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Introduction

Mindfulness is a mental discipline that has been practiced 
for thousands of years. Modern science has researched 
the impacts of mindfulness on health and well-being 

over the last 40 years. In recent years, researchers have turned 
their attention to exploring the benefits of applying mindfulness 
to the way people work.

Nowadays, hundreds of corporate organisations, from Google to 
General Mills, from Dow Chemicals to the UK Parliament, use 
mindfulness to help their employees boost their resilience, pro-
ductivity, emotional intelligence, focus and well-being. Leading 
business schools now recognise that mindfulness provides the 
foundation for effective leadership and routinely offer mind-
fulness training to MBA students and those in search of new 
approaches to the challenges of the modern-day workplace.

A lot of hype and myth surrounds mindful leadership. Simply put, 
mindful leadership = mindfulness + leadership.

A mindful leader is simply a leader who uses mindfulness to gain 
deeper knowledge of himself and makes a conscious effort to use 
this knowledge to manage himself better, taking personal respon-
sibility for his actions and striving to be the best leader he can be.

Mindful leaders provide calm, clarity and a clear sense of direc-
tion, carefully balancing the needs of the organisation with the 
needs and aspirations of the workforce. Mindful leaders monitor 
themselves to maintain a focus on present- moment reality, their 
impact on other people, and their reactions to stressful situations.

Mindful leaders experience the reality and vividness of what’s 
going on in any given moment, without knee- jerk reactions based 
on negative mind states (such as anxiety, fear or anger) respond-
ing with a calm awareness and care for themselves and others.

Mindful Leadership For Dummies offers a highly accessible and 
practical guide for busy professionals. It includes all the basics 
you need to know, such as what mindfulness is and how it works 
(Chapter  1) and the underpinning neuroscience (see Chapter 3). 
It includes a full six-week WorkplaceMT course (Chapters  8 
through  13), which you can use to teach yourself mindfulness 
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or as a course workbook if you decide to attend a WorkplaceMT 
course. It includes practical guidance on improving your presence 
and influence (Chapter 14), leading in a digital age (Chapter 15) 
and mindfully leading change (Chapter 16). For those looking for 
ways to introduce mindfulness to their organisation, you can find 
pragmatic advice and guidance in Chapter 17.

We hope you enjoy reading Mindful Leadership For Dummies and 
that it leads to improvements in the way you work, your happi-
ness and well-being.

About This Book
Whatever your reason or level of engagement, you’ll find some-
thing in this book for you. It’s designed to be practical and 
accessible, full of real-life examples that you can start applying 
straightaway. For some, this book will prove the catalyst for major 
change; for others, the messages in this book may be less resonant.

This book provides you with the information and guidance you 
need to make up your own mind and decide how mindfulness can 
help you become a better leader. We encourage you to read with 
an open mind and a sense of exploration. In the spirit of mindful-
ness, suspend judgment as you read and experiment with some of 
the concepts and techniques described in these pages, and then 
take from it what works best for you.

Foolish Assumptions
When writing this book, we have made a number of assumptions 
about you, the reader:

»» You’ve picked up this book because you’re committed to 
becoming a more mindful leader.

»» You have experience working in a professional role.

»» You’re ready to change the way you work for the better.

»» You’re just curious, or even sceptical, about mindfulness.
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»» You’ve read about mindfulness in the business pages of your 
newspaper or an article in your trade journal and you want 
to know whether the hype is justified.

Icons Used in This Book
Like other For Dummies books, this one has icons in the margins to 
guide you through the information and help you zero in on what 
you want to know. The following paragraphs describe the icons 
and what they mean.

Information flagged with this icon is useful and worth keeping 
in mind when working with your experience of low mood and 
depression.

The text next to this icon offers quick and effective ideas to sup-
port your leaning about mindfulness.

This icon flags text that you need to take heed of.

This icon points out interesting bits of information that goes 
beyond need-to-know. You can skip paragraphs marked with 
this icon if you’re pressed for time, but reading them will further 
enhance your understanding.

When you see this icon, you can download an MP3 to guide you as 
you practice a formal mindfulness exercise.

