It’s just paying attention, on purpose, in the present moment, 
and non-judgmentally to the unfolding of experience moment 
to moment.”1

	 Jon Kabat-Zinn, founder of mindfulness training.

My body felt heavy and incapable of much action. And that at the 
very moment, in the summer of 2005, when I was about to embark 
on a new, exciting adventure: setting up my own company, Cre-
ate2connect. I had spent the past ten years working day and night 
as campaign and strategy manager for the Dutch Consumers’ As-
sociation; but instead of feeling a rush of fresh, new energy, I just 
lay there on the sofa, debilitated, hardly able to pick up the books I 
had so looked forward to reading.

Apparently I was completely exhausted – both physically and 
mentally. And that rather surprised me: I’m a regular jogger and I’m 
in fairly good condition. What’s more, I had participated in a num-
ber of management development programs and built up a fairly 
good insight into myself. But without seeing it coming, I had fallen 
into one of the most pervasive traps of leadership: sacrificing your-
self out of a feeling of responsibility and accepting all the exhaustion 
that came with it.

I put it down to the constant changes in the organization. To 
new demands for information from our clients. The emergence  

1	 Jon Kabat-Zinn, “Mindfulness-based interventions in context: past, pre-

sent, and future,” Clinical Psychology: Science and Practice 10, no. 2 (2003): 

145.
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4	 Mindful Leadership

of new technology, having to work faster and more flexibly. They 
were challenging and exciting times, and I wanted to take full re-
sponsibility for things together with my team.

Fortunately, I quickly recuperated and got back into the swing 
of things. The question of how to prevent this surfaced again just 
over a year later when I began mindfulness training. I experienced 
how attention exercises were an important means of making time-
ly adjustments to your stress housekeeping. But more than that, 
they sharpened my awareness of everything that was happening 
around me and therefore inside me.

I had the feeling that I had come across something that, despite 
all the leadership training programs I had followed, I had missed in 
my management role: a sensitive antenna for everything happen-
ing around me and how I was coping with it myself. I regularly re-
acted from what I thought something should be rather than from a 
clear experience of what was actually happening. And that meant 
that as a manager I had been functioning less effectively than I 
could have.

At the end of the training, I asked myself whether I could em-
ploy mindfulness in my work as interim manager and mana- 
gement consultant. And I found that I could. It allows you to lead 
intensive change processes with much more attention to what is 
really happening with people in the organization and to be more 
open to the demands made by your surroundings. With greater 
awareness and resilience. It is also something I recognize in people 
I have assisted as a consultant and who have followed a mindful-
ness training program.

Permanently subject to change

The constant change in the organization that I experienced as a 
manager at the Dutch Consumers’ Association, is now found in 
all organizations. Change has become the status quo. It seems as 
if, in the day-to-day work of many organizations, not a single 
process can be carried out any longer according to strict rules; 
and policy changes are the order of the day. Innovation has be-
come a must – whether to address the competitive struggle in the 
market or to adapt to new technologies. The result is that organi-
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zational structures are constantly changing. One month a team 
can be part of department X and the next it reports to department 
Y or has been integrated into a completely different structure. 
Making labor more flexible, supported by the possibilities of 
web-based work in the cloud, is the new way of organizing work, 
independent of time and place.

As all these changes take place, managers and teams are expected 
to deliver excellent operational performances with a high level of 
reliability. Technology and people must work perfectly together 
and failure is not tolerated, for it has enormous consequences. Just 
think of a disruption on the railroads or at a cell phone provider. 
Or even worse, in a surgical team at a hospital.

Teams must work more intensively and more intelligently to-
gether on their performance. Working on your own, individually 
at your own desk, is something that happens much less frequent-
ly; you are part of a team in a larger chain. Mutual relationships 
shift from hierarchical to horizontal and that means that, as man-
ager, you share the managing and monitoring tasks with your 
team members. Collaborating and managing make a much great-
er demand on everybody’s emotional intelligence to get things 
done.

Creativity and the ability to innovate must increase in re-
sponse to rapid economic and social change. This is dictated by 
competition, by changes in policy instigated by political deci-
sions or the media. An increasing number of products and ser-
vices demand a smarter, more attractive and qualitatively better 
design if they are to satisfy the needs of the customer. In addi-
tion, organizations are expected to be fully aware of their rela-
tionship with the environment, to take into account issues re-
garding climate, water, biodiversity, raw materials and social 
diversity and equality in everything you do. Leadership must be 
constantly aware of what the organization is doing and which di-
rection should be taken, ultimately under penalty of losing the 
license to operate.

In light of this need for permanent change, it is hardly surprising 
that pressure of work and stress remain high. 40% of Dutch em-
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ployees and companies see work pressure as a major risk. Emotional 
strain, particularly in care and social services, is an additional factor. 
It leads to serious problems with health: in 2010, 43% of sickness ab-
sence days in the Netherlands were related to workload, work stress 
and physically demanding work.2 Mental overload is also increas-
ing. Although people generally feel healthy, they also admit that 
mentally their work is frequently extremely demanding. At the end 
of the day, they are worn out. Or, when they think of work, they sim-
ply can’t face the start of a new day. The costs of absenteeism are 
high: employers could save up to one billion Euros a year.3

That organizations are permanently subject to change means that 
people in organizations must change with them. But that change 
process is not all that easy and that is the major challenge for lead-
ership. To keep an eye on the surroundings and at the same time 
change.

Leadership: beyond the autopilot

Agreeable work with less stress, achieving higher reliability of oper-
ational processes, much more intensive teamwork with horizontal 
responsibilities, and a greater call for creativity and innovation. We 
also have high expectations of managers, for they can guide their 
teams and organizations in the proper direction, or they can slow 
them down in the delivery of performances and setting out innova-
tive courses. Many actions are, therefore, undertaken to boost team 
performances, managers work on their competencies or change 
programs are implemented.

And yet, in our daily work, we see that it is far from easy to pro-
vide leadership for those changes. Again and again we see organiza-
tions and their leaders fall into the same old traps. Apparently, as 
manager, you are not sufficiently aware of the emotional reality of 
your team, and the result is a spate of trouble and inadequate per-
formances. Or the top management of an organization does not 
succeed in keeping an open mind as it tries to focus on customers 

2	 TNO, Arbobalans 2011 (2012). 19.

3	 Ibid. 51-52.
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and the social environment, resulting in the competition grabbing 
the lion’s share of the market or government policy proving com-
pletely redundant.

At the heart of this is what I call the autopilot of routine, which 
encourages you to trust in what you already know rather than see-
ing the signals of the change that are on the horizon. Managers are 
so busy being busy that they forget to take time out for reflection. 
And often forget that when change happens they, as manager or 
leader, have to change along with everybody else.

Now, managers and leaders of organizations can handle a lot; 
they are very good at persevering. That’s why they were chosen. But 
enduring stress and persevering under pressure is something other 
than coping with it smartly and effectively. And you need to free 
yourself more from your autopilot. You must be able to deal con-
sciously and attentively with your role, know what you’re doing, 
strengthen your physical and mental resilience, and be able to con-
centrate not only your attention but also the attention of your team 
or organization on the right things. And for that you need mindful-
ness. Mindfulness as the basis for leadership that shifts the atten-
tion towards unknown territory, without losing sight of the here 
and now. For in that unknown territory lie the solutions with 
which organizations can create value for their customers and their 
social environment.

Mindful leadership ensures that teams and organizations have a 
broad awareness of what they are doing. And for that they must 
learn to switch between action and reflection. Mindfulness enables 
that by strengthening physical and mental resilience, increasing the 
presence of mind to see what is really happening and taking re-
sponsibility for it. And this makes it possible for them to investigate 
what is necessary with an open mind and discover while innovating 
what works best.

What you train when you train mindfulness

Mindfulness enables you to escape your autopilot and con-
sciously switch between action and reflection. In essence, mind-
fulness helps you learn how you can mentally switch your focus. 
You develop a greater awareness of your mind and, as a manager 
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8	 Mindful Leadership

you can use this to direct your team or organization in a far bet-
ter way.

In 2010, the British Mental Health Foundation published a review 
of scientific research into the effects of exercising mindfulness. 
Participants in such training at work reported 31% fewer medical 
symptoms, 17% reduction in “daily problems” and 31% fewer cas-
es of a psychological nature. Three months later, the improve-
ments were even more pronounced. Compared to the control 
group, participants in mindfulness training saw an increase in 
their ability to concentrate and had greater effectiveness of the 
immune system, for example against flu.4 And so there is every 
reason to give mindfulness a place in the development of a culture 
in which work pressure, stress, and mental strain can be coped 
with more effectively.

Other research shows that exercising mindfulness leads to a 
greater processing capacity in the brain and therefore to higher 
quality decision-making. It sharpens your perception of matters 
that deviate from what you expect and helps you see that some-
thing must be done; not put things off, but signal and intervene. 
That is true in hospitals and on the deck of an aircraft carrier or for 
a large banking system, but equally for customer services at an in-
ternet provider, where you must be highly skilled in the interac-
tion between technology and people in order to perform excel-
lently.

Mindfulness also offers teams and their leaders the chance to 
deal more intelligently with each other, because it increases their 
emotional intelligence and their ability to work together in a smart 
and relaxed way. It is with good reason that Google has developed a 
program for emotional intelligence for its employees based on 
mindfulness, Search Inside Yourself. An extensive program of medi-
tation and yoga offers Google employees the room to excel not only 
in software technology but also in social skills. With enormous 
success!5

Mindfulness offers employees and leaders in organizations great-

4	 Mental Health Foundation, Be Mindful Report 2010 (2010). 30.

5	 Chade-Meng Tan, Search inside Yourself (New York: HarperCollins, 2012).
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er possibilities for breaking free of a rigid and closed mindset and 
creating an open, innovative mindset. Mindfulness breaks through 
existing patterns and gives people and organizations the possibility 
of responding consciously to the challenges from the environment. 
It creates an “open mind” for the future.

Jon Kabat-Zinn, founder of mindfulness training in its current 
form, describes mindfulness as “paying attention in a special way: 
on purpose, in the present moment, and non-judgmentally.”6 What 
is most striking in this description is its simplicity and directness. 
It is about an action done on purpose. Paying attention and ob-
serving what is happening to you, nothing more.

Being mindful actually means that you don’t do certain things: 
you don’t allow yourself to be swept along in mental diversions and 
express no judgment about what happens to you. Each thought, 
sensation, or each feeling that arises in your field of attention is rec-
ognized and accepted as it is.

This being observant, the state of mindfulness, also allows you 
to observe your feelings or thoughts as events in the mind, without 
strongly associating yourself with them and without reacting in a 
familiar automatic pattern. This calm way of reacting gives rise to 
a moment of pause between observation and response. And so 
mindfulness makes it possible for you to provide a more thought-
ful answer to a situation instead of a reflex.7 In short, you learn to 
concentrate on switching between action and reflection, between 
doing and being.

The advantages of this can be felt both on a personal level and 
on the level of team and organization. As examples, I’d like to give 
a number of reactions from people who attended our mindfulness 
training for managers:

“I notice that I am developing a different energy management sys-
tem. Less stressed.”
“I see that I react more consciously.”

6	 Jon Kabat-Zinn, Waar je ook gaat, daar ben je (Utrecht: Servire, 2006). 24.

7	 S. Bishop et al., “Mindfulness: a proposed operational definition,” Clin-

ical Psychology: Science and Practice 11, no. 3 (2004): 232.

Mindful leadership   9   |   Elgraphic - Vlaardingen 04-04-14   09:17



10	 Mindful Leadership

“I make use of my emotions rather than be controlled by them.”
“Now that I react more calmly, the people in my team do the same.”
“We observe much quicker what is taking place emotionally in our 
team and do something with it.”
“We are better able to distinguish between primary and secondary 
issues and concentrate better on them.”
“We simply take the time and our creativity increases.”

Many of the exercises in this book are meditation or yoga exercises 
and originally come from the East. That immediately raises the 
question of whether you have to be a Buddhist. The answer is sim-
ple: no! Mindfulness makes you clearer and opener in your mind, 
but rest assured:

•	 It doesn’t empty your mind
•	 It doesn’t make you emotionless
•	 It doesn’t make you withdraw from life
•	 You won’t be striving for enlightenment
•	 You will still feel pain and discomfort
•	 You won’t be converted to a (new) religion.

This book

The book is about mindful leadership. How you can develop it 
and how you can use it: for yourself, in teams and in organizations.

In chapter one I shall describe the autopilot of leadership, teams 
and organizations. This is a major pitfall that confronts leaders 
and it can be difficult to escape from it because we make ourselves 
immune to change. I will show how, using mindful leadership, 
which I shall describe in more detail, you really can escape from 
that autopilot.

Chapter two shows in detail what our ability for mindfulness actu-
ally is. What it means to regulate your attention and what makes it 
so interesting to train it and use it. What is the difference between 
the doing mode and the being mode, and what do rigid and open 
mindsets look like?
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Chapter three teaches you the basic skills of mindfulness. There is a 
description of the basic exercises and you will see how a mindful 
learning process takes place. On a personal level, it means that 
you, as manager, learn how to master the game of switching be-
tween doing and being. Developing mindfulness makes it possible 
to adjust how you proportion your attention to what the situation 
demands: focused in the doing mode and relaxed in the being 
mode.

In a team on autopilot, attention is quickly narrowed and that 
leads to a restrictive rather than an open reaction. Objectives be-
come hard targets in a scoring culture; the emotional reality is re-
pressed and not used. Mindful managing of teams is done by cre-
ating in your team what I call a green zone of mindfulness, which 
leads to a more harmonious collaboration and better perfor-
mance. In chapter four, I will show you how to organize such a 
green zone and thus perform with compassion. You shouldn’t 
think that mindfulness is soft or that it doesn’t lead to better per-
formance. Quite the opposite: mindful teamwork has a high aspi-
ration level.

With the green zone, you also lay the foundation for directing the 
organization’s attention. I deal with that in chapter five. Our focus 
will not only be on operational excellence but also on issues that 
demand innovation. How do you deal with developments among 
your customers and in the social environment which force your 
organization to change course? Which instruments can you use 
for this?

In the closing chapter, I look at the significance of mastership in 
mindful leadership.
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1
The autopilot

“Life is what happens to you while you’re busy making other 
plans.”1

	 John Lennon – Beautiful Boy

A lot of managers and leaders are so tied up in enhancing their 
own performance and that of their teams and organizations that 
they completely overlook how things are getting out of hand. Sud-
denly a competitor seizes a large share of the market. Or a business 
or government body is, much to its surprise, confronted with con-
siderable criticism about its production methods, business ethics 
or the way it implements policy. Stress and workload in your team 
remain high and targets are not met – yet again. And, on top of it 
all, you feel that you are perilously close to a burn-out.

The disappointment is often tangible, for so much has already 
been invested in improvement processes, culture change, and in-
novation. And that wasn’t a bad idea, for generally managers have 
a good picture of the challenges facing the organization: perform-
ing more effectively and with greater reliability, more intensive 
teamwork, and adapting to new customer demands and policy 
needs through innovation.

Despite all good intentions, many organizations apparently have 
considerable difficulty keeping operational processes in order and 

1	 Taken from the song Beautiful Boy (Darling Boy) from Double Fantasy 

(1980), the last album John Lennon released before his death.
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deploying and maintaining change processes. Again and again, the 
autopilot of routine takes over and new blind spots arise. Leaders 
seem unable to focus their own attention and that of their teams and 
organizations, to see what is really the matter and act accordingly.

In this chapter, I shall sketch – on three levels: organizations, 
teams, and leaders – how the autopilot works and why it is so per-
sistent. I will show that the core of this mechanism is nothing oth-
er than the result of the very human characteristic of trusting in 
routine. This also occurs, logically enough, when people work  
together within an organization. And the reason we keep the au-
topilot alive, even if we see it occasionally, is because we make 
ourselves immune to change, have a deep internal fear of it. Yet 
that does not mean you can’t change anything – quite the contra-
ry. Mindful leadership, founded on a strong basis of resilience, 
strengthens our ability to face up to things, including our fear of 
change, to take responsibility for it, to investigate it and, while in-
novating, find new ways from a shared perspective. In this way, 
you can manage both yourself and your teams and organization 
more effectively.

Organizations: high reliability, innovation, and an 
open corporate culture

A high level of reliability in processes is expected of many organi-
zations. The examples of this demand for operational excellence 
are very diverse. They can be surgical teams at hospitals, fire-fight-
ing teams and ambulances, refineries, the back-office of a major 
bank, or the network of a telecom provider; but they can also be 
the customer relations department of an insurance company, or 
city council, or the administrator of the railroad infrastructure. 
There are two aspects to this high reliability. First, that it is almost 
always on the cusp of technology and human actions that have to 
be accurately attuned to each other. Second, and that makes it 
even more compelling, is that in a number of cases, total reliability 
is essential. If that is absent, the results can easily be disastrous.2 

2	 Karl E. Weick and Kathleen M. Sutcliffe, Managing the Unexpected (San 

Francisco: John Wiley & Sons, 2010). ix.
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The railroads can no longer transport thousands of passengers, 
surgery at a hospital goes wrong with serious consequences for the 
patient, payment transactions seize up with damaging results for 
the economy.

There are companies and organizations that realize that relia-
bility is their core business and know how to act accordingly. What 
is striking is that they think and act differently, a different culture 
prevails. One that is characterized by a far greater attentiveness. A 
sharp perception of matters that deviate from what you expect and 
the courage to recognize that something must be done. See clearly 
and not put things off, but signal and intervene. That applies in 
hospitals and on the deck of an aircraft carrier or for a large bank-
ing system, but equally for the customer services department at an 
internet service provider. You must be highly skilled in the inter-
action between technology and people to be a modern highly pro-
ductive organization.

Today, enormous demands are made on our creativity and on the 
ability of organizations to innovate. Virtually every organization 
feels the pressure of competition in the market or from policy 
changes by public authorities. Hospitals face the need to change, 
as costs rise and patients demand better care. In our societies, in-
novation is high on the list of priorities because countries must re-
spond to the international call for sustainable renewal. Anybody 
who looks around will see that many innovation challenges are 
not restricted to the private sector but affect the public sector as 
well: climate, water, biodiversity, social inequality, and diversity. 
And then not only on a national or European level, but on a global 
level.

Tim Brown, CEO of IDEO – one of the largest design compa-
nies in the world – suggests that creativity and innovation require 
a corporate culture where experimenting, taking risks, and mak-
ing use of all your creative and human abilities is encouraged. An 
organizational culture where asking forgiveness in retrospect is 
valued more than requesting permission in advance. But equally 
vital is that those cultures are reflective and cooperative. With 
highly diverse, interdisciplinary teams. Their members must have 
professional depth and the ability to cooperate across the bounda-
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ries of disciplines. Every team member must be able to work from 
a joint ownership of the ideas and take responsibility for that atti-
tude.3

Teams: smarter collaboration through emotional 
intelligence

Teamwork too is subject to increasingly higher demands. Organi-
zations are restructuring to be better able to create value for cus-
tomers and stakeholders, to gain or retain market positions, to en-
ter into alliances, or to deal with diversity in society. It means that 
collaboration increasingly takes place across borders, across teams 
and departments, but also across companies, public authorities, 
and other organizations in all sorts of hybrid forms such as alli-
ances or temporary projects. The latest form of this is cloud-based 
working, in which technological possibilities are combined with 
the emergence of collaborating in networks.

In addition to expanding across borders, a change in the char-
acter of the responsibility for results is visible. It is no longer about 
individual responsibility for just a part of the activities, a section of 
the work, but rather about mutual support and shared responsi-
bility for the performance as a whole.

The classic role of the leader as the one who sets the norms, gives 
direction, and offers security is changing. People in teams play 
more roles than the official job description would suggest: tasks 
and roles are increasingly interchangeable. It is no longer the man-
agers who monitor and supervise, but the whole group or team that 
directs the work and monitors progress.4

Both the expansion of collaboration and the shift towards 
shared responsibility for the results demand smarter forms of col-
laboration and the use of each other’s strengths and competencies. 
To achieve this, a far stronger appeal is made on the use of emo-
tional intelligence: understanding the emotions of others and be-
ing able to deal with them accordingly. Managers must be aware of 

3	 Tim Brown, Change by Design (New York: Harper Collins, 2009). 27-28.

4	 Jon R. Katzenbach and Douglas K. Smith, Het geheim van teams. Een or-

ganisatie van wereldklasse creëren (Schiedam: Scriptum, 1997). 206.
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emotions and build a culture of dialogue and effective collabora-
tion.

Leaders: wrestling with change

Organizations invest heavily in performance enhancing programs, 
culture change, and innovation in order to respond or adjust to the 
challenges I mentioned earlier. That does not make the manager’s 
task any easier. What problems loom ahead? I will describe them 
below and also show how exercising mindfulness can help avoid 
them.

Pitfall 1: Constantly sacrificing yourself

Persistence and perseverance are criteria in the selection of man-
agers, but the pressure of the organization and the willpower and 
perseverance of the manager himself can be so great that he easily 
finds himself in a negative spiral of working too much and too 
hard and taking too little rest. You accept the pain and the incon-
venience of the effort required to lead and go on and on.5 You sup-
press warning signals: “They simply can’t do without me.” Or: “If I 
don’t do it, who will?” You keep on sacrificing yourself and this is 
ultimately at the expense of your own health or the personal rela-
tionships with your partner and friends.

If you could detect the danger of stress earlier, you would do 
yourself a big service. I have noticed that regularly exercising 
mindfulness sharpens my perception and enables me to react to 
stress signals sooner and to take appropriate action. Mindfulness 
also had a much wider effect on my attitude to work: I could pay 
attention and focus better in my conversations with other people, 
both at the office and at home. Since then, I have noticed that the 
quality of my work and the pleasure I have in it has increased and 
that my attention, when put under pressure, can be more easily 
redirected. It thus proved possible to escape from the cage of stress 
and sacrifice, but to do that I had to give up my conviction that I 

5	 Richard Boyatzis and Annie McKee, Resonant Leadership (Cambridge: 

Harvard Business Press, 2005). 6.
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was indispensable. I also had to curb my excessive self-confidence 
that I could handle anything. Surprisingly enough, when I did this, 
my resilience turned out to be greater than I had imagined.

Pitfall 2: Focused only on substance

As manager, it’s not enough to keep up your resilience. As a matter 
of fact, that’s actually a basic condition, albeit a very important 
one. Management is, first and foremost, giving day-to-day leader-
ship to teams and developing an effective and productive culture 
of working in the organization. The challenges are countless. How 
do you ensure that a team with a wide diversity of characters con-
tinues to function well? How do you deal with the many daily deci-
sions and delegating responsibilities? How do you create a culture 
in which people are players and not victims and in which they can 
get the best out of themselves?6 As leader, you are like the spider in 
the web, keeping all the threads of human relationships in harmo-
ny.

Take the example of Karel, a young, successful policy officer at 
an international development NGO. He was smart and pro-active. 
His contacts with partners in Latin America went well, because he 
gave well-founded substantive advice on requests and evaluations 
of projects, and he didn’t mind at all reworking parts of the texts 
himself at night. When the position of team manager for Latin 
America became vacant, it was logical that Karel was given the job.

The things Karel did well in the past were repeated here: quick 
contact with his employees and an emphasis on substance. There 
was a lot to do, because the position had been vacant for some 
time. A backlog in project assessments and evaluations had to be 
cleared away. And at the same time, a change in direction at the 
ministry of development aid meant that a policy change had to be 
implemented. The number of partners in Latin America had to be 
considerably reduced, even cut back to zero in three countries. 
Colleagues who tried to share their stories and emotions about the 
consequences of these changes with Karel found his door closed to 

6	 Fred Kofman, Bewust in zaken (Haarlem: Altamira-Becht, 2008). From 

50.
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them. The content of the case was completely in order and that 
was all that mattered to him.

Until a very dissatisfied and shocked letter from the Latin Amer-
ican partners landed on the director’s desk and – almost at the same 
time – the team lodged a complaint with the head of HR about Ka-
rel’s leadership because he showed not the least bit of interest in his 
people.

When both matters were discussed in a meeting between Karel 
and the director, something snapped: “This can’t be true! I’ve put 
all my energy into it.” Apparently the need to get content and prac-
tical issues right had been Karel’s priority over giving any attention 
to emotional reality. His team felt completely left out in the cold, 
and so did the partners with whom they worked.

Fortunately, Karel proved very resilient. He realized that he had 
continued working as team manager in the same way he had done 
previously as policy officer. Together with his director, he visited 
the Latin American partners to discuss the new policy with them 
and the changes this would entail. In his team, he had personal 
meetings with his employees, and these cleared the air.

But he also realized he would have to keep on training himself 
in being attentive to the emotional reality and the nature of the 
culture in his team. And he did just that. He nurtured an attitude 
of attention and thus learned how to pick up on signals much ear-
lier. He learned to recognize emotions and give them space, al-
though he had to let go of his idea that emotions were, above all, 
obstructive. And he took time for much more personal contact 
with his team. It prevented problems from escalating. He discov-
ered to his amazement that by paying friendly attention, there was 
a much better balance and greater energy in his team.

What Karel experienced with his team also works in maintaining 
the relationships that an organization has with the outside world. 
Depending on the sort of organization, this can involve a wide va-
riety of people, groups, and stakeholders. We can even extend it 
from emotions to being attentive to physical and mental signals in 
general. I have already written about the challenge that certain 
teams face, such as surgical or fire-fighting teams, which must op-
erate faultlessly and reliably under high pressure. It is then crucial 
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to use all your senses to observe every possible signal. A light phys-
ical sensation in a leg or arm, a strange feeling or an intuition can 
set you on the track towards something that could prove danger-
ous or which must be corrected. In other words, in every case it is 
essential not only to watch substance, but also to remain connect-
ed with the emotional reality.

For that you must have the courage to acknowledge things and 
name them. And to take steps to do things differently. Mindful-
ness also trains that courage and enables teams and their leaders to 
deal more intelligently with each other, because it increases their 
emotional intelligence and their ability to work together in a smart 
and relaxed way.

Pitfall 3: Sticking to certainties

Good leadership in a situation of intentional change demands that 
leaders be capable of looking outside and inside with an open 
mind, that they dare to ask questions beyond the boundaries of 
their own limitations. And they must be capable of articulating 
new values and concepts and of involving their team or company 
in solving its dilemmas of strategy and organizational culture.

Edgar Schein provides a detailed description of a change project 
at Ciba-Geigy in the 1980s (the company has since merged with San-
doz to form Novartis) in which these roles were carried out with 
drive and rewarded with success.7 Ciba-Geigy had a strong science-
geared culture with a clear hierarchy. A number of divisions were 
under-performing but that problem was casually brushed aside be-
cause the company as a whole was in the black. The problem, how-
ever, emerged at a large leadership conference during a comparison 
of the figures by division. Considerable concern and uncertainty 
were the result.

The leadership team (around fifty people) at Ciba-Geigy suc-
ceeded in implementing a renewal of the organization. The dis-
quiet that arose when it emerged that the company wasn’t doing as 
well as was thought, was addressed through a renewal program 

7	 Edgar H. Schein, Organizational Culture and Leadership (San Francisco: 

Jossey Bass, 2010). 339-62.
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that included horizontal communications and clearly managed 
task groups. Restrictive hierarchy and rigid thought structures 
were abandoned. That the CEO of the company, Sam Koechlin, 
was the first to be able to make the switch proved the crux of the 
change process. He could apply the attention and the perception 
to see what was happening and was able to accept that his image of 
reality was inaccurate. At the same time, the strength of the pro-
gram was that a number of cultural certainties the organization 
had, such as well-founded knowledge and clear collaboration, 
were carried over to the new way of working. In this way, the good 
was retained and the impediments of the old working method 
were removed.

Another example. For a drinks manufacturer such as Coca-Co-
la, use of water is essential and for years they have concentrated on 
using water as efficiently as possible at each bottling plant. But 
gradually, they became aware that there was a broader responsibil-
ity. Coca-Cola would, whether they liked it or not, be held respon-
sible for the sustainable development of the water systems. Coca-
Cola chose to enter into an alliance with the World Wildlife Fund. 
WWF helped Coca-Cola to ascertain where the water used in the 
company actually originated, far beyond the local authority. And 
gradually the focus switched from concentrating on water effi-
ciency to concentrating on the “water footprint” of the company, 
in which water used for other ingredients, such as the cultivation 
of cane sugar, was included.8 Both Coca-Cola and WWF had to 
discard old prejudices and step over their boundaries. That was 
something in the mindset of the employees of both companies, 
and what helped was that they discovered that behind an old op-
ponent, there was often an interesting human being. But it also 
emerged that the definition of each organization’s own business – 
“efficiently producing soft drinks” or “saving nature” – proved a 
lot broader than it was initially thought.

8	 Peter Senge et al., The Necessary Revolution (New York: Doubleday, 

2008). 77-95.
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The autopilot keeps taking over

The examples of the struggles of the leaders discussed above, wheth-
er they were personal, with their teams, or with their organizations, 
ultimately turned out fairly well. But the examples of managers who 
continue to work too hard with all the consequences this has for 
their personal life and for the teams they lead are legion.

The reason things so often go wrong when we, as leaders, insti-
gate change is because we do not really fully understand the chal-
lenge we are facing. We often approach them as a familiar techni-
cal problem and try to solve them with a “quick fix” that worked 
on previous occasions or some other standard technique, without 
really having a clear idea of what is really the matter. Karel first 
tried it by concentrating on substance, which was a familiar area 
for him. My own approach was to improve my physical condition, 
for I thought I would then encounter fewer problems from the 
stress and the exhaustion, yet the opposite proved true. Coca-Cola 
had tried on various occasions to solve its water problems by 
drawing up exclusive water contracts with the local authorities; 
the result was resistance from and rebellion by the local popula-
tion.

If we put our faith in the familiar technical solution, it appar-
ently doesn’t work.

In many cases, leaders of organizations are confronted with 
challenges that cannot be addressed with standard solutions. The 
challenges are too diverse, too new and they are often in unknown 
territory. That is why we call them “adaptive” challenges. And these 
cannot be solved by adding an extra set of competencies to your 
current ones. You can only address this type of challenge if you are 
prepared to undergo a mental development, to change your mind-
set. Change is not only about the problem itself, but also about the 
person facing the problem.9

And it is exactly at this point that the autopilot of routine so eas-
ily kicks in. Let us therefore take a look at this autopilot to see what 
it looks like and why it is so stubborn.

9	 Ronald Heifetz, Alexander Grashow, and Martin Linsky, The Practice of 

Adaptive Leadership (Boston: Harvard Business Press, 2009). 19.
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The power of habit

In one of our training sessions, a participant told us about an inju-
ry he had suffered to his arm. After taking a shower, he noticed 
that he had suddenly lost the whole routine of how to dry himself. 
He always did it without thinking and now he didn’t know what to 
do.

With the autopilot on a personal level, we impose restrictions 
on our thinking and on our action repertoire from the context in 
which we operate; we create a fixed mindset. That gives us a com-
prehensive view and clarity. In addition, routines provide certain-
ty and familiarity, and make it easier to get along with each other.

But in this power of certainty there lurks a pitfall: the power of 
habit.10 For in the standard situation we quickly assume that things 
are what they are and therefore miss the signals that contradict 
them and which could encourage us to alertness or change. Then 
our perception lacks clarity, and as a consequence we find our-
selves in an unpleasant or damaging situation, such as over-ex-
haustion or lack of attention to our team. The power of habit also 
makes us want to cling to the existing state: it is fine the way it is, 
we are satisfied with it. We turn away from the necessary change, 
because we’d rather not begin it.

Blind to new facts

In organizations too we see the mechanism of the autopilot in ac-
tion. In his most recent book, Chris Argyris, together with Donald 
Schön, the father of the theory of organizational learning,11 gives a 
somewhat gloomy summary of the state: we keep falling into pit-
falls. Even though we sometimes have a good picture in organiza-
tions of how we operate, the theory about it in our minds and in 
our words (he calls that the “theory espoused”) is different from 
the one we demonstrate in practice (the “theory-in-use”).

10	 For this, please see a fine reference work: Charles Duhigg, Macht der ge-

woonte (Amsterdam: Ambo, 2012).

11	 Chris Argyris, Organizational Traps (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2010).
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Organizational cultures develop as an answer to external or in-
ternal challenges, such as a new technology that becomes available 
or the necessity to find new customers for products or services, 
and then enjoy a period of considerable effectiveness. But after a 
while, familiarity creeps in and the answers given to customer de-
mands become increasingly routine. A mental model develops 
which becomes a fixed value and the underlying assumptions for 
this are no longer visible or known.

That becomes a problem once the circumstances change. The 
model of the iceberg is a good metaphor for this.12 When confront-
ed with new circumstances, whether internal or external, the stand-
ard answer no longer proves to work. The team has become blind 
and only sees the part of the iceberg that is above water, not the as-
sumptions under water that prevent an adequate reaction to the 
new circumstances. In almost all cases it seems that people first 
avoid the new reality or will not face new facts. And when that is not 
enough, a defense mechanism takes over. “That can’t be true, that 
research is simply wrong!”

Often people and organizations react to awkward matters with 
the attitude of “notch it up a bit,” take a few additional steps. Some-
times that provides some short-term gain, but if that becomes the 
organization’s standard response, it reinforces the blindness to 
new circumstances and leads to a pattern that is not effective.

Fear of change

It is not only difficult to recognize the autopilot in time and to dis-
engage it: we actually want to keep it in operation. We see that in 
the defense reaction I described above. Robert Kegan and Lisa La-
hey call that our immunity to change, which is a reaction to our 
fear for it.13 A mechanism goes into operation in people, and so al-
so in the organizations, with which we react to effort, discomfort, 
new information or awkward situations. That mechanism has the 
aim of maximizing our security in order to keep our fear under 

12	 Peter Senge, De vijfde discipline (Schiedam: Scriptum, 1992). From 170.

13	 Robert Kegan and Lisa Laskow Lahey, Immunity to Change (Cambridge: 

Harvard Business Press, 2009).
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control. The power of this is that it deeply affects our feelings and 
experiences, it mobilizes our fear for change. It makes us want to 
keep hold of the safe, the existing and preferably suppress the  
unsafe, the new. And exactly when we enter the unknown field of 
adaptive change, that mechanism operates even stronger. Because 
there it means that we will have to change personally too and the 
fear even becomes bigger then. The autopilot gets a strong impulse 
because of this.

Leadership in unknown territory

Agreeable work with less stress, higher reliability of operational 
processes, much more extensive teamwork with horizontal re-
sponsibilities and a greater call for creativity and innovation. It is 
always about adaptive problems for which there is no clear and de-
fined solution (for then we would have already applied it).14 And 
yet modern organizations – and they can be companies, public au-
thorities, or non-profit organizations – want to create value for 
their customers and at the same time for their social environment. 
There are two demands on leadership in unknown territory. First, 
it must be capable of helping the team or the organization to un-
derstand exactly what is happening while the uncertainty about it 
is great. And second, it must be capable of disengaging the autopi-
lot and breaking down the immunity to change. What does leader-
ship look like and what role does mindfulness play in it?

Directing attention

Edgar Schein, grandmaster of cultural change and leadership in 
organizations, states in the most recent edition of his standard 
work about organizational culture that leadership that takes or-
ganizations and society further must meet a number of condi-
tions.15 To start with, he states, leaders must be able to understand 
and develop insight into the circumstances. For that, they must 
develop the skills of “humble inquiry”: acknowledging what is and 

14	 Heifetz, Grashow, and Linsky, The Practice of Adaptive Leadership.

15	 Schein, Organizational Culture and Leadership: 380-83.
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investigating it without any prior certainties and, when doing this, 
assuming the attitude of “not knowing the answer” and admitting 
to not having it under control. They must have the courage to 
question and untie matters, even if that causes discomfort and 
anxiety. They must possess emotional strength to bear the anxiety 
of the changes in the organization. And they must be capable of al-
lowing the group to participate in finding new paths, in the cogni-
tive redefinition of the existing organizational culture. The new 
reality must after all be a reality that is jointly created and support-
ed.

