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You’re in a meeting, but you’re thinking 
about grocery shopping tonight. It 
seems everything is urgent and you have 

to put out fires for your team every day. There are 
so many distractions at work that it’s hard to sit 
down and focus.

Do these episodes of mindlessness sound 
familiar? If so, mindfulness training can help.

As much as we would like to believe otherwise, 
most of the time we aren’t really in control of 
our minds. Our random thoughts are constantly 
driving our minds elsewhere. When we are not 
paying attention to the present moment, we are 
distracted by past or future events, neither of 
which we can control.

Originally rooted in ancient cultures from 
around the world, mindfulness practices began 
to take hold in modern Western society in the 
late 1970s, according to Mindfulness at Work 
for Dummies. And the American Mindfulness 
Research Association reports that, from 1980 to 
2015, mindfulness journal publications increased 
exponentially every year, from 0 to 674, with 
interest continuing to grow. Today, Google, 
General Mills, Target, Apple, McKinsey, Nike, 
Procter & Gamble, the Huffington Post, and many 
other companies have incorporated mindfulness 
training into their workplaces. Kimberly 
Schaufenbuel notes that these employers have 
seen significant results, such as lower employee 
stress, improved focus, more clarity of thinking, 
stronger decision making, and more effective 
strategic thinking.

For human resource and talent management 
professionals who are interested in implementing 
mindfulness training in their organization, this  
TD at Work provides step-by-step guidance with 
case studies and job aids. The issue will answer 
these questions:

• What is mindfulness?

• What are possible business outcomes  
of mindfulness training?

• What training approaches should  
you consider?

• How do you choose mindfulness trainers?

• How do you measure the impact  
of mindfulness programs?

DEFINING MINDFULNESS
Mindfulness is the awareness that arises from 
paying attention on purpose, in the present 
moment, and in a nonjudgmental manner, 
according to Jon Kabat-Zinn, founding executive 
director of the Center for Mindfulness in 
Medicine, Health Care, and Society at the 
University of Massachusetts Medical School. 
The present moment includes everything 
happening around you, inside and outside, 
such as body sensations, thoughts, emotions, 
feelings, and environment. Being nonjudgmental 
means maintaining an attitude of acceptance, 
compassion, and curiosity toward whatever  
is happening.

History
In Wherever You Go, There You Are, Kabat-Zinn 
explains that the term mindfulness has roots in 
the ancient traditions of many cultures across 
the world—such as Buddhism, Taoism, yoga, 
and Native American wisdom—and also in the 
works of such writers as Ralph Waldo Emerson, 
Henry David Thoreau, and Walt Whitman. Work 
on adapting mindfulness for modern-day use 
started in the 1970s when Kabat-Zinn developed 
an approach called “mindfulness-based stress 
reduction” (MBSR). Findings by Kabat-Zinn and 
Saki Santorelli reveal that the program can help 
people take better care of themselves and live 
healthier and more adaptive lives by being aware 
of moment-to-moment details.

In the 1990s, Zindel Segal, Mark Williams, 
and John Teasdale blended MBSR with cognitive 
behavioral therapy (CBT) to form mindfulness-
based cognitive therapy (MBCT). The National 

GOOGLE, GENERAL MILLS, TARGET, APPLE, 
MCKINSEY, NIKE, PROCTER & GAMBLE, 
THE HUFFINGTON POST, AND MANY 
OTHER COMPANIES HAVE INCORPORATED 
MINDFULNESS TRAINING INTO THEIR 
WORKPLACES.
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Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence, the 
clinical approvals body in the United Kingdom, has 
recommended MBCT for recurrent depression. 
This proved to be a catalyst for further research.

Today, many mindfulness training programs in 
the workplace use MBSR or MBCT as a foundation.

Mindfulness vs. Mindlessness
According to Harvard social psychologist Ellen 
Langer, mindlessness occurs when an individual 
operates like a robot; thoughts, emotions, and 
behaviors are determined by “programmed” 
routines based on distinctions and associations 
learned in the past. Mindlessness is often a 

consequence of the tendency to apply previously 
formed mindsets to current situations, locking 
individuals into repetitive approaches they haven’t 
fully thought out. In the workplace, the cost of 
mindlessness may include higher levels of stress, 
poor performance, accidents and mistakes, 
increased sick days or employees coming to work 
sick, and longer-term health effects.