Beyond the Book
In addition to the material in the print or e-book you’re read-
ing right now, this book also comes with a free access-anywhere 
Cheat Sheet that provides top tips on becoming a mindful leader, 
the most recent research into mindful leadership and developing 
a leadership approach that works best for you. To get this Cheat 
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Sheet, simply go to www.dummies.com and search for “Mindful 
Leadership For Dummies Cheat Sheet” in the Search box.

We also offer further resources that go with this book.

»» Visit the Resources page of www.aheadforwork.com for leader-
ship, productivity and mindfulness resources. You can also use this 
website to get in touch with Juliet about the programmes offered.

»» Go to www.workplacemt.com to find out more about 
WorkplaceMT mindfulness training, its research base, teachers 
and teacher training.

»» Check out The Mindfulness Exchange Ltd. (TME; www.
mindfulness-exchange.com). Marina is the owner of TME, 
which is a spin-off from Oxford University’s Oxford Mindfulness 
Centre (OMC) that provides mindfulness training for the 
workplace. You can use this website to contact Marina.

»» To find out more about mindfulness and its research 
basis and to browse books and resources, check out www.
mindfulnet.org, the mindfulness information website.

We’ve recorded MP3s to guide you when you practice the formal 
mindfulness exercises as detailed in Chapters 8 through 13. Down-
load them from www.dummies.com/go/mindfulleadershipfd.

Where to Go from Here
This book is designed so that you can dip in and out as you please. 
You’re invited to make good use of the table of contents (or the 
index) and jump straight into the part or chapter that grabs your 
attention. You’re in charge, and it’s up to you.

If you’re new to mindful leadership, or not sure where to start, 
begin with Part 1, and you’ll have a better idea of how to proceed. 
If you’re ready to start your mindfulness development, start at 
Chapter 7, and then work through Chapters 8 to 13 in order.

We wish you all the best in your quest to be a more mindful 
leader and hope you find lots of valuable ideas and information 
within these pages. Above all, see this book as an exploration with 
nothing to lose but everything to gain.

http://www.dummies.com
http://www.aheadforwork.com
http://www.workplacemt.com
http://mindfulness-exchange.com
http://mindfulness-exchange.com
http://www.mindfulnet.org
http://www.mindfulnet.org
http://www.dummies.com/go/mindfulleadershipfd


1Breaking the 
Mould



IN THIS PART . . .

Explore what mindful leadership is and how it can work 
for you.

Examine the leadership challenges of the modern 
workplace.

Discover the potential and limitations of your brain and 
become aware of your unconscious drivers.
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IN THIS CHAPTER

Understanding mindfulness and 
leadership

Exploring the evolution of mindfulness

Discovering the benefits of mindful 
leadership

Exploring Mindful 
Leadership

Mindful leadership is about flexibility of thought and 
actions, breaking out of autopilot and habitual behav-
iours and being the best you can be in any given moment. 

Mindfulness certainly isn’t a silver bullet or a quick fix; it takes 
time and practice. But every great journey starts with one step, 
and this book will be your companion and guide every step of 
the way.

Establishing the Facts about 
Mindfulness and Leadership

In this section, we start with the basics and establish a shared 
understanding of what mindfulness is and how it can enhance 
your leadership capability.
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Understanding mindfulness
Mindfulness is all about your ability to focus attention on the sit-
uation at hand with the intention to observe the judgments you 
make and choose how to respond appropriately. Developing this 
ability helps you to step away from automatic habitual responses 
to observe present-moment reality with an open mind and to 
make smarter decisions.

Everyone has the capacity to be mindful, but like anything worth-
while, it takes time, effort and practice. In the section ‘Decon-
structing Mindfulness’ you’ll find a more succinct definition of 
mindfulness and how to develop it for yourself.

Redefining leadership
The definition of leadership varies subtly from theory to theory. 
At its most basic, leadership is a process of social influence where 
a person (the leader) secures the help and support of others to 
accomplish a shared task.

In recent years, leadership theory has started to focus on the 
leader as one human being, leading other human beings. Recent 
discoveries in neuroscience and psychology have transformed 
our knowledge of how the human brain learns, reacts to different 
stimulus, and interprets what’s happening.