His approach to leadership deviates from others who place the 
emphasis on taking decisions, managing the planning and con-
trol cycle or the personal attitude (serving or authentic) of the 
leader, but emphasizes the fact that leadership is relational. 
Management and leadership are about relating to employees and 
a leader cannot exist without good followers. Together they 
make the movement of the group, as shown in an interesting clip 
on YouTube.16 As leader, you cannot nowadays really take any 
decision from a purely hierarchical position. Your authority has 
become ambiguous and you can only get people to do things if 
they want to do it themselves. That means that you must have 
much more attention for emotions and must be skilful in dealing 
with them.17

In addition to the ability to resonate with followers, there is an-
other aspect that leaders have to take into account. When work 
takes place beyond the borders of one’s own organization and in 
different time zones, managers no longer have the only formal and 
factual responsibility for leading people and achieving results. In 
such teams, a lot more people have a leading or directing role. And 
so increasingly there is joint or collective leadership. That particu-
larly applies to situations in which major complex social matters 
have to be addressed. Leadership is then no longer about “me” but 

16	 Video from YouTube: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GA8z7f7a2Pk 

(visited on 6 June 2012 at 14.50). At the Sasquatch! Music Festival, a boy 

begins to dance, without any effect. Only when a follower joins in does a 

real movement emerge.

17	 Boyatzis and McKee, Resonant Leadership: 182.
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about “us.” Every manager faces the dilemma of whether to direct 
his energy from the question “what do I want” or from “what does 
the situation demand of me” and that is a crucial choice. It is about 
not imposing your own idea or solution on others, a form of ego-
centric or macho leadership, but if you are prepared to investigate 
with others what is needed, thus a more serving and supportive 
leadership.

Building on this, Otto Scharmer, in his book Theory U suggests 
that leadership is about the question of how you can increase the 
capacity of people, teams, and organizations within a system to see 
fully the reality they are dealing with and within which they must 
operate. To discover and develop the power of seeing and seeing 
together.18

Here leadership is not just about managing and directing; allo-
cating duties and control are fine but insufficient. It is also more 
than stating a vision and setting the course. For that puts finding 
the direction or the solution primarily with the leaders, while we 
have just seen that leadership is increasingly a joint process. It is all 
about ensuring that the collective attention is directed on the here 
and now and, when necessary, on what is emerging. Ensuring that 
the awareness of what “we” are doing is widely present.

Mindfulness on the rise

Mindfulness as a term may only have entered our vocabulary in re-
cent years, but it is not new. We know it as “attention” or “aware-
ness” and recognize it as a characteristic that everybody has in his 
nature. Even more, it is part of that which makes us human: our 
ability to be fully conscious, to be aware of everything that takes 
place in ourselves and in our environment.19

As a term, mindfulness originally appeared in old Buddhist 
texts. In Pali, the language in which many of Buddha’s speeches 

18	 C. Otto Scharmer, Theorie U. Leiding vanuit de toekomst die zich aan- 

dient (Zeist: Christofoor, 2010). 176.

19	 Ronald D. Siegel, Christopher K. Germer, and Andrew Olendzki, “Mind-

fulness: What Is It? Where Did It Come From?,” in Clinical Handbook of 

Mindfulness, ed. Fabrizio Didonna (New York: Springer, 2009). 17.
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are written, the word sati – mindfulness – stands for awareness,  
attention, and remembering. Consciousness and attention are 
terms that suggest a certain capacity or ability. With conscious at-
tention to what takes place around us, we begin to free ourselves of 
fuss, of preoccupations, of awkward emotions, and space arises in 
thinking and acting. “Remembering” is not about a type of mem-
ory function or accessing your personal hard disk of the past. No, 
it is about realizing what you are doing, a tiny bell that rings: 
“don’t forget to be aware.” It refers to the intention of being atten-
tive.

Mindfulness begins with how you as manager deal with your 
own attention, but we can also view it from the perspective of or-
ganizations. Then we talk of the quality of awareness in the organi-
zation. Routines and roles are built into every organization. You 
know what you must do and what you can expect of each other. 
The advantage here is that activities are predictable and cost rela-
tively little mental energy. That is handy. But fixed patterns also 
have a reverse side: they cause blind spots because they prevent 
you from noticing things in good time, endangering the execu-
tion. Mindfulness in organizations means that there is a richer 
awareness. That starts with noticing details that make a difference. 
The importance of this should not be underestimated because it is 
crucial when people must perform under pressure. Exactly then, 
our inclination to allow only confirming information into our 
awareness is greater than when the pressure is absent.20 Mindful-
ness means that small errors or deviations are noticed and are not 
reasoned away. Mindfulness prevents simplification and reinforc-
es conscious acting. So that an adjustment can be found well in 
advance.

But by noticing more consciously what is happening, you sub-
sequently also strengthen the possibilities of the organization to 
direct attention at developments from the environment and you 
create more openness and space for innovations. Mindfulness in 
organizations begins by directing attention at what is happening 
here and now. For even though you are well experienced as a man-
ager and even if you have a lot of wonderful plans for the future, 

20	Weick and Sutcliffe, Managing the Unexpected: 23.
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what is decisive is what is taking place here and now.21 And that 
extends to what is coming into existence.

In the last twenty years, extensive research has been carried out in-
to the effects of exercising mindfulness. A number of important 
issues have emerged from this, and I shall deal with them further 
in chapter two. A few examples of effects: a larger processing ca-
pacity in the brain and therefore higher quality in decision-mak-
ing, greater resilience and better stress handling, strengthened 
emotional intelligence and, from there, better collaboration with 
others, a more acute eye for the social environment. In essence, 
mindfulness helps you learn how you can mentally switch your at-
tention. You develop a greater presence of mind and as a manager 
you can use this to direct your team or organization in a far better 
way.

The power of mindful leadership

Leadership that makes maximum use of this ability for mindful-
ness is an important way of escaping the autopilot and of combat-
ing the immunity to change. That is possible because, as we shall 
discuss in detail in the following chapter, we learn to switch men-
tally between action and reflection, between doing and being. 
Such leadership is capable of addressing adaptive problems, the 
wrestling with changes in an unknown territory. That is because 
mindful leadership disengages the autopilot and combats the 
mechanism that makes us immune to change, by changing our 
way of looking, experiencing, and giving meaning. It helps us to be 
awake and enables us to acknowledge experiences and investigate 
them, before interpreting them.22 In this way, our mind, with all 
our experiences, becomes a tool that we can use instead of it forc-
ing us towards a certain perception and interpretation. We learn 
to free ourselves from the autopilot and to choose a conscious re-
sponse. That demands courage: a certain intrepidity to address 
your fear for change and to accept that it is there. Such a mind is 

21	 Ibid., 32-33.

22	Kegan and Lahey, Immunity to Change: 53.
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not only capable of forming a new picture of how the organization 
must work and generating the courage to continue to follow this 
course. That mind is also capable of stepping out of its own fixed 
mindset, recognizing its limitations and developing a new, more 
all-embracing mindset. A leader who dares to switch between ac-
tion and reflection and a mind that has the courage to transform 
itself. Reflection in action.

I therefore define mindful leadership as follows: consciously experi-
encing both the internal and external world and from this, directing 
the attention of individuals and groups at a situation and what it de-
mands of you and them. Such leadership based on mindfulness has a 
number of dimensions. The training of our ability for mindfulness 
affects each of these dimensions. Together they make mindful lead-
ership a powerful tool.

To start with, it strengthens resilience in leaders. Resilience means 
that our physical and mental fighting spirit is kept in good condi-
tion and continuously renewed and tended. This resilience ena-
bles you to bear pressure and anxiety in the organization when 
that proves necessary. Resilience means taking responsibility for 
your own well-being and being alert to signals that could indicate 
hidden exhaustion. Taking your own limitations seriously and 
acting accordingly.

Next, mindfulness strengthens the capacity for a fearless presence 
of mind. That means being present without any reservation with 
what there is, addressing the facts, including ones that are painful, 
awkward or that have been avoided in the past. Pausing, the 
“humble inquiry” of Schein, is the first element in this, acknowl-
edging what there is, and accepting the situation and taking that as 
the starting point. 

The following element is having the courage to be present and 
to stay with the discomfort and the uncertainty, with the fear and 
anxiety that can be generated. And doing that not only to yourself, 
but also doing the same with the team or organization you lead, 
sharing their fear and anxiety.

The courage to have presence of mind builds upon resilience 
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and in turn strengthens it. Fearless presence of mind, rooted in re-
silience, is, in my opinion, the core of leadership based on mind-
fulness. That it takes such a central position is because of its role in 
recognizing and investigating experiences and the importance it 
has in being able to handle the anxiety of others and the courage to 
take the required action. It is the crucial factor in combating im-
munity towards change.

Mindfulness also strengthens taking unconditional responsibili-
ty. It means taking responsibility for the situation, however diffi-
cult. I call that, together with Kofman, unconditional, because in 
every case you have the ability to react to a situation and not to al-
low your reaction to be determined by external circumstances or 
your instinct. You choose to be a player and not a victim.23

Victor Frankl’s attitude to life during his internment in the Ger-
man concentration camps has, in a special way, become a symbol 
for this. He was able to shift his attitude to life consciously from 
the question “what do I want to happen?” to one of “what does this 
situation ask of me?” thus embodying the hope for a better fu-
ture.24 Frankl made clear that even if you are unable to determine 
the circumstances, you still have the freedom to make the choice 
of how to deal with them. He was even able, under the most diffi-
cult circumstances, to comfort and help others and to keep alight 
the spark of humanity and a belief in a better world.

And that is what is expected of leadership. The attitude shifts 
from your own interests to an attitude that takes the whole as its 
starting point, the “we” position. Leaders are then capable of di-
recting the attention of a group differently, by example, by facili-
tating processes, by giving direction and instructions.

What mindfulness further embodies for leadership is enquiring 
openness. Investigating experiences and patterns in the culture – 

23	 Kofman, Bewust in zaken: 52-54. Kofman’s understanding of uncondi-

tional responsibility is based on the incredible story of Victor Frankl in 

the concentration camps in the Second World War. See: Victor Frankl, 

Man’s Search for Meaning (Boston: Beacon Press, 2006). 75.

24	Man’s Search for Meaning.
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often internalized – and letting go of them, no longer identifying 
yourself with them. In combination with fearlessness, this means 
breaking down, where necessary, existing patterns, making exist-
ing relationships “defrost.” In order to do that, you must act hon-
estly and retain that integrity in difficult circumstances.25 And you 
must be prepared to learn from that. Investigative openness ena-
bles you to see the mechanism of the autopilot which either makes 
you stick with the familiar or makes you recoil from the unknown.

And finally, training our ability for mindfulness reinforces leaders’ 
capacity for experimental, innovative and connecting action,26 
with which they direct the attention of the organizations or the 
wider system in which they operate onto that which is unfolding 
before them. Bringing about the shift from the existing to the new, 
from a closed mindset to an open one. From attention for the tech-
nical to attention for adaptive problems. With an attitude that no 
longer reasons from the “I” but from the “we.”

Leadership based on mindfulness makes itself felt in various areas: 
in learning to know and care for yourself, in the development of a 
personal vision, the courage to show leadership, in coaching of in-
dividual employees, in the building of organizational cultures that 
recognize mindfulness as a fundamental attitude, and in leader-
ship towards the outside world. That is the power of attention and 
fearless presence. In the following chapters we will show what this 
ability for mindfulness is, how you can develop it and apply it in 
managing teams and leading organizations.

25	 Kofman, Bewust in zaken: 83-86.

26	Scharmer, Theorie U. Leiding vanuit de toekomst die zich aandient.
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2
Mindfulness: doing and being

“When cultivated and refined, mindfulness can function 
effectively on every level, from the individual to the corporate, 
the societal, the political, and the global. But it does require that 
we be motivated to realize who we actually are and to live our 
lives as if they really mattered, not just for ourselves, but for the 
world. This adventure of a lifetime unfolds from this first 
step.”1

	 Jon Kabat-Zinn – Coming to Our Senses

After the description of mindful leadership as directing the individu-
al and collective attention at what the situation demands of us, I shall, 
in this chapter, discuss what exactly our ability for mindfulness is and 
how it works. With mindfulness as a form of conscious attention, 
you learn how to switch mentally between action and reflection, be-
tween what we, in mindfulness training, call doing and being.

Mindfulness is part of the way our body-mind system regulates 
itself and the relationship with its surroundings. This is an ex-
tremely useful system, but it can malfunction if you continue to 
operate on autopilot. Then your balance can be lost, with all the 
negative consequences for yourself in the form of stress or burn-
out, or for your team that could find itself in the rut of no longer 
adequate cultural patterns.

Fortunately, we can train mindfulness. To show you how to do 
this, I will let you see how mindfulness works: you take the experi-
ence as a starting point and approach it with attentiveness. I shall 
sketch the working mechanism of mindfulness and indicate which 
attitude is necessary to train that attentiveness.

I close the chapter by showing how you can set to work with 
mindfulness: directing the attention. And how you can learn to use 

1	 Jon Kabat-Zinn, Coming to Our Senses (New York: Hyperion, 2005). 11.
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that mental switching between action and reflection for yourself, for 
team management, and for organizational development.

Mindfulness: what it is

A superficial self-analysis quickly shows us that we are, with great 
regularity, in a state of inattentiveness and thoughtlessness. The ex-
amples are numerous: the highway exit that you miss and the small 
mishaps in everyday things such as shaving or cutting cheese. Or 
you are in a meeting that is scheduled to last an hour and after ten 
minutes you think: “Uhm, still another 50 minutes of this.” What is 
being said at that moment escapes you. Our mind is somewhere 
out there, our body here.

If you pay careful attention, you realize that our mind is absent 
for a large part of the time or our thoughts are rushing backwards 
and forwards in time. Thinking about the past and what happened 
or what is coming and which may prove difficult for us. Disagree-
able experiences are pushed as far away as possible. You are not in 
the here and now, and we call that mindless.

Our whole life is, to a large extent, based on lengthy repetition 
and exercise of activities that have become so self-evident that we 
forget how they actually take place. Just ask an NBA star how he 
manages three-pointer after three-pointer. Almost certainly he 
won’t be able to give you an answer. Routine isn’t bad, it is also an 
expression of skill.

Another habit is how easily we attach importance to a first im-
pression, without looking further. Our body-mind system can be 
easily deceived and that quickly leads to confusion or lack of clarity. 
Take “blindness to change.” There are clips on YouTube, based on 
research that shows how badly we observe things: the test subject is 
having a conversation with man A. Two men pass by with a plank 
of wood – man A disappears and his place is quickly taken by man 
B. The test person does not realize that a new person has taken the 
place of man A, and he simply keeps the conversation going.2

2	 J. Mark G. Williams and Jon Kabat-Zinn, “Mindfulness: Diverse Perspec-

tives on Its Meaning, Origins, and Multiple Applications at the Intersec-

tion of Science and Dharma,” Contemporary Buddhism 12, no. 1 (2011): 16.
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A final limitation arises from the context in which we operate.3 
In a divorce, for example, it often revolves around the question of 
who “gets” the children. But what is that “get” exactly? What is at 
stake here? The physical presence of the child, a certain relation-
ship of care toward the child? Could it be about getting love from 
the child, or even the satisfaction of taking revenge? Regularly  
the question of the children is seen as a “zero-sum-game.” Which 
it isn’t, of course. For children are perfectly capable of loving both 
parents, irrespective of whom they live with. And the reverse is al-
so true: parents can love their children even if they live with the 
other parent. The limited context is the idea that love and care are 
scarce resources, for which we must fight: if I get more, you get 
less.

In organizations too we witness a lot of mindlessness, habit pat-
terns. People operate according to a formula, the jokes with col-
leagues are the same each day. Based on organizational culture, our 
mind interprets everything within the existing categories and new 
experiences are – incorrectly – placed in familiar pigeon holes.4

The autopilot is useful, you can do things skillfully and with a 
limited degree of mental effort. But the downside is that an excess 
of routine operation hinders your ability to act attentively, openly, 
creatively, and innovatively. And that is exactly what is expected of 
leadership.

Jon Kabat-Zinn, founder of mindfulness training in its current 
form, describes mindfulness as “paying attention in a particular 
way: on purpose, in the present moment, and non-judgmentally.”5 It 
is all about a conscious activity: paying attention and observing 
what arises, nothing more. We shall describe these three elements 
– attention, consciousness, and non-judgmental – in detail later.

This being observant, the state of mindfulness, allows you to 
observe your feelings or thoughts as events in the mind, without 

3	 Ellen Langer, Mindfulness (Cambridge: Perseus, 1989). 31-40.

4	 Karl E. Weick and Kathleen M. Sutcliffe, Managing the Unexpected (San 

Francisco: John Wiley & Sons, 2010). 88.

5	 Jon Kabat-Zinn, Waar je ook gaat, daar ben je (Utrecht: Servire, 2006). 

24.

Mindful leadership   36   |   Elgraphic - Vlaardingen 04-04-14   09:17



Mindfulness: doing and being	 37

strongly associating yourself with them and without reacting in a 
familiar automatic pattern. This calm way of reacting gives rise to 
a moment of space between observation and response. And so 
mindfulness makes it possible for you to provide a more thought-
ful answer to a situation instead of a reflex.6

Buddhist origins

Mindfulness originally arose from the Buddhist tradition. In Pali, 
the language in which many of Buddha’s speeches are written, it is 
described as sati and that stands for awareness, attention, and re-
membering. Consciousness and attention are terms that suggest a 
certain capacity or ability. With conscious attention for what pre-
sents itself to us, we begin to free ourselves of fuss, of preoccupa-
tions, of awkward emotions, and space arises in thinking and acting.

The third aspect “remembering” is often neglected, yet it is an 
important element of mindfulness. “Remembering” is not about a 
type of memory function or accessing your personal hard disk of 
the past. No, it is about realizing what you are doing, a tiny bell 
that rings: “don’t forget to be aware.” It refers to the intention to 
be attentive: remembering you are in the present moment, in the 
here and now.

It is interesting that Freud, the founder of psychoanalysis, also 
mentioned the importance of that process. After he had distanced 
himself from the approach in which he brought his patients un- 
der hypnosis, he placed his confidence in the free association of 
thoughts. He called that “studying the current psychic surface of the 
person under analysis.” He placed, just like the Buddha, the empha-
sis on the importance of attentiveness to the experiences in the here 
and now. The difference between these two is that Freud restricted 
this process of observation to the hours on a psychoanalyst’s couch, 
while the Buddha taught that observance could have a much wider 
operation, throughout the day in all our activities.7

6	 S. Bishop et al, “Mindfulness: A Proposed Operational Definition,” 

Clinical Psychology: Science and Practice 11, no. 3 (2004): 232.

7	 Mark Epstein, Gedachten zonder denker. Psychotherapie vanuit boeddhis-

tisch perspectief (Rotterdam: Asoka, 2007). 175-76.
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State and process

In modern clinical psychology, the core process of mindfulness is 
described using two components. The first is allowing the atten-
tion to rest on the immediate experience and thus allow recogni-
tion of those mental experiences in the current moment. Thereby, 
and that is the second component, we adopt after these experienc-
es a certain attitude that can be characterized as an attitude of curi-
osity, openness, and acceptance.8

Mindfulness seems to be a state, but it is simultaneously a pro-
cess. The state is that of “being consciously present.” In the process, 
the emphasis is on “consciously directing the attention” onto what is 
happening now. It appears as if that state cannot easily be main-
tained. We cannot constantly be in the state of complete aware-
ness, it is more about a coming and going of moments.

Fortunately we know that human abilities, such as running, 
dancing, or thinking, can be trained. And that is also true of mind-
fulness, as is shown by nearly thirty years of scientific study into 
the effects of mindfulness, but also by the 2500 year old tradition 
of Buddhist psychology. By training the conscious direction of our 
awareness with the help of our attentiveness, we strengthen our 
ability for mindfulness and we can maintain the state of presence 
of mind for longer. In the following chapter I will deal in greater 
depth with the training of the basic skills.

Organizations and mindfulness

We can also view mindfulness from the perspective of organiza-
tions. In organizations, behavior is embodied in routines, roles, 
and strategies. You can rely on the other to act in accordance with 
the expected pattern associated with a routine or a role. That has 
both advantages and disadvantages. The advantage is that activi-
ties can be carried out predictably and with relatively little mental 
energy. If you satisfy the expectations associated with your role, 
whether you are an employee or a manager in an organization, 

8 	 S. Bishop et al., “Mindfulness: A Proposed Operational Definition,” 

Clinical Psychology.
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you can be virtually certain that things will run as they should. 
That is handy. But routines and roles also have a reverse side: they 
cause blind spots because they prevent you from noticing in time 
things that can endanger the planned execution. Or the limita-
tions of the current context mean that an organization is not open 
to new developments, which prevents the timely development of a 
new strategy.

To combat this, organizations must develop a richer awareness. 
That, too, is mindfulness and its importance must not be underes-
timated. On the one hand, it is crucial because it is exactly when we 
are under pressure that our inclination to allow only confirming 
information into our awareness is greater than when the pressure 
is absent.9 On the other hand, because it is important to be open to 
entering unknown territory and capable of observing the wide pe-
riphery of the organization when effectuating a new direction.

In this context, you can describe mindfulness as a rich insight 
into differentiating characteristics, in which people, while work-
ing, are conscious of the context in which they are operating, of 
the way in which details differ from each other and of the way in 
which what they observe differs from what they expect. They have 
an overview of the larger whole, even if that is the whole of that 
moment. This is also called situational awareness, but that is a 
rather static description, and mindfulness distinguishes itself from 
that because it is a constant process of observing and distinguish-
ing.10 It is therefore also open toward the future.

Mindfulness in organizations is thus about the quality of the at-
tention, just as it is on a personal level. That works best if everybody 
in the organization “keeps his mind on the job,” is mindful. We ex-
pect leaders to monitor the organizational attention and give it di-
rection, even now when leadership is increasingly shared with a 
team. Day-to-day management is primarily directed at working at-
tentively in the here and now, strategic leadership is more about 
exploring the unknown territory of the future.

Mindfulness from this perspective begins by directing the or-
ganization at observing and recognizing what is happening here 

9	 Weick and Sutcliffe, Managing the Unexpected: 23.

10	 Ibid., 32.
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and now. For even though you may have considerable experience 
as a manager and have wonderful plans for the future, what is deci-
sive is what is taking place here and now.11 You could see it as teach-
ing an organization to adopt a careful but at the same time relaxed 
observation ability.12 Presence of mind is an antidote against in-
grained patterns in organizations and in the society in which we 
live.

Mentally switching attention

What you learn in mindfulness training is to observe your own 
mental experiences and thus not get stuck in these habitual pat-
terns. You make room for switching from doing mode to being 
mode and back again. That is called mental switching.13 Your at-
tention is on the constant process of experiences presenting them-
selves to you and you have your hand on the gear stick to shift 
gears. You free yourself of the habitual interpretations of your ex-
periences and create space for new insights.

In order to see how this mental switching between action and 
reflection, between doing and being, works, it is handy to briefly 
contemplate how mindfulness is part of our entire body-mind 
system. Then we will discuss the two positions of mental switching 
– doing and being.

Mindfulness and our body-mind system

The first way of looking at mental switching and how it is embed-
ded in our body-mind system is from the perspective of stress. Be-
cause you react to stress in two ways: via the autopilot of the un-
conscious physiological reaction or by the conscious response 
from mindfulness. When you experience stress, an immediate 
physiological reaction occurs in your body. Your hormonal sys-

11	 Ibid., 32-33.

12	 Frits Koster, Bevrijdend inzicht (Rotterdam: Asoka, 1999). 99.

13	 Zindel V. Segal, J. Mark G. Williams, and John D. Teasdale, Aandacht- 

gerichte cognitieve therapie bij depressie (Amsterdam: Uitgeverij Nieuwezi-

jds, 2006). 69-70.
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tem takes over to ensure that your body is capable of reacting to 
the threatening situation. Your physical energy is mobilized and 
you can fight, flee, or freeze. At earlier stages in the evolution of 
man, it was an exceptionally sensible reaction involving life and 
death. Today, the direct threat of death in our society is less – for-
tunately – but the body does not make a distinction between phys-
ical and psychological threats or between threats from inside  
or outside and still reacts to moments of stress. Worrying about 
your health or your relationship, about your work, about how 
your company or organization is functioning, about your own 
role as manager. It all leads to stress. The mind is constantly assess-
ing whether the situation is safe or threatening. If there is a sugges-
tion of threat, the body is put on alert. Once it is safe again, the 
body receives signals that it can relax.14 The conscious reaction 
from mindfulness helps us to achieve that state of relaxation. In 
this way, a broader view on what is happening arises.

The second, somewhat more recent but no less interesting way 
(they are, by the way, not mutually exclusive), is to link the mental 
switching with the newest insights in the functioning of our brain. 
Directing our attention, by pausing and observing with openness, 
in the view of neuro-psychiatrist Daniel Siegel, has the power to 
influence the functioning of our brain.15 That is because our mind 
is an integral part of our body. The mind is a regulating process, in 
which streams of energy and information are transmitted, moni-
tored, and given direction. That occurs in the spot where we nor-
mally place our mental life, in the brains and in the neural net-
works associated with it. But also in the rest of the body, for the 
neural networks that process information and energy are every-
where, in our heart, and intestines, and in our immune system. 
Moreover, we must understand that our mind is a process that is 
in contact with the environment. The energy and information 
flows between and among people; it is a mutual exchange. Gole-
man calls this the open loop of our limbic system that regulates 

14	 Jon Kabat-Zinn, Handboek meditatief ontspannen (Haarlem: Altamira-

Becht, 2004). From 264 .

15	 J. Daniel Siegel, Mindsight. The New Science of Personal Transformation 

(New York: Bantam Books, 2010). 54-55.
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our emotions in relationship to our environment.16 In short, our 
body-mind system is not only concerned about itself but is also 
capable of continuous exchange with the environment. And that 
is precisely the basis that supports the process of directing our at-
tention.

Both insights – that of the stress system and of the brain – teach 
us that in our body-mind system we have the possibilities of react-
ing consciously without being completely bound to our physiolog-
ical reactions. We are capable of conscious response to situations 
and that can create space between impulse and action, leading to a 
more open mind. And in this way we can make choices instead of 
displaying reflexes. Our attention or attentiveness plays a central 
role in switching or balancing our body-mind system. By shifting 
our attention (and not wanting to control or suppress emotions, 
thoughts or experiences), we can better regulate what we think and 
feel and that is a crucial capability for managers. The result is that 
space arises for new insights and conscious choosing. “Learn to 
think what you want to think” is not without reason the title of an 
introductory book about Buddhism by Dutch Zen teacher Rients 
Ritskes.17

In mindfulness training, the mental switching with our attention 
is sub-divided into two modes or conditions of our mind: the do-
ing mode and the being mode. The doing mode is activated when 
your mind wishes to rectify a discrepancy. The being mode is di-
rected at acknowledging what there is now. Mindfulness training 
teaches you to switch between the two.

Incidentally, in both cases it is not only about a mental reaction 
but also a physical one. The whole body (muscles, hormones, 
nerves, brains) is activated in an appropriate way.

16	 Daniel Goleman, Richard Boyatzis, and Annie McKee, Primal Leader-

ship. Realizing the Power of Emotional Intelligence (Boston: Harvard 

Business School Press, 2002). 6.

17	 1Rients Ritskes, Leer denken wat je wil denken (Rotterdam: Asoka, 2010).
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Doing mode

The doing mode is the mode for addressing things and changing 
them. What is happening now does not match the expectation of 
how you would have liked it or how it should be. Our whole body-
mind system is made ready for action. Mindfulness trainer, Rob 
Brandsma, writes: You walk to get from A to B, you wash your 
hands to clean them, you eat to ease your hunger. Doing has given 
us inventions and taken us to the moon. The whole economy de-
pends on doing. Doing mode is an instrument for the future. That 
is fine: in that way you get around something.”18

The effect of detecting a discrepancy is that old patterns of habit 
are immediately activated to close the gap and to allow the associ-
ated negative feelings to flow away. Once that has happened, you 
can exit doing mode again. A glass of water falls over, and you run 
to the kitchen to get a mop. Wipe it up. Done. Until the mind, and 
that is generally very fast, discovers a new discrepancy.

But what if it is not immediately apparent what must be done? 
Take the example of an employee who has considerable expertise, 
but is not very handy in social interaction with colleagues: he is 
blunt and barks at others. As his manager, you’re torn between the 
feeling that you can’t do without him and finding his behavior un-
acceptable. You’ve tried everything, nothing seems to help. And 
perhaps you begin to doubt your own capacity as a leader. The dis-
crepancy persists. The result is that your mind keeps on processing 
all information in doing mode, keeps on churning things over. 
Sometimes it may disappear into the background if more urgent 
matters have to be addressed. But ultimately the unsolved ques-
tion surfaces again once the urgency of the other task has de-
creased.

Doing mode feels like a recurring, unsatisfying feeling. That is 
because our mind is constantly checking and reviewing whether 
the detected discrepancy has been solved. Whether the gap has 
grown smaller. An ingrained characteristic of our mind. If things 
occur about which nothing can be done immediately, all that re-

18	 Rob Brandsma, Beter nu (Den Haag: Scriptum, 2007). 42.
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mains is for our mind to keep manipulating its ideas, its proposals 
for what should happen in the hope and expectation that there is 
nevertheless a way of narrowing the gap. We know all about that in 
organizations. How often do dissatisfied employees firmly hold 
onto the hope that tomorrow, or next week, or with a new manag-
er, things will be better?

A powerful side effect of this functioning of our mind is that those 
thoughts, ideas, and suggestions acquire an increasingly “real” char-
acter. Through a repetition of thoughts, patterns arise which are as-
sumed to be true. Current experiences, for example the kind words 
from a colleague who is normally rather nasty, simply go unnoticed. 
Analyzing the future and the past has such a high priority that the 
here and now has disappeared into the background. There is only 
success or failure, all or nothing.

Being mode

The counterpart to doing mode is being mode. Being mode is fo-
cused on allowing and acknowledging what there is without any 
pressure to change anything. When our attention allows those ex-
periences, it is not concerned with ascertaining discrepancies and 
then taking action to reduce them. The effect is that relaxation, 
space, openness arises.

“You can’t do being. You don’t have to achieve anything with be-
ing. Being is simply there. You don’t have to go anywhere. You 
don’t have to achieve anything. Perhaps you remember when you 
were still a child and played with building bricks or dressed your 
doll: the [process of] building and dressing was the most enjoyable. 
[...]. The aim of playing is playing itself.”19

Where do the differences between doing and being come from? 
First of all, being mode does not have the aim of combating dis-
crepancy. Another difference is the way doing and being deal with 
time. The purposeful character of the doing mode means that you 
are constantly trying to estimate the consequences of the actions 

19	 Ibid., 42-43.
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you carry out. In your thoughts, you anticipate the situation when 
your aim has been achieved, estimate how long it will take and 
what the possible dangers are that could prevent you from achiev-
ing your aim. Or you take a good look at what you can learn from 
the past in order to reach your aim as quickly and successfully as 
possible. In short, your mind is constantly wandering forward in-
to the future or backward into the past. You are only occasionally 
in the here and now.

That is different in being mode. You don’t have to do anything, 
don’t have to go anywhere. And so you can concentrate fully on 
the experiences of the moment, completely direct your attention 
on what there is now. In being mode, you can experience most im-
mediately and deeply what there is now.

Another difference between doing and being is how thoughts 
and feelings are dealt with. For setting and achieving aims, our 
mind places great import on conceptual thinking. Concepts are 
seen as a reflection or interpretation of reality and form the basis 
for action in the doing mode. Feelings are immediately interpret-
ed as either “good” or “bad.” And our mind is out to allow the 
good feelings to persist and to get rid of the bad ones as quickly as 
possible. In this way, certainly in our culture of emotions, feelings 
acquire the status of things to which you must aspire. “You must 
feel good!” becomes an imperative.

In being mode, thoughts and feelings do not really have any 
status different from all the other aspects of the experience of the 
moment. Feelings and thoughts are events, just like sounds or 
physical stimuli, which surface in our mind, receive attention, 
and then pass on. They are thus detached from the pressure for 
targeted action. And so thoughts and feelings, even if they are fa-
miliar patterns, do not trigger an automatic reaction. The effect 
is a greater tolerance for discomfort, but without a specific reac-
tion to that discomfort. Even thoughts such as “now do this, now 
do that” do not lead to a reflex reaction, but you learn to see them 
as events in the mind. That creates space for a conscious reac-
tion.

A final difference is that space arises in being mode for a feeling 
of freshness, openness to new experiences or aspects thereof. Space 
for complexity and versatility in the moment. While in doing 
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mode, it is exactly that diversity of dimensions that is reduced to 
one overruling dimension: in this concept, precisely this action is 
the solution, and no other. For that is the way to achieve your aim.20

Allow me here to clear away a misunderstanding: being mode 
does not imply doing nothing or passivity. Nothing is further from 
the truth. The example of children who become absorbed in play-
ing contradicts this; there is creativity and pleasure in their play. 
And so you can be very active in being mode. But you are not ex-
clusively and constantly focused on the result. There is confidence 

20	Segal, Williams, and Teasdale, Aandachtgerichte cognitieve therapie bij 

depressie: 66-68.

Doing mode Being mode

Action Rest

Effort Relaxation

Future-oriented Directed at the here and now

Achieve, reach, overcome Process, regenerate, learn

Activating hormones Connecting hormones

Sympathetic nervous system Parasympathetic nervous 
system

Left cerebral hemisphere Right cerebral hemisphere

Attention directed at mental 
information

Attention open to all fields of 
experience

Attention with targeted focus Attention with playful, limited 
focus

Thoughts are persistent, 
directing

Thoughts are loose and 
associative

Routine Unique response, experiment, 
tentative

Energy toward the outside, 
extremities

Energy to the centre, stomach

Functional attitude toward the 
other

Open, approaching attitude 
toward the other

Feeling of being isolated from 
the world

Feeling of being connected 
with the world
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that you will arrive at that result, even when you are acting from 
moment to moment. With attention for the action itself. It looks 
like the flow of the action, or like the moment that a golfer experi-
ences just before he releases his downswing, as described so beau-
tifully by Gallwey in his classic The Inner Game of Golf.21

Brandsma gives a fine summary of the two conditions of our body-
mind system in his thoughtful Mindfulness Basis Book.22

Doing and being in organizations

In organizations, you can distinguish two mindsets, comparable to 
the doing mode and the being mode at an individual level. One 
mindset is fixed, risk-avoiding and limiting, sharply focused on how 
it should be and directed at enforcing that. The other is open, in-
quiring and more directed at what is going to come. In the culture of 
an organization with a fixed mindset, the doing mode is central, 
with all the risks involved, and in the second one, a better balance is 
struck between doing and being, with greater space for innovation.

Fixed mindset Open mindset

Doing without overview Knowing what you are doing

Action takes priority over 
reflection

Regularly switching between 
action and reflection

Suppress disagreeable 
information

Open for deviating 
information

Vertical decision-making Horizontal dialogue

Winning or losing Win-win

Focused only on results Focused on results and 
collaboration

Settling scores with each other Learning from each other

21	 Timothy Gallwey, The Inner Game of Golf (New York: Random House, 

2009).

22	Rob Brandsma, Mindfulness basisboek. Kennis, achtergrond en toepassing 

(Houten: LannooCampus, 2012). 62. The table has been adjusted for lin-

guistic purposes.
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Two examples will clarify the difference between the behavior in 
the organization of a manager with a fixed mindset and one with 
an open mindset. The first is Johan, manager at a telecom provid-
er:

“I discovered that we had a rather rigid world view and operated 
from it. That caused a fierce discussion at work. When the market-
ing department published new data about disappointing sales, I 
got angry. And I ordered my people in the sales team to ratchet it 
up a notch with the same approach. Without thinking about it. I 
immediately stamped out any objections from my team members, 
because I knew my boss was expecting me to hit my targets next 
month. I was negative about the motives of my colleagues who 
commented on things, and this meant that I interpreted the situa-
tion from that perspective. If I had been more inquisitive, I could 
have asked what had caused their reaction, but I knew better. And 
the result was that we got into a fight.”