Mindfulness, on the other hand, emphasizes 
awareness of the present moment. The present 
moment is the only time an individual can  
engage in any chosen behavior, including 
productive action at work; and the evidence 
suggests that being more engaged at work might 
make us happier. 

MINDLESSNESS VS. MINDFULNESS: EXAMPLES AT WORK 
 In a Conversation

Mindless: When you should be listening, you think about how you are going to respond or even about a subject irrelevant 
to the conversation, for example: “My next meeting is coming up. I’d be better end the conversation.” Your attention is 
distracted, and you’re not attentive to the present conversation.

Mindful: You engage in deep listening, giving 100 percent of your attention to the speaker. You listen with your ears  
and also with your eyes, noticing such details as the speaker’s body language, facial expression, and underlying message.  
In other words, you pay attention to details with curiosity. 

At a Meeting
Mindless: Running between back-to-back meetings, you arrive late at most meetings. During the meeting, you keep the 
laptop on for multitasking. When asked a question, you have to ask, “I’m sorry. Can you repeat the question?” You don’t 
summarize the meeting with action items. Meeting attendees don’t know what they are supposed to do. After the meeting, 
you directly run to the next meeting without a break. You’re on autopilot, not thinking.

Mindful: You arrive at the meeting early or on time, allowing yourself to be fully present. You make sure each meeting 
has a goal and keep track of the progress. When the topic is digressing, you’re aware of it, and you bring everyone’s 
attention back to the original agenda. You end the meeting with action items to hold everyone accountable. You are present 
without any distraction.

When Facing Disappointment
Mindless: You beat yourself up. Negative thoughts such as “What a stupid decision I just made!” come to mind. In the next 
few days, you are caught in a deep feeling of disappointment, and it affects your productivity. This is evidenced by self-
judging and reactive negative feelings and thoughts.

Mindful: You notice your feeling of disappointment. Taking a deep breath, you reflect on the events that may have led 
to the disappointment. You accept the fact that you cannot change the current situation. You reflect on what you could do 
differently in the future. You accept yourself without judgment, with awareness of negative emotions, and with compassion.
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Now that we have a basic understanding  
of mindfulness, let’s move to implementing it  
in the workplace.

STEP 1. INFLUENCING 
STAKEHOLDERS
If you are considering introducing mindfulness 
into your organization, start with the end in mind. 
As with any training initiative, you must decide 
whether it addresses your business challenge.

Reported benefits of mindfulness depend 
on fidelity to the approach and competency in 
delivery. It’s important to track outcomes to 
determine whether desired results are being 
achieved. Be specific about what change you want 
or what issue you want to address. For example, 
if mindfulness is being offered as an employee 
benefit, you might wish to see an increase in staff 
engagement by the end of the program. If your 
organization is suffering from high stress levels, 
you may hope to see a decrease in stress.

If a quick fix is needed, mindfulness isn’t 
the answer. A full or half-day (or even shorter) 
introduction to mindfulness may be a good 

starting point, but it’s unlikely to create the 
changes you desire. To embed change, mindfulness 
training requires reflection and regular practice, 
ideally over a period of six to eight weeks.

When you suggest mindfulness as a solution  
to a business challenge, your stakeholders may 
have doubts about it and its benefits. These are 
a few of the questions you may hear, along with 
potential responses.

Is mindfulness the same as meditation? No. 
Mindfulness is a specific form of meditation. While 
some meditation is about escaping the present 
moment and taking yourself to your “special place” 
in order to relax, mindfulness is about being with 
your present experience, warts and all.

Will mindfulness help employees relax? 
Although many people who practice mindfulness 
find it relaxing, that is not the aim, it’s a by-
product. At times, practicing mindfulness can be 
anything but relaxing. Your mind wanders, you 
notice it, and so you must bring it back to the 
present moment—time and time again. This can be 
frustrating, but with each repetition your ability to 
manage your mind increases.

What are the benefits of a mindfulness 
program? A mindfulness program aims for the 

MYTHS ABOUT MINDFULNESS
When sharing the mindfulness concept, it’s important to use the right business language so stakeholders  
can understand the topic and it can resonate with them. Mindfulness is not:

• religion

• a new age ritual involving chanting or incense

• a technique for clearing away thoughts

• a relaxation method

• training in deep breathing

• a way to eliminate stress

• only for tough times

• positive thinking.

You can find more clarification about what mindfulness is and is not in Finding the Space to Lead by  
Janie Marturano and Mindfulness for Dummies by Shamash Alidina.
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