On a daily basis, as a leader, you’re involved in changing people’s 
brains – literally! Everyday ordinary and extraordinary life events 
are the catalysts for thoughts, decisions and learning, which in 
turn change the structure of the brain physically. Understanding 
your brain, and how and why others do what they do, helps you 
use your brain more effectively. Applying neuroscience to your 
actions and behaviours as a leader helps make you a more effec-
tive, adaptive and resilient leader. You can find out more about 
this in Chapter 3.

Mindfulness is now recognised as a foundational skill for effective 
leadership. Peter Drucker once said that we can’t manage others 
unless we learn to manage ourselves first. Mindfulness increases 
self-awareness, which enables you to manage yourself better. 
Mindful leadership combines the practice of mindfulness with 
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practical management and leadership techniques, enabling lead-
ers to engage a wider range of their capacities to the challenges at 
hand. Check out Chapters 15, 16 and 17 for the practical applica-
tion of mindfulness to everyday work challenges.

Exploring the Benefits of  
Mindful Leadership

Having considered the meaning of both mindfulness and leader-
ship (see previous section), you may be asking yourself, ‘What’s 
in it for me?’ The following sections drill deeper into the role of 
leadership today, the evolution and modern-day uses of mindful-
ness, and practical ways to apply mindfulness to your work as a 
leader.

Refreshing your knowledge  
of leadership
Ideas about what makes a good leader have changed and evolved 
dramatically over the years. In the 1920s and 1930s, trait theo-
ries argued that leaders were born. From the 1940s to the 1960s, 
behavioural theories argued that you can be taught leadership –  
it’s just a matter of adopting the right behaviours when attempt-
ing to lead.

In more recent times, contingency theories (such as situational 
leadership) argue that no one leadership style is correct and that 
as a leader you need to adopt the correct leadership style for the 
situation. Transformational theories view leaders as agents of 
change. As a transformational leader, you can transform the work-
place via teamwork or team development, or by acting as an agent 
of change or a strategic visionary.

One of the most recent approaches to leadership is authentic  
leadership. It’s an approach that encourages honest relation-
ships with followers, whose input is valued. Authentic leaders 
tend to be positive people with truthful self-concepts who seek 
clarity and promote openness. By building trust and generating 
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enthusiastic support from their followers, authentic leaders are 
able to improve both individual and team performance. Authen-
tic leadership is a growing area of study in academic research on 
leadership, and mindfulness is a core element. Read more about 
authentic leadership in Chapter 14.

Investigating human nature
If you want to be a good leader, you need to have some under-
standing of what makes people tick. At a deep level, most humans 
have a natural desire to be led, fuelled by a primeval desire to 
survive, have a purpose in life, and achieve. Abraham Maslow 
described this in his hierarchy of needs (see Figure 1-1).

Located at the foundation of Maslow’s triangle are basic needs – 
needs for survival. Like most animals, humans will do anything 
and everything to survive and sustain life. Challenging situations 
may result in a feeling of threat. Threats to pride, integrity and 
future success may lead to seeking guidance, support and leader-
ship from others to minimise threats. In a work context, if your 
ability to complete a task is threatened, it can have a negative 
impact on your future success and progress, which is why people 
are naturally predisposed to need leaders.

FIGURE 1-1: Maslow’s hierarchy of needs.

© John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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Good leaders help individuals to gain a meaningful sense of pur-
pose by helping them align their thoughts and clarify the reasons 
behind their work. Humans need understanding to fully engage, 
and good leadership meets this need.

According to Maslow, after basic needs (survival) and psychologi-
cal needs (purpose) are met, humans strive for self-fulfilment. In 
a work context, leaders can greatly enhance individuals’ potential 
for success and achievement. Good leaders help individuals work 
towards their full potential and maximise their performance.

Deconstructing Mindfulness
As a human being, you perform at your best when you’re authen-
tic to yourself and lead in a way that resonates with your values. 
Of course, doing so is often easier said than done. It takes time 
and effort and an acceptance of personal responsibility for your 
actions. Unravelling and revealing your true self involves self-
awareness and reflection, which is where mindfulness comes in.