The more open mindset is illustrated by the example of Suzanne, 
who is a partner at a large law firm:

“In our work, winning or losing is naturally very important. But 
we always consciously choose to work toward a win-win situation. 
When we start working with clients, we consciously adopt a more 
investigative attitude. Even if clients are mainly interested in get-
ting their own back on the other party. With frustrated and defen-
sive clients, we practice exploring all options and only then draw-
ing up a strategy. For this we work in teams in order to have as 
diverse a range of knowledge as possible and to learn from each 
other.”

These examples show how the fixed mindset in an organization’s 
culture leads to setting the possibilities in stone, while an open 
mindset leads to new perspectives. And how, because of this, mu-
tual communication between people is directed.
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Attentiveness: recognize every experience

Now that we have an idea of what mindfulness is and we have seen 
what switching between doing and being looks like, it is time to ask 
ourselves how we can develop mindfulness. You do that by paying 
conscious attention to the experiences that present themselves 
from moment to moment. You train your attentiveness. It is about 
taking note of your experiences, whether they come from the out-
side or from the inside. Just like the reflex reactions to those expe-
riences, which are often aimed at holding on to them or pushing 
them away. And at the same time you train yourself to respond to 
those experiences and the associated reflex reactions with an atti-
tude of curiosity and mildness or compassion toward yourself.23

Let me use an example to illustrate how developing the ability 
for mindfulness works in both aspects, increasing the attentive-
ness and strengthening the supporting attitude.

I offer this example based on an experience during one of my first 
mindfulness retreats. I had registered for it as part of my education 
as a mindfulness trainer, and I didn’t really know what to expect. I 
had worked hard right up to the start of the retreat, and I arrived 
with a lot of unresolved matters that I found difficult to put aside. 
Meditating proved difficult; my head was spinning with thoughts 
about all those difficult matters. And what’s more, after just one 
day, every bit of my body hurt. My feet and legs hurt, I had difficulty 
sitting up straight and I constantly yearned for the day to end and to 
take a long sleep. I didn’t succeed in calming everything down by 
feeling my breathing. My attention constantly bounced away from 
me like a tennis ball. And the pain seized me every time I tried to re-
lax. Meditation became almost unbearable, it made me crazy, an-
gry, frustrated. Why couldn’t it be easier, and why did I have to feel 
all that pain? Was there any point in meditating?
When I explained my condition to the teacher, he reacted kindly. 
He recognized my pain and explained that it wasn’t unusual to 
experience this in the beginning. He asked me to close my eyes and 

23	 J. Mark G. Williams, “Mindfulness, Depression and Modes of Mind,” 

Cognitive Therapy Research 32(2008): 721-33.
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take note of the condition of my body, which was filled with ten-
sion. With his help, I was able to accept the tension somewhat and 
suffer it with a little more kind attention. I breathed, relaxed a lit-
tle and understood that what I needed was nothing other than to 
recognize my own pain. I was forcing myself not to feel any pain 
and so I was constantly in a fight with myself. With the instruction 
to keep that kind attention for my body, I returned to the medita-
tion room. The following day I was able to notice that my body 
cramped up and my anger grew. But I was also able to accept that 
and with this, a first relaxation arose in my body. Slowly the in-
sight grew that my body was a sort of mirror and that my kind at-
tentiveness showed me both the cause of and the remedy for my 
discomfort, by recognizing the tension in my mind and consciously 
relaxing that tension.
As the days progressed, my insight became more and more precise. 
I noticed that my anger and anxiety about everything that I still 
had to do as a management consultant had brought about these 
tensions in my body. Trying to keep everything under control, but 
that had clearly failed. I was here, and could do nothing about the 
unresolved issues. And so, as the end of the retreat came nearer, the 
relaxation grew and I also saw the advantage of curiosity about 
and openness toward my own discomfort and painful experiences.

What this example shows is that the growth of my attentiveness 
didn’t automatically lead to relaxation; quite the opposite, I would 
almost say. But with the growth of attentiveness and kindness for 
my own experiences, the attitudinal qualities that are associated 
with mindfulness also developed: curiosity and openness. It is all 
about having the courage to observe everything without any reser-
vation. I call this, in common with the American meditation 
teacher, Jack Kornfield, fearless presence.24 By having the courage 
to take stock of all experiences, a freer attitude arises that allows an 
easier way of distancing yourself from the autopilot and learning 
to switch between doing and being.

24	Jack Kornfield, The Wise Heart (London: Rider, 2008). 95. Kornfield 

calls this “fearless presence” an act of courage.
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This reversal in our attitude is the core of the transformation pro-
cess that you undergo in mindfulness training. That process of the 
training of attentiveness has four components:25

Transformation of experience through attentiveness

• Recognition

• Acceptance

• Investigation

• Non-identification

Recognition

Recognition, or allowing what is based on a willingness to face 
something. We do not react to awkward experiences or informa-
tion with the attitude of “nothing wrong” but with the attitude of 
“let’s take a moment and see what it is.” We no longer suppress 
painful experiences, but try to view them from a certain distance. 
We no longer close ourselves off, do not roughly suppress the ex-
perience or information, but allow it to enter our consciousness. 
We recognize and see that an experience is asking for attention.

It is the first step toward freeing ourselves from an ingrained 
mental picture or operating according to a fixed routine and the 
autopilot. And with that recognition, we move away from denial 
or avoiding what is to be seen. The leader who has fallen into the 
trap of stress and sacrifice, looks at himself in the mirror. He is 
much more aware of the first signals. The team dares to accept that 
new information contradicts the proposed way of working and 
has the courage to stop fixed routines and decision procedures. 
The company realizes that the production process causes serious 
environmental damage and that it is part of a larger system and 
enters into a green alliance, as Coca-Cola did.

25	 Ibid., 101-05. This process is known under the acronym. RAIN (recogni-

tion, acceptance, investigation, non-identification). 

Mindful leadership   51   |   Elgraphic - Vlaardingen 04-04-14   09:17



52	 Mindful Leadership

Acceptance

The next component is the development of an attitude of accept-
ance of the facts as they are. Leaving data for what they are also helps 
defuse the sometimes subtle resistance that accompanies the accept-
ance of the reality of experiences or information. How often do we 
discover in ourselves a desire for something to be slightly different 
or prove to be different when we observe something awkward. Ac-
ceptance means an attitude in which the experience is allowed to its 
full extent, whether it is pleasant or not. We release our reticence 
and adopt an attitude of: “things are as they are, whether I under-
stand them or can place them or not.” That enables us to make our 
tense relationship with the experience somewhat more relaxed.

A word of warning is appropriate here about the use of the word 
“acceptance.” We are easily inclined to think that acceptance 
means the same as no possibility of change. The opposite is true; it 
is actually a courageous step: “Trouble? Life is trouble. Only death 
is nice. Life is rolling up your sleeves and embracing trouble,” in the 
words of Zorba the Greek.26

With acceptance, a problem often shifts from unsolvable to more 
or less manageable, and that is a big step forward. Many parents 
have to deal with their children refusing to eat certain foods. Chil-
dren resist and parents persist. Until a day arrives when the parents 
give up the struggle and no longer try to force something on their 
children. And a miracle occurs. The children decide to try the food 
after all. Apparently the resistance was not so much directed at the 
food but at the parents’ insistence. By accepting the resistance and 
leaving it for what it is, a manageable openness often arises.

Acceptance is also of great importance for leadership and organi-
zations. But acceptance is not the usual attitude among leaders or 
managers, and here mindfulness seems to collide with the deter-
mination of leadership and management to lead and manage. But 
the importance of acceptance appears pregnant at moments of cri-
sis in organizations. In a situation, for example, that requires the 
immediate recall of products – think of the contamination of Per-

26	Ibid., 102.
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rier bottles with polluted spring water a few years ago – the first 
advice managers receive from crisis communication experts is: 
don’t defend yourself, accept the situation for what it is (even if 
you disagree with it).

Acceptance, acknowledging matters, could very well prove a 
good correction to that attitude that is frequently so prevalent in 
the leadership of companies to “simply fix” any problems that 
may arise. And therefore underestimating the possibilities for self-
understanding and self-correction and of the learning ability  
of organizations and people. Work is then based on (enforced) 
strength instead of mobilizing the energy present for change. Let 
me stress that this is no plea for endless friendliness. For friendli-
ness without clear awareness is not very handy. And sugar-coating 
unpleasant matters can easily lead to defensive avoidance.

Like acceptance, “compassion” is not a term with much cre-
dence in the world of organizations. And yet Ed Schein, the grand-
master of cultural change and leadership in organizations, explic-
itly points out that the capacity of leaders to bear together with the 
employees the discomfort of organizations is an important factor 
for success in change processes.27

We know from the therapeutic relationship that self-acceptance 
and self-compassion, the relationship we have with ourselves, is 
important for how we observe the reality around us and for an ef-
fective process with clients. That effectiveness can be advanced by 
exercising mindfulness. The same applies to leaders of organiza-
tions. Mindfulness helps you to be open to different perspectives,28 
recognize the emotional reality, and avoid a blinkered focus.29 And 
that his behavior and attitude is appropriate for leadership that di-
rects the attention at what the situation demands.

27	Edgar H. Schein, Organizational Culture and Leadership (San Francisco: 

Jossey Bass, 2010). 381.

28	Langer, Mindfulness.

29	Richard Boyatzis and Annie McKee, Resonant Leadership (Cambridge: 

Harvard Business Press, 2005). 124.
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Investigation

The more complete investigation of the reality is the third compo-
nent of attentiveness and this is facilitated by recognizing our di-
lemmas and accepting what there is without any reticence. We now 
ask ourselves the question of what exactly is happening and take a 
deeper look at the nature of our experiences.30 In doing this, we 
look at our bodily sensations, such as tension, warmth or cold, 
hardness, and the associated tone of our feelings: pleasant, unpleas-
ant, or neutral. We may discover patterns and recognize them and 
our reactions to them from other situations. We also look at our 
thoughts, images, associations, and emotions. The stories that we 
tell ourselves in our mind about the situation or experience. And 
then perhaps discover habit patterns or obsolete mental images. 
And we look at a broader elaboration of concepts, connected in life 
and the world, and the degree to which we cling on to them. This 
latter is, in particular, a broad area, where we look at the develop-
ment of patterns of experience, the composition – if we look at 
things at an organizational level – of the culture, the question of 
how we relate to this: can we direct it or is it a pattern that appar-
ently has a life of its own? Are we stuck with it, do we rise up against 
it or can we leave it for what it is? Is it productive and does it makes 
us rigid?

Non-identification

Finally, we arrive at the last component of the process of attentive-
ness: letting go of the identification with the experience. With this 
we mean that we stop identifying ourselves with the experience, 
we no longer limit ourselves through a fixed interpretation of that 
experience. We look at things openly and freely and may be able to 
attach a new significance to the experience. We create space for 
ourselves to be different than we thought, or to act differently. Let-

30	The Buddhist tradition offers us four fields of research: the body, our 

feelings, the world of thought, and that of the dharma, the area of the el-

ements and the patterns from which reality is composed. See: Kornfield, 

The Wise Heart: 103-04.
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ting go of the identification with a behavior pattern from the auto-
pilot or the fixed mindset of an organizational culture releases us 
from the dependency on not doing or wanting anything else. It 
overcomes the inclination to oppose change by organizing immu-
nity. And it thus releases us from the tension of steeling ourselves 
against anything new or to putting energy into retaining what al-
ready exists, from the constant anxieties about it that are always 
present in the background.

Getting to it mindfully: insight and connection

With the four components dealt with above, we nurture a greater 
attentiveness, the core of mindfulness. But there is another side to 
mindfulness training which cannot be seen as separate from it. In 
addition to attentiveness and focus, the uninhibited observation 
of bodily sensations and their appreciation, sounds, thoughts and 
emotions, it is also about nurturing a supportive attitude, of mild-
ness to yourself and solidarity with others. If you want to observe 
without inhibition, you must develop an attitude in which all ex-
periences, whether pleasant or not, uncomfortable or painful, are 
welcome. A non-judgmental attitude too: judgment can be sus-
pended or set aside. The Belgian psychiatrist and Zen Buddhist, 
Edel Maex, describes this as two sides of the same coin. One side 
represents the cognitive element, the attentiveness and the other 
ethical element, the attitude of acceptance of how it is for now and 
the experience of solidarity with the whole. He sees them as insep-
arable, like the flame and the heat, the one is a function of the oth-
er. Feeling connected to or responsible for naturally arises from 
the development of understanding. Without solidarity with the 
whole, no understanding is possible.31

Jon Kabat-Zinn has described that attitude in mindfulness train-
ing in seven qualities. These attitudes help define the way in which 
attentiveness is deployed. Experiences are viewed from a certain 
attitude, not just like that: the core of that attitude is that the expe-

31	 Edel Maex, “The Buddhist Roots of Mindfulnesstraining: A Practition-

ers View,” Contemporary Buddhism 12, no. 11 (2011).

Mindful leadership   55   |   Elgraphic - Vlaardingen 04-04-14   09:17



56	 Mindful Leadership

rience is okay as it is. Brandsma shows how they work as an anti-
dote to the autopilot in ourselves.32 In the table below, we list in the 
first column the attitude that supports the development of atten-
tiveness and mindfulness. But if you reverse those attitudes and 
strengthen them with additional thoughts, as indicated in the sec-
ond and third columns, you can see how attitudes of not okay (to-
ward the experience) trigger the autopilot and even evoke our fear 
of change as the mind bolts (column three).

Experience is 
okay: attitude

Experience is not 
okay: attitude

Experience is not 
okay: thought

Acceptance Rejection Not this!

Don’t judge Judge Good! Not good!

Trust Distrust What to do now?

Patience Impatience It must change!

Don’t endeavor Endeavor Do something!

Don’t know 
(‘beginner’s 
mind’)

Know (familiar 
framework)

Already know it!

Let go Hold on Persist!

By training attentiveness and the associated attitudes from the 
first column, you make it possible for yourself to stop the autopi-
lot and to address the underlying immune reaction to change.

By learning to switch mentally between doing and being through 
the transformation process of attentiveness, you develop the basis 
for mindful leadership. You learn to work with your attention, 
with that of yourself and that of your organization. Now that we 
have seen what mindfulness is and how you learn, by switching 
between doing and being, to start working with attention, it is now 
time, in the next chapter, to see how you can learn the basic skills 
of mindful management yourself.

32	 Brandsma, Mindfulness basisboek. Kennis, achtergrond en toepassing: 61.

Mindful leadership   56   |   Elgraphic - Vlaardingen 04-04-14   09:17



Mindfulness: doing and being	 57

References

Bishop, S., M. Lau, S. Shapiro, L. Carlson, N. Anderson, and J. 
Carmody. “Mindfulness: A Proposed Operational Definition.” 
Clinical Psychology: Science and Practice 11, no. 3 (2004): 230-41.

Boyatzis, Richard, and Annie McKee. Resonant Leadership. Cam-
bridge: Harvard Business Press, 2005.

Brandsma, Rob. Beter nu. Den Haag: Scriptum, 2007.
———. Mindfulness basisboek. Kennis, achtergrond en toepassing. 

Houten: LannooCampus, 2012.
Epstein, Mark. Gedachten zonder denker. Psychotherapie vanuit 

boeddhistisch perspectief. Rotterdam: Asoka, 2007.
Gallwey, Timothy. The Inner Game of Golf. New York: Random 

House, 2009.
Goleman, Daniel, Richard Boyatzis, and Annie McKee. Primal 

Leadership. Realizing the Power Emotional Intelligence. Boston: 
Harvard Business School Press, 2002.

Kabat-Zinn, Jon. Coming to Our Senses. New York: Hyperion, 
2005.

———. Handboek meditatief ontspannen. Haarlem: Altamira-Be-
cht, 2004.

———. Waar je ook gaat, daar ben je. Utrecht: Servire, 2006.
Kornfield, Jack. The Wise Heart. London: Rider, 2008.
Koster, Frits. Bevrijdend inzicht. Rotterdam: Asoka, 1999.
Langer, Ellen. Mindfulness. Cambridge: Perseus, 1989.
Maex, Edel. “The Buddhist Roots of Mindfulnesstraining: A Practi-

tioners View.” Contemporary Buddhism 12, no. 11 (2011): 165-75.
Ritskes, Rients. Leer denken wat je wil denken. Rotterdam: Asoka, 

2010.
Schein, Edgar H. Organizational Culture and Leadership. San 

Francisco: Jossey Bass, 2010.
Segal, Zindel V., J. Mark G. Williams, and John D. Teasdale. Aan-

dachtgerichte cognitieve therapie bij depressie. Amsterdam: Uit-
geverij Nieuwezijds, 2006.

Siegel, J. Daniel. Mindsight. The New Science of Personal Transfor-
mation. New York: Bantam Books, 2010.

Weick, Karl E., and Kathleen M. Sutcliffe. Managing the Unexpect-
ed. San Francisco: John Wiley & Sons, 2010.

Mindful leadership   57   |   Elgraphic - Vlaardingen 04-04-14   09:17



58	 Mindful Leadership

Williams, J. Mark G. “Mindfulness, Depression and Modes of 
Mind.” Cognitive Therapy Research 32 (2008): 721-33.

Williams, J. Mark G., and Jon Kabat-Zinn. “Mindfulness: Diverse 
Perspectives on Its Meaning, Origins, and Multiple Applica-
tions at the Intersection of Science and Dharma.” Contempo-
rary Buddhism 12, no. 1 (2011): 1-18.

Mindful leadership   58   |   Elgraphic - Vlaardingen 04-04-14   09:17



3
Building your core:  
resilience and an open mind

“We are always practicing. In other words, the body is incapable 
of not practicing. And what we practice we become” 1.

	 Richard Strozzi-Heckler – leadership trainer

In the previous chapter we learned about doing and being as two 
positions in our body-mind system. Doing is our everyday posi-
tion. And to be able to switch, we must learn being. That is what 
mindfulness training is about. And so training mindfulness starts 
with a paradox, for if you are to learn to be, you must do some-
thing – namely, train.

In order to switch mentally, you need resilience, and in this 
chapter I will show you how you can increase the space for a con-
scious response when dealing with stressful experiences.

Before I discuss the components for the basic mindfulness 
training for managers, I will first deal briefly with the core differ-
ence in attention in the doing mode and the being mode. Also, I 
will deal with the qualities of managers in handling experiences 
and stress. Qualities that can easily turn into pitfalls.

In the main part of this chapter I shall present all the basic exer-
cises in mindfulness training for managers.

1	 Quoted in Doug Silsbee, The Mindful Coach (San Francisco: Jossey-

Bass, 2010). 201.
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Resilience: learning the game of switching

If you are to lay the foundation for your mindful leadership, you 
will have to learn the game of switching between doing mode 
and being mode, the core of mindful self-management. Both 
modes deal with attention in very different ways. In doing mode, 
our attention is focused, directed at the task. And when things 
are less tense, attention wanes. It is also difficult to release that 
focus. If you’ve been working intensively on something for a 
while, you feel that focus echo mentally and physically for a while 
after the moment that you have let it go. In being mode, our at-
tention is spread and not focused. Everything and anything can 
come in. It is agile, less judgmental, you could almost say free 
and easy. Brandsma places the qualities of attention in both 
modes next to each other:2

Attention in doing mode Attention in being mode

Autopilot Conscious response

Either focused or distracted Broadly present

Directed, strong focus Playful, light focus

Identifying (be consumed) Lightly touching (‘dancing’)

Divisive Integral

Directed at mental 
information

Open for all sources of 
experience

Developing the ability for mindfulness makes it possible to adjust 
how you dose your attention to what the situation demands: fo-
cused in doing mode and relaxed in being mode. The following 
exercises help to master this method of working with attention. 
You develop resilience, learn to stop doing, and make use of being, 
to see clearly and to maintain balance.

Based on the experiences with our mindfulness training programs 
for managers, my colleague, Rob Brandsma, and I have identified 

2	 Rob Brandsma, Mindfulness basisboek. Kennis, achtergrond en toepassing 

(Houten: LannooCampus, 2012). 76.
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a number of pitfalls into which managers can fall when withstand-
ing stress:3

•	 Managers have developed an enormous ability to withstand 
stress, but that does not mean they are capable of coping with 
stress in an effective manner. The result is that they have difficulty 
in maintaining a proper balance between work and personal life 
and often take insufficient time for physical and mental recovery.

•	 Managers are great at framing experiences and associated prob-
lems in a suitable context. They can rapidly identify something 
conceptually and then “pigeonhole” it. In this way, the problem 
is stated, but whether this also leads to getting rid of the experi-
ence remains to be seen.

•	 Managers are good at taking concrete measures. An awkward 
issue is quickly disposed of in a procedural agreement. A matter 
is delegated or quickly pushed on to somebody else. Sometimes 
that works well, but at other times it flies back like a boomerang.

•	 Managers regularly interpret their functional responsibility as 
their purely personal responsibility. It is certainly motivational, 
but at the same time it can easily lead to a lack of clarity in de-
marcating responsibilities and to the idea that a manager must 
be available 24/7.

•	 Managers sometimes also tip the balance in the opposite direc-
tion, but then not toward themselves but toward their employ-
ees. Then functional responsibility reigns and is implemented 
with such emphasis on business that there is little room for the 
emotional side of leadership.

Managers have a trenchant skill for dealing well with stress and are 
good at stating solutions and organizing action. These qualities 
are strengths in a manager, but, if they are deployed too frequently 
and too automatically, they can become pitfalls. Mindfulness al-
lows you to see these patterns and detaches them, as it were, so that 
you can adequately deploy these qualities but, if necessary, choose 
alternate options. Using mindfulness training, you can learn not 
to endure stress any longer and take it all on your shoulders, but to 

3	 Ibid., 180.
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handle it more effectively and thus, as manager, develop a greater 
space for a conscious response.

Because managers can take quite a bit and therefore easily fall 
into the pitfall of self-sacrifice and of taking and continuing to take 
responsibility, we concentrate first on building resilience in the 
training of managers, on our ability to recover from the difficulty, 
the pressure and the adversities of life, whether small or large, many 
or few. Some have a greater capacity for this than others. What one 
person sees as an interesting challenge can be an insurmountable 
mountain for another. Psychology has taught us that resilience 
goes hand in hand with various psychological traits: the feeling of 
control, commitment, and challenge. It has also been established 
that some people can deal better with external stress because a situ-
ation makes inherent sense to them and they can concentrate on 
the fact that they can direct life and that they can understand their 
situation. They can, in principle, fathom it, even though, at first 
glance, it may seem unmanageable and confusing. The research 
that Jon Kabat-Zinn did into his classic mindfulness-based stress 
reduction (MBSR) training indicated that people who took the 
training developed greater toughness and resilience.4

Training mindfulness is learning to be with all experiences that 
present themselves to you in the moment, as we saw in the previ-
ous chapter. You observe them and, no matter what the nature of 
these experiences is – sometimes they are pleasant, sometimes 
neutral, and sometimes simply awkward or extremely annoying – 
you do not run away from them, do not try to brush them aside, 
nor do you make any attempt to change them. For the moment, 
you just accept them for what they are. Dealing with experiences 
in this way is completely different to how we usually handle them, 
especially the awkward ones. By trying to internalize them – actu-
ally, a form of storing them away – or interpreting them so that 
they appear less awkward and the associated feeling becomes soft-
er and less intrusive. Or when pleasant, trying to prolong such ex-
periences. This is not how you work when training mindfulness. 

4	 Mark Williams and Danny Penman, Mindfulness (Amsterdam: Nieu-

wezijds, 2011). 64-65.
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You work on experiencing both awkward and pleasant feelings as 
they are and accepting them without holding on to them.

Mindfulness training – sometimes we call it also resilience train-
ing – makes you aware of a number of new fields of attention, which 
together form the active constituents. Below, I shall describe the fol-
lowing aspects of the training:
•	 The wealth of seven senses
•	 Insight into the autopilot
•	 Signals from the body
•	 Handling stress: stretching without striving
•	 The art of pausing
•	 The limits of your availability
•	 Active sensing instead of feeling good
•	 Differentiating between your thoughts and yourself

For each of these fields of attention, I will describe exercises which 
you can use to expose, explore, and practice the theme.

The richness of seven senses

The first step in virtually every mindfulness training is to become 
aware of the enormous wealth of experiences that arise through 
our senses. We detect images, sounds, smells, and tastes and we 
can feel a touch on the skin, warmth/cold and pain and pleasure. 
Furthermore, we can observe the balancing of our body, a process 
that generally happens subconsciously, and we can, from within, 
discern our body or parts of our body. We do this with our famil-
iar five senses: sight, hearing, smell, taste, touch. Some add our 
sixth sense to this: our own observation of our body or proprio-
ception.5 In common terms, this is also referred to as our intuition. 
And psychiatrist Daniel Siegel calls our ability to look inside and 
observe our mind as our seventh sense, mindsight.6 We are talking 
then about our conscious observation, our attentiveness.

5	 Jon Kabat-Zinn, Coming to Our Senses (New York: Hyperion, 2005). 

217-19.

6	 J. Daniel Siegel, Mindsight. The New Science of Personal Transformation 

(New York: Bantam Books, 2010). xiii.
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Below I describe the raisin exercise that is used in almost every 
mindfulness training to discover what happens when you open 
your mind to a whole range of experiences from your seven senses.

Raisin exercise: all senses
Take five to ten minutes, during which you can sit on your own in a 

quiet place. Make sure you are not disturbed; turn off your cell 

phone. You need a few raisins or some other dried fruit. Your as-

signment is to eat these raisins or fruits in a mindful way, using the 

following instructions. Take 20 to 30 seconds for each step.

1.	 Hold

Take one of the raisins or pieces of dried fruit and hold it in the 

palm of your hand or between your thumb and forefinger. Concen-

trate on it and approach it as if it were something you had never 

seen before in your life. Do you feel its weight on your hand? Does 

it cast a shadow across your palm?

2.	 Look

Take the time to really look at the raisin. Imagine that you have 

never seen one before. Look at it extremely carefully and with full 

attention. Let your eyes examine every single part of it. Study the 

places where it catches the light, the dark dips, the creases and wrin-

kles.

3.	 Touch

Turn the raisin around between your fingers and test how the sur-

face feels. How does it feel between the thumb and index finger of 

the other hand? Notice the movements in your muscles and joints 

as you are doing this. Slightly press the raisin and notice how that 

gives you a feeling of its inner texture.

4.	 Smell

Now slowly raise the raisin, with full attention for the movement of 

your hands and fingers, to your nose and determine what you ob-

serve with each intake of breath. Does it have an odor? Let it fill 

your awareness. If it has little or no odor, notice that as well. Ob-

serve any changes that may take place in your mouth or stomach, 

such as salivating.
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5.	 Place

Take the raisin to your lips and study the delicate sensation of touch 

here. Then place it in your mouth but do not start chewing. Let the 

raisin rest for a moment on your tongue and observe what hap-

pens. Let it move over your tongue and bring it into contact with 

the roof of your mouth. Note what happens in your body.

6.	 Taste

Now take the first bite. Exactly one and no more. Ascertain which 

taste or tastes are released. Then take another bite. What changes 

then in the taste? Continue chewing on the raisin bite for bite, but 

without swallowing. Continue until there is no longer any percepti-

ble shape or form left.

7.	 Swallow

Form the intention to swallow the raisin or what is left of it. Notice 

your intention before you actually swallow. Observe what your 

tongue does in preparation for the actual swallowing. Can you also 

follow the sensations of swallowing, from the rear of your mouth to 

your throat and into your stomach?

8.	 After effects

Pause to consider all the stages of the exercise and the effects it has 

generated. Do you still taste an after taste? Did thoughts arise as 

you were doing it? Would you almost automatically pick up anoth-

er raisin and eat it?

Take the time to note all your experiences and thoughts.

To participants in our trainings, this exercise is often surprising, 
no matter how familiar the raisin is. Surprising because, for exam-
ple, there are so many different experiences that can be derived 
from one small raisin. Or because suddenly the smell of a raisin is 
so new. Or because somebody notices how we are used to swallow-
ing a raisin on autopilot. Something else which may come as a new 
experience is the whole series of preparatory actions that the body 
undertakes at the moment we bring the raisin to the mouth. Sali-
vary glands, tongue, breathing, lips: everything is brought into 
use. And how often does it take a lot of effort to prevent the reflex 
of swallowing the raisin before you have chewed it really fine.
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“I never realized how much smell a raisin has. And, by the way, I 
didn’t like the smell one little bit. Caused a bit of aversion in me, 
which only went away when I had taken it in my mouth.”
“I had swallowed it before I was aware of it. It happened all by it-
self.”
“A raisin is really sickly sweet. I’m completely full after eating just 
one of them.”
“I have to work really hard to do the exercise step by step. My body 
always wanted to rush ahead of where we were. Gee, it takes a lot of 
effort to do it with attentiveness!”
“What on earth has this got to do with management? If the people 
at work could see me now...”

The simple raisin exercise teaches us various things. To start with, 
the wealth of experience we can derive from eating just one small 
piece of dried fruit. All that we have to do for that is not simply pop 
it in our mouth and swallow, but to do everything step by step and 
with attention and we have our fill of experiences. Experiences 
which also generate thoughts and judgments and that gives you an 
image of your mental reactions to the experiences: the smell you 
don’t like, or imagining your colleagues back at work seeing you do 
this. And what we notice is that we are so full of these types of auto-
matic reactions that our body is already in the doing mode of eating 
and swallowing, while in the exercise we have only reached the 
point of bringing the raisin to our lips.

Above all, the exercise shows how many signals and experiences 
you miss in your daily life, how many you ignore or perhaps sup-
press. And so the raisin exercise is a first training in the basic skill 
of mindfulness: noticing things, from moment to moment.

Insight into the autopilot

A second theme, next to that of observing the sensual experiences, 
is becoming aware of the autopilot in our work and daily life. It 
starts by getting an idea of your automatic reactions during the 
raisin exercise. But you can extend this by paying attention to how 
you carry out all sorts of activities throughout the day. There are 
also a number of suitable exercises for this. The core of this type of 
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exercise is to carry out routine daily actions with attention. That 
can, for example, be the way you come into the office in the morn-
ing and switch on your computer. Or the way in which – probably 
without much thought – you drink your first cup of coffee. Or 
how, at home, you carry out an everyday action such as brushing 
your teeth.

Doing a routine action with attention
Resolve in the coming week to do one routine action each day with 

attention. Choose for this a simple action which you generally do in 

the same way. You don’t need to do the action differently than nor-

mal. You do not need to enjoy it more or do it in a special way. The 

assignment is simply to do the action with your complete attention 

and then to observe what you experience.

Examples:

•	 The first cup of coffee at work

•	 Switching on the computer at the start of the day

•	 Brushing your teeth

•	 Placing the trash in the container

•	 Etcetera...

See whether you can do the exercise each time as an experiment, 

with eyes and ears wide open, as if it were completely new to you.

It is apparently not that easy to do routine actions with attention. 
You quickly notice that you do them mindlessly and forget to 
pause. The autopilot takes over. And if you do succeed, then the 
routine action with attention often confronts you with the flurry 
in your head. As you take your first sips of coffee, all sorts of 
thoughts about the things you have to do today or the things you 
had left undone yesterday run through your head.

In order to train mindfulness, you must first begin by learning 
to pay attention, to make your attention more focused. And you 
must be capable of recognizing and breaking through habit pat-
terns. This is dealt with in the following exercises.
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Signals from the body

One of the core principles of exercising mindfulness is realizing 
the importance of the body and using physical signals. That is not 
taken for granted in our Western culture. We live in a culture in 
which, since Descartes, the body has become rather undervalued. 
Cogito ergo sum has gained the upper hand. Although it is, in itself, 
a nice simplification of our body-mind system, it has been raised 
to an absolute contradiction and thus misses insight into the con-
stant interaction and feedback between body and mind. As West-
erners, we do not learn to make good use of signals from our body. 
And yet research shows that those signals still influence us, even if 
we block the physical sensations from our consciousness. The 
neural input from the body and the emotions unconsciously in-
fluences our reasoning and decision-making.7

An interesting experiment was held in the early 1980s. Students 
were asked to assess the quality of headphones. They had to listen 
to music and a speech and rate the quality of the sound. During the 
listening session, one group was asked to nod yes with their head, 
the other group to shake no. The third group had to keep their 
heads still. The highest score for quality of the headphones was 
given by the group that was asked to nod yes. Even more interest-
ing was the result of a follow-up experiment in which the students 
participated (without their knowledge) as they left. Here ques-
tions were posed about student life and the level of college tuition, 
whether the latter should be raised from 587 dollars to 750 dollars 
and what a good level for college tuition would be. Those who had 
to keep their heads still mentioned an average around the current 
amount. Those who had shaken no gave a lower average, and those 
who had nodded yes felt – honestly! – that college tuition should 
be raised considerably. What the experiment taught us is that the 
judgment we make from moment to moment is influenced by the 
condition of our body at the moment of judging.8 And that shows 
how important it can be to make full use of the signals from our 
body. Certainly, in management positions, this is an underesti-

7	 Ibid., 125.

8	 Williams and Penman, Mindfulness: 104-05.
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mated force. There is, therefore, every reason to learn that capacity 
better. In mindfulness training, various exercises are used for this. 
One exercise is an attentive exploration of the body and the signals 
it broadcasts. The other consists of moving attentively, either 
standing or seated, through a series of yoga exercises.

Body scan
Begin by laying full stretch on a mat or cushion. Make yourself 

comfortable. You can lie on the floor or on your bed and you 

should do it in a place that is warm and where you will not be dis-

turbed.

Gently close your eyes, observe the movement of your breathing 

and become aware of the physical sensations in your body. The first 

will probably be the contact points your body has with the mat or 

the cushion. Take the time to adjust to this position and let yourself 

sink deeper in the mat or bed with each breath.

Make yourself aware in a friendly way that this is a moment of “fall-

ing awake.” Falling asleep is for another time. The aim of the exer-

cise is not to relax or calm down, even though this could very well 

be the effect. The intention is to observe all sensations that occur 

from moment to moment in your body when you systematically 

explore the body from head to toe. Sometimes you will feel noth-

ing, and that, too, is fine. If you do not observe any sensations, you 

do not need to imagine them. Try to do this with an open and curi-

ous attitude.

Incidentally, it can be that the exercise is so relaxing that you fall 

asleep. If that happens, don’t be critical of yourself. If it happens fre-

quently, see whether you can support being awake by placing a 

small pillow under your head, occasionally opening your eyes or 

perhaps even do the exercise seated rather than laying down.

When you are ready, direct your attention at your stomach and at 

the way it rises and falls as you breathe in and out. Follow the move-

ment of the stomach and all sensations associated with it for a 

while.

Then bring your attention to the big toe on your left foot and ob-
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serve what physical sensations are present. It is not about thinking 

about the sensations, but simply observing them. For example, the 

contact of the toe with the sock, a feeling of warmth or tingling, 

numbness or stiffness. If there is nothing to observe at that mo-

ment, that’s fine too. You do not need to have a judgment about it. 

That’s how it is in that moment. Move on to the other toes.

Then release your toes from your attention, and move it instead to 

the sole of the left foot. Again observe what physical sensations 

there are at the moment, with friendly curiosity. And then on to the 

top on the foot, the instep. Next to the heel and the ankle of the left 

foot. And, step by step, observe the sensations present, warmth, tin-

gling, cold, prickles, touch...

When you have observed the whole foot, take the next in-breath, 

hold it in your attention in your mind and direct it in a friendly way 

towards the left foot. You allow, as it were, the breath to flow through 

the left foot from your body.

And then bring your attention to the left shin. There again you no-

tice attentively what physical sensations are present. Take the time 

for this, for each part.

And so you go through the whole body: the left knee, the left thigh, 

then the right toes, the right foot, right shin, right knee, right thigh...

Then the pelvis, the pubic area, buttocks, and hips. Abdomen and 

lower back, diaphragm, upper back, and chest...

Then you go to both hands at the same time. Observe the sensa-

tions in the thumbs and in the various fingers, the palm, the back of 

the hand, lower arms, elbow and upper arms... Shoulders, neck and 

the face (jaw, mouth, lips, nose, cheeks, ears, eyes, forehead) and fi-

nally to the head as a whole.

At each part of the body, you can stay for around 20 to 30 seconds 

with friendly attentiveness. You don’t have to be precise or count. 

And if in a certain place you observe an intense sensation, you can 

“breathe there” and release the sensation as you breathe out so 

that some relaxation arises.

Your thoughts will, and that is certain, from time to time move in a 

different direction to where you are in your body with the exercise. 
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Notice this without making any judgment about it. That happens 

and it is very normal. If you notice it, pause for the moment that it 

happens and bring your attention back to the part of the body 

where you wanted to be at that moment.

Complete the exercise by slowly breathing through the whole body 

for a few minutes. Take time for this and observe how your body is 

one whole. Stand up in a calm way and take the feeling of mindful-

ness with you in the activities of the day.

Many of our participants express turmoil or “new” experiences 
with the body scan that they did not know.

“I couldn’t lay still at all. I simply had to move.”
“I had absolutely no feeling in my legs and that still won’t appear, 
no matter how often I do it.”
“I fall asleep right after my left leg and suddenly wake up when I’m 
somewhere around my chest. That’s not the intention, is it?”
“How interesting. I injured my knee and since then I’ve never felt 
so many things in my right knee as during the body scan. There are 
apparently a lot of sensations there. I felt the pain and sorrow of 
that time rise to the surface again.”
“I sometimes feel stiffness in my shoulders, but now this flowed 
away when I was there with my attention.”

For many participants, the body scan is a considerable confronta-
tion with reality. Managers are used to learning something practi-
cally and mentally, and as soon as they understand it, they want to 
master it immediately. The body scan is completely contrary to 
this. It starts with doing nothing, laying on a mat or cushion and 
only observing. Next, the body appears to be wanting to do its own 
thing and to become restless when it wants and not when its mas-
ter wants it to. The body broadcasts signals that are experienced as 
unpleasant or unexpected and which sometimes evoke current or 
previous emotions. But unexpectedly it also leads to relaxation, 
when you pause on the experience of stiffness or tension.

The body scan also teaches that not every exercise has to be 
pleasant if you are to learn from it. Short-term results are not al-
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ways self-evident. And it also teaches us how incredibly extensive 
and complex the networks of information exchange between body 
and mind are and that you sometimes have to rewire them or, in 
some areas, lay a completely new wiring.

In the event of it proving difficult, it is sensible not to be too 
hard on yourself and to distance yourself from thinking in terms 
or success or failure. Nor should you think that your body must 
always feel perfect and pleasing. If you observe pain or stiffness 
during the body scan, you shouldn’t think that meditation doesn’t 
work, because that reveals the assumption that meditation should 
lead to relaxation. But that is not the intention (although it can be 
a pleasant side effect). The intention is to train attention, the at-
tentiveness. And then observing more or sometimes awkward sig-
nals is actually a sign of progress! What you can learn through the 
body scan is how your mind can cause turmoil in your body in a 
self-reinforcing process. And the reverse, that the body causes ten-
sion in the mind. By continually observing those tensions, you 
learn to realize that they can disappear or ease by paying attention 
to them. You only have to pay attention in a friendly manner.9

Many participants experience the body scan as a somewhat 
frustrating part of mindfulness training, that doesn’t seem to pro-
duce immediate results. No relaxation, but an unexpectedly large 
and annoying number of signals. Yet there is profit to be had. 
There is, after all, nothing wrong if, frustrated, you discover that 
your body needs more rest and sleep and that you can allow that 
need instead of trying to suppress it. In addition, the body scan 
gives you insight into the doing mode. Pausing to observe your 
body and its signals shows how often you are sunk in thought or 
working on autopilot. And constantly attaching a judgment to 
everything, such as “am I doing this exercise perfectly or not” or 
“my body shouldn’t feel like this” is such an aspect of the doing 
mode.

Pausing at the body’s signals is an effective way of gaining insight 
into the doing mode and to repair the connection between body and 
mind as a system. Kabat-Zinn uses a wonderful word to describe the 
development of the physical self-feeling: proprioception. Some ob-

9	 Ibid., 216-17.
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servations of our body sensations come from touching other sur-
faces such as the chair on which we are sitting or the ground where 
we are standing. Other observations of the body, such as a sensation 
in your knee or of feeling your arm in space are directly linked with 
the body’s awareness of itself. Repairing and increasing our propri-
oception makes us far more present in the world and we can use that 
presence in our actions. Synchronizing body and mind is the first 
step in developing the capacity for fearlessness. That doesn’t mean 
that you will then be prepared to jump off a cliff or place your hand 
in the flames. No, fearlessness means that you can react to the situa-
tion around you with openness and precision. Making use of all 
your sensory abilities at the same time.10

Handling stress: stretching without striving

The impulse toward stress is almost constantly present in the life 
of a manager. The art is learning to cope with stress. Being able to 
make contact with the being mode, as we did in the previous exer-
cises, is essential for this. Learning to switch mentally between do-
ing mode and being mode is the next skill that resilient managers 
will have to master. Coping means that you learn to take your foot 
off the gas, take a step backwards and free yourself from an im-
pulse or a thought. Our skill in switching is inhibited by our urge 
to perform. The mind tells us that we mustn’t give up, that we can 
do it, and that the reward will be rich if we simply persevere. So 
push aside the signals of discomfort or limits. In the exercises of 
mindful movement, we learn to deal with limits in a different way: 
to play with them instead of breaching them. Exploring and test-
ing instead of persisting without observing.

10	 Chögyam Trungpa, Shambhala. The Sacred Path of the Warrior (Boston: 

Shambhala, 2007). 42.
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Mindful movement11

You can start mindful movement in two ways: lying down or stand-

ing up. I shall describe them individually below. In both cases, it is 

important to take care of yourself and to allow the signals you re-

ceive from your body to weigh heavier than the instruction of the 

exercise. These are also exercises where you should consider 

whether you are physically capable of stretching and moving, for 

example, in the event of physical complaints or injuries. In that case, 

discussing these physical discomforts with your doctor or physio-

therapist can be sensible. On the other hand, it is worth remember-

ing that we are inclined to back away from a feeling of discomfort, 

while the value of these exercises is also in learning to deal with un-

comfortable or awkward physical and mental reactions.

In many of the exercises with mindful movement, you reach at a 

given moment a physical or mental limit. Your first reaction may be 

to take a step back. Or exactly the opposite: to be tough and perse-

vere. In both cases, you could try to explore the limit you encounter 

with a certain curiosity. What is it like if you keep your attention fo-

cused on the uncomfortable feeling as you stretch? Does the dis-

comfort turn into a burning feeling? Does the tension ease? And 

what happens if you look at it in a friendly way and let your breath-

ing relax? Much can be learned from the way you deal with the 

limits you encounter.

A word about your breathing during the execution of the move-

ments. You breathe out as you make movements that contract your 

stomach and the front of your body. You breathe in as you make 

the front of your body bigger and contract the back. When the 

movement stops, continue with your normal breathing.

START LYING DOWN

In this case, lie down on your back on a mat or blanket on the floor 

(unless you have physical limitations that make lying flat impossi-

11	 This description is based on: Jon Kabat-Zinn, Handboek meditatief ont- 

spannen (Haarlem: Altamira-Becht, 2004). 121-32. ; Michael Chaskal-

son, The Mindful Workplace (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011). 46-48. 

And the Teachers Manual of the training for mindfulness teachers from 

the Centrum voor Mindfulness (2009).
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ble, then you can look for a different way). And become aware of 

the stream of your breath, in which the stomach rises and falls at 

each inhalation and exhalation.

Take the time to get to this position and to feel your complete body, 

from top to toe, the touch of the floor, the skin as the covering of 

the body.

And prepare yourself for the first reclining exercise.

a.	 Stretching exercise with arms and legs

Lay your arms alongside your body. Legs stretched out. Allow your 

attention to rest on your arms. Move both arms, stretched to the tip 

of the fingers, upwards and backwards along your head in the direc-

tion of the ground. Feel how far your arms can go, where they expe-

rience resistance and you notice that there is a limit. Keep your 

arms fully stretched.

Notice the stretching between the ribs and perhaps in the waist, 

notice the movement of the breath, keep the stomach loose and 

soft. Move your arms back and place them on the ground again.

Repeat the movement with your arms and at the same time stretch 

your legs by stretching them away from you along your heels. Your 

foot becomes perpendicular with your leg.

Feel the total stretching in your body and allow your breath to 

move freely in the stretching position in which you loosen your 

stomach. Hold the stretch for a moment and then move your arms 

back, allow the tension in your legs to relax slowly and rest.

Then notice where you are stretched and whether anything has 

changed.

b.	 Pelvis exercise

Your arms are on the ground, slightly away from your body. Bend 

the left knee and place your left foot flat on the floor. Now do this 

with your right knee. Both knees point towards the ceiling. Your 

feet are the width of your hips apart. And then, without losing the 

attentiveness for the whole body, allow your attention to rest on 

the area of the lower back, the area level with and below the waist. 

Notice whether anything has changed now that you are lying with 

your knees drawn up.
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Move your lower body through the waist and push the area of the 

lower back into the ground. Feel how the hollow at the waist is now 

filled up and the stomach is pulled in. Notice how your hips tilt to-

wards the ceiling as you make this movement.

Then move your lower body in the other direction so that the hol-

low appears in your waist and notice how the hips tilt the other 

way. Repeat both movements several times and feel whether the 

breath is moving freely. Does the upper body remain relaxed as you 

move your hips?

Finally, allow both legs to slip downwards so that you are once 

again in the starting position. Rest. Be conscious of your lower 

back... your waist. How does it feel there? Has anything changed? 

What physical sensations do you observe?

START STANDING UP

When you are ready, stand with your feet the width of your hips 

apart, your toes pointing forward. Relax your knees and bend them 

slightly. Hips bent slightly forward, your coccyx slightly pulled in. 

Your stomach may be soft, the chest open, the shoulders at rest and 

the arms hanging loosely alongside your body. You pull your chin 

in so that your neck is long.

Stand like this for a while and feel how your feet make contact with 

the floor. A position of being present, earthed, awake. You allow your 

breathing to go as it comes, all by itself. And focus your attention on 

your feet, notice from the inside how your feet make a footprint on 

the floor. Next, the attention goes via the ankles and the lower legs to 

the knees; notice whether these are tight or whether they can be 

made a little more loose. The attention goes farther upward to the 

hips, notice what is there. And if there is nothing to notice, notice 

that... Then the attention moves to the stomach, the diaphragm, it 

follows the spine. The attention is now on the shoulders, the arms 

that hang alongside the body. And then upwards via the neck, the 

skull to the crown of your head. And there you stand, from top to toe. 

Notice how your breath flows through the body... Rest.

a.	 Stretching of the arms

As you stand there, feel your feet on the ground, knees relaxed. 

With your next breath in, bring your arms forward and upward and 
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breathe out. Notice the limit to which you can easily move your 

arms. Leave the shoulder blades low, do not pull up your shoulders. 

Feel how the body stretches while pushing your heels firmly into 

the ground. Keep stretching... breathe in and out calmly. Notice the 

stretching in the waist, the stomach and between the ribs. Lower 

the arms again and stand...

Raise both arms stretched to the side and upward to shoulder 

height and experience the great space in which the movements 

can take place. Your follow the movements very calmly and lightly 

with your attention. Turn your hands on your wrists until they 

point straight upward and notice the stretching in the arms. Now 

decide to push your arms from the shoulders even farther outward 

into the space without allowing them to become tense. It is as if 

you are feeling the space around them. Relax for a moment and 

then sense again, withdraw and stretch. Observe how your breath-

ing reacts to this. Slowly lower your arms in the space around you. 

Feel that you are standing and observe the physical sensations that 

are present...

b.	 Raising leg sideways

To start, you stand with your feet at hips’ width apart. In balance. 

During this exercise, you allow your eyes to rest on a fixed point 

straight ahead of you. Shift the weight of your body over your left 

leg and foot. Make that side strong by shifting your hip to straight 

above your leg; you notice that the muscles around your thigh, hip, 

and in your buttocks tighten. Raise both arms sideways to shoulder 

height and raise the right leg slightly sideways. Do this balance exer-

cise quietly and patiently. Do not force the balance, but feel how 

your body organizes itself to support the weight of your body on 

one side. Observe how your breathing develops.

Return your leg to its starting position, lower your arms and be-

come aware of the balance on two feet.

Then repeat on the other side, calmly and do it with careful atten-

tion. Then repeat each side again.

Finally you stand... stand... Observe the condition of your body...
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The experiences participants have with mindful movement are 
highly diverse, from relaxing to confrontational, from fear of in-
jury to insight into patterns of action when they reach a limit.

“I didn’t pay any attention at all to the instruction to be careful. 
Noticed that I wanted to stretch as far as possible. I recognize that, 
going through the limits.”
“Two years ago, I suffered a severe back injury. My doctor told me 
to be careful. When I stretched my arm upward, I quickly brought 
it back down again. I felt something in my back and I was immedi-
ately frightened.”
“I noticed how much turmoil there is in my body. Kept on shaking 
when keeping balance. First I spoke strictly to myself: persevere! 
And suddenly I had to laugh about it...”
“For me, this was a very relaxing exercise. And a lot easier than the 
body scan. Here, I could at least keep my attention focused.”

The exercises give us insight into attitudes that are frequently found 
in managers. The first is dealing with limits and being result-driv-
en. What the exercise can teach you is how to deal with “soft” and 
“hard” limits and how to distinguish between them. You start to 
experience a soft limit at the moment your body is subjected to ten-
sion in the exercise. When you stretch your arms and then go a bit 
further, you notice that soft limit. Then you can naturally persist in 
order to achieve the aim – one which, at that moment, has been 
subtly changed by the mind from scouting the limits to pushing 
them as far as possible. But it is just as interesting to remain some-
what longer at that soft limit, to observe the physical sensations and 
signals from the body, to see how they develop and thus to search 
further for wider possibilities. Naturally there is also a hard limit, 
namely what the body can do at that moment.

Being result-driven often becomes so absolute that limits, even 
the hard ones, must be exceeded, no matter how. There is another 
way. Managers often discover how they force themselves through 
this exercise and they also pass on this attitude to their team or or-
ganization. The result is a hard performance culture, where you 
are held to account.

Stretching without striving teaches you that normal physical 
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sensations sometimes arouse whole patterns of thoughts and awk-
ward reactions. Persisting no matter what, always shying away at 
the first limit, being mentally angry with yourself – you name it. 
But if you can observe the sensations and thoughts without be-
coming entangled in them, you develop your own body-mind sys-
tem into a valuable instrument for managing yourself and your 
team. You learn to cope with stress instead of just bearing it. And 
the wealth of signals and the recognition of your reaction pattern 
creates space and new possibilities for development.

In conversations you hold as manager this can be a very valua-
ble instrument. A regular occurrence is that as manager you want 
something and the employee wants something else. Do you then 
persist in order to change it? And how do you feel in the discus-
sion? You can’t control the other’s reaction. That’s fortunate. But 
also awkward. What you can do is see your attitude in the conver-
sation and adjust it. By observing the tension as a physical sensa-
tion, the conversation becomes more relaxed.

The art of pausing

Persisting is also typical for dealing with stress. Simply go the extra 
mile, is the motto. And so we exhaust ourselves and find ourselves 
in a negative spiral of stress. You can compare the moment of 
switching between doing and being with the conscious reaction to 
signals from soft limits. Very consciously scan them, pause for a 
moment, retreat very slightly and then investigate again, see 
whether we can go further. Surprisingly, there is generally more 
space than you first thought. We all experience that when, while 
stretching, we fix our breathing, a limit seems to have been 
reached. But if, through a small movement, we can allow our 
breathing to flow freely again, the stretch can sometimes reach an-
other few centimeters. It can be as simple as that. If you deal with it 
like this, you learn to handle stress instead of just bearing it.

In your daily work as manager, switching can be rather difficult. 
The pressure to persist is strong, there is so much to be done. In 
mindfulness training, we therefore teach participants two exercises 
that support switching that are within reach for everybody at any 
time: the three-minute breathing space and the mindful check.
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Three-minute breathing space
For this short exercise, sit up straight (or stand if that is better for 

you). A position of dignity, relaxation, the back straight but not stiff. 

Your attitude is alert and curious. You close your eyes.

Step 1: Becoming aware

Next, shift your attention to the inner experience and explore it 

with the question: what exactly am I experiencing at this moment?

•	 Which thoughts are going through my head? Observe them 

with your attention, recognize them as mental events.

•	 What feelings am I now experiencing? The attention includes 

them in the observation, whether they are pleasant, unpleasant, 

or neutral. They are there, you acknowledge them, and you 

don’t need to change them.

•	 What physical observations are there? Where is there any ten-

sion, prickling, where is there stiffness, where comfort? Here 

again you explore your sensations with attention, without need-

ing to change them.

Step 2: Focusing attention on breathing

Shift the attention to the breathing and the physical sensations as-

sociated with it. The stomach rises as you breathe in and falls as you 

breathe out. You follow with attention the whole movement in-

ward and outward again. In this way, you anchor yourself in the 

here and now. And if your mind wanders, bring the attention in a 

friendly but firm way back to the breathing.

Step 3: Extending the attention

Next, extend the attention from following your breathing to the 

body as a whole. Including your pose, your expression, as if the 

whole body is breathing. If you notice sensations, they may be 

there, they are part of our body as a whole. In this way, a somewhat 

larger, more spacious awareness arises.

And then, finally, you open – when you are ready – your eyes again.12

12	 There are many descriptions of the three-minute breathing space doing 

the rounds. This one is inspired by: Williams and Penman, Mindfulness: 

142-43.
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Personal check-in13

You can best do this exercise in a quiet environment. Perhaps close 

the door to your room, go to an empty conference room or a relax-

ation area where there is nobody else. Turn off the telephone. Lie 

down or stand up, and close your eyes.

Take the time to become quiet. Compliment yourself on the fact 

that you have taken this time.

You can do the exercise at the beginning of the day, before you start 

work. Or as an interlude, at any given moment.

Begin the mindful check-in by exploring the body and mind by 

sensing the stream of thoughts, emotions or physical sensations 

and briefly recording them in the attention. You do not need to do 

anything with them.

Perhaps this is the first break that you consciously take today in 

your busy schedule. And if you, for a moment, step out of doing 

mode and into being mode, you may notice how many sensations, 

emotions and thoughts move in your body-mind system.

You do not need to analyze everything now, or have a judgment 

about it or to work out how everything fits together. Simply allow 

yourself to be in the here and now, in the middle of everything that 

presents itself.

In this way, you check in with yourself.  A few minutes. And compli-

ment yourself that you have taken the time.

The limits of your availability

Keeping an eye open for all signals and knowing when to stop is 
also valuable for learning the limits of your availability as manag-
er. People expect managers to be available to their people, but how 
far do you go in that? Always and everywhere, 24 hours a day, no 
rest from email, text messages, and chat? And how do you deal 
with caring for yourself. When do you take a rest, when is your 
time for recuperation? The well-developed body-mind instru-
ment is at all times your valuable friend, who warns you in time. 

13	 Bob Stahl and Elisha Goldstein, Mindfulness en stressreductie (Amster-

dam: Nieuwezijds, 2010). 27-28.

Mindful leadership   81   |   Elgraphic - Vlaardingen 04-04-14   09:17



82	 Mindful Leadership

When stress rises too high or when you take too little time to de-
stress. And then you can do a reality check by, for example, taking 
a breathing break. Pause and consider what you need now, as 
manager. And then go further with, for example, giving your em-
ployees greater clarity about your availability and the recovery 
time you need. And to include your recovery time in your sched-
ule and lifestyle.

Sensing well instead of feeling good

Thinking belongs with doing. You quickly realize that when look-
ing at what thinking is about: what are you going to do, how are 
you going to handle something, how can you do things differently 
etc. Feeling is observing what physical sensations and emotions 
you are dealing with: a headache, sadness, pleasure or anger, a 
stabbing pain, you name it. In mindfulness training, you learn to 
investigate it and gain insight into that. And then it is useful to de-
fine more sharply what it is all about: to feel, feelings, and emo-
tions. What exactly are they?

Zen master Ritskes gives a good description of this in his recent 
book Leer voelen wat je wilt voelen.14 He defines emotion as energy to 
act on behalf of the objectives for which you are consciously or un-
consciously striving. If somebody has many emotions, that person 
apparently wants a lot. But it can lead to exhaustion, even though 
that person makes quite an energetic impression with their emo-
tions. You run the risk of getting into difficulties with your emo-
tions. They take control of you, you are swept along by them. With 
mindfulness you learn to give a conscious response to challenges, 
and thus use your drive in a more focused and effective way.

Then what is feeling? It’s becoming aware of a physical reaction 
to something that happens in the body, in the mind, or in the envi-
ronment. You may be sitting quietly on the sofa, and suddenly you 
think about something you have to do tomorrow. And your heart 
rate climbs: should I get up and write it down? You generally react 
at the same time with a reaction of desire or aversion: I would real-

14	 Rients Ritskes, Leer voelen wat je wilt voelen. Zenvol omgaan met emoties 

(Rotterdam: Asoka, 2012). 39-55.
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ly like to do it or would prefer not to do it. This is natural and you 
learn to recognize it in the training.

Insight into your own feelings and emotions helps you create a 
conscious response and to strengthen the ability to switch between 
being and doing. You can experience feelings and emotions, that is 
sensing or observing well or adequately. You don’t need to do any-
thing with it to feel good. It is about registering, and this releases 
you from a fixed reaction pattern.

It is important that we remember that everything we feel is a 
physical process. At the same time we know that mental processes 
can also conjure up feelings and emotions in our own mind. Just 
think of a vivid dream which generates a physical reaction, so that 
you wake up in a sweat. In Buddhism, thinking is considered one 
of our “sensory gates.”15 The better you learn how to feel, the easier 
the mental switching and the use of your emotional intelligence 
will become.

The difference between your thoughts and 
yourself: accepting and staying present

You have already learned how to gain insight into the autopilot of 
the doing mode. First, by allowing experiences from your senses to 
enter, by learning to use the signals from your body, and by learn-
ing to switch mentally using stretching without striving. You have 
learned to direct your attention at observing experiences. And that 
you can be consciously present in everyday life without being 
dragged along on autopilot into a spiral of stress, which is in turn 
fed by the thought that, as manager, you must always be available.

We are now going to strengthen the power of attentiveness by 
focusing on two key exercises in mindfulness training: sitting and 
walking meditation. With these exercises, you get a better insight 
into the operation of the mind and how it influences your actions. 
You learn to free yourself from the identification with your 
thought world. You learn to see how you deal with your experi-
ences, how you push them away in aversion or attach to them if 
you don’t want to lose them.

15	 Ibid., 130.
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Sitting meditation
Take time to assume a sitting position. That can be on a cushion 

generally placed on a mat. Or on a sturdy chair, where you can sit 

upright. If you sit on a chair, make sure you sit with your back 

straight and normally, which means you do not lean against the 

back of the chair. If you sit on a cushion on the floor, see whether 

you can get your knees as close to the floor as possible or even 

touch it. By doing this, your hips tilt forward. Generally, you can’t 

do that immediately but it will get better with practice. You can vary 

the height of the cushions or use a meditation bench. See whether 

you can sit comfortably and whether you feel well supported. If you 

have a disability or injury, adjust the position and choose the posi-

tion that is safe and comfortable for you and which supports you in 

order to be present from moment to moment. That could even be 

reclining, if necessary.

The position you adopt when sitting is also important, both the 

physical position and the inner attitude. Your back should be 

straight, not stiff and also not tense. Your head relaxed and straight, 

your shoulders hanging loose. A position that exudes dignity, just 

as a queen would sit on her throne. You can lay your hands in your 

lap, folded, or lay them on your legs, palms open towards the ceil-

ing, if that feels pleasant to you. The inner attitude is one of curios-

ity and a light but not tense alertness. Open for what is going to 

come.

Breathing

Direct the attention to your breathing. Most people find it easiest 

to follow the in and out movement of breathing by watching how 

the stomach goes up and down. When breathing in through the 

nose or mouth, the breath goes through the windpipe to the chest 

and the stomach rises; when breathing out the movement goes in 

the opposite direction. It can prove helpful to get the rise and fall 

more sharply etched in your memory by laying your hands on your 

stomach and following the movement. And you can also follow the 

breath by mentioning softly “rising” and “falling” in your thoughts.

The advantage of the breathing movement is that it is always pre-

sent. It is a natural movement of the body. It is not necessary to get 

this movement under control, you simply have to follow it. It 
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doesn’t have to be faster or slower. The breathing is and is allowed 

to be what it is.

The attention wanders

It is very usual that you notice your attention wandering. Suddenly 

your thoughts are on something else and no longer on your breath-

ing. A plan suddenly flashes through your mind, or you think of 

your task list. You drift off or think back to yesterday with pleasure. 

Don’t think that this is wrong. It simply happens and is an attribute 

of the mind. Exactly the moment you notice that your attention 

has wandered is actually very beautiful, for that means that you re-

alize it. You are aware of what you experience at that moment. And 

that is the attentiveness you are training.

What you do at that moment is to bring your attention back in a 

friendly but firm way to observing how your stomach rises and falls. 

And then you simply go on following your breathing movement.

It will often happen that the attention of the mind wanders again. 

You should not consider this a failure, even though it might be frus-

trating to notice that you do not have your mind under control. 

The advantage is that you learn to look at it as something that hap-

pens. That can help you practice patience. And it helps you anchor 

yourself in the here and now, time and again.

Physical sensations

Once you have followed the rising and falling of your stomach for a 

while, you can then direct the attention to observing the physical 

sensations in the body. Perhaps the first thing to demand attentive-

ness is the contact of the buttocks with the cushion or the chair or 

of the knees and feet with the floor. You can then allow the atten-

tion to rest on the body as a whole, from feet to crown. Physical 

sensations such as an itch, warmth or cold, tingling or prickling, 

stiffness and tension or suppleness, hardness or softness of a spot in 

the body may intrude. You follow the physical sensations in the 

body with attention.

You may perhaps notice that the physical sensations evoke a certain 

sentiment. One sensation feels pleasant, another unpleasant, and 

yet another is neutral in character. Notice that one is no better than 

the other, but that you may have the inclination to make such a 
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judgment in your thoughts. Perhaps you can look with amazement 

and a fresh view at each physical sensation and observe it, including 

the associated sentiment but without passing any judgment.

If you have sat for a while, it is possible that a certain physical sensa-

tion continues longer and moves much more strongly to the fore-

ground of your attention. You can respond to such a dominant sen-

sation in two ways. One way is to do something about it: you can 

scratch an itch, for example. If you do that, you can do it with full 

attention. Observe the intention in yourself to do something and 

carry out the action attentively. And observe the effects of the ac-

tion. The other method is to do nothing and only remain with your 

attention on the physical sensation. You take your attention to it 

and follow the development of the sensation. Does it become 

stronger or weaker, does the character change, does it, perhaps, dis-

appear.

And in this way you follow the physical sensations in the body. And 

here again your attention may regularly wander. If it does, bring it 

back in a friendly but firm way to observing the physical sensations 

and the associated feelings of pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral.  Again 

and again.

Sounds

Once you have spent some time with your attention focused on 

breathing and on physical sensations, you can shift your attention 

to observing sounds. Sounds can come from inside the body or 

from outside. What you notice is perhaps a loud sound or maybe a 

soft, sharp or dull sound, with a high or low tone. Whatever you 

hear, there is no need to interpret it; you do not need to trace where 

it came from or what caused it. You can simply notice it as sound, 

nothing more.

Nor do you need to search for sounds, just let them come to you.

And perhaps observe that you register sounds and form a judg-

ment about them. Then let go of the sound you heard until you 

notice the following sound. And so on...

Thoughts

Now shift your attention from observing sounds to the following 

area of attentiveness, observing thoughts. Thoughts constantly pass 
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through your mind. Sometimes it is a long train of thoughts and as-

sociations, sometimes just a flash. Now they last long, now short. 

Sometimes very vague, then suddenly razor sharp. There are all 

sorts of thoughts.

What you do is observe the thoughts. What type of thought emerg-

es now? And then you let go of that thought without bothering 

about the content. You let go of the thought again.

You could see thoughts as clouds that move across the sky and you 

are lying there looking at them. Some clouds drift past slowly, others 

rush past. Some are large and complex, others are small. Sometimes 

they cover the sky, sometimes there is just one small cloud. You do 

not need to do anything with your thoughts. You don’t need to 

make them pass faster or to stop them altogether. You look at your 

thoughts without identifying yourself with them. You can see them 

as individual events that arise in the mind and then pass away.

Emotions

The following area of attentiveness is that of emotions. Thoughts 

often induce emotions, they have an emotional charge. Your mood 

changes and you can also observe that. You hit on an emotion, for 

example happiness, sorrow, fatigue, or boredom. Look at which 

catches your attention.

You observe them with your attention and then let them go again.

And each time the attention wanders, whether it is while observing 

thoughts or emotions, you observe that in a friendly way, without 

judging yourself or seeing it as a failure or mistake. It is what it is. 

And then you bring the attention in a friendly but firm way back to 

observing your thoughts or emotions from moment to moment.

Choiceless awareness

We have now seen all the areas of attention when sitting: breathing, 

physical sensations and the associated feeling, sounds, thoughts, 

and emotions. A multitude of experiences that could possibly pre-

sent themselves to our attentiveness. We can now direct our atten-

tion to observing what is in the foreground here and now without 

focusing on a certain area. It can be a sound, a thought, a physical 

sensation, a sentiment, an emotion, or whatever presents itself at 

that moment. We call that random attention.
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You allow your attention to rest on whatever it notices and then 

you release it until the next thing presents itself.  And so on.

If the attention has wandered during the period of random aware-

ness, you can redirect it in a friendly but firm way to observing what 

is being presented at that moment in the field of attentiveness. If 

that proves troublesome, you can always redirect your attention to 

your breathing. Your breathing is the ever present anchor for atten-

tiveness and for stabilizing the attention. You can then shift from 

giving attention to your breathing back to random awareness.

Conclusion

For the last period of the (extended) sitting meditation, you can 

again direct the attention to the movement of the breathing. You 

follow the rise and fall of the stomach and gently note that rise and 

fall in your thoughts. You sit like this for several minutes until you 

finish the sitting meditation.

Two things stand out in the experiences of participants of the 
training: discovering just how many thoughts are constantly gen-
erated by our mind and the inner struggle that we wage with the 
thoughts that pass by.

“I had no idea that so many thoughts pass through me. It’s like a wa-
terfall; they keep on coming. Wave after wave, without stopping...”
“Difficult to get to see my thoughts. They keep slipping away when 
I try to observe them. That is a lot easier with physical sensations.”
“I notice that I am constantly fighting with my thoughts. I really 
don’t want to see them. I actually find them rather annoying.”
“I simply can’t let go of a thought. I’m completely absorbed by it. 
And then I have to strictly address myself.”
“I simply can’t empty my head. Those thoughts keep on coming...”
“I couldn’t do it, stop wandering and observe thoughts. And then it 
seemed as if my body relaxed and it made me cheerful. Wonderful. 
But suddenly it was gone and I found that annoying. I became an-
gry. And I suddenly had to think of my father when he read the 
newspaper in the evening and I didn’t get any attention from him. 
I came over all hot.”
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When we observe our thoughts – and the same applies for physical 
sensations and sounds – we soon notice that we cannot exercise 
any control over them. And that can easily irritate us. The stream 
of thoughts goes on and on and we can’t stop it. We also call that 
the waterfall of thoughts. What we can learn here is to stand just 
behind the waterfall and allow the thoughts to pass by. Learn to 
look at the drops and waves. Jon Kabat-Zinn makes a nice analogy 
with surfing: you can’t stop the waves but you can learn to surf. 
You could see this stream of thoughts as the doing mode of the 
mind. You learn the being mode by freeing yourself from it.

That, incidentally, is not that easy because our natural reaction to 
experiences is to reject, avoid, or hang on to them.16 When we reject 
an experience, we react with absence or boredom. Don’t feel like it 
now, is the message or: not again, we’ve already had that. And in our 
head we concern ourselves with other things. We avoid an experi-
ence by suppressing it, we get angry at it: “I don’t want this experi-
ence!” Or we drift away to a more pleasant experience, a delicious 
day dream: “wouldn’t it be great to lay on the beach now.” The third 
option is to hang on to the experience, certainly when it is pleasant: 
“I’m so enjoying writing, I want to keep the flow, wonderful.” And 
you know that, at that very moment, you’ve already lost it...

What we do is push away the experience instead of observing it 
and remaining with it. Learning to remain with it, even when the 
experience is unpleasant, is an important skill for developing resil-
ience. Remaining with it assumes acceptance and that is a term the 
participants often find unpleasant. Acceptance evokes an associa-
tion with resignation. Mindfulness is not intended for accepting 
everything, they shout in chorus. What is interesting is that ac-
ceptance demands an active action and is thus the reverse of resig-
nation. Acceptance means that you purposely permit experiences 
and try for the moment to do nothing about them. So you actively 
prevent the three reactions of rejection, avoidance, and retention 
described above and allow the experience. Just as, with the sitting 
meditation, we move with our attention toward a dominant phys-

16	 Zindel V. Segal, J. Mark G. Williams, and John D. Teasdale, Aandachtger-

ichte cognitieve therapie bij depressie (Amsterdam: Uitgeverij Nieuwezijds, 

2006). 203.
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ical experience and look at its development. And that is the reverse 
of resignation, which tends toward passivity and impotence. With 
acceptance, you have to exert some energy. You register the expe-
rience before you decide what you do with it.

The importance of acceptance and staying with the experience 
is that you learn the skill of breaking free from the mental switch-
ing of the autopilot. Without acceptance of what the experience is, 
whether it is a pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral experience, you 
won’t be able to do that.

Walking meditation17

In walking meditation, you concentrate on the walking itself. You 

can focus on placing your foot as a whole or on certain elements of 

the movement – such as changing feet, moving, placing the foot, 

change again; or on the movement of your whole body. You can 

combine attentive walking with attentive breathing.

For some people, it is extremely difficult to meditate sitting down, 

but if they walk, meditation takes place almost by itself. Whoever 

you are, sitting down all the time is impossible. And some people 

simply cannot manage to sit attentively with the pain, turmoil 

and anger they are feeling. But they can manage that when walk-

ing.

Walking is just as good as sitting. What is important is what you fo-

cus internally. If you meditate while walking, your goal is not to 

reach a certain place. You only walk along a path, back and forth or 

round and round. It is about the challenge of being completely pre-

sent for each step, for each breath.

The exercise means that you take every step for what it is and that 

you remain fully attentive to that step. That means you must feel 

what it is like to walk – in your feet, your legs, your poise, and your 

gait, and as always from moment to moment and in this case also 

from step to step.

Just as in sitting meditation, everything will arise to distract your at-

17	 Based on: Kabat-Zinn, Handboek meditatief ontspannen: 133-38. And on: 

Frits Koster, Basisprincipes Vipassanã-meditatie (Rotterdam: Asoka, 2008). 

25-29.
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tention from the simple experience of walking. We work with those 

observations, thoughts, feelings, impulses, memories, and pros-

pects that present themselves during walking in the same way as in 

sitting meditation.

Take the time and space for this exercise. You can best practice 

walking meditation in a place where you will not attract the atten-

tion of others.

Stand up. Close your eyes for a moment. Focus your full attention 

on standing. Go with your attention along your legs to your feet. 

Notice how your feet make contact with the floor. Check out the 

rest of your body: your spine, your head upright on your body. Your 

arms relaxed along your side. Then open your eyes again, and direct 

them straight ahead without looking at anything specific.

When you start to walk, see whether you can walk slower than nor-

mal, with slightly shorter steps. This will allow you to be more 

aware of the movement.

And before you actually start moving, you can first of all feel the in-

tention to move. It is as if we make the movement in our mind be-

fore we actually take it.

Then slowly raise your right foot and step forward... and now your 

left foot... and your right again. And you can register each move-

ment as: right goes like this, left like this.