Defining mindfulness
When you strip away the hype and well-worn catchphrases, 
mindfulness is simply the cultivation of metacognition and main-
tenance of an optimum mind state (see Figure 1-2).

»» Metacognition can be described as the ability to observe 
what’s going on in your mind. When developing mindfulness, 
you cultivate an open monitoring state where you’re aware 
of your thoughts, feelings and bodily sensations in any given 
moment of time.

»» An optimum mind state can be described as a feeling of ease, 
when you feel safe and secure, and your body and mind 
is functioning in its optimum state. In other words, an 
optimum mind state occurs when you’re free from anxiety, 
anger and fear and are feeling secure, happy and comfort-
able with your surroundings. This state allows you to be the 
best you can and reach your full potential.
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The following sections explore these terms and what they mean 
in more detail.

Maintaining metacognition  
and an optimum mind state
Cultivating metacognition enables you to become more aware of 
your automatic tendencies and responses. This awareness allows 
you to make decisions and act appropriately based on present-
moment reality instead of being hijacked by strong emotions and 
impulses triggered by past experiences and predictions of the 
future, which often lead to inappropriate actions and reactions.

Maintaining an optimum mind state is important. When you 
experience a negative emotional mind state, such as anger and 
fear, even to a small degree, your brain responds automatically. 
Your brain senses something is wrong and responds quickly to 
safeguard you.

For example, if you were standing in the middle of a road with a 
lorry hurtling towards you, you wouldn’t want to have to take a 

FIGURE 1-2: Mindfulness and mindful leadership.

© A Head for Work Ltd
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moment to decide what to do, would you? In this situation, it’s 
wholly appropriate that your brain should take control, quickly 
and efficiently evaluating the threat and the options and deciding 
on the right course of action. If this happened to you for real, you 
would almost certainly automatically jump out of the way without 
any conscious thought to avoid death or injury. In this instance, 
engaging in conscious thought would slow you down, but engag-
ing autopilot allows you to live to tell the tale.

This lightning-fast, efficient, unconscious response has helped 
humans to survive and evolve into arguably the most successful 
species on the planet. But it does have its downfalls.

Exploring the Evolution  
of Mindfulness

Figure 1-3 shows a timeline of the evolution of mindfulness.

Mindfulness, as cultivated in the WorkplaceMT exercises you 
find in Chapters  8 through 13, originated from ancient prac-
tices, which were a component of Buddhism. In the late 1890s to 
early 1900s, mindfulness practices were simplified and wester-
nised in an attempt to safeguard their future survival in a time of 
colonialism.

This more secular version of mindfulness was popularised by the 
pioneering work of Jon Kabat-Zinn, who developed Mindfulness- 
Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) in 1979. MBSR blended Jon’s scien-
tific training with his Buddhist and yoga training. His work sparked 
the interest of the scientific community who started research-
ing the impact of mindfulness. In the 1980s, about one scientific 
research paper on mindfulness was published each year.

In the 1990s, John Teasdale Zindel Segal and Mark Williams 
blended MBSR with Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) to form 
Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT) as a treatment for 
recurrent depression. In the 1990s, about ten research papers on 
mindfulness were published each year.
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In 2004, the National Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence 
(NICE) recommended MBCT as a treatment of choice for recur-
rent depression. This accelerated scientific interest in mindful-
ness further, and by 2013 about 500 papers on mindfulness were 
published each year.

Identifying the foundations of 
mindfulness in the workplace
Exactly who first applied mindfulness to the challenge of the 
modern-day workplace is unclear. In recent years, a number of 
prominent leaders have come forward and admitted that they’ve 
been practicing mindfulness for a number of years, and they’ve 
claimed that it’s been invaluable in their work as a leader.

In 2007, Google started to integrate mindfulness into its devel-
opment programmes for staff. The success of Google’s Search 
Inside Yourself programme may have been one of the catalysts 
for mindfulness gaining increasing traction in the workplace.

In 2011, Professor Mark Williams (co-creator of MBCT) and 
Dr  Danny Penman published Mindfulness: A Practical Guide to 
Finding Peace in a Frantic World (Piatkus) as a self-help guide. 

FIGURE 1-3: Mindfulness evolution timeline.

© A Head for Work Ltd.