If other objects or experiences are present in a slight way, you do 

not need to pay them any specific attention. You can simply con-

tinue walking.

If something clearly arises in the foreground, for example a pain or 

a stitch, something that catches your eye, a strong emotion or 

thought, do not consider this a disturbance. Notice it, briefly pay at-

tention to it, and then return to registering your movement.

Perhaps, as you walk, you can allow your attention to dissect the 

process of walking – register it even more precisely. You can, for ex-

ample, do that by subdividing the movement into “raising,” “mov-

ing forward” and “placing it on the floor.” You register: “raise,” 

“proceed” and “place.” And then the other foot.
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Perhaps you can also become aware of how the weight of your body 

shifts from one foot to the other. Register this as: “descending,” 

“standing” and “coming free.” In addition, allow your attention to 

notice your instep, your ankles, and your calves. And register which 

bones and muscles are doing all the work to make this movement 

possible.

And then you come slowly to rest again. Stand. Perhaps you would 

like to close your eyes for a moment. How does your body feel 

now? Are there thoughts, feelings? Let the effect of this exercise 

slowly take effect on you.

In addition to acceptance, an important learning experience of the 
sitting and walking meditation is that you really can free yourself 
from your thoughts. The moment that people discover that they 
are not their thoughts but that they have thoughts is, for many, a 
real eye-opener. The first time that they become aware that their 
identity does not depend on the stream of thoughts into which 
they are sucked. Thoughts appear not to be the truth or the whole 
reality, they are not facts.

If we succeed in treating thoughts in this way, space arises for  
a different thinking, for the conscious response of the mental 
switching and the open mindset we encountered in the previous 
chapter. Kabat-Zinn suggests that the core is that, while meditat-
ing, we treat all our thoughts equally, without suppressing them. 
It is not about the quantity of thoughts that you have, and so your 
head does not have to be empty. It is about: “how much place do 
you make for them from moment to moment in your field of 
consciousness in order to allow them to have a place.” By recog-
nizing your thoughts as thoughts, you can begin to see sharper 
what is going on and this allows a greater space for choice in your 
life. You free yourself from the distorted reality often created by 
thoughts.18

18	 Kabat-Zinn, Handboek meditatief ontspannen: 88-89.
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The mindful manager: resilience and an open mind

Developing mindfulness as manager is a learning process. Learn-
ing ensures that an experience, a moment consciously lived in the 
here and now, can influence your future behavior. With mindful-
ness, you learn to approach this here and now moment with an 
open mind. That offers you the possibility of consciously choosing 
between action and reflection. It offers you resilience. Below are 
the elements from which the resilience of the mindful manager is 
constructed:

1.	 Greater attentiveness, because you learn to play with your at-
tention and know where it is and learn to consciously bring 
back your attention in the moment.

2.	 Greater resilience, you are better equipped against the pressure 
of work and the turmoil around you. You learn to better deter-
mine the limits of your own availability and the balance be-
tween work and private life.

3.	 Greater emotional intelligence, because you learn to use not 
only the mental signals but all other signals of the sensory expe-
rience.

4.	 Great clarity of mind, because you are less easily dragged along 
by thoughts, emotions and feelings. You can then choose a con-
scious response and no longer allow yourself to be swept along 
in an automatic reaction.

5.	 Greater ability to switch between action and reflection, with 
which you can better steer your team and your organization.

Just take a look at the experiences of participants in our mindful-
ness training for managers:

“I notice that I am developing a different energy management sys-
tem. Less stressed.”
“I see that I react more consciously.”
“I make use of my emotions rather than be controlled by them.”
“I look with a broader view, each new day with a flesh look. Take 
time for rest and can listen better.”
“My attention for the group was reasonably good but now I can 
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combine that with attention for myself. That makes it stronger.”
“Now that I react more calmly, the people in my team do the 
same.”
“We observe much quicker what is taking place emotionally in our 
team and do something with it.”
“Thinking with more awareness, doing with more awareness. In 
practice, I am less frequently constricted by certain circumstances, 
can put things better into perspective.”
“I succeed rather well in being a beacon of calm in these turbulent 
times of organizational change. Surprising, as my own job is on the 
line.”
“We are better able to distinguish between main and secondary is-
sues and concentrate better on things.”
“I am increasingly better able to think: must I do this task? Must I 
do it now? Instead of turning head over heels to do everything my-
self, and right now!”
“Silence. We simply take the time and our creativity increases.”
“I feel more calm and space in my head. Not react primarily, but 
observe more and react from this attitude. Or perhaps not even re-
act at all.”

By training mindfulness, you learn to act with a greater presence 
of mind. That seems at odds with the image that we frequently 
have of meditation as being immersed in peace and quiet and the 
absence of thoughts. Meditation then seems to be something 
which totally absorbs you, just as you can experience with making 
music or running. That may seem so from the outside, but then 
you are really missing the point. Because meditation is very active 
and conscious. It is not about sitting in a flow, having no thoughts 
or freeing yourself from all physical experiences. Meditation is 
actually exercising with an alert mind by being aware of what you 
are doing while you are doing it. Meditating is not concerned with 
the content or the extent of your experiences. Sometimes there 
are many, sometimes few. Meditating is not about the experience 
itself, but about the relationship with your experience. Are you 
swept along with it or do you choose to react consciously to it? 
Can you accept every experience and let it be, do you notice 
whether you resist the experience or wish to clamp onto it? By no-
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ticing every experience, you also free yourself from it. Identifying 
with your experiences stops at the same moment. And space aris-
es for free and conscious action. Here is the alertness or presence 
of mind that you develop in the process of meditating. In four 
steps, you teach yourself to use your mind in a new, open way.19

Steps to an open mind

1. You observe that the mind is not where you want it to be

2. You free it from this

3. Direct it at where you want it to be

4. And you are able to remain there with your mind

In Buddhism, these steps are also called the four forms of proper 
effort,20 because you can go with an open mind from a harmful to a 
beneficial situation. You learn to direct your thinking rather than 
allow yourself to be dragged along on autopilot. And so you can 
act effectively.

Kabat-Zinn once compared it to surfing. You can’t do anything 
about the waves, about their number, their height or their power. 
But you can learn to surf, see, and feel what is coming at you and 
freely deal with it. That is mindful and therefore effective manage-
ment.

Appendix: the learning process of mindfulness

The learning process of mindfulness takes place according to 
Kolb’s well-known model of experiential learning, which, he says 
himself, can be used well in mindfulness and thus is strengthened 
by it.21 The model is strongly investigative and thus fits the ap-

19	 Chaskalson, The Mindful Workplace: 93.

20	Frits Koster, Het web van wijsheid (Rotterdam: Asoka, 2005). 231. This is 

about effort: a. to remove a harmful state of mind; b. to prevent a harm-

ful state of mind occurring; c. to develop a beneficial state of mind; d. to 

cultivate further beneficial states of mind.

21	 Baubeck Yeganah and David A. Kolb, “Mindfulness and Experiential 

Learning,” OD Practitioner 41, no. 3 (2009).
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proach of the Buddha with his “only trust what you yourself expe-
rience as true.” The learning model of Kolb is as follows:

Learning starts with gaining an experience. We then explore that 
experience in the second step. Kolb calls that reflective observa-
tion. Normally we are inclined to place an experience into a cate-
gory or pigeonhole it. With the stage of exploration or reflective 
observation, we postpone that for a while and take the time to look 
at the experience on its own merits. Letting it be what it is. With 
this, space for a fresh look at the experience also arises. You learn 
by not knowing. Then we connect the experience with what we al-
ready know, with abstract concepts we have at our disposal. Have 
we had this experience previously, which new aspects does it have, 
does it lead to a different interpretation of the experience? Thus we 
gain insight into the context, but also the space to place the experi-
ence in a new context or against a different background. An expe-
rience that you always become angry and erupt if somebody criti-
cizes you, and in which you think “that’s just the way I am” can 
become an experience in which you see your anger coming and 
recognize it and let it go again. And so a new context arises: “I do 
not necessarily have to do anything when I feel anger” and thus 
there is room for new behavior. And the fourth step is then pre-
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cisely trying out the new possibility. Learning mindfulness takes 
place in the same way.

Learning cycle and mindfulness practices

Stage learning cycle Mindfulness practices

Specifically 
experiencing

• �Attention for breathing and relaxation 
of the body

• �Attention for all sorts of sensory 
experiences, so that your mindset 
becomes open and the autopilot is 
disengaged

Reflective 
observation

• Become aware of the impulse to act

• �Postpone the impulsive thoughts and 
actions through breathing and 
acceptance

• �Sitting meditation in which your 
attention remains on your thoughts and 
feelings instead of doing something with 
them

• �Practicing recognition and acceptance 
instead of judging

Abstract 
conceptualization

• �Open the assumptions that you make at 
this moment to discussion

• View the perspective of others

• Dare to doubt your own “truth”

• �See shades of grey instead of digital 
thinking

Actively experiment • �Pose new questions: change the 
conversation by asking questions that 
generate possibilities

• �Thinking about thoughts and behaviors 
that you admire in another in a certain 
situation and trying them out

• �Experiment by reacting to events and 
people differently than usual
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There are mindfulness practices at each stage of the learning cycle 
which support the learning process and which you are able to learn 
for this.22

For every person, one type of exercise will be easier than the oth-
ers; we all have our own preference for a certain learning style that 
matches a certain stage. But our learning will be most effective if 
we go through all the stages. The use of mindfulness exercises can 
help managers and organizations to strengthen the learning pro-
cesses in their organizations.

22	Ibid., 12.
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4
Mindfully managing teams

“‘Saving the world’ is so hard [...] that it is not likely to be 
sustainable. Instead, it is more skilful to focus on developing 
inner peace, compassion, and aspiration. When [those] are all 
strong, compassionate action comes naturally and organically, 
and hence, it is sustainable.”1

	 Chade-Meng Tan, Google’s Jolly Good Fellow  
(which nobody can deny) – Search Inside Yourself

In this chapter, I will show you how you can mindfully manage a 
team. Before doing that, I shall first consider what a good team is. 
In my view that is a team that works with full awareness. You can 
increase the team’s effectiveness by creating a green zone of mind-
fulness where switching between action and reflection, between 
doing and being is guaranteed within the team. Mutual resilience 
is part of this, as are the development of the emotional intelligence 
in the group, mindful communication through dialogue, and a 
compassionate performance culture.

Mindful management means taking the lead in creating that 
green zone by setting the example and establishing the attitude in 
which performances can be delivered: assuming responsibility for 
each other, being unrelentingly honest, and productively compas-
sionate. With this you create the basis for a team, organization or 
network that does not function on autopilot but knows what it is 
doing.

1	 Chade-Meng Tan, Search Inside Yourself (New York: HarperCollins, 

2012). 241.
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Successful teams and the green zone of mindfulness

Every team begins with a shared aspiration. A fire-fighting team 
has the ambition to protect us against fires or if they should never-
theless occur, to keep the consequences to the absolute minimum. 
A team of developers at a software company wants to make the 
very best apps for smartphones. The teachers at a school want to 
ensure that the children receive a good education.

The importance of such an aspiration cannot be underestimat-
ed. It is the adhesive between people in a team. For we know by 
now that external stimuli, such as monetary rewards, no longer 
motivate us in the 21st century and that we must access our inter-
nal sources of motivation. People wish to make a meaningful and 
significant contribution to customers and stakeholders.2

The living presence of a strong performance ethos based on that 
aspiration is therefore logical. Everybody in the team strives resolute-
ly towards joint results both for customers, employees, and stake-
holders. And, at the same time, that ethos increases the motivation 
for learning and the growth of employees.3 Successful teams have all 
this at their disposal. But it frequently goes wrong with aspirations 
when they are set out by management as rigid targets and hang like 
the sword of Damocles above the head of each individual employee. 
In such a cut-throat culture, you see team members throw in the 
towel because they no longer feel connected to the aspiration.

In addition to keeping the aspirations sharp without falling into 
unattainable ambitions or rigid focus on objectives, teams also 
need an excellent way of collaborating. The essence of this is not 
that teams have the right technical or functional skills, but more 
importantly that they are good at solving problems and commu-
nicating among themselves:4 they can listen carefully to each oth-

2	 Daniel H. Pink, Drive (Amsterdam: Business Contact, 2010). Also see: 

Dave Ulrich and Wendy Ulrich, Het waarom van werk. Naar een organi-

satie van overvloed (Amsterdam: Business Contact, 2011).

3	 Jon R. Katzenbach and Douglas K. Smith, Het geheim van teams. Een or-

ganisatie van wereldklasse creëren (Schiedam: Scriptum, 1997). 173-80.

4	 Ibid., 55.
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er, they give each other the benefit of the doubt, express construc-
tive criticism, support each other, and recognize each other’s 
performances and input.

In such a team, it is clearly not just about the results. There is al-
so the awareness that you must do things together and that it mat-
ters how you do them together. In such a team, you will see that 
people have assumed various leadership and social roles and that 
you, as manager, are not the only one giving directions. One per-
son is good at asking questions, the other at interpreting events 
without prejudice, and others at giving people space. Together this 
distribution of roles ensures that attention is well directed within 
the team and that there is confidence in each other.5

I notice whether a team is working well from the way I feel my-
self: at ease. I talk as easily with team members about things at home 
as about issues that crop up at work. In one team I led, I noticed this 
from the ease with which matters were picked up by others. As 
manager, I had to do virtually no managing. Constructive criticism 
(but by no means less critical or penetrating) is given by everybody 
on proposals on how to address things, and the evaluation is just as 
vigorous, with no regard for person or status. Nobody tried a cover 
up and nobody was inclined to defend themselves.

But in those places where this doesn’t work well, you see the 
hedgehog effect, as INSEAD professor and leadership specialist, 
Manfred Kets de Vries, calls it. Team members keep a distance from 
each other because collaboration evokes too much insecurity.6 They 
shut themselves off from each other and they do not succeed in  
exposing their weaknesses, because they do not wish to embarrass 
themselves or feel guilty. Such a team does not get much further than 
the usual planned progress discussions and team meetings under the 
chairmanship of the manager. It falls into the ritual of the Monday 
morning agenda. And you find mindless communication there, 
which is really only about protecting or promoting self interest.7

5	 Ibid., 64.

6	 Manfred Kets de Vries, Het egel effect (Den Haag: Academic Service, 

2012).

7	 Susan Chapman, The Five Keys to Mindful Communication (Boston: 

Shambhala, 2012). 17.

Mindful leadership   102   |   Elgraphic - Vlaardingen 04-04-14   09:17



Mindfully managing teams	 103

In good teams, you also see that team members take responsibility 
for their own actions and for those of each other as a team: “we 
hold ourselves accountable for achieving these results and this way 
of working.” That is going a step further than saying that your 
manager can hold you to account. In that case, it is something that 
is outside the team. The question of whether you, as a team, will 
accept the joint responsibility for the agreed results is really cru-
cial.8

If that doesn’t succeed, then you often see a pattern of shirking 
responsibility, of shifting the burden for solving a problem to a 
group of specialists in the team or the managers, or placing it out-
side the team, as often happens with government policy. The pat-
tern of shirking responsibility is, in addition, a pattern of choosing 
short-term solutions over taking the time and the effort to find 
qualitatively better, innovative solutions.9

So it isn’t all that easy to build up and maintain a successful team. 
For that you need aspirations, we-communication and taking re-
sponsibility. You easily fall into a trap in one of these three areas: a 
rigid pressure to perform, ego-driven collaboration, or shirking of 
responsibilities.

Mindfulness helps you, as manager, to tip the balance in the 
right direction. If, as manager, you learn to shift between action 
and reflection, you can also help your team direct its attention 
properly. That is because, as manager, you have a “contagious” role 
in the team, your mood, and your actions influence the whole 
group.10 People look to leaders to set the course, the direction, and 
also the mood, for much communication is non-verbal. A leader’s 
attitude can have a far-reaching influence on the mood.

With your attitude and behavior, you can help team members 

8	 Katzenbach and Smith, Het geheim van teams. Een organisatie van wereld-

klasse creëren: 67-68.

9	 Peter Senge, De noodzakelijke revolutie (Den Haag: Academic Service, 

2009). 16-17.

10	 Daniel Goleman, Richard Boyatzis, and Annie McKee, Primal Leader-

ship. Realizing the Power of Emotional Intelligence (Boston: Harvard 

Business School Press, 2002).
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stay connected with the aspirations instead of the urge to perform. 
You can also help in developing a greater performance capacity  
by strengthening the emotional intelligence and with it better 
communications. For mindfulness helps unmask ingrained reac-
tion patterns and encourages experimental actions. Such a team, 
whether it operates within an organization or a network of organi-
zations, succeeds in conquering the mutual restraint and helps 
people really work together. Mindfulness, as I wrote in chapter 
three, generates not only insight but also connectedness. And that 
makes it easy to empathize with your team members and to take 
responsibility for each other and for the way you collaborate. 
Through mindfulness, you learn to deal more easily with the rela-
tionships with your team members, because you see what has been 
caused by your autopilot and you can consciously cope with that. 
Exercising mindfulness also influences the strengthening of the 
moral and ethical awareness for what is present in the organiza-
tion and with the stakeholders, and increases corporate social re-
sponsibility.11

With these three aspects of successful teams in the back of our 
minds, we can now describe the difference between a team that 
works mindfully and uses the ability to switch between action and 
reflection to the full extent and a team in which the autopilot rules 
the internal collaboration. These are the aspects to which you, as a 
mindful manager, can give direction.

I call a team that operates on full awareness a team with a green 
zone of mindfulness.12 A green zone, where switching between ac-
tion and reflection is raised to an art form. By smart and timely 
switching, such a team can better cope with stress and burn-out is 

11	 Juliet Adams, “The business case for mindfulness in the workplace: a 

guide to promoting mindfulness to corporate clients,” (Mindfulnet.org, 

2012). And also: Nicole E. Ruedy and Maurice E. Schweitzer, “In the Mo-

ment: the Effect of Mindfulness on Ethical Decision Making,” Journal of 

Business Ethics 95 (2010).

12	 The term “green zone” is inspired by the work of Susan Chapman about 

mindful communicating, but I apply it more broadly, namely to mind-

ful teamwork. See: Chapman, The Five Keys To Mindful Communica-

tion: xiv.
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prevented. There, emotional intelligence is used to the full in or-
der to collaborate better. There, mutual communication is safe 
and there is no hard performance culture or a culture of fear. 
There, performing goes hand in hand with learning, because there 
is compassion for each other. Team members and the manager 
empathize with each other and take responsibility for the joint re-
sults, even though it is necessary to hold each other to quality and 
agreements, or to the necessary change process of the other and 
yourself, or the team.

Below, I discuss the most important dimensions of the green zone 
of mindful teamwork which you can use as manager: resilience, 
emotional intelligence, mindful communication through a cul-
ture of dialogue, and compassionate performance. You will find a 
short explanation for each dimension, with exercises you can do as 
manager or with your team.

Resilience in your team

Every team requires a considerable degree of robustness or resil-
ience if it is to be capable of handling tension. For in every organi-
zation, periods of hectic activity alternate with moments of slower 
pace and in many cases it even appears as if teams only operate 
under high pressure and no single process runs according to the 
rules. If that is the case, it is the task of the manager to offer sup-
port to the employees.

Robustness is the degree to which a team can absorb disrup-
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tions and recuperate itself.13 Still perform even under pressure or 
in bad conditions without endangering health. Bend with an in-
convenient event, but then spring back so that the situation recov-
ers, and learn from that.14 With a mindfulness-based approach, 
you avoid employees coming into the spiral of self-sacrifice which 
we described earlier. Attention for the health of your employees is 
the starting point for this and exercising mindfulness offers many 
opportunities of learning to better cope with stress and so keep the 
health of your team up to scratch. You could do the resilience 
check below for yourself or with your team:

The resilience check: how robust is your team?

• How often do you take a step back in your team?

• �How is the health of your team members and the team as a 
whole?

• How do you deal with success and failure?

• �How often do you choose for a moment of silence and 
reflection?

• Do you doggedly accept everything or do you talk about things?

• �How do you react to the workload: go the extra mile or take time 
to move down a gear when the job is done?

Space for resilience means that you, as manager, ensure an ambi-
ance of safety. Safety so that team members can get what concerns 
them off their chest, without being called to account for it. The 
encouragement, in fact, to look well and to observe and to share 
the information with each other. A resilient team is a team in 
which the uncertainty to which it is exposed through work and 
changes is not hidden away behind toughness, but is freely dis-
cussed.

Research shows that mindfulness can make an important con-
tribution to organizing this type of resilience. Meditating for fif-

13	 Andrew Price, Slow Tech. Manifesto for an Overwound World (London: 

Atlantic Books, 2009). 140.

14	 Karl E. Weick and Kathleen M. Sutcliffe, Managing the Unexpected (San 

Francisco: John Wiley & Sons, 2010). 71.
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teen minutes a day at work, seated in your chair, does a lot of good 
in itself.15 Some companies create special quiet areas or meditation 
rooms. Trade unions too argue for these possibilities in negotia-
tions about employment conditions.16 In the organization, a cul-
ture emerges in which there is attention for resilience, in which 
there is permission to make space for this, and in which teams and 
management stimulate each other in this and take the responsibil-
ity for it. One of the ways to do that is using the following resilience 
meditation, which you can do on your own or with your team 
(why not guide the exercise yourself?):

Resilience meditation17

Take fifteen minutes for the following exercise; choose a place 

where you will not be disturbed. Sit on a chair with your body up-

right and make contact with how you are sitting: feet on the 

ground, bottom on the chair or cushion, body erect.

Calm the mind

Begin by taking three deep breaths.

Bring your attention in a friendly way to your breathing, observe 

the movement of breathing in and out and the gap between.

Bring your attention to the body, starting with attention for the 

sensations in the feet, legs, knees, hips, chest, arms, shoulders, back, 

neck, back of head, and face.

(longer silence)

15 Geoffrey W. Melville et al., “Fifteen minutes of chair-based yoga pos-

tures or guided meditation performed in the office can elicit a relaxa-

tions response,” Evidence-Based Complementary and Alternative Medi-

cine (2012).

16	 In Holland, for example, Lizelotte Smits of the CNV, see: http://www.

trouw.nl/tr/nl/4324/nieuws/article/detail/1792715/2010/09/15/Medit-

eren-is-een-gezond-tussendoortje.dhtml (visited on 16 May 2012 at 

11:07 am).

17	 Tan, Search Inside Yourself: 149.
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Failure

Now take four minutes to observe an experience of failure.

Bring your attention to a memory of an event in which you had the 

feeling of miserable failure: an aim you did not achieve, which dis-

appointed yourself and others. Take the time to see, to hear, and to 

feel.

Observe the associated emotions and notice how they manifest 

themselves in the body.

(two minutes silence)

Then test whether you are capable of experiencing all those emo-

tions without aversion.

See whether you can view the emotions you experience as physical 

sensations. That’s all. They may be unpleasant, but they are only 

experiences. Allow these experiences simply to be present, to come 

as they will, and to go when they will. Let them be there, in a friend-

ly, soft, generous way.

(longer silence)

Success

Then switch to spending four minutes on a more pleasurable expe-

rience, that of success.

Bring your attention to a memory of an event in which you had the 

feeling of considerable success: an aim you amply achieved, ad-

mired by everybody, in which you felt good about yourself. Take the 

time to see, to hear and to feel.

Observe the associated emotions and notice how they manifest 

themselves in the body.

(two minutes silence)

Then test whether you are capable of experiencing all those emo-

tions without wanting to hang on to them.

See whether you can view the emotions you experience as physical 

sensations. That’s all. They may be pleasant, but they are only expe-

riences. Allow these experiences simply to be present, to come as 

they will, and to go when they will. Let them be there, in a friendly, 

soft, generous way.

(longer silence)
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Back to the calmness

Then bring your attention back to the here and now, for about 

three minutes. Scan your body and observe how it now feels.

(silence)

Breathe in deeply and let go. Continue paying friendly attention to 

your breathing and, if it feels good for you, bring a hand to the chest 

and allow it to rest there.

(silence)

Continue observing what manifests itself in the body, then slowly 

open your eyes and close this meditation.

The effect of this meditation is that you can more easily cope with 
negative and positive experiences, without lapsing into aversion 
or wanting to keep them in your grasp. That increases your resil-
ience, because you can react with greater awareness.

A less explicit way of keeping the resilience in your team up to 
scratch is consciously dealing with rest and silence in the team. With 
mindful teamwork, the manager ensures that the team members 
pause and take time to slow down a little, so that the drive for action 
is stopped for a moment. That is less difficult than is often thought. 
And there really is no need to spend hours meditating with your 
team. It begins with simple conversations over coffee or lunch. Re-
flect for a moment on an important contract has been won or on the 
treatment of a patient that is proving difficult. An awkward assign-
ment that still has to be completed, but the deadline is frighteningly 
close. Take the time to celebrate successes together.

You can also do it by introducing short thinking pauses into 
meetings before a subject is discussed. In short, create moments to 
pause. We call that slowing down to speed up and it is at the heart of 
the green zone. It looks as though it costs time, but experience 
teaches that you can prove much more effective afterwards. We 
often have difficulty in taking time, exactly at the moment when 
we most need it. And that makes it so important that, as manager, 
you agree with your team that you will hold each other to this, that 
you may pause for a moment and listen to signals and experiences. 
That you give each other permission for this and not force each 
other to get on and live with it. Because that only weakens the resil-
ience of the organization.
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Using emotional intelligence

Once a certain robustness has been nurtured, space emerges for 
people to listen to each other and to see what is happening. Daniel 
Goleman has shown that using emotional intelligence is very good 
for mutual communication and collaboration.18 Your role as man-
ager is of considerable importance in this and that is because we, as 
people, are emotionally connected to our environment. Our 
moods and our emotional stability (and also our stress reactions) 
are constantly adjusted in relation to the moods and the emotions 
of others in our environment. Moods are “contagious.” Negative 
emotions can hijack the mood. The result is that we listen less well 
to each other or recognize less well the other person’s emotional 
condition. The group process is hampered. It can also work the 
other way round and, as manager, you play an important role in 
determining the mood in the group. Your mood sends the group 
in the right or wrong direction.

Emotional intelligence has four components. The first two – 
self-awareness and self-management – are personal competencies. 
You are aware of your own qualities, recognize your own inner ex-
periences. And thus you are capable of managing yourself reason-
ably well; you understand your emotions, you take initiative, and 
you are generally optimistic. Together they form the foundation 
for the way you deal with people in your team and in your envi-
ronment. On this foundation the other two components make 
their appearance: social awareness and management of relation-
ships. Social awareness means understanding others in their emo-
tions, fathoming the organization and what is happening in it, 
having feeling for what is necessary. And in your dealings with 
others, you can consciously influence, inspire, give direction, and 
solve conflicts.

18	 Daniel Goleman, Working with Emotional Intelligence (New York: Ban-

tam Books, 1998). Goleman describes emotional intelligence as: “the ca-

pacity for recognising our own feelings and those of others, for motivat-

ing ourselves, and for managing emotions well in ourselves and in our 

relationships.”
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To operate with emotional intelligence, you must, as manager, 
first and foremost be aware of your inner signals. Let us first look 
at how you can recognize your emotions and their impact.

Recognizing the impact of your emotions
For this exercise, you make use of a notebook. Decide that you will 

pause twice a day at a moment in which you, as leader, have emo-

tional impact on your team. That can be in a conversation, a meet-

ing, a conference, or during an informal gathering.

Start by making a note of what you observe in yourself: a thought, a 

physical sensation, a mood or emotion, an action. Perhaps you no-

tice a combination of various elements. An example: you have just 

received an email saying that a certain report must be finished ear-

lier and that you must ask your team to work a bit harder. For your-

self, it means you will have to sacrifice a barbecue with your friends. 

Not a pleasant perspective. You’re annoyed. And as you approach 

your team members, you notice that that feeling is still there. They 

look depressed as well. Your aversion grows...

But there’s also another way: The same message, and you think 

it’s a pity for that football evening. And then: how can I make  

the best of it? You know that your team members like some sort  

of reward: working late together but then first eating pizza to-

gether. You phone your secretary and get her to place an order. 

After saying you also think it’s annoying, you make reference to a 

good experience you had of working together over a pizza. When 

you pass on the message, the team will react differently. You no-

tice in yourself that the irritation is still there, but you also observe 

the pleasure of the prospect of getting to work together. You have 

already taken action. The group is hacked off, but you also see 

some happiness in their faces, because you have organized some-

thing.

You recognize emotions and their impact by naming the event and 

then paying attention to various aspects of the experience: physical 

sensations, thoughts, emotions, and the associated behavior. And 

you look at both your own experiences and the experiences that you 
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observe in the reaction of the group: which sensations, thoughts, 

emotions, and behavior do you see in them?

Decide to make time every day to recognize the impact your emo-

tions have on others.

In our trainings, we received surprising reactions:

“When I read through my notebook, I noticed that I had been 
down all week. And I also got somber reactions from my team.”
“On Tuesday morning, I came to work in a really good mood after 
a delicious birthday breakfast. And even though we didn’t have 
any time to celebrate my birthday, the mood remained good 
throughout the day.”
“I can reasonably assess the mood in my team. Sometimes it feels 
heavy, and then I have the idea that they are in the pits. In the past, 
I would have gone along with them. Now I can regularly call out: 
hey guys, it really feels like the pits here. And then generally the 
laughter starts...”

What the experiences show is that mindfulness strengthens your 
ability to recognize emotions. In addition, it reveals the automatic 
reaction and that gives you the opportunity to influence the way 
emotions sweep you along. It helps not letting anger grow into an 
eruption, but see it coming in time. That prevents the eruption 
and you aren’t swept along by an emotion. It creates space for a 
clear assessment or a consciously chosen measure. Recognizing 
your own emotions also helps with empathy, feeling how another 
feels. And that makes relationship management easier.

It becomes a bit more difficult when you apply recognizing the 
impact to awkward situations. For example, when there is a differ-
ence of opinion, a style of communication you don’t really like, a 
person whose power, role, cultural background is not yours, or if a 
major change in the organization is proposed. It is exactly in such 
situations that our emotions are easily activated, and the fight or 
flight reaction is triggered in our body. In such a situation, when 
differences are concerned, it is worth taking a look at the language 
in which they are expressed. Which images and metaphors are 
evoked? And how are the differences dealt with? Are they – politely 

Mindful leadership   112   |   Elgraphic - Vlaardingen 04-04-14   09:17



Mindfully managing teams	 113

– waved aside with a “that doesn’t matter, we are all equal” or are 
they welcomed as a possibility for creativity?

Recognizing reactions to awkward situations19

Take time to wander around your workplace and observe how your 

team members react physically and emotionally to awkward situa-

tions such as differences of opinion, differences in dominant posi-

tion, sex or cultural background, differences in style of communica-

tions etc.

Observe what sort of awkward situation it is. Observe what sort of 

language is used and the variations in facial expressions (such as 

blushing, pulling faces, turning white, etc.). Notice in particular 

whether you observe a hardening, rigidity or a withdrawal move-

ment – a small movement, such as slightly tightening the jaw, a 

light coloring of the skin – followed by a recovery or an attempt at 

“managing” the reaction.

Observe how you react yourself to an awkward situation, in partic-

ular one that is not especially welcome. Where do you tighten, 

mentally or physically?

Which parts of your body contract, ready to flee or to fight?

Which parts of your body come into action to fight? Or retract and 

pull back, ready to flee?

How and where do you freeze, caught in the area between fleeing 

and fighting, tossed back and forth between the two?

Complete the exercise by making notes in your notebook. What 

strikes you, what is new for you?

The experiences with this exercise are rather confrontational, be-
cause we are not accustomed to acknowledging our physical reac-
tions to differences. A few examples:

19	 Amanda Ridings, Pause for Breath (London: Live it Publishing, 2011). 

137.
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“I hardly dare mention it, but I thought her reaction so excessive, 
with that high toneless little voice. I couldn’t do anything with it. 
Had the inclination to shut her up.”
“When the boss said that the team would be reorganized, I turned 
ice cold. I wanted to crawl under the table. When he had finished 
with his long-winded story, I was hot and had turned red, ready to 
punch him in the face.”
“There they were, arguing again. I immediately walked off in the 
other direction. Let them sort it out.”

When things become tense, our reaction becomes stronger. That 
is what these examples teach us and that easily leads to an uncom-
fortable mood and avoidance behavior in your team. A trigger and 
at the same time a strong reaction. How can you avoid that? The 
following exercise helps you cope with it.

Coping with awkward emotions20

If you do this exercise in a group, it is handy to split the group up 

into small groups of three. Each of the three gets two minutes to 

talk (the others listen with full attention without asking questions 

or speaking) about a situation in which they were triggered to a 

negative emotion or reaction.

Directing attention

Begin by taking three deep breaths.

Bring your attention to your breathing, observe the movement of 

breathing in and out and the gaps between.

Negative emotion

Shift the attention for two minutes to the negative emotion.

Allow a memory of an unpleasant event to surface, an experience of 

frustration, anger, hurt, or an experience in which you were trig-

gered.

See whether you can mentally live through that experience again, 

with all the associated emotions.

20	Tan, Search Inside Yourself: 118.
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Coping with negative emotions

The following step is to practice our response for seven minutes.

The first two steps are stopping and breathing. Stopping at the start 

of a trigger is an important pause. You can strengthen it by directing 

the mind to the breathing and not reacting to the emotion. If you 

like, you can breathe deeply and slowly. And remain in the pause 

condition for around thirty seconds.

(30 seconds of silence)

The following step is observing. We do that by experiencing the 

emotion in our body. Bring your attention to the body. How does 

an oppressive emotion feel in your body? In your face? In your 

neck, your shoulders, your chest, your back? Also observe the dif-

ferences in temperature and in tension.

Experience it without judgment. At this point it is important to ex-

perience the emotional difficulty as simply a physical phenomenon 

and not as an existential phenomenon. The experience is not “I am 

angry”, but: “I experience anger in my body.”

Take a minute to experience the physiology of the emotion in the 

body.

(one minute silence)

Next, we reflect.

Where does the emotion come from? Is there a history attached to 

it? If this experience concerns another person, place yourself in his 

or her shoes and look at yourself. Recall this statement in your 

mind: “Everybody wants to be happy. This person thinks that this 

way of acting will make him happy, in one way or another.” Put it 

into perspective, without judging whether it is right or wrong.

(30 seconds of silence)

Then we react.

Look at ways in which you can react to this situation and which 

positive consequences that would have. You do not have to do it – 

just imagine for yourself how you would be able to give a very 

friendly, positive reaction. What would that look like? Take the 

coming minute to prepare that response.

(one minute silence)
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Back to the here and now

And return again to the here and now. Take two minutes for this. 

Bring your attention to the breathing.

(short silence)

Clench your fist firmly and hold the remaining emotion in it. Slow-

ly open your fingers and allow the energy to flow away.

Bring your attention back to your body as a whole, your breathing 

or wherever your mind experiences the greatest stability. Keep your 

attention there for the rest of the time.

Managing emotions in your team

Recognizing your emotions and learning to cope with the awk-
ward edges of them makes you better capable of playing your 
role as manager in your team. For you must naturally also learn 
to handle the emotions of people in your team. An example: last 
year I was accompanying a team as organizational consultant to 
a retreat in the country. Just as we were about to begin, one of the 
members ran in. He was full of irritation about the place and 
time, which had caused him a lot of problems and he was late be-
cause he had had to take his children to school and then got stuck 
in traffic. It was, apparently, all a bit too much for him. In a calm 
tone I said that I could understand that discomfort and his irrita-
tion and that I was pleased he had been able to get here so quick-
ly. The effect of recognizing his irritation was that it quickly sub-
sided.

And that is exactly how you, as manager, can show that emo-
tions are allowed in the green zone of mindfulness, without them 
hijacking us. Having attention for the emotional undercurrents 
of individuals and of the group as a whole. You have two options 
for this: act as a manager who wants to keep the lid on everything 
(perhaps because you find it awkward yourself) or view your role 
as the person who sees them and encourages others to cope bet-
ter with them. The lid-on-things manager has fixed convictions 
about right and wrong. Employees who do not satisfy the stand-
ard are pitiful. What happens is that the manager masks his un-
certainties and vulnerabilities behind a sort of superiority. Natu-
rally you don’t want that, but it is striking how easily we adopt 
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smaller forms of that: the other is just a little less smart, handy or 
thorough than yourself, isn’t he?

The encouraging manager ensures open communication about 
feelings and emotions. He or she views them as signals of what is 
happening and tries to ascertain where they come from and what 
they mean. A team member’s anger can be a signal that something 
is happening. As manager, you do not react to this by stopping it 
or rejecting it, but with investigative openness. In this way, you 
create attention for the emotional undercurrent, you create an en-
vironment in which they are welcome.

A handy aid for learning to cope with the impact of emotions is to 
divide them into a few categories. Some emotions are by nature 
more open, others more closed, and others are somewhere in be-

Red light 
emotions

Green light 
emotions

Amber light 
emotions

Nature: Nature: Nature:

• Frozen thinking
• Tension in body
• �Focus on past 

and future
• Winning-losing
• Me first
• Causing damage

• �Open and 
flexible

• �Synchronous 
with body

• In the now
• �Provided for 

relationship need
• �Makes 

vulnerability 
surface

• Us first
• Helping

• �Arise when things 
go differently than 
thought

• �Feel anxious in the 
body

• �Triggered when 
unrealistic 
expectations 
cannot be 
achieved or when 
a barrier appears 
in conversation

Aggression Alarm Frustration

Gloominess Sadness Disappointment

Yearning Love/appreciation Emotional yearning

Anxiety Empathy Fear

Venomous/sigh Joy Shyness

Jealousy Compassion Guilt

Contempt Admiration Insult
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tween. They can be compared to the colors of a traffic light. If you 
recognize the types, you can cope with them more easily.

For you, as manager, the amber light emotions are the most inter-
esting to work with. Often anger and vulnerability are behind 
them and they are accompanied by a certain defensive attitude in 
your employee. By being open and welcoming, you can ensure 
that employees can express themselves and are able to study their 
feeling. In this way, you make it possible for them to remain at-
tached to the group.

From that attention, they take responsibility for sensing each 
other well and being alert to what everybody is experiencing. In a 
planning session at a technology company, everything actually went 
according to the familiar patterns. The board had set a challenging 
objective for next year, as they always did. The group topped that 
with bravura: we’ll go for double figures! But there was one team 
member who felt a little uncomfortable with this careless way of set-
ting objectives, because the reality was that production was running 
a long way behind. He felt embarrassed, but at the invitation of the 
manager, who saw him sitting there rather withdrawn, he gathered 
his courage and said: “Are you really ready to do that? Let’s go for 
400% growth. Then we’ll be serious!” The group looked at him, a 
respected team member, with amazement. Had he gone crazy? Un-
til, after a few seconds, a smile appeared on his face. He had pro-
voked them into making good on their promises and had pointed 
out a hidden group norm, namely making empty claims. And this 
led to an open discussion about what really mattered.

With an encouraging attitude, you can make use of the emotions 
in your team. That doesn’t always have to be in words and very in-
tentional and clever; it can often be a simple gesture or glance. But 
by pausing at emotions, you set a norm: we are all in the same boat, 
everybody belongs. And that in turn lays the basis for paying atten-
tion in conversations to everybody’s perspective, even that of the 
troublemakers or the quiet ones in the group. Or to attention for 
the difficulty that certain jobs or learning processes involve. In this 
way, an emotionally intelligent team develops open communica-
tions.
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A culture of dialogue

Now that you have learned to direct the resilience and emotional in-
telligence of your team, we will, in this paragraph, look at how to 
build on this and use mindfulness in team communication. Mind-
fulness means that you can switch more smartly between action and 
reflection and thus better cope with that on which you direct your 
attention. And directing your attention is exactly what communica-
tion is all about: with whom do I communicate and in which way, 
how do I approach the other person and do I thereby allow myself to 
be carried away in my own emotions and fixed mindset or do I have 
the resilience to work with an open mindset? As manager, this is 
how you set to work to establish a dialogue culture in your team.

Below I will deal with various forms of communication that be-
long in the toolbox of the mindful manager and his team, alter-
nated with practical exercises. Starting with the basic forms of lis-
tening with or without completely open attention. Then methods 
for mindful conversing with each other, or rather: entering into a 
dialogue. I will end with mindful meetings.

Listening with attention

Mindful communication starts with listening well. And you can do 
that in various ways. Forms of listening that are appropriate to a 
more open or closed mindset, directed more from the part or from 
the whole. In line with Scharmer, I distinguish four forms of listen-
ing that are summarized in the table below.21 Each form has its own 
way of paying attention. The first two are forms that you encounter 
with the autopilot, because your world view and all suppositions are 
fixed in this. The third and fourth better match the conscious re-
sponse, whereby you react to a situation with increasing openness. 
Immediately after the summary you will find an exercise for learn-
ing to distinguish the four forms during a dialogue walk.

21	 C. Otto Scharmer, Theorie U. Leiding vanuit de toekomst die zich aandient 

(Zeist: Christofoor, 2010). From 321.
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Form of listening Type of attention Characterizing

Downloading From yourself as the 
center; fixed world 
view

You can compare this 
to “in one ear and out 
the other.” You only 
need half a word to 
know what you must 
do, or to confirm to 
yourself how the oth-
er is.  A form of listen-
ing that we daily ap-
ply very practically, 
the autopilot.

Factual listening From the edge of 
you own world view 
without affecting it

This form of listening 
is directed mainly at 
noticing differences: 
in facts, in arguments, 
in word use, in imag-
es.  An undertone of 
“this is wrong” or 
“this is different from 
what I wanted or 
what it should have 
been.” A useful form 
of listening that is fre-
quently used in legal 
environments, by 
lawyers, for example.

Empathic listening From the position of 
the other; you leave 
your own world view

Here the listener tries 
to imagine how 
something feels for 
the other, shifting into 
his or her situation. It 
is not your own expe-
rience or attentive-
ness that is central, 
but the experience of 
the other.

Generative listening From what is going 
to come, without 
world view

Listening between the 
lines is what you 
could call this. Dis-
covering the story be-
hind the story. With,
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this type of listening 
there is the most 
room for creativity, 
for new possibilities 
arising. I sometimes 
compare it to the mo-
ment that you are in 
the shower and sud-
denly think “Oh yes, 
now I get it. That’s the 
solution!”

The dialogue walk: learning to know forms of listening
Reserve around half an hour for this exercise. Take a walk with a col-

league, during which one speaks and the other listens. The speaker 

may talk freely about whatever is concerning him. And if there is 

nothing to say, then a period of silence is just fine. There is no obli-

gation to speak. Say whatever occurs to you, without reticence. You 

have fifteen minutes, all for yourself. You can talk about an issue 

that is concerning you in your role as manager or about something 

in your private life. How to deal with a certain issue, for example, or 

with an employee.

The listener walks next to you and pays you his full attention. But 

he or she does not react, doesn’t hum, doesn’t ask questions. He or 

she is just there. Here and now. During the walk, the listener keeps 

tabs on the time.

After fifteen minutes, you exchange roles. The speaker becomes lis-

tener and the listener speaker.

When both have had their turn, you finish the exercise. If you like, you 

can write down your experiences during the listening in a notebook.

When doing this exercise in a group, I always first ask about the ex-

periences of the listener. What was it like listening in that way, with-

out interrupting? And then I ask the speaker: what was it like to be 

able to speak freely.

The various experiences reveal the stratification of the four forms 

of listening and the differences in type of attention.
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Most participants who do this exercise are confronted with our 
daily conventions and habits in speaking and listening. After all, 
we have in our culture all sorts of standards of politeness about 
how we converse with each other. And then insight into the vari-
ous forms of listening is gained.

“Goodness, I felt so uncomfortable, so impolite not to show how I 
was empathizing with the other. That’s not for me!”
“I really had to restrain myself. Constantly had the urge to ask a 
question or to say that I had experienced something similar.”
“Every time she told me something, a whole train of thought ran 
through my mind: that I would have done it differently; stupid to 
do it like that; but didn’t you see that coming. All judgments... I 
had difficulty stopping the stream.”
“What I noticed after a while was that his story took on a different 
tone. First it was very factual. Then it became more sensitive, more 
vulnerable. There were emotions.”
“At the start, I had the idea that she was rationalizing toward solu-
tions. In the course of the conversation, things changed. Then sud-
denly it was about her father and mother and the role they had 
played in her life.”
“When I was talking about it, I had the feeling as if I were swim-
ming, as if there was no firm ground beneath my feet because the 
other didn’t react. Oddly enough, I didn’t feel all alone, but it was 
a strange experience.”
“It was wonderful to be able to talk so freely and not be interrupt-
ed. I had the idea that I could follow my own way in the story. That 
really helped me move on.”
“That space to talk is fine, you are not forced into the other’s 
framework. For me, that gave me a feeling of space for myself and 
also space for creativity.”

Once you have experienced the differences between the various 
forms of listening and paying attention, it is handy to take a look at 
them at work. You can train yourself as manager to be aware of 
which listening form you use and when you switch from one to the 
other. For routine conversations, downloading will sometimes be 
enough, but if you really want to set to work on coaching or steer-
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ing your employees, an empathic or generative form is much more 
useful. And so you learn from mindfulness to switch your atten-
tion between various forms of listening.

Listening forms at work
In order to take a look at your own listening mode at work – again 

making use of a notebook – take time throughout a whole week to 

note how you are listening at various moments. Are you “down-

loading” or listening factually? Empathic or generative?

Observe your listening mode during conversations or meetings. 

Can you switch the mode? Which moments are you in one mode 

and which in the other? What causes that? Your mood? The other 

person? The situation?

Make notes for a week and take a look at your listening modes. 

What does that teach you?

A few experiences:

“I noticed that in the afternoon I was more frequently in the habit 
listening mode than in the morning. Apparently I shut myself off 
more when I’m tired.”
“If a conversation with an employee appears to be tense, I am more 
quickly in the differentiating listening mode. I catch myself want-
ing to be proved right or to convince him. Sometimes I have to take 
a deep breath, and give myself the space to listen properly again. 
That also changes the mood of the conversation.”
“Last week, two employees came to me with a problem. I didn’t have 
an immediate solution. I sat down and asked questions. At a certain 
moment I thought, maybe that’s the solution. It just popped up be-
tween the lines. None of us had thought of it before, but it worked.”

The powerful effect of listening well is that you develop an open 
mind and that has several qualities. It starts with the recognition 
that what we think is a construct of our mind. We also call that 
an artifact, something that is made, whether by ourselves or by 
others. It is nothing definite. You could compare it to a photo or 
a drawing; those are also made. Some things are shown in a cer-
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tain color or shape, others are not; it is a selection and an inter-
pretation. And the same is true of our thinking, with the idea that 
we have of a certain situation or person. It is exactly this conclu-
sion that makes it possible to let go of an idea and to realize that 
we can think differently. Development, evolution, adaptation, 
and innovation are possible if we let go of what we have learned. 
An open mindset goes in search of creativity, allows space for it. 
Even dares to start with a new, empty canvas, just like a painter. 
An open minded mindset dares not to know, to sit still quietly 
and observe what happens. And enters into the dialogue from 
not knowing, dares to hold up the self-evident to discussion, to 
discover what there is and what is possible.22

22	For an inspiring description of the open mind: Edel Maex, Open Mind. 

Anders kijken naar de werkelijkheid (Gent: Witsand Uitgevers, 2009).

Ladder of Inference
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Now that you have developed various forms of listening with at-
tention as manager with your team, you can now take the next 
step towards communicating. You hold a conversation, a discus-
sion. Management of your team or setting to work together as 
team means communicating. And then the first thing you en-
counter is the autopilot, now in the guise of the ladder of infer-
ence. This works quickly and convincingly, for within a few sec-
onds we draw conclusions based on observations (or a selection 
of observations) linked to convictions (generally already exist-
ing). The ladder is a wonderful (I think) illustration of the defense 
mechanism that is present in every team against seeing the situa-
tion for what it is. It leads to a restrictive reaction, instead of an 
open one.23 You are in doing mode and rapidly climb the ladder. 
With mindfulness, you can teach your team to descend the ladder 
again in being mode.

An example from my own practice as a management consultant. 
Toward the end of my presentation of a project design for a change 
process, I see Peter slouching at the end of the table. He hasn’t 
asked any questions and I don’t really know what to make of him. 
That he is slouching is not a sign of interest, I suddenly think. In 
the interview I had with him, he wasn’t really that responsive. 
Then he sits up and asks the chairman: “Could he write down eve-
rything in a report? I think we should take time to study the pro-
posal.” Just when I had expected a go-ahead, he throws a spanner 
in the works. Inside, I am boiling with rage and the thought passes 
through me that in any case I won’t be including his material in my 
report. What a pity that he is the deputy director of the depart-
ment... I forget to ask what he meant.

I could of course have done that. An open question such as: 
“Peter, what is your reaction now that you’ve heard my story?” or 
“Am I right in thinking that my story is boring you?” could have 
helped. Then I wouldn’t have scaled the ladder and perhaps I 
would have stopped at the first or second rung.

23	 Chris Argyris, Overcoming Organizational Defenses (Upper Saddle River 

New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1990). Peter Senge, De vijfde discipline (Schie- 

dam: Scriptum, 1992).
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To prevent this scaling of the ladder and thus to strengthen the 
communicative skills of both yourself and your team, you need a 
better quality of conversation and dialogue, in which you make 
better use of your attention. We do that with mindful dialogue, the 
principles of which were developed by the American meditation 
teacher, Gregory Kramer.24 The core of this is to use an important 
skill in exercising mindfulness during communication: the skill of 
stopping doing. You stop the autopilot during communication 
and thus escape from the conditioning of the mind that holds you 
in its grasp as soon as you scale the ladder.

You will have noticed by the listening exercise described above 
that as soon as you open your mouth, the mindfulness seems to fly 
away and mindlessness takes its place. The head takes over, the atten-
tion is dragged along with it. You are dragged along in your own sto-
ry, that of the other person, and in jumping around in exchanges 
with each other. Sensory experiences, the presence in the combina-
tion of body and mind evaporate. Feedback signals are no longer 
picked up. Then pausing, stopping for a moment is required. To es-
cape from the autopilot in communicating. Stop for a moment in 
your “mental run.” By realizing that you are present in the here and 
now, in this moment, in this body, in this conversation or this meet-
ing.

The mindful dialogue
For this exercise, you need three people. Two participants in the dia-

logue exercise, the third as time keeper.

You sit down comfortably next to each other in a chair or on cush-

ions. Next to each other but facing in opposite directions, so the 

right side is next to the right side of the person sitting next to you. 

You do not need to look at each other during this exercise and you 

listen with the full attention of all your senses.

Next, one speaks and the other listens. The listener listens, but does 

not react.

The speaker tells something in response to a question. For example: 

“What is happening at the moment in your role as manager?” After 

24	Gregory Kramer, Insight Dialogue (Boston: Shambhala, 2007).

Mindful leadership   126   |   Elgraphic - Vlaardingen 04-04-14   09:17



Mindfully managing teams	 127

a number of minutes, the time keeper rings a bell. The speaker 

stops. After a minute, the bell sounds again and the speaker contin-

ues speaking but not necessarily continuing the story. After stop-

ping, a moment of relaxation follows. The speaker feels the stom-

ach, the breath, the feet, the body. Space may enter the feeling. And 

then the speaker continues with what at that moment presents it-

self to him or her as the story. Perhaps a different story, a new per-

spective, a deeper layer in the story. Whatever it is. There is no obli-

gation for consistency.

And so speaking and being silent alternate, four or five times.

Then the turn passes to the next, until both have had a go.

The core of the exercise consists of the following steps:25

Pause

If we pause, we step out of the pressure of conditioned thoughts 

and feelings, and this naturally leads to awareness. If you no long-

er feed the stream of thoughts and feelings through identifica-

tion, mindfulness is the natural result. Pausing is delaying, you 

bring space between what you hear, see, and think, and what you 

say. We can really absorb what is being said, how we feel and the 

color of this moment. We become aware of our body and feelings. 

We step out of the reaction that normally takes over, whether that 

is negative (fear, irritation, anger etc.), or positive (excitement, 

joy).

Relax

Naturally we cannot relax our body by issuing an order, we cannot 

stop thinking on command. Relaxation means being present at the 

experience, stop fighting the experience. We meet the experience 

with acceptance. Perhaps we can relax areas in our body and we 

bring acceptance to whatever remains tense. Relaxation means ac-

cepting things as they are, whether it is about pain, injured feelings, 

joy or rejection.

25	 Ibid., from 107.
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Open

Then we open ourselves, expand our internal experience further 

from the “me,” [...] opening ourselves to the other means that we 

do not have a certain agenda, do not wish to fulfill a task, do not 

want to make a point or develop a plan. We only come into this 

moment to see what is going to happen.

Trust what emerges

Everything that happens in mindful dialogue are natural processes, 

not aims. Just as with the walking meditation, we see how the mo-

ment unfolds. We trust that the good things, the wisdom of open 

communication in the contact, will display themselves the more we 

develop an open perception. The directive “trust what emerges” 

brings us to experiencing what it is like to be alone with another 

person, or a group of people, in the present moment, not looking 

ahead to what will happen in the future.

Intense listening

During the listening, you can discover different layers to what is be-

ing said. The content of what is being said, unusual words and phras-

es. Observe the significance that develops in the mind. Then shift 

your attention to emotions. And to the reactions that that causes in 

your body. Which tone of speaking do you observe? Notice how you 

sometimes listen with focus and then with a sort of broad openness.

Speak the truth

You will discover that, in this way, you will speak with greater 

awareness. The truth of the experience of this moment. And there 

too you can recognize different layers. They have one thing in 

common. People speak at the right moment, with cordiality, with 

good will.

The insightful dialogue is a basic form of open and connecting 
communication, in which the autopilot is stopped and, by stop-
ping the mental running, space is made for creative solutions and 
actions. Experiences of participants in the training:
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“Surprising how much depth there is in a conversation. At least I 
do not feel pressured into giving an immediate answer.”
“As listener, I saw the creative moments bubbling up in the other al-
most by themselves. Yet at first I thought I would have to help her.”
“After a while, I feel capable of having so much attention for what 
the other is saying as for my own experiences. Almost simultaneous-
ly.”

With this skill you are, as manager, much better capable of holding 
conversations with your employees or keeping an eye on your own 
reactions during conversations with your employees and then 
choosing a conscious response. You learn to keep your attention 
on both your own experiences and those of your conversation 
partner – a rapid switching process.

As manager, you can find the practical translation of the attentive 
dialogue skill in the application of the communication forms ad-
vocacy and inquiry.26 In conversations with your team mates or 
with colleague managers, you must regularly put forward your 
standpoint in order to ensure that it is heard or that a policy deci-
sion turns out differently than proposed. Then use of your atten-
tion is extraordinarily useful. During your argument, you not only 
have attention for the others but also for your own reactions – and 
then there is balance. And then you can increase the quality with 
which you argue your standpoint. The same thing applies if you sit 
in a meeting where somebody else argues a case or when you are in 
a conversation with an employee. By carefully directing your at-
tention, you can make better use of inquiring questions and you 
prevent yourself being satisfied too quickly with what is said, or 
that you scale the ladder yourself. The skill of being able to hold 
mindful dialogue means that you communicate better in your role 
as manager.

26	Derived from: Senge, De noodzakelijke revolutie: from 249.
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Advocacy and inquiry

Advocacy Inquiry

Make your own thought process 
transparent while you scale the lad-
der

Ask others to make their thought 
process transparent and help them 
descend the ladder

What you do What you say What you do What you say

• Formulate 
your assump-
tions and de-
scribe how 
you reached 
them. Explain 
your assump-
tions.
• Explain the 
implications of 
your view-
point. Who is 
affected? How 
and why?
• Try during 
speaking to 
imagine how 
other people 
hear what you 
say.
• Provoke 
questions to 
assess your as-
sumptions and 
conclusions.
• Don’t be de-
fensive, and in-
dicate where 
your thinking 
is not yet clear.

• This is what I 
think and this 
is why.
• I assume 
that...
• In order to 
get a good pic-
ture, you can 
imagine that 
you are a cus-
tomer who 
will be affect-
ed...
• What do you 
think of what I 
just claimed? 
Are there weak 
points in my 
reasoning?
• One point in 
particular 
about which I 
would like 
feedback...

• Lead people 
along the lad-
der and inves-
tigate their as-
sumptions
• Do not use 
aggressive 
language.
• Try to fath-
om why they 
say some-
thing
• Explain why 
you pose a 
question.
• Ask for a 
broader con-
text.
• Ensure that 
you under-
stand what 
the others 
have said.

• What brings 
you to this  
conclusion? 
Which data  
do you have  
for this? What 
drives you to 
say that?
• Not: what  
do you mean? 
but: can you 
help me un- 
derstand your 
line of 
thought?
• What is its 
significance? 
How is this 
connected  
with your oth- 
er concerns?
• I ask you  
that because  
I...
• How would 
you influence 
the proposal 
...? Is that the 
same as...? Can 
you give a typi-
cal example?
• Am I right 
that you are 
saying that...?
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Listen, remain open, and encour-
age others to put forward deviating 
opinions.

Listen to whether you understand 
something in a new way. Do not 
concentrate on your own agenda 
or rebutting other people’s rea- 
sons.

You can use your skill in advocacy and inquiry to communicate 
better with your team in meetings. I am not telling you anything 
new if I once again remind you that communication studies 
show that the major part of our communication is non-verbal. 
55% of communication is through our body language and 38% 
through the tone of our voice. That explains the importance of 
emotional intelligence. And only 7% of our communication is 
verbal. The way in which you sit in a meeting and the way in 
which you communicate can be of vital importance. The core 
here is how you are present and whether you can listen well and 
notice what actually takes place. So that you do not hold the 
meeting on autopilot and you and your team can give conscious 
replies to the questions and subjects dealt with. Below are a num-
ber of tips for mindful meetings.

Mindful meetings
Meetings are often a continuation of our mental running. With the 

attitude of “the quicker we’re done with it the better. Then I can get 

back to real work.” But it is exactly that mental running, the haste 

that arises, that causes us to be less than relaxed in the meeting and 

because of that the conversation runs less effectively and rapidly 

than we had wanted.

There are a number of steps for holding meetings more mindfully:

The transition to the meeting

To start with, it is handy to take some time before you go to a meet-

ing. Let go for a moment the tasks you are doing and take, for exam-

ple, a short breathing space. You can also take the time to realize 

how you normally go to the meeting and allow yourself this time to 

be more relaxed.

Certainly, if you are the chairman, it is good to go to the meeting  
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attentively. What do you notice in yourself: physical sensations, 

thoughts, emotions?

Arriving at the meeting

When you enter the meeting room, take time for it. Feel how you 

sit, listen to your breathing. Also absorb your surroundings. You are 

now here. Look around, observe how your colleagues are sitting. 

Their clothing, their poise, you can even greet them inside yourself 

with a friendly smile.

Remain observant

During the meeting, you play the game of observing. Observe in 

yourself how you react when somebody says something. Observe 

also the thoughts – sometimes judgmental – about what others 

say. And then simply try to absorb what they say, both verbally and 

non-verbally, in you. Do you hear the tone of voice? Do you see 

their body language?

Also notice how often or how quickly you want to intervene, or 

when you actually want to withdraw from the conversation. See 

what it’s like if you nevertheless continue.

Join in

And join in the conversation. By asking questions. By putting for-

ward your arguments. Each time noticing what happens with you. 

Without having to score points.

By introducing a culture of dialogue, you provide communicative 
substance as manager to the green zone of mindfulness in your 
team: you listen deeply (with an eye and ear open to emotions) 
and react lucidly and consciously with an open mind, and you 
tackle the dialogue and communicate openly in conversations by 
– in the background – using insightful dialogue and to deal con-
sciously with meetings. You thus show how you can consciously 
direct the attention of yourself and your team at what is necessary.
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Compassionate performance

In a team, you work together on achieving results. The way to-
wards that and the way in which you do it matter. With the green 
zone of mindfulness you can do it in a conscious way, whereby the 
autopilot and mechanisms that obstruct change are stopped by re-
silience, emotional intelligence, and a culture of dialogue. But it is 
still about performing and achieving results. And the last compo-
nent of the green zone is how you can deliver an important contri-
bution to the success of your team by using compassionate per-
forming.

Compassion is sometimes described as “empathy in action.” To 
be empathetic and to be able to place yourself in the feelings of col-
leagues, you must, just as with mindfulness, postpone your judg-
ment and deploy your curiosity toward people and their experi-
ences. Naturally we can never be completely without judgment, 
for we need a certain grip, but postponing is essential for curiosity 
towards the other. Look, connect, and see what they need.27 And 
then come into action.

Previously, I wrote that successful teams take joint responsibility 
for the intended results and for each other, for the mutual collabo-
ration. Both elements are found again in compassionate perform-
ing: honesty about the course of events and undertaking the job 
together form joint responsibility.

And that is exactly what compassion is all about: feeling in-
volved in the discomfort or the pain of others combined with the 
desire and the action to do something about it.

In order to correct the idea that compassion is something very 
soft, I will offer an example that clearly shows it can be highly prac-
tical.28 The first example is about Tom, the managing partner of a 
large law firm, who notices that invoicing is very low on the prior-
ity list of the lawyers. As COO, he is responsible for finances, IT, 
and HR, but how do you get such a subject high on the list of pri-

27	 Richard Boyatzis and Annie McKee, Resonant Leadership (Cambridge: 

Harvard Business Press, 2005). 179-80.

28	Examples derived from: ibid., Chapter 8. Compassion.
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orities of a group that is headstrong, performance-driven, and in-
dependent? His advantage is that he is a lawyer and understands 
how the others think and feel. He knows the pressure they are un-
der and the frustrations and passions they have. So he knows that 
simply issuing an order will not work. And using that empathy, he 
came up with a different solution, one that suited the group of 
people he was dealing with. And with which he could, as authority, 
ensure that they really wanted what he asked of them. His solution 
was simple and effective. He organized the group into teams which 
had to ensure invoices were sent out and payments were made. 
They were given objectives. And around this he organized an open 
invoice submission and payment collection competition to re-
ward the fastest submitter and collector, with prizes such as um-
brellas, polo shirts, and vouchers for restaurants and movies, and 
yes, even money. The lawyers became completely addicted to this 
game and writing invoices and collecting payments became an im-
portant priority. It worked because he connected with their affini-
ty for friendly competition (it wasn’t about the money) and open-
ly winning or losing (they liked that), but the losers were not 
punished (that would have created a negative overtone). The tone 
of performance remained compassionate, working together, and 
no punishments.

Compassion has a positive effect, because it appeals to the mental, 
emotional, and physical health and so contributes to the results of 
or the mood in the team.29 The importance of compassion is again 
underlined because we are much more dependent on teamwork, 
both for individual performance and for our ambitions as a whole. 
If we work across organizational borders, that is even stronger. We 
cannot get any further without each other. Below I give an exercise 
with which you can strengthen your own compassion by increas-
ing your friendliness for others.

29	Ibid., 185.
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Multiplying friendliness
Calm the mind

To start with, bring your attention for a few minutes to your breath-

ing.

Multiply your friendliness

Then make contact with the good sides in yourself: your love, com-

passion, altruism, and inner joy. If you like, you can visualize that 

goodness as a beam of rays emitted by your body.

(short silence)

As you breathe in, you breathe all your goodness into your heart. 

Use your heart to multiply your goodness by a factor of ten. And as 

you breathe out, send all that goodness into the whole world. If you 

like, you can visualize this as a beam of rays.

(two minutes silence)

Then make contact with the goodness of everybody you know. Eve-

rybody is a good person and has something good. If you like, you 

can also visualize their goodness as a beam of rays. As you breathe 

in, you breathe all their goodness toward your heart...

Repeat this step.

(two minutes silence)

And finally make contact with the goodness of all the inhabitants 

of the world. Everybody has at least something good. And again you 

can visualize this as you wish. Breathe in the goodness toward your 

heart.

Repeat this step.

(two minutes silence)

Closure

End the exercise with a short period of attention for your breathing.

Participants at our trainings often feel some embarrassment when 
they do this exercise for the first time.

“Gee, I was glad I had my eyes closed. It’s rather embarrassing to 
think about so much goodness. Is it really necessary?”
“About half way through the exercise, I began to feel somewhat 
easier, somewhat softer. It’s actually rather funny to pause at 
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goodness. I realize how often we are hard to each other.”
“All at once, I had to smile. I thought of Peter. Yesterday, I was an-
gry at him all day. I reminded myself how he had helped me the 
day before.”

But after the embarrassment there comes the realization of friend-
liness, toward others, and toward ourselves. It makes it easier to 
discuss or change things among ourselves; the involvement with 
others becomes greater.

Ed Schein, the American specialist in organizational culture and 
change, says that learning to accept help from each other and giv-
ing it to each other is crucial for teamwork. According to him, it is 
just as essential for teams in normal organizations as for teams 
who carry out open heart surgery. The heart surgeon, the anesthe-
tist, the perfusionist, and the nurses are directly dependent on 
each other in the here and now. There, everybody helps, not as a 
result of authority but because it is necessary. Each person has his 
or her share in the result. The nurse will call out “stop doctor” 
without any hesitation if he picks up the wrong instrument and 
thus offers support and help.

The organization of such teamwork requires the green zone of 
mindfulness. Schein calls it “cultural islands” where people step 
over the hierarchy of their position and enter into a genuine per-
sonal relationship with each other. In the heart surgery team, the 
surgeon must relinquish his hierarchical position and operate on an 
equal footing with the nurse. And the reverse is also necessary for 
the success of the team: the nurse must not act as a subservient if a 
crucial mistake seems about to be made. In the green zone, you ex-
plicitly enter into a mutual helping relationship.30 The mindful 
team-check-in can help in this and I describe it below in an actual 
example.

30	Art Kleiner and Rutger von Post, “A Corporate Climate of Mutual Help,” 

Strategy + Business, no. 62 (2011). And also: Edgar H. Schein, Helping (San 

Francisco: Berrett-Koehler, 2009).
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Mindful team-check-in
In Columbus, Ohio in the United States, a gynecologist uses the 

mindful check-in in the operating theater, in order to create the 

shared intention for compassionate collaboration for the benefit of 

the patient. After running through the mandatory checklists, he 

does a human check-in. He introduces the patient, tells something 

about her background in order to humanize the person behind the 

patient. And then he explains what they are going to do to help her 

and why. Next, he has everybody assisting check-in, who they are, 

and what their role is, and what their intention is to be as helpful as 

possible to achieve a successful outcome of the surgery. They only 

begin to operate when everybody has focused his or her full atten-

tion on what they are doing and who they are doing it for.31

Why not try this check-in, in the weekly team meeting, or if you and 

your team are on the eve of an important action or project. And re-

ally take the time for it, for the factual matters, but also for feelings, 

emotions, and intentions of your team members.

In the meantime, all sorts of studies have shown that compassion 
in teams is useful. In a software company where a team of em-
ployees meditated on friendliness and compassion there was a 
clearly perceptible effect on the positive content of their emo-
tions, their perception of life, future and mutual support, while 
somber thoughts and feelings declined.32 Their performance was 
noticeably better, and so too was the mood at work. Another 
study shows that greater self-compassion makes people better 
resistant to negative events (it increases the resilience!) and ena-
bles them to take greater personal initiative and acquire greater 
skill in dealing with awkward issues. They are less afraid of mak-
ing mistakes and admitting them, because they have more self-
respect and can look at their own deficiencies with sympathy. 
They display more emotional intelligence and approach emo-
tions, even difficult ones, with friendliness instead of rejection. 

31	 With thanks to Phil Cass, CEO of Columbus Medical Association and 

Affiliates who told me this example.

32	 Erik van den Brink and Frits Koster, Compassievol leven. Van mindful-

ness naar heartfulness (Amsterdam: Boom, 2012). 78.
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And they have greater social connectedness.33 Exactly the things 
that belong in the green zone.

Compassion in teamwork does not only support mutual in-
volvement, but also mutual honestly. It introduces the quality 
based on mindfulness of having the courage to view things hon-
estly. I call that unconditional honesty. That honesty is not so 
easy. Perhaps you have to recognize that you had too high expec-
tations for the results or that you encountered unexpected ob-
stacles during the execution in the mutual collaboration. We 
sometimes prefer to avoid viewing things critically and sharply, 
because we don’t really want to deal with individual faults. Ad-
mitting that something has gone wrong through your actions or 
giving commentary on the behavior of a colleague is not simple. 
But it is necessary, in order to prevent accidents happening or to 
avoid major damage. Or to learn from it. You should not under-
estimate its importance: I previously referred to the study that 
shows that surgical teams function better if they report more 
mistakes! Mindfulness promotes openness and honesty, induc-
ing a greater awareness in people that they do not wish to make 
any violation of their ethical standards, the study shows. They 
want to fulfill those principles and not just show them. One 
study shows that to achieve this it is important that managers in-
vite employees to pause for a moment at their experiences before 
they say something or take decisions.34

Unrelenting honesty means going back to what the ambition or 
desired result was, to the task that had to be done and the way in 
which it was pursued. Teams regularly become frustrated; the dis-
cussions are dull and nobody really wants to talk about it, helpless-
ness rules, there is cynicism and distrust. You then see such a team 
escape in beautiful prospects about new products and services or 
choose the easy solution of replacing a team member or the manag-
er or have an external team building session. We must cooperate 
better, is the often-used panacea. But then there has been no unre-

33	 Quoted in: ibid., 135-36.

34	Ruedy and Schweitzer, “In the Moment: The Effect of Mindfulness on 

Ethical Decision Making,” 81-82.
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lenting review of what it was all about or how it arose. Only by ac-
knowledging the actual reality of the assignment or task is it possible 
to state what is the matter. Only then can experiences be given a 
place, and only then can you start learning from them. You can do 
this with your team using the following exercise.

Mindful evaluating and learning
Take enough time for a mindful evaluation and learning exercise. 

Depending on the action involved, at least an hour, preferably two.

Begin the evaluation with a period of silence, for example five min-

utes, in which you ask everybody to bring their attention to their 

breathing and in which you direct your attention to all senses 

(taste, touch, sight, hearing, smell). This helps sharpen the memory 

of the project or activity.

Then you ask all participants to pause in their minds for a short 

while on the honesty and courage to bring up things. And invite 

them to do just that.

Then you ask all participants to imagine the action, with as many 

sensory perspectives as possible.

Then ask all participants to write down all aspects they have no-

ticed, both comfortable and less comfortable ones, in their note-

book. Take around ten minutes for that.

Then you begin mutual exchange, in which everybody shares their 

notes, based on the following questions:

1.	 What did we want to do?

2.	 What actually happened?

3.	 Why did it happen?

4.	 What are we going to do next time?

You can best ask each other open questions about all comments in 

order to clarify matters. And then summarize the main lines and 

extract the points that must be studied further or about which 

agreements can already be made.

Next, you do a second round, in which you delve deeper into what 

you can learn. For this you can use the following questions:
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1.	 What was the greatest success in our approach from which we 

can learn?

2.	 What were the greatest difficulties we encountered and how did 

we overcome them?

3.	 Which additions or changes must we implement in our ap-

proach and what must be excluded?

4.	 Which matters were not solved satisfactorily and require atten-

tion? Based on what you have learned, what is your recommen-

dation?

End this round after a mutual dialogue by summarizing conclu-

sions and, where necessary, make agreements for follow up.35

Using this honesty, you can, as manager, ensure that no hard 
judgmental performance culture arises in your team, but that 
you work with honest feedback, in which the starting point is 
that you constantly care for and help each other. The summary 
below clearly shows the difference between both forms of feed-
back.

Judge or learn from each other
36

In this way you create a place where learning can take place. A 
place where the anxiety caused by change can be addressed: the 
agenda is derived from the task the team is tackling; the space is 
not filled by the manager or team leader; groups accept that silence 
falls at set intervals and do not fill them with speaking; the resist-
ances to change reveal themselves.37 And because the social de-
fense mechanism is acknowledged, the fixed mindset disappears 
and the outside can be viewed with an open mind. An organized 
change conviction breaks through the collective autopilot. What 

35	 This exercise is my adaptation of examples given in: Weick and Sutcliffe, 

Managing the Unexpected: 144-45.	

36	Robert Kegan and Lisa Laskow Lahey, How the Way We Talk Can 

Change the Way We Work (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2001). 102.

37	 Alastair Bain, “Social Defenses against Organizational Learning,” Hu-

man Relations 51, no. 3 (1998): 423-24.
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can be said, thought and felt is different from before, in fact a con-
scious response.38

In this way compassion, empathy in action, can be an important 
element in modern mindful teamwork. That is something other 
than helping each other feel good or covering team behavior with 
the smell of roses. Then things have gone too far and you can bet-
ter avoid that.39 In essence, compassion is about knowing how to 
work with each other to get the job done. With the courage to 
name things honestly you develop, in the green zone, a sharp but 
positive performance culture in your team. Compassionate per-
formance is nowhere near as soft as you thought.

38	 Ibid.

39	Michael Carroll, Mindfulness in leiderschap (Kampen: Ten Have, 2008). 

129.

Judgmental culture Learning culture

• �Care for winners and losers; 
this takes energy out of the 
system

• �Gives valuable information 
that somebody’s action has 
meaning; puts energy in the 
system

• �Indirect communication: 
something is said about 
somebody and not to 
somebody

•� �Communicates appreciation 
directly to the person

• �General statement without 
much information about 
what the speaker appreciates

•� �Communicates specific 
information to the person 
about the personal 
experience of the speaker

• Typecasts the other • �Characterizes the experience 
of the speaker, does not 
make a caricature of the 
person who is appreciated

• �Follows fixed formulae; 
nonchalant

• �Sincere and authentic; more 
hesitant and original

• �No encouragement to 
change

• Potential for change
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Responsibility and stewardship

Mindful management of your team begins by taking responsibili-
ty: do you dare accompany your team into the green zone of mind-
ful teamwork? And if you do, what does your role look like?

I would like to pause at the attitude of responsibility, the inten-
tion with which you set to work. As manager, do you allow cir-
cumstances to rule or do you take the lead? Do you choose uncon-
ditionally to ensure that your own resilience is up to the mark, so 
that your team can also build on you or do you neglect the balance 
in your life? Do you dare to adopt an encouraging attitude towards 
emotions, both your own or in the team? Or do you prefer to keep 
the lid on everything? Do you choose we-communication in your 
team or do you let everything go its own way? Do you choose com-
passionate performance or a hard judgmental culture?

Naturally, there are all sorts of circumstances you could suggest 
in your daily work over which you have no control. A colleague 
has fallen ill, a department elsewhere is performing poorly, suppli-
ers who do not keep their agreements, matters in your personal 
life. But you always have a choice. A simple example. If you drop a 
pen and ask others why the pen fell, you can get two answers. One 
will say that it is because of gravity, the other that you dropped the 
pen. If you want to prevent the pen falling again, it doesn’t help to 
blame gravity. Then only your actions count. But often we think 
like this in organizations and that has become ingrained in the cul-
ture. It is precisely that choice that you have in every situation that 
means that you can call responsibility unconditional. No matter 
how difficult or awkward the situation may be, you have, as man-
ager, the freedom to choose in all circumstances.40 Below I sum-
marize the choices you have between the autopilot and the green 
zone of mindful teamwork:

Unrelenting honesty and compassion thrive in a culture of we-
communication: openness and trust, with clear language.41 Mak-
ing mistakes is permitted. Sharing information, both factual and 

40	Fred Kofman, Bewust in zaken (Haarlem: Altamira-Becht, 2008). 69.

41	 Weick and Sutcliffe, Managing the Unexpected: 125-26.
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Teamwork on 
autopilot

Green zone of 
mindful teamwork

Manager’s 
role

General                                                   Direct team attention

Fixation on objectives Focus on 
aspirations

Me-communication We-
communication

Fault lies with others 
outside the team

Take responsibility 
as team

Do without overview Know what you are 
doing

Resilience                                                     Keeping resilience  
up to standard

Stress and burn-out 
inevitable

Resilience and 
balance

Action has priority 
over reflection

Regularly switching 
between action and 

reflection

Imbalance between 
introversion and 
extroversion

Balance between 
introversion and 

extroversion

Emotional intelligence                              See through emotions  
and bring them in play

Only rational 
thinking important

Use emotional 
intelligence

Plaster over awkward 
situations

Set to work with 
awkward situations

Culture of dialogue                                      Creating culture of  
dialogue

Downloading Open mind

Climb the ladder: 
only argue and 
debate

Descend the ladder: 
investigate and 

dialogue

Vertical decision-
making

Horizontal dialogue
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emotional, is crucial in this, as is sharing fairly and accepting the 
responsibility for a mistake or near failure. A harsh judgmental 
culture does not help here. Also because it prevents skillfully deal-
ing with necessary adjustments under pressure or change of tem-
po in work, and a judgmental culture puts the brakes on learning 
processes.

You could perhaps best see your role as manager as that of a 
steward. Good stewardship with appreciation for the performanc-
es achieved, stated from your own experience, specifically directed 
at a person. And stewardship in naming awkward matters and not 
plastering them over. In your role as manager of a team, you can 
introduce stewardship in the green zone of mindfulness and thus 
promote compassionate performance.

Feedback as criticism Feedback as on-
going care for what 

can be improved

Debate culture (win 
or lose)

Dialogue culture 
(win-win)

Compassionate performance                                     Embody compas-
sion and learning

Focused only on 
results

Focused on results 
and collaboration

Achieving objectives 
is the work

Delivering  
results is the fruit of 

teamwork

Reject sympathy 
(empathic stress)

Sympathize and 
change 

(compassion)

Judgmental culture Culture of learning 
and coaching
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5
Charting a course with full attention

“From a mindful perspective one’s response to a particular 
situation is not an attempt to make the best choice from 
amongst available options but to create options.”1

	 Ellen Langer – The Power of Mindful Learning

In the previous chapters, I have laid the foundation for the use of 
our capacity for mindfulness both individually and in teams. Now 
we are going to look at how you can use mindfulness within the 
organization in the process of value creation for customers and 
stakeholders.

If mindfulness is anchored in the culture of the company, the 
organization is capable of switching attention in an effective way: 
now attention for the operational quality, meaning more focused 
on the way in which the current products and services should be 
delivered, and then focusing the attention on the challenges for 
the organization or the system to which it belongs and which de-
mand innovation.

I start this chapter with the question of how you can get a pic-
ture of how mindful an organization is. Then I will deal extensive-
ly with how an organization can learn to juggle four fields of atten-
tion, which are based on the four ways of listening and conversing 
that I described in the previous chapters. In the last part of this 
chapter, we return to the question of how to anchor mindfulness 
in an organization. That it is about culture change and is always 

1	 Ellen Langer, The Power of Mindful Learning (Cambridge: Perseus Books, 

1997), 113-14.
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part of a larger process aimed at creating value for the customer.2 
And if one thing is clear from professional literature about organi-
zational culture and change, it is that you cannot change the cul-
ture of an organization by itself and isolated from environment, 
aim, and strategy of the organization. The role of mindful leader-
ship will prove crucial in that.3

Mindfulness in the organization

Before we take a look at how you can organize directing attention 
in an organization, it is worthwhile getting an initial picture of 
how mindful the organization you work in really is. That is not the 
same as a thorough culture analysis of the organization; more is 
needed for that. And, as Schein correctly stated, questionnaires 
and checklists are insufficient because they do not reveal the deep-
rooted common assumptions in a culture.4 Those deep-rooted 
common assumptions also contain the power of the immunity to 
change, which I discussed in the first chapter. Even though you 
will not get a complete picture of the autopilot and the mechanism 
of immunity in the culture of your organization, you will get a first 
picture.

You can start by going back to the overview table about the 
green zone of mindfulness, which I presented at the end of the pre-
vious chapter, and scoring your organization on this. Where is 
your organization in each of the dimensions? More toward the au-
topilot or more toward mindful team work? Is attention paid to 
resilience, emotional intelligence, we-communication, and com-
passionate performance? Or is your organization still completely 
on the side of the judgmental culture? The core question is per-
haps: do you, as an organization know what you’re doing, both 
about what you are delivering in products or services and what is 

2	 Jaap Boonstra, Leiders in cultuurverandering, Stichting Management 

Studies (Assen: Van Gorcum, 2011), 313.

3	 Jelle Dijkstra and Paul-Peter Feld, Gedeeld leiderschap: veerkacht door 

nieuwe vormen van samenwerken, organiseren, leren en leiderschap (2012).

4	 Edgar H. Schein, De bedrijfscultuur als ziel van de onderneming (Schiedam: 

Scriptum, 2008), 60.
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necessary in innovation, and is there sufficient presence of mind 
in the organization to break free of the autopilot and to recognize 
the immunity mechanisms?

Once you have done that, you can add to your picture using the 
questionnaire below, which is directed at how closely you monitor 
the work processes. This list comes from the influential study by 
Weick and Sutcliffe into organizations that demand a high reliabil-
ity of operational processes.5 In nine so-called audits, they try to get 
a picture of the condition of an organization where reliability is 
necessary and where mindfulness should be on the agenda. That 
focus on high reliability also implies the limitation of it, for reliabil-
ity and combating mistakes is not the first priority in all organiza-
tions. But you can, with a few adjustments, also use the question-
naire for other organizations. You can, for example, think of 
“deviating events” as “quality that does not satisfy the standard” 
and you can consider “concerns about misinterpreting events” as 
“trying to fathom what are the reasons or causes of successes and 
failures” or as “being able to read and listen between the lines.” 
That is why I have chosen to use the questionnaire in its original 
form.

A picture of the mindfulness of your organization
How well do the following statements describe your organization? 
For each item, fill in 1, 2, or 3
1 = absolutely not; 2 = partially; 3 = to a large degree

1      2     3
1.  �Throughout the organization there is a feeling 	 ....   ....   ....          

of being receptive to the unexpected.

2. � Everybody feels responsible for reliability.	 ....   ....   ....

3.  �Management gives as much attention to managing 	 ....   ....   .... 
the unexpected as to achieving formal organization  
objectives.

4. � �At all levels in our organization, people are constantly 	 ....   ....   .... 
concerned about deviating events.

5	 Karl E. Weick and Kathleen M. Sutcliffe, Managing the Unexpected (San 

Francisco: John Wiley & Sons, 2010), 87.
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5. � �At all levels in our organization, people are constantly 	 ....   ....   .... 
concerned about misidentifying events.

6. � �At all levels in our organization, people are 	 ....   ....   .... 
constantly concerned about misunderstanding events.

7. � �We spend time on identifying how our activities could 	 ....   ....   .... 
potentially damage all our stakeholders.

8. � �There is widespread agreement among the people 	 ....   ....   .... 
in our organization that we do not want to make  
any mistakes.

9. � �There is widespread agreement among the people 	 ....   ....   .... 
in our organization about how things can go wrong.

Determine the score by adding up the figures. If you score higher 
than 17, the culture of mindfulness is good in your organization.  
A score between 11 and 17 means that you are on the way to 
building such a culture. If the score is lower than 11, there’s a lot of 
work to be done.

This table is based on a study into nuclear energy plants and the 
management of the electricity network. It showed that the more 
people in the organization are actively involved in identifying, pre-
cisely describing, and combating misinterpretations, the higher the 
reliability of the organization.6 The same was shown in the examples 
of the surgical teams in hospitals that function better when they re-
port mistakes. Mindfulness thus leads to better and more reliable 
performances and prevents organizations becoming bogged down 
in daily routines. They are at least aware of the autopilot.

That was not the case with one of my clients, where I investigated 
why the organization had seemed to come to a standstill. Renewal 
of the organization seemed an almost impossible task. Firm deci-
sions were not easily taken, all layers of the organization had to be 
fully involved first. And when, after considerable upheaval, the de-
cision was finally made, there was little sign of any implementa-
tion. My study showed that management and employees had their 
very unique way of dealing with each other, which I classified as 

6	 Ibid.
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“kind and tepid.” On the one hand, people were very friendly to 
each other, there was no sharp feedback on each other’s work and 
mistakes were generally blamed on circumstances. Rather kind, in 
fact. But also tepid, for people’s involvement in the results of the 
work and with each other and with the way everybody functioned 
was not particularly great. And so it had become an organization 
that couldn’t move forwards or backwards.

What was lacking was that they did not dare see the reality in its 
naked truth. Only when I confronted them with this – with here 
and there a smile of recognition on their face – did it get through to 
them: yes, this was the way they were... The example shows how an 
organization can get bogged down in everyday activities – before 
you know it, you are working in a sick organization, where the at-
tention is completely drained away towards internal problems. 
People have lost sight of what they are doing. And it is not that easy 
to escape from that culture.

Another example shows that an organization can also become 
bogged down because new events are simplified into well-known 
interpretations or mental models. I remember as if it were yester-
day that, immediately after the attacks in New York on 11 Septem-
ber 2001, the membership drive by the Dutch Consumers’ Associ-
ation, where I was working as manager at the time, fell apart. The 
familiar mailings no longer worked, the new applications dried up 
almost completely. Our first interpretation was that people just 
didn’t feel the need at that time to take out a membership with the 
association nor did they feel the need for information about quali-
ty and prices of products and services. But the effectiveness of 
mailings did not return to their former level, even after the main 
tension around 9/11 had subsided.

Little by little, there was room for new interpretations: there 
was apparently something else happening, the emergence of Inter-
net had superseded the old way of reaching potential customers, 
and what’s more, people no longer wanted a paper membership 
but a digital membership. I still remember how we struggled to let 
go of the well-known interpretations and search for new explana-
tions. The old way of thinking was still in our heads.

By introducing a climate of attention, of a green zone of mind-
fulness, you have already taken a step toward avoiding finding 

Mindful leadership   151   |   Elgraphic - Vlaardingen 04-04-14   09:17



152	 Mindful Leadership

yourself in such a situation. There is a far greater attention and re-
silience under pressure of circumstances in the day-to-day work. 
And you can now, as a mindful a leader, use that basis to shape 
with full attention the relationship your organization has with 
customers and stakeholders.

Focusing the attention of organizations

It is very important for organizations to be clear about how they 
are creating value for their customers. And the importance of this 
is again underlined by the fact that organizations – whether they 
deliver products or services – increasingly find themselves reach-
ing their limits, because they need others for their production pro-
cess, or have to deal with their social environment and stakehold-
ers, who watch critically over their shoulders. At the same time, it 
is necessary that attention continue to be paid to what is happen-
ing in the existing organization, their operational excellence. Or-
ganizations and networks must learn to switch between various 
forms of attention, between what must happen here and now, and 
react with an open mind to what the future asks of them.

When learning that switching, organizations can, in addition to 
the pitfalls mentioned in the previous chapter, easily fall into other 
pitfalls when the attention is directed to what is happening outside 
the organization. Traps when developing strategies. A short sum-
mary:
1.	 Dynamic conservatism: considerable effort, but the patterns in 

the organization remain the same (keep falling into habit patterns)
2.	 Daydreams: the assumptions behind the strategy are incorrect 

(debate about differences but no fundamental solution)
3.	 Drawing-board models: the story is correct but it finds no con-

nection in the organization, it is handled in a totally non-com-
mittal way (connection with the other, but no real consequences 
drawn)

4.	 Lost strategies: valuable directions that do not reach the main-
stream and therefore remain unused (good story but no depth).7

7	 Paul Kloosterboer, “Navigeren bij strategievorming, lessen uit de liter-

atuur,” M&O, no. 5 (2008).
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Organizing with full attention means that you learn to avoid these 
pitfalls. Otto Scharmer has developed a model distinguishing four 
“fields of attention” in organizations (and it also applies to net-
works and alliances). He also calls them fields of conversation or 
social interaction, because the difference between one way of talk-
ing to each other or working on challenges (such as developing 
new strategies or leveraging more intensive teamwork or innova-
tion) and another has to do with whether attention is focused on 
the now or on the future and more on the whole or on individual 
parts.8

In the model, two axes are distinguished: one axis is the perspec-
tive from which you look at the situation. Are you looking more 
from the individual parts or are you looking more from the whole. 
The other axis is whether you are looking from a more fixed con-
text, do you remain – largely – within the existing framework or 
do you look from a more open view of the situation. In this way, 
four forms of attention emerge. If a simple problem must be 
solved, it can be sufficient to repeat the current situation or criti-
cally compare available information . But anybody wanting to or-
ganize profound change will discover that it is necessary to let go 
of the existing mindset completely. I shall briefly characterize the 
four forms below:

I.	 MONITORING THE EXECUTION
In the first field, downloading or habitual action is the way of con-
versing and social interaction. The attention is completely direct-
ed from your own midpoint and assumes your own world view. 
You work from the existing context and that is a fixed fact. The or-
ganization follows the execution of its own production processes. 
By occasionally pausing and being observant, a first form of alert-
ness is achieved in an otherwise routine-like culture.

8	 C. Otto Scharmer, Theorie U. Leiding vanuit de toekomst die zich aan- 

dient (Zeist: Christofoor, 2010), 323. I use the model in the form devel-

oped by Peter Senge, De noodzakelijke revolutie (Den Haag: Academic 

Service, 2009), 239.
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II.	USING DIFFERENCES: QUALITY IMPROVEMENT
In the second field of debate, the attention shifts to the edge or the 
peripheral region of your own world, you look where differences 
from the existing norms are and act with others, without subjecting 
your own world view to the discussion. You are fully aware of where 
the differences in relation to fellow departments, other companies 
or competitors are and have the courage to learn from these differ-
ences. In this field, an organization has a way of keeping a sharp eye 
on developments starting from its own world view, of fully appreci-
ating the difference between itself and others and learning from it. 
An organization that operates sharply and attentively in this by hav-
ing the ability to face reality and not to hide behind an ideal picture 
or some magnificent vision.9 It is all about operational excellence.

III. RECOGNISING PATTERNS IN BROADER WHOLE
In the following field, that of empathic conversing, the attention of 
the organization is directed from the position of the other in the 
work field, the network, or the system. It leaves its own world view 
and empathizes with that of somebody else or of another organi-
zation. The strength of this type of attention is that this organiza-
tion – but it also equally applies for a network or group of stake-
holders – is capable of fathoming the patterns in the external 
environment and its own role therein.

IV. INNOVATION AND EXPERIMENTATION
In the fourth field of generative dialogue, the organization is pre-
pared to address the challenges and give them shape without work-
ing from their own interests, but instead from what is required 
from the common situation of the organization or the group of or-
ganizations.10 In this field there is systematic attention for innova-
tion and experimentation, whereby, thanks to design thinking, it is 
capable of anticipating largely uncertain futures.

9	 Daniel Goleman, Richard Boyatzis, and Annie McKee, Primal Leadership. 

Realizing the Power of Emotional Intelligence (Boston: Harvard Business 

School Press, 2002), 172.

10	 Scharmer, Theorie U. Leiding vanuit de toekomst die zich aandient, 281-

88.
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Every organization and the individuals in it have (although they 
do not always realize it), to a lesser or greater degree, access to each 
of the four sources or fields of attention. And for each field of at-
tention there are a number of working ways or methods with 
which the organizations can handle issues in that field. Below I 
have indicated, for each of the four fields, which organizational 
practices are suitable.

The first field: eye for routine-breaking moments

In the first field, mindfulness supports building up the ability to 
focus attention on monitoring the execution by having an eye for 
moments that have broken that routine. To stop the autopilot or 
simply continue working because everything has to be completed, 
and to look to see whether the patterns that are expected are actu-
ally in play.

A good way of making a start with that in an organization is to 
regularly map the wake-up calls. An example of a wake-up call can 
be that you, as management consultant, are working on a bid with 
a client. It is about a big assignment for supporting a strategy pro-
cess of a housing corporation. Initially the client is enthusiastic. 
But then the following appointment is cancelled. You do not react 
because you are overloaded with other things, you just sit and 
wait. After a few weeks, you phone again. The client tells you that it 
can take some time, without further explanation. Only when a col-
league mentions during a work consultation that this corporation 
is in financial problems (he read it in the newspaper) do you start 
to see the light. At the first meeting, the director of the corporation 
had mentioned that this was mainly for the long term, and that 
they had to become financially healthy again. You had ignored 
that signal, because your focus was on the strategy process. If only 
we had picked up on these signals, you think. In the future, it is 
perhaps useful to discuss new assignments with your colleagues...

Mapping wake-up calls
Take half an hour at a team meeting to pause at clearly visible, but 

also slowly developing changes in the operational processes and 
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the environment of the organization. For this, you can best start by 

a few minutes of silence in which you shift the attention to remem-

bering this type of moment. Next, get the team to write down all 

wake-up calls on post-its and one by one to state them and explain 

them. Then discuss what can be learned from these wake-up calls.

Examples of wake-up calls:

•	 An assignment for a client doesn’t go ahead

•	 A change in sickness absence patterns

•	 Losing material or tools

•	 A new competitor in the market

•	 A malfunction of the telephone or Internet in the organization

•	 New types of complaints from customers

•	 Delivery of goods arriving too late

•	 Small quarrels between employees in the team

•	 Etcetera...

Another method is the check-in. We saw this previously with 
teamwork in the operating theater. In some organizations, there is 
a formal moment of handover, such as in hospitals, at security lo-
cations, or with the police. Such moments help to inform each 
other about what is happening. It can be highly effective to set up 
such moments for organizations that do not have such formal 
handovers.

This way of working, in which you build in a conscious silence 
and attention, can also improve the quality of formal handover 
moments. Conscious attention for what the organization is doing 
sharpens the organization’s mental switching ability between do-
ing and being. You set the tone for the way of operating in the or-
ganization. Furthermore, you consciously pause to recognize the 
mental condition in which the team is operating and that filters 
through in the emotional intelligence of the team.

Check-in
The check-in is part of the daily routine of a department or team. At 

the start of the day or – if that proves difficult – during the first cof-

fee break, take 15 minutes to pause to consider how the group is. 
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This method is aimed at revealing where the attention of the group 

is and to direct it to the here and now.

The check-in starts with a short, open question focused on the ex-

perience of the moment. That can, for example, be the answer to 

questions such as:

•	 What am I doing?

•	 What is becoming clearer to me?

•	 How am I feeling now?

•	 Which issues are occupying me at the moment?

Ask the people to answer from their own experience, not with a 

sentence or expression suggesting an idea or an opinion. It is, after 

all, about acknowledging what is happening, not what they think of 

it.11

You can allow the answering to take place in the order of the circle, 

and, if you like, with a talking piece or using the popcorn method, in 

which people speak when they are ready. If a silence falls, that is 

okay. Allow the sharing to take place quietly, without any time pres-

sure. You will be surprised how quickly it happens. People do not 

have to react to each other, their own story is enough.

The answers can give the group and the manager insight into what 

is occupying them at that moment and whether perhaps there are 

matters that have to be addressed or solved for collaboration to be 

fruitful. But also successes, joys and sorrows can be shared. As man-

ager or facilitator of the group, you can, at the end, hold the matters 

that have struck you up to the group, so that the picture of what is 

happening is strengthened. Always make room here for additions.

If such ways of working are used regularly, even daily, then alert-
ness emerges in the organization which increases the resilience 
against continuing to work thoughtlessly in a routine. Some or-
ganizations make use not only of a check-in but also a conscious 
check-out. Both help with working with greater awareness.

Incidentally, it is not necessary for everybody to be together at 
the office at the same time for a check-in or check-out. They can 

11	 For a good summary of the difference between thoughts and feelings, see: 

Marshall B. Rosenberg, Geweldloze communicatie (Rotterdam: Lemnis-

caat, 2007), 57-60.
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also be done with people working at different places, using cloud 
working. I regularly hold an international Skype call with col-
leagues for such a check-in. That works very well and surprisingly 
enough, a call without video often works better because the visual 
distraction is less and the attention can be more easily directed at 
the content and “tone of voice” of the others. But you can also 
check-in via the chat feature on Skype or Facebook, and even a 
check-in conversation via e-mail, where there is a time difference 
in answering, can work very well. Plenty of options.

The second field: using differences

In the second field, mindfulness ensures that the attention is di-
rected at how the organization functions in comparison to the 
previously set internal norms or to other organizations. In the first 
case we generally talk about evaluation of operational processes, 
and in the second case of benchmarking of our own organization 
in comparison with the best performing organization in the same 
industry. In both cases, however, the existing situation is the start-
ing point in distinguishing the differences. The mindset is fixed 
and from that mindset you set about improving processes.

For that you need to develop a view that is as sharp and broad as 
possible, but your field of vision remains limited to your own 
world view. Notice that I intentionally used the expression distin-
guishing view and not the word concentration. Concentration sug-
gests that you shut things out. This doesn’t mean it is bad, but you 
use it in a different situation, namely when you are occupied with 
a task. But if people are too concentrated, there is too little atten-
tion for the question of whether the organization works well from 
different perspectives.12 A mindful organization ensures that the 
edges of its own field of vision are observed. There the differences 
are clearest.

For the development of a discerning view, an organization must 
be capable of dealing honestly and open-heartedly with itself, the 
unrelenting honesty that belongs with compassionate perfor-

12	 Weick and Sutcliffe, Managing the Unexpected, 87-88.

Mindful leadership   159   |   Elgraphic - Vlaardingen 04-04-14   09:17



160	 Mindful Leadership

mance. In such a culture, every employee and manager can talk 
about the mistakes or errors that he or she has made without being 
immediately punished for it. On the contrary, reporting errors de-
serves to be rewarded. There is a story about the famous German 
rocket scientist, Werner von Braun, who stood at the cradle of the 
German rockets in the Second World War and of the American 
space program. He sent a bottle of champagne to an employee 
who had reported that he might, during a test prior to a launch of a 
rocket which subsequently exploded, have caused a short circuit. 
After further analysis, his report was shown to be true and because 
he had reported it, enormous costs were saved for expensive new 
designs. Research into teams of nurses in hospitals suggested that 
teams that performed better reported more mistakes than those 
that performed more poorly. The climate of openness was strong-
er and that allowed mistakes to be reported and rectified more 
quickly. In addition, people appeared to learn quicker from open-
ly discussing mistakes.13

An organization that works mindfully supports the open view 
with systematic evaluation and checking of operational processes. 
I discuss here two ways of working; both are practical and easily 
executed: the operational evaluation, and the debriefing. Both are 
part of the tool box of this type of organization, in which the first 
concentrates on uncovering mistakes, the second gets an overview 
of everything that happens, both in the process and in the people 
who participate in it.

Operational evaluation14

You can apply this type of evaluation to gain insight into the way pro-

cesses in your organization actually work. It can be about a failed bid, 

an appointment that was not kept, a project that contained both suc-

cesses and several important errors, various interpretations of a ques-

tion, changed attitude of a collaborating partner, and so on. The in-

13	 Ibid., 50-51.

14	 This exercise is my own adaptation of the Evaluating without Blame ex-

ercise in: Bert van Dalen, Bert Slagmolen, and Robert Taen, Mindful or-

ganiseren (Apollo 13 Consult, 2009), 106.
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tention is most certainly not to apportion guilt, but to discover what 

can be learned from an unexpected event.

You can use the structure of this exercise during a meeting or at a 

separate session. The duration depends on the size of the evaluated 

event and varies from half an hour to an hour.

Begin by reconstructing the time line (or time lines, from the per-

spective of various participants) of the event. Ensure that people 

can work with an open mind and with attention. It helps to start the 

session with several minutes to “get in touch” through a meditative 

exercise and then to work in silence individually on the reconstruc-

tion of the time line.

Each time line states:

•	 The concrete steps in the event. Ensure that these can be ob-

served.

•	 The actions of each participating person

•	 Ask why each person did what he did (observable)

•	 And which interpretations and thoughts he had (both thoughts 

and feelings, thus experiences)

•	 How one action anticipated the other (cause and result)

Then look back and investigate where interpretations and supposi-

tions differed in the persons participating in the event.

State what can be learned from this.

And together think what can be done differently the next time.

An example can clarify how such an operational evaluation works. 
After a major publicity campaign, the non-governmental organi-
zation I worked with was extremely satisfied with the media cover-
age. The director was interviewed on two television channels, vari-
ous newspapers had written about it. In short, there was quite a bit 
of media attention. And yet there was something not quite right, 
because the strategists who contacted the members of the Dutch 
parliament noticed that the message was not getting through. Was 
something missing?

The team decided to carry out an evaluation and set out the 
course of the whole campaign in a timeline. When everything was 
finally on the flip chart and a dialogue had taken place, it emerged 
that there were two different frameworks for interpreting the suc-
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cess of the campaign. For the communication people, it was visibil-
ity in the media, for the lobbyists, the adoption of the organiza-
tion’s opinions by members of parliament. For the communication 
people, it was logical that communications should first take place 
in the media and that members of parliament were then ap-
proached. The lobbyists had not realized that the members of par-
liament preferred to be informed of the lobby standpoints before 
the media. Both components were in the campaign, but a planning 
mistake and time pressure meant that the letter with the brochure 
for members of parliament was not ready at the start of the media 
campaign. The result was that the members of parliament learned 
of the demands from the media and reacted rather reticently. That 
was because they had not been informed in advance about the cam-
paign and the demands of the organization. When asked for their 
reasons, the members of parliament reacted rather reticently that 
they preferred not to be taken by surprise. The results of the cam-
paign suffered under a difference in interpretation about success 
and an error of timing.

A form of developing a broader perspective, which can also be 
usefully applied, is the debriefing of events or processes. In a de-
briefing, it is all about gaining insight into everything that happens 
around the process in which the event takes place. It is thus a con-
sciously deployed way of not only looking at the content of a series 
of actions from the perspective of success or failure, but also at 
how the process unfolds and everything that has an influence on it. 
In this, the personal experiences, of the participants in the process 
are explicitly included.

Debriefing: seeing different perspectives and learning 
experiences
A debriefing is used to evaluate how a process unfolds. You can ac-

tually consider it part of Kolb’s learning cycle: first gain experience, 

then observe what happened, then debrief, and subsequently draw 

conclusions about how to do it the next time.

Begin a debriefing with the request to the participants to spend five 

or ten minutes noting down in silence all the experiences they ob-
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served as the process of the event unfolded. When we talk here 

about a process, this can be a piece of work, for example the execu-

tion of a lobby action, the joint execution of a campaign, assistance 

to a client, a training session, etcetera. It is also useful to point out to 

the participants at the debriefing that experiences can relate to 

both visible characteristics and parts of the way the process unfold-

ed and to the inner experience of the participants in it. With an atti-

tude of mindfulness, we include thoughts, feelings, physical sensa-

tions and actions, or the urge to take action, in our experience.

Next you share in the group the experiences of how the project un-

folded. It is important that no perspective whatsoever is excluded. 

Every learning experience is valid and neither better nor worse than 

any other.

Then the participants write down their individual conclusions and 

their own learning experiences from what has been brought to the 

fore.

The manager/facilitator then collects the conclusions, possible 

learning experiences, and/or points of improvement.

Operational evaluation and debriefing are effective ways to gain 
insight into the processes in the organization. A participant in one 
of the teams with which I worked:

“What strikes me in this debriefing is that I learn how you can look 
at our assistance to the client from various perspectives. There is 
not just one certainty or one way of doing things well. And at the 
same time you see that our experiences all circle around a core that 
leads to the result. The result is co-creation. And I learn from the 
approach of colleagues.”

In addition to the two ways of evaluation described above, with 
which you gain insight into routine behavior and its effects (the 
autopilot), it is, in this second field of attention, using differences, 
also usual to look at deeper rooted resistance to change when it has 
become clear what must be changed. In this way, the immunity to 
change is also addressed. Chris Argyris recently summarized the 
lessons he has learned in a lifetime of research into this in his book 
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Organizational Traps. This book contains a number of examples 
of expressions that hide a deep-rooted resistance. You encounter 
them every day in organizations:15

“They simply don’t understand it.”
“You can never be honest with them – they immediately become 
defensive.”
“They lead the meeting as if everybody has a say in the decision, 
but in reality they’ve already drawn their conclusions.”
“Of course I can’t say it straight to his face.”
“Bob never listens – if you want to get anything done, you have to 
go round him”
“Nothing ever changes here.”

Pitfalls such as these can have unfortunate and even damaging 
consequences. Teachers then help pupils pass their exams because 
that increases the school’s income. The accident with the space 
shuttle Columbia happened despite the fact that an earlier report 
about the Challenger shuttle had stated exactly what could go 
wrong and those recommendations were also implemented.

What is interesting is that even when people feel trapped in a pit-
fall, they are no weak-willed victims: their own behavior contrib-
utes to being in it. We create pitfalls for ourselves if we make issues 
uncomfortable or threatening for everybody. They make it easy to 
place the blame outside ourselves and thus prevent us from learn-
ing. And that is why recognizing patterns and pitfalls is so impor-
tant for directing attention. With mindfulness you are much better 
able to see what is happening and you gain insight more quickly in-
to the difference between behavior that you display and the story 
that you tell yourselves and others about it. And that is a first condi-
tion for change. Argyris and Schön have thought up a method that 
helps people in organizations to uncover the silent patterns in con-
versations and behavior in the organization and to start a discus-
sion about them. It is known as the left column method.

15	 Chris Argyris, Organizational Traps (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2010), 2.
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The left column method16

The exercise uses the description of an event or a situation to help 

you gain insight into the underlying patterns, the silent assump-

tions, in the mutual behavior of an organization. In this form, it 

takes about half an hour.

Step 1

Describe in a couple of sentences a situation that is crucial for you 

and which you would like to solve in a more productive way.

Step 2

Imagine you can set to work freely with those involved in a way that 

is, according to you, productive. What would you do or say to those 

individuals in a way that would mean progress? Write a few para-

graphs about it.

Step 3

Imagine that you are holding such a discussion or know that one 

will soon take place.

Divide your paper into two halves. In the right column you write 

down what you said (or are going to say in a future conversation). 

Write it down in the way you would for a play or a dialogue. Literally.

And also write down what the other said or what you think the 

other will answer. Here again, be literal – use the actual words. In 

this way, you build up a report of the conversation in the right col-

umn.

Incidentally, do not worry whether you have written everything 

down precisely enough. What is important is that it is, in your opin-

ion, as close as possible to the reality.

Step 4

In the left column you write down all feelings, physical experiences, 

sensations, and thoughts that you had internally during the conver-

16	 This short description is derived from: ibid., 27-28 He also gives several 

examples of cases. You can find a very lively description of the method 

and approach in: Peter Senge et al., De vijfde discipline. Praktijkboek 

(Den Haag: Academic Service, 2006), 212-18.
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sation, but which you never expressed. You do not have to explain 

why you did not express them.

After a page or, at most, two, you are virtually finished.

Leave the exercise aside for a few days and then look at it again. You 

can then ask the following questions:

•	 Why is it that I think like this and feel like this?

•	 What was my intention? What did I try to achieve?

•	 Did I achieve the desired result?

•	 Could my comments have aggravated the problems?

•	 What withheld me from a different approach?

•	 How can I use my left column as a way of improving our com-

munications?

If you are to progress further, you must write down the conversa-

tion again, but then in a way that you think is more effective. You 

can share it with colleagues.

If you apply this way of working in a group, a good facilitator can 

help lead the conversation about the situation and the group’s left 

columns.

You can achieve two things with the left column method: a) un-
derstanding and explaining whether the intentions of your actions 
match the actions themselves; and b) empirical testing can show 
whether the prediction you made about the results of the conver-
sation actually came about. Both give you insight into the underly-
ing mental model that you used to equip your actions with argu-
ments and to plan.17

The examples given above are particularly aimed at distinguishing 
the differences with regard to the norms stipulated internally. 
Benchmarking in its many forms is aimed exactly at discovering 
the differences between the way an organization functions and the 

17	 The left column method described above is for an individual in an or-

ganisation. William Noonan has designed a template for how you can 

use it in a group. It is called the Action-Impact template. See: William R. 

Noonan, Discussing the Undiscussable. A Guide to Overcoming Defensive 

Routines in the Workplace (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2007). From 228.
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“best practices” of similar organizations, and so improve its own 
functioning. There are many well-known methods of measuring 
and comparing, of which the SWOT analysis is the best known. 
The risk of benchmarking is, however, that you continue looking 
within the existing mindset and do not see that fundamental 
changes have occurred in the environment of the industry in 
which you are comparing yourself.

The third field: recognizing patterns in a broader 
whole

In the third field of attention, we make the transition from a more 
closed mindset, in which the attention of the organization remains 
with the existing world view, into a more open mindset, which ob-
serves the surroundings and ultimately also the still unknown fu-
ture. In this field, we build from mindfulness the capacity to rec-
ognize patterns and to take a view of the broader system in which 
an organization operates.

A good way of gaining insight into patterns is by giving atten-
tion to the system of which the organization is a part or the system 
within the organization, certainly if that is somewhat larger. Sys-
tems thinking is a way of learning to see the whole. You start look-
ing at the mutual relationships between parts instead of at parts in 
isolation. This teaches you to see patterns of change. It is compara-
ble with the change from a normal MRI scan, which photographs 
dozens of “layers” in the brain and thus builds up a static image of 
it, to that of an fMRI scan, a functional MRI scan, that makes a 
moving image of the brain. Systems thinking arose at the end of 
the last century in a wide area of science and was introduced into 
the world of organizational science by Peter Senge in his book  
The Fifth Discipline. It was developed earlier in the previous cen-
tury from cybernetic concepts about feedback and servo-mechan-
ic engineering. It demands a special sensitivity for the subtle way 
in which things are connected to each other and from which living 
systems derive their unique character. He sees it as a way of better 
dealing with deep-rooted patterns of behavior, of complexity. Us-
ing systems thinking we can combat the undermining of our self-
confidence and our feeling of responsibility engendered by com-
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plexity. It starts by learning to see circles of causality.18

Seeing systems
By seeing systems, you look at the underlying relationships in a 

whole of parts and not at those parts individually. It is applicable to 

situations within an organization, but particularly to relationships 

of an organization or several organizations within their environ-

ment. Thinking in terms of chains and alliances seems similar, but 

systems thinking looks even more at the deeper underlying struc-

tures.

The core of systems thinking can be summarized in a different men-

tal attitude:

•	 Seeing mutual relationships instead of a linear linking of cause 

and effect.

•	 Seeing processes instead of random moments.

The crux of systems thinking is that you learn to think in circles of 

causality. By analyzing systems, you learn to understand leverage, 

and that can be an important point of action for steering towards a 

new situation.

I shall briefly illustrate systems thinking with an example from the 
work of Senge that I mentioned earlier but will now clarify further. 
More has been written elsewhere about understanding systems, in-
cluding work by one of its founders, Donatella Meadows.19

The example refers back to the collaboration between Coca-
Cola and WWF, which I described at the beginning of this book. 
Coca-Cola learned to see that the necessity of having a good and 
reliable water supply was helped with a long-term solution. In 
those situations you need a language in which you can name pat-

18	 Peter Senge, De vijfde discipline (Schiedam: Scriptum, 1992), 73-74.

19	 Donella H. Meadows, Thinking in Systems. A Primer (London: Earthscan, 

2008). Also see: Bill Bryan, Michael Goodman, and Jaap Schaveling, Sys-

teemdenken. Ontdekken van onze organisatiepatronen (Den Haag: Aca-

demic Service, 2006).
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terns, of which systems thinking is one. In this way, you learn to 
distinguish between short-term and long-term solutions. Coca-
Cola had the choice to relocate bottling plants to places with less 
restrictive regulation in the area of water. But such a solution is 
not tenable in the long term, because in many places in the world, 
the supply of water is a major issue. Then you have to decide not 
to go for the quick fix, but instead choose a more fundamental 
solution.20 The difference between these two approaches is illus-
trated in the model below. Although the more fundamental solu-
tion seems to cause a delay, it offers many more advantages in the 
long term.

The advantage of looking at things in this way is that you can make 
strategic choices based on your understanding of the underlying 
patterns, the system.

In addition to systems thinking, there is another approach which, 
unlike other methods, places the emphasis on the valuable ele-
ments in an organization and the surrounding world. It looks at 
chances and opportunities and not so much at problems. The ap-

20	Senge, De noodzakelijke revolutie, 40-42.
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proach is called appreciative inquiry and was designed in the 1980s 
by David Cooperrider. An important characteristic is that action, 
communication, and knowledge development are brought into 
interaction with each other, and together this produces signifi-
cance.

Appreciative inquiry21

Appreciative inquiry is both a theory and a method. Inquiry and 

change going hand in hand is one of the starting points. For this, an 

explicit appeal is made to the intelligence and imagination in the 

organization. A consciously chosen positive perspective (based on 

the proven strength of positive psychology) sharpens that thinking 

and stimulates imagination.

A positive attitude has the effect of improving the quality of the in-

teraction because people feel safer and are therefore ready to reveal 

more of themselves. Then “difficult” subjects can also be handled.

Appreciative inquiry steps away from problem thinking and is di-

rected at realizing the future, it is more directed at innovation.

The process of appreciative inquiry has five stages:

1.	Define: form a team and determine:

	 -	� What you want to study; what questions you want to ask; 

who you want to involve, and how you will do it.

2.	Discover: do research and identify:

	 -	� The positive core; the essential factors when the core theme 

is at its best; core values and best practices; hopes and wishes 

for the future; ideas for implementation.

3.	Dream: create a compelling vision about who we would be if 

we were to grow and build from the positive core and make full use 

of it in achieving our aims.

4.	Design: give shape to this by: making far-reaching proposals 

with major impact on the performance.

5.	Deliver: achieve the dream by honoring initiatives, valuing suc-

cess, by improvising, and by learning.

21	 Based on: Robert Masselink et al., Waarderend organiseren (Amsterdam: 

Gelling Publicaties, 2008).	
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Appreciative inquiry can be used in small-scale and large-scale con-

texts.

In various places, reports have been made about cases that have 
been addressed using the AI method. I shall deal with one here; 
others can be found in the literature.22

The division of Hunter Douglas that specializes in modern, in-
novative window coverings (curtains, blinds, sunshades, etc.) no-
ticed at the start of the 1990s that employees were dissatisfied, 
turnover increased and the employees were so overworked that 
there was little room for their own initiative and contribution to 
innovation. The management deployed the process “Focus 2000,” 
directed at developing vision, regeneration of creativity and col-
laboration, and new leadership from shared values. An extensive 
AI program was used in various stages. For example, a large con-
ference was held with around 100 people. Not just employees, but 
also customers, suppliers, and people living in the direct vicinity of 
the factory. The conversations held with each other and the inves-
tigations produced fourteen new initiatives including one that re-
sulted in their own training institute. Within two years, staff turn-
over dropped from 42% to 29% and the location was selected as 
one of the best workshops in Denver and Colorado.

After six years, considerable results were shown: increased pro-
ductivity, better product quality, far fewer accidents in the work-
place. Between 1995 and 2006, this achieved more than $ 25 million 
in cost savings and reduced waste. What do you see and hear when 
you now walk round the factory? People who regularly talk to each 
other about the state of things, what is going well, what is possible, 
and how you can build on this. The attention has shifted from 
problems to opportunities.

From the perspective of mindfulness, you can state what the pow-
er of the use of AI methods actually gives to organizations. What is 
most interesting in the study of AI is that organizations are better 

22	David L. Cooperrider, Diana Whitney, and Jacquline M. Stavros, Ap-

preciative Inquiry Handbook (San Franscisco: Baerrett-Koehler Publish-

ers, 2008), 207-22. Masselink et al., Waarderend organiseren.
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capable of dealing with everyday change and change in the envi-
ronment.23 It thus strengthens the resilience of organizations and 
that is the same as the resilience exercise from the previous chapter 
about mindful team work. What happens is that different compe-
tencies are strengthened. Firstly, the competence of directing at-
tention at the strength and quality of the organization as the 
source of vitality. Then, the competence of being more visionary, 
looking more broadly, over the borders. Third, the competence to 
perform well, to give feedback from the feeling of making a genu-
ine contribution. And finally, the competencies for collaborating 
are strengthened. What we see is that directing attention in the or-
ganization can also be of crucial importance.

In addition to seeing systems and appreciative inquiry, scenario 
thinking is a third way of recognizing patterns. An example that 
still inspires is Shell’s approach at the start of the 1970s, even 
though we know that, in recent decades, Shell has passed through 
deep problems. At that time, Shell was confronted with the emer-
gence of OPEC and new strengths and deviating patterns in the 
global oil market. The world was no longer stable and the old men-
tal model no longer applied. Pierre Wack, then head of Shell’s 
Group Planning, saw that things would have to be different be-
cause the future projections that his department produced did not 
lead to the change in insight in the managers concerned. Instead of 
announcing how it saw things, his department began to question 
the managers about assumptions for what, at that time, was a rela-
tively stable future projection. And so, in the first months of 1973, 
they made use of a series of newly designed scenarios. Slowly the 
managers saw that the suppositions and the mental models on 
which these were based no longer reflected the complete truth and 
sometimes did not reflect the truth in any way. And, when in the 
winter of 1973-1974, OPEC announced an oil embargo, Shell react-
ed differently than other oil companies. The competition central-
ized management and reduced their divisions, but Shell did the 
opposite and gave its divisions more room to maneuver. They had 

23	 Cooperrider, Whitney, and Stavros, Appreciative Inquiry Handbook, 205-

06.
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realized that for a while turbulence would rule the industry and 
they adapted their organization to it. With spectacular results. In 
1970, Shell was considered the “ugly sister” among the “seven sis-
ters” (the name given to the seven major global oil companies at 
the time). Ten years later, people considered Shell the strongest, 
and, with Exxon, in a league above the others. Scenarios aimed at 
making mental models more flexible and improving them was a 
major part of that success.24

Drawing up scenarios25

Scenarios are internally consistent and challenging descriptions 

of possible futures. They deal with the circumstances in which 

you take decisions in the future. They deal with matters over 

which you essentially have no control, but which you can antici-

pate or arm yourself against. A scenario in this sense is something 

other than a summary of different choices you have to achieve 

your objective.

Scenarios such as these relate to the strategic conversation in the 

company or in the organization’s network. They are stories that 

provide the context for discussions about strategy. Thus, scenarios 

are also stories that help the organizations or networks to experi-

ence learning processes and thus equip themselves for the future.

You draw up scenarios in a number of steps. Logically these begin 

with an orientation of the key problems and strategic issues. This is 

followed by an extensive investigation of the environment: which 

trends and developments are important for the future of the sys-

tems in which the organization or the network operates.

Based on this investigation, the most important uncertainties with 

the greatest impact on the future are then determined. And then 

the scenarios are constructed, using the key uncertainties.

We can then ask what we can learn based on these scenarios and 

24	Senge, De vijfde discipline, 174-76.

25	 Description derived from: Kees van der Heijden, Scenario’s. The Art of 

Strategic Conversation (New York: John Wiley and Sons, 1996). And 

from: Jan Nekkers, Wijzer in de toekomst. Werken met toekomstscenario’s 

(Amsterdam: Business Contact, 2007).
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how the organization or network of stakeholders can take this into 

account as much as possible. Which strategies can be designed, 

which uncertainties reduced, which competences can be devel-

oped to handle this.

Shell still makes use of the scenario approach to direct the atten-
tion of the organization. Last year, an update of the scenarios for 
2050, which Shell published in 2008, appeared which includes the 
most recent developments around the global financial and eco-
nomic crisis. In the Scramble scenario, energy security of national 
governments is given priority over management of the demand 
for energy. Climate change drops down the list of priorities until 
disasters occur, major international tension about energy. In the 
other scenario, Blueprints, there is greater cohesion in policy be-
tween demand management, climate consequences, and the tran-
sition to new sources of energy. A new scenario for continuous 
slow economic development has been developed: Depression 2.0. 
A typical example of an organization that, using scenarios, is able 
to focus the attention of the organization on the environment in 
which it operates.26

The fourth field: innovation

The fourth field of attention that organizations have available in 
the context of mindfulness has to do with creativity, innovation, 
and rapidly learning new possibilities in the field of strategy devel-
opment. All organizations must deal with a constantly changing 
environment: new generations of employees who make different 
demands, markets and customer demands that change, new poli-
cy measures by government, social issues that demand attention, 
such as diversity, climate, environment. The question is how you 
can direct the attention of the organization in such a way that you 
can anticipate all this.

It is therefore logical that you train the open mind that you have 

26	Shell, Signals & Signposts. Shell Energy Scenarios to 2050 (The Hague: Shell 

International, 2011). For more information see: www.shell.com/scenari-

os.

Mindful leadership   174   |   Elgraphic - Vlaardingen 04-04-14   09:17



Charting a course with full attention	 175

developed through mindfulness. A fine example of such an unex-
pected change in thinking is shown by the Belgian company Groep 
T. This training institute for engineers started advertising in 2008 
in an attempt to recruit students. It used an interactive presenta-
tion which asked: how can an engineer help reduce the enormous 
use of air-conditioning in a Japanese office? The unexpected an-
swer: by directing a campaign at Japanese businessmen to per-
suade them to adopt a different dress code. By getting them to 
change from a heavy wool suit into a short-sleeved shirt in the 
summer, a saving of more than 1.5 million tons of CO2 could be 
achieved. Here, future engineers were challenged to think beyond 
the purely technical. It led to a question from Groep T to the Zen 
teacher, Edel Maex, of whether Buddhism could help train engi-
neers in such a way that they become creative people instead of 
techno nerds. You can find his answer in the wonderful book Open 
Mind.27

An important way of developing innovative ideas is to travel and 
literally investigate foreign countries. Not just travelling from A to 
B, but to travel in such a way that you immerse yourself in an issue. 
An example. The Sustainable Food Lab is a consortium of compa-
nies, government, and non-profit organizations for the develop-
ment of sustainable agriculture and the awareness that the agro-
industry is facing crucial choices due to, on the one hand, a 
growing world population and, on the other, issues such as cli-
mate, water, biodiversity, and soil change. And yet nobody really 
expected that innovation in this field would happen just like that. 
In the words of André van Heemstra, former member of the man-
agement board of Unilever and one of the founders of the SFL: 
“creating models for sustainable agriculture demands bringing to-
gether parties who would not normally collaborate with each oth-
er. No matter how difficult that may be, there is really no other 
option because sustainably feeding nine billion people means 
changes that cannot be achieved by any one sector on its own.”28

27	 Edel Maex, Open mind. Anders kijken naar de werkelijkheid (Gent: Wit-

sand Uitgevers, 2009).

28	Senge, De noodzakelijke revolutie, 44.
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There is, therefore, a double challenge: creating both innova-
tion and new forms of collaboration. For Hal Hamilton, director 
of the Lab, that was the first problem: how do I get a number of 
very busy, dedicated, and highly diverse people together, get them 
to address the situation and view a complicated and emotionally 
charged issue from their extremely different perspectives. With, 
on the one hand, the food producers who are accustomed to view-
ing technological solutions as the best way of increasing produc-
tion. And on the other, the social organizations who combat the 
producers because they hold them responsible for the destruction 
of farming communities and ecological systems. And government 
is caught in the middle, because they must remain friends with 
both parties and must still find an answer to the pressure from 
companies to reduce prices and from organizations who support 
farmers who are being driven from their land. How on earth can 
you do that?

After an extensive initial stage, the breakthrough came during 
learning journeys to Brazil, which were undertaken by the whole 
group. The learning journeys to Brazil exposed both the strengths 
and the weaknesses of the food production systems. The journey 
was to major sugar and soya plantations, large processing installa-
tions for food and ethanol, cooperatives of small-scale farmers, 
coffee and sisal producers who tried to scrape together a living on 
small tracts of land, innovative specialized grape producers for the 
European market, and tracts of relatively unproductive land that 
were sold to landless workers. This was the first time that many of 
the activists had sat at the same table with people from the busi-
ness community. And many of the latter acquired, for the first 
time, a new perspective on the situation of the small-scale country 
farmers. The group travelled together everywhere, so that there 
was a lot of time to exchange experiences and discuss different in-
terpretations of the same situations. Initially, it all proved rather 
confusing, but ultimately the common experience broke through 
polite conversations or heated debates. Surprisingly, struggling 
with various experiences and images proved just as valuable as fo-
cusing on solving the world food problem: “it is not probable that 
we will do one without the other. We have got to know each other 
as people – not just as businessmen or citizens – and discover that 
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there is no need to agree with each other all the time. And that’s a 
good thing.”29

A consequence of these learning journeys was the setting up of 
numerous innovative projects. These include: business models for 
sustainable trade relations, low carbon production systems, na-
tional food dialogues, and so on. The Sustainable Food Lab annu-
ally holds a new meeting in which learning journeys and new in-
novations are created.30

Learning journeys
In a learning journey, you bring together a diverse group of stake-

holders who represent the system in which you are present as an 

organization and in which you wish to bring about change. They 

give the participants the possibility of learning about unknown and 

unusual environments, to immerse themselves in that situation 

and acquire relevant experiences. It is a journey that you take to-

gether.

The aim of a learning journey is to get the participants in a system 

working together on a series of activities such as experiencing, lis-

tening, studying, and dialogue. The objective is to create:

•	 A network of relationships between key stakeholders in that sys-

tem.

•	 A shared understanding of the system’s forces at work.

•	 Input for the development of innovative ideas that can lead to 

prototypes for far-reaching change.

The result is more acute attention for the various aspects of the sys-

tem and for the various perspectives of the participants in the sys-

tem. Just like new networks of relationships that contain the possi-

bilities of mutual innovations.

A learning journey can take half a day or several days.

A second way of dealing with innovation and experimentation in 
an organization is to work regularly on making prototypes. David 
Kelley, the former CEO of IDEO, one of the world’s most success-

29	Ibid., 246-48.

30	See the website: www.sustainablefoodlab.org.
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ful design companies, calls this thinking with your hands which has 
a different quality than strict abstract thinking that is driven by 
planning and restricts itself to thought-up specifications.31 The lat-
ter certainly has its value because working with prototypes is far 
more effective for creating new ideas and taking them on further. 
How does that use of prototypes work?

To start with, you must act against your intuition and accept 
an apparent loss of time by making sketches or models or build-
ing simulations. That building costs more time than thinking 
things up, doesn’t it? What is, however, interesting is that we 
learn much faster by roughly building and testing than by com-
pletely building. The advantages of such a fast, rough, and cheap 
prototype is that you don’t get particularly attached to it and you 
keep your eyes open for undesirable consequences and new op-
tions. And you achieve this with low costs. It is not about making 
a working model, but about getting a picture of the strengths and 
weaknesses of the idea and thus being able to improve it much 
quicker.32

Tim Brown, the current CEO of IDEO, describes the example 
of T-Mobile in Germany which – already many years ago – stud-
ied the possibilities of bringing together social groups via the tel-
ephone. And then it was not just about keeping in touch with 
each other but also sharing photos and messages, agendas, and 
all sorts of other things. In a way, that was much more direct than 
via the computer. The only way of actually doing this was to let a 
prototype of this service operate, for this was something you 
couldn’t learn about if you did it on the drawing board. The de-
sign team set up two prototypes on a series of telephones (no, 
these weren’t the smartphones we know today) and had two 
small groups of users get to work with them. Within two weeks it 
was clear which prototype worked the best. The winning idea 
gave people the possibility of building social networks around 
events in their lives. The other idea, people sharing their tele-
phone books on their telephone, didn’t prove a favorite.33 Now 

31	 Tim Brown, Change by Design (New York: Harper Collins, 2009), 89.

32	 Ibid., 90-91.

33	 Ibid., 98.
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we no longer think of that as surprising, considering the success 
of Facebook (which hardly existed when the experiment was 
held), but it was at the time.

You can also use making prototypes in the development of or-
ganizations and social systems. Brown gives the example of how 
they got IDEO through a life-threatening stage after the implo-
sion of the dot-com bubble at the end of 2000. Scharmer de-
scribes how prototypes of new collaboration forms helped revi-
talize a regional health care system in Germany. Doctors and 
other professionals in health care showed little concern for the 
demands of insurers and governmental authorities, but instead 
entered into dialogues with patients and other stakeholders about 
the practical issues they encountered in their work. All questions 
and problems were discussed openly and groups arose which 
thought up practical solutions. Those prototypes were then 
quickly implemented and assessed. A consequence was that new 
ways were conceived with diabetic patients and then tried out for 
living healthily and becoming less dependent on medication. 
Other groups developed covenants for sharing expensive diag-
nostic equipment, exchanged doctors between hospitals, and im-
proved collaboration for patients who had to deal with different 
institutions. This resulted in a new centre for emergencies with 
greater access for the patient: via the GP, the center itself, or via 
the specialized ambulance service. It is striking that patients in 
the region feel safer with this organization of care, the collabora-
tion between doctors and paramedics has been improved, and in 
many places costs have been reduced. The process began with 
complicated and frustrating negotiations, but gained speed when 
doctors, paramedics, and patients started talking about their ex-
periences, and it gained strength by developing prototypes that 
were then tested.34

34	Scharmer, Theorie U. Leiding vanuit de toekomst die zich aandient, 250-

51.
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Design-thinking and building prototypes35

Building prototypes has a number of important characteristics:

•	 It is based on and keeps in touch with inspiration sources: con-

stantly open for new ideas.

•	 It is based on fast feedback: building a rough design (literally 

with your hands) in order to gain fresh ideas and make adjust-

ments; improvising and seeing what happens.

•	 Leave the office and assess the prototypes with existing custom-

ers and stakeholders; show that it works.

In the process of developing prototypes, you can distinguish a num-

ber of steps:

1.	 Brainstorming and developing ideas.

2.	 Selection of ideas using the following criteria, in which you keep 

in touch with your original inspiration:

	 a.	 Relevance

	 b.	 Proper direction

	 c.	 Revolutionary possibility

	 d.	 Fast

	 e.	 Rough design

	 f.	 Leverage

	 g.	 Repeatable and scalable

3.	 Build a rough model with your hands; learn from the building 

and the feedback.

4.	 Leave the office and see whether it works for customers and 

stakeholders.

5.	 If necessary, repeat the cycle several times.

“Fail fast to learn fast” is the motto of working with prototypes. At 

Cisco Systems, the technology company for network equipment 

and software, they call it Principle 0.8: no matter how large or com-

35 This description is based on: Brown, Change by Design, 106-07. And on the 

description of making prototypes on the website of the Presencing Insti-

tute: http://www.presencing.com/tools/prototyping (visited on 8 May 

2012 at 12.02 pm). A fascinating video, “The Deep Dive,” about the work 

of IDEO can be found on YouTube: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J

kHOxyafGpE&feature=related (visited on 8 May 2012 at 12.14 pm).	
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prehensive your idea or project may be, you must present your first 

idea in a short time: not design 1.0 but design 0.8. You present 

something that is not yet finished, and thus provoke feedback that 

helps you forward!36

The core of working with prototypes for organizations or net-
works is that you realize that change is inevitable and that every-
thing is, even if it appears to be solid and strong, a prototype. A 
prototype is never something that is immaculate – no, it is always 
in a shape that can teach us something; about our objectives, our 
process, and ourselves.37 When we make prototypes we swing be-
tween mindless action and an actionless mind38, between just doing 
something without insight and doing absolutely nothing because 
the situation is so overwhelming. Mindfulness makes organiza-
tions resilient toward accepting the discomfort associated with an 
unfinished situation, while at the same time it maintains a critical 
awareness and openness for change.

The ways of working mentioned above come together in charting 
a new course in the value creation of an organization. In order to 
find a new direction, the organization takes conscious steps to 
pause, to recognize, and to investigate what there is, and to let go 
of existing mental models in order to look at what the situation 
(market, society) asks of it.

The U-process as social technology for change

Strategy development with full attention can be very well ad-
dressed using the U-process designed by Scharmer. You could 
view this as a social technology for change based on mindfulness 
or awareness. For a complete description of this, I would refer you 
to his book and here will limit myself to the core model of this pro-
cess.39

36	Scharmer, Theorie U. Leiding vanuit de toekomst die zich aandient, 256.

37	 Brown, Change by Design, 105.

38	 Scharmer, Theorie U. Leiding vanuit de toekomst die zich aandient, 252.

39	Ibid.
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This approach was put into practice during the strategy formation 
process of Triodos Bank in the Netherlands in 2008 and 2009. Tri-
odos is a pioneer in the field of sustainable banking, but at the end 
of 2007 the bank grew less than the total market for sustainable 
banking. Had the bank become redundant? Today, Triodos is 
once again exhibiting striking growth, thanks to the new strategy, 
in which opinion leadership and practical products form the core 
for customers. Striking elements in this expedition toward value, 
which is comparable in many ways to Scharmer’s U-process, are: 
customer safaris (learning journeys), extended stages of acknowl-
edging and investigating issues, making use of prototypes and de-
sign thinking (“fail fast to learn fast”), and the great influence of 
mindful, that is, conscious leadership. The director plays a crucial 
role at important moments of transition from word to deed by 
embodying where the attention of the organization must be di-
rected.40 The power of mindfulness in such an approach is that you 
effectively involve both the cognitive and emotional sides, and the 
importance of this has been long established in organizational sci-
ence. Fundamental and broadly supported change can only arise if 
there is intensive learning and engagement at an individual level, 
so that the autopilot and the immunity to change are breached.

40 Paul Kloosterboer and Hein Dijksterhuis, “De strategische ontdekkings- 

tocht van Triodos Bank Nederland,” Holland Management Review, no. 

138 (2011). And also: Paul Kloosterboer, Expeditie naar waarde. Strategie 

ontdekken met professionals (Den Haag: Academic Service, 2011).
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Embedding mindfulness in the organization

The transition process toward an organization that can flexibly 
switch from the autopilot where routine rules to full attention to 
direct itself to the future is not a linear or an easy transition.

To start with, such a change must have a reason and sometimes 
more than one. In many cases, the reasons for change come from 
outside the organization or they arise because a group of organiza-
tions or a network gains the insight that their contribution to pro-
duction or service provision must take a new tack and go farther 
than the boundaries of their own organization. Often, when change 
is announced, reference is made to the external threat or reason. 
But for real change, this is not always handy and in any case people 
will not change faster because of it.

Every change is always, in a psychological sense, the negation of 
what has always applied until then and thus inevitably causes tur-
moil and anxiety.41 It is therefore not without reason that the pres-
ence of a realistic aspiration is necessary, as we saw in the previous 
chapter, but is not sufficient on its own. Greater attention must be 
paid to developing psychological safety in which change can take 
place, and this makes the presence of a green zone of mindfulness 
of crucial importance.

Many factors must be addressed when creating such psycholog-
ical safety: a positive vision, involvement in one’s own learning 
trajectory, good possibilities for training and education, learning 
by doing, role models and support groups. And these factors must 
all be in order together.42

Essentially, it is a process in which the people who form the or-
ganization or the network under change together have the cour-
age to tell each other “what happens and is happening here” and 
what could or should happen. Creating mutual significance43 or 
cognitive redefinition44 and culture change – for that is what it is 

41	 Schein, De bedrijfscultuur als ziel van de onderneming, 105.

42	Ibid., 110.	

43	Froukje D. Wirtz, “Management van het onverwachte” (bookreview), 

M&O 66, no. 1 (2012): 90.

44	Schein, De bedrijfscultuur als ziel van de onderneming, 111-12.
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– touches the very being or soul of an organization.
An organizational culture has developed in response to internal 

and external challenges for which a solution must be found. That 
applies equally to organizations that have just been set up and are 
strongly entrepreneurial and to organizations that have passed 
through various life cycles and have built up a more rigid culture. 
Cultural change is ultimately about adjusting people’s behavior 
that emerges as an answer that is considered valid in the situation. 
And for that, the challenge or problem must be clearly experi-
enced and addressed before any sensible change can take place. 
One study shows that most cultural programs that concentrate 
purely on behavioral change are not effective. These only become 
effective if there is cohesion between a newly written description 
of the significance of the organization and a change of vision, 
strategy, structure, and work processes.45

One thing is certain: if you want to change everything at once in 
the direction of mindfulness, you will almost certainly fail. So start 
with small steps, but steps based on a clear approach and vision. 
Also accept that people will initially put the new mindfulness cul-
ture into practice as an espoused theory, an expressed value that 
you will find in some actions and that it will only become a genu-
ine productive theory-in-use (model II) in the course of time, be-
fore ultimately becoming a fixed component of the culture.46 Do 
not implement any culture program directed at mindfulness, but 
make the mindfulness practices and attitudes explained here part 
of the intervention for increasing productivity and motivation, so 
that customers and stakeholders can be supplied with greater val-
ue. Education and training in the instruments of mindfulness can 
play an important role in this and they will then acquire a natural 
importance for the employees and the organization.

Every change starts with pausing and designing an approach for 
effectuating change. Because culture isn’t something you create 
just like that, the process requires endurance, and will take months 

45	Boonstra, Leiders in cultuurverandering, 40.

46	Argyris, Organizational Traps, 64.
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or even years. And the process must be nourished and supported 
all that time. Sometimes this can be through symbolic actions. If 
you wish to create mindfulness, you could perhaps introduce a 
standard time for peace and quiet, for example at the start of meet-
ings. Or to demonstrate explicitly as manager or leader that you 
take short meditative breathing pauses. It helps to set an example. 
Or you take the practices of mindful organizing discussed in this 
chapter as a starting point for various activities in the organiza-
tion. It is about defining new norms and rules with each other and 
holding each other to them. You can do this playfully but some-
times seriously, and particularly using your mindful leadership.

Leadership in strategy and cultural change means helping the 
organization or the network breach borders that they immediately 
encounter with fundamental change and innovation: the voices of 
habit (“we always do it like that”), of cynicism (“don’t think that’ll 
work”) and of fear of change (“do I really want to change?”).47

Initiatives and leadership in cultural change can be supported 
by many and do not need to come only from the top. It is increas-
ingly a social process of giving and taking in shared leadership.48 
But leadership remains crucial in achieving a change of course. We 
saw that in the example of strategy development at Triodos. Mind-
ful leadership sets the tone and acts as an anchor for the norms 
that are important in an organization.

47	Scharmer, Theorie U. Leiding vanuit de toekomst die zich aandient, 294-95.

48	See the presentation by: Erik van der Loo, “Psychogische kijk op 

het nieuwe werken,” in Het nieuwe werken (Utrecht: Veldhoen + Com-

pany, 2010).
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Epilogue
Mastering mindful leadership

“Just as a farmer irrigates his fields, just as a fletcher fashions 
an arrow, just as a carpenter sheds a block of wood, so does the 
sage tame the self.”1

	 Buddha – Dhammapada

 
Mastery of the conscious response

At the start of this book, I wrote that teams and organizations are 
constantly changing. High performance is expected, more inten-
sive teamwork and profound innovation, not only to serve cus-
tomers better but also to address important economic and social 
issues.

Management guru Peter Drucker stated that it was crucial for 
the survival of organizations that they systematically let go of old 
and no longer useful ways of working in order to create space for 
innovation.2 And the urgency has only increased. But change 
does not take place so easily, because we must first gain insight in-
to our autopilot of routine action, and once we start changing we 
have to face our inclination to make ourselves immune to change 
because it generates too much fear and uncertainty. That is true on 
a personal level, but also in our organizations. What’s more, as a 

1	 Stephen Batchelor, Confessions of a Buddhist Atheist (New York: Spiegel 

and Grau, 2010). 152.

2	 Jeremy Hunter, “Knowledge Worker Productivity and the Practice of Self-

Management,” in The Drucker Difference, ed. Graig L. Pearce, Joseph A. 

Maciarello, and Hideki Yamawaki (New York: McGraw Hill, 2010). 186.
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society we are faced with issues concerning food for a growing 
world population, climate, water, and energy, and we still have no 
solutions for these. Challenges indeed.

In this book I have shown you how you can develop the five dimen-
sions of mindful leadership in order to address all these challenges. 
By increasing your ability for mindfulness, you strengthen:

•	 Resilience
•	 Fearless presence of mind
•	 Taking unconditional responsibility
•	 Investigative openness
•	 Experimental, innovative, and connecting action.

With mindfulness, you learn to switch between action and reflec-
tion, between doing and being. You replace the autopilot with the 
mastery of the conscious response. As a mindful leader you create 
a green zone of mindfulness, not only for yourself but also in your 
team and you establish space for learning. And, in the same way, 
you also take the next step: directing, as an organization, your full 
attention on matters that you are doing in the outside world: de-
livering products and services to customers, taking into account 
the demands of the social environment.

Through the mastery of the mindful response, you create room for 
making a contribution to solving the major issues facing organiza-
tions or networks. Improving what already exists is no longer suf-
ficient; solutions must be sought that are not obvious, and are in 
unknown territory. For it is necessary that organizations and net-
works – and the individuals within them – open themselves for 
observation, the awareness, and the choices that are asked of them: 
mindful from the perspective of the future. Otto Scharmer, one of 
the founders of this approach, calls this presencing. It is not just 
about improving the organizational system, but rather about re-
generation, the renewal of its very foundations.3 You renew the 

3	 C. Otto Scharmer, Theorie U. Leiding vanuit de toekomst die zich aan- 

dient (Zeist: Christofoor, 2010). 63 and 84.
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connection between the aspiration of the organization and every-
body’s individual contribution, but on a higher level, namely what 
the environment or customers and other stakeholders need from 
us.

Mindful leadership: character and connectedness

By practicing mindfulness in your leadership, your skills increase 
because mindfulness is by nature and origin a practical approach. 
Anybody who goes back to the stories of Siddharta Gotama, the 
Buddha, sees that for him it was not about losing self or emptying 
self, it was, for Gotama, all about creating character and will-pow-
er.

The core is practice, developing a practice of skill: “Just as a 
farmer irrigates his fields, just as a fletcher fashions an arrow, just as 
a carpenter sheds a block of wood, so does the sage tame the self,” 
says the Buddha.4 Self is a field that is ploughed, an arrow that is 
fashioned, a block of wood that is shaped. The development of the 
self arises in the action.

Whoever follows this path of craftsmanship will notice that his or 
her relationship with the world changes. To start with, you will 
notice that mindful action combats old patterns. You discover 
that, with the better antenna of body and mind, you develop a 
sharper eye for the struggle, the fear and the disharmony in daily 
life. Something which you cannot only observe with the mind.

You simply cannot avoid asking yourself whether you are acting 
with integrity. Anybody who acts from mindfulness notices that 
their actions are not purely and exclusively directed at a goal, but re-
alize that it is part of a larger whole and not just of themselves. In this 
way, it is fundamentally different from ego-centric action.5

Mindful action has wider implications. It is not only aimed at de-
veloping your own character but also connects itself with the fu-

4	 Batchelor, Confessions of a Buddhist Atheist: 151.

5	 Rodney Smith, Stepping out of Self-Deception (Boston: Shambhala, 2010). 

127.
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ture of the surrounding world. With mindfulness you cannot do, 
even as an organization, anything other than stand in the very 
center of life. Mindfulness shares this with its Buddhist source of 
inspiration. For although the latter has a long history of monaster-
ies and meditation in seclusion, the essence is all about learning to 
deal with all facets of everyday life.

Organizations that set to work mindfully, notice that their teams 
function well and are better able to address the constantly changing 
demands of customers and other stakeholders. And they don’t 
walk away from the responsibility – in a world that is globalized 
and burdened with various crises (around food, energy, climate, 
religion, and culture, to name just a few) – to make life on this earth 
sustainable: for the possibility that people and other life on earth 
shall flourish for the length of days.6 They bring the fearless pres-
ence of mind to accept this and take the unconditional responsibil-
ity to work on the profound innovation required for it.

The practice of mindfulness with its two sides of the coin, the de-
velopment of attentiveness and the associated attitude – the flame 
and the heat together – invites everybody, time and time again, to 
compassion, to efforts for the good, to contribution to the well-
being of the other. In short, to a moral and distinctive involvement 
with the future of mankind and our planet.

6	 My understanding of flourishing is inspired by the beautiful notion of 

sustainability as “the possibility that humans and other life will flourish 

on the Earth forever” by John Ehrenfeld. See John Ehrenfeld, Sustaina-

bility by Design (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2008).
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