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Mindfulness 

 

The concept of mindfulness has been practiced in one form or another by Hindus, 

Buddhists, Muslims, Christians; in India, Asia, Europe and America; in the far past, in 

the Middle Ages and in modern times.  

 

Mindfulness describes a state of mind in which you observe thoughts, emotions or 

actions without judgment, as they pass through awareness.  What is experienced is 

not the definition of reality or to be identified as truth; it is simply the normal ongoing 

flow, and a person is more than this river that goes by.  Through this important 

awareness that separates one’s sense of identity or view of what is true or real from 

what is experienced or observed, mindfulness practitioners gain freedom, and are 

able to make more empowering choices by not succumbing to powerful or negative 

emotions or states as a matter of course.

 

The Dog Seems To Know Where He Is 1 

 

                                                        
1 Image Courtesy of: http://buddhatrieste.blogspot.com.au/2012/03/mindfulness-of-mind.html 
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Mindfulness is also a way of being in the present, rather than in the past or the future. 

Again, this provides for more freedom as you choose how to respond to the 

experiences in life. Responding to new and current events or people through 

“baggage” from a perspective formed from the past is disempowering, and 

responding to now through the lens of anticipations or assumptions of the future also 

limits freedom to act in the present. Mindfulness allows practitioners to be in the 

present fully, and to make choices here and now that are increasingly free of fear, 

guilt, expectation.  

 

Insight from Sources 

We have selected excerpts from a number of sources that provide additional 

information about Mindfulness, and Mindfulness in Coaching.  

 

1. Mindfulness: history, technologies, research, applications  

By Luis Felipe Morales Knight, Pepperdine University 

 

“The English word ’mindfulness’ names a technique for profoundly changing our 

relationship to our thoughts and feelings and the perspective one gains from 

practicing that technique.  

 

Rather than being depressed, we can see that we experience depression; rather than 

continuous and inescapable grief, we can objectively note the moments in which we 

are in fact free of grief or pain...   

 

To observe means not to participate. Rather than entering into thoughts, emotions 

and sensations, we simply watch them arise—and let them pass away without being 

drawn into them. The practice of not participating empowers us to see that the 

products of the mind are not permanent, inalienable parts of ourselves, but are 

simply transitory occurrences that come and go.  

 

To acknowledge means not to judge. Rather than making judgments about the 

thoughts, emotions and sensations that arise in our experience, we simply 

acknowledge the bare fact that they have arisen. The practice of not judging—that is, 

not creating even more thoughts, feelings and wishes about what has arisen—
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strengthens our ability to observe and accept what happens.  

 

To return means to exercise choice. Rather than following the mind where it wants to 

go, we simply go back to doing what we originally intended to do—paying attention to 

what is happening here, now, in the present moment, in the immediate field of 

awareness. The practice of exercising choice—that is, acting consciously, not being 

driven blindly by the impulses of the mind—restores our ability to choose when and 

how to act.”2 

 

2. Wikipedia Entry (Mindfulness Psychology - edited) 

“Practicing mindfulness can help people to begin to recognize their habitual patterns 

of mind, which have developed out of awareness over time and this allows 

practitioners to respond in new rather than habitual ways to their life. 

Thich Nhat Hanh has brought mindfulness to the attention of Westerners. It was on a 

retreat he led in the United States that an American doctor, Jon Kabat-Zinn, first 

realized the appropriateness of mindfulness in the treatment of chronic medical 

conditions. And, later Kabat-Zinn adapted Hanh’s teachings on mindfulness into the 

structured eight-week Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction course, which has since 

spread throughout the western World. 

Over the past 30 years there has been an increase in the number of published 

studies on mindfulness. The current body of scientific literature on the effects of 

mindfulness practices is promising despite the presence of methodological 

weaknesses. The current research does suggest that mindfulness practices are 

useful in the treatment of pain, stress, anxiety, depressive relapse, disordered eating, 

and addiction, among others.”3 

 

Mindful Leadership: Training the Brain to Lead 

Michael Chaskalson 

“Since the early 1990s, neuroscientists have broadly accepted that people who show 

more activity in the left prefrontal cortex of their brains tend to feel that they have 

                                                        
2 Luis Felipe Morales Knight, PSY 637: Techniques of Psychotherapy, Pepperdine University, Graduate 

School of Education and Psychology 
3 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mindfulness 
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their lives under control. They experience a sense of personal growth, meaning and 

purpose. They have good personal relationships and accept themselves for who they 

are. They take what may be broadly characterized as an “approach” orientation to 

life. Such happy people tend to be good leaders.   

 

For many years neuroscientists attributed this distribution of happiness and its 

associated qualities across populations to what they called each individual’s 

“affective style” – their emotional disposition. Crudely put, the thinking went that 

whether your outlook on life was sunny or bleak was pretty much stable. You could 

get highs or lows depending on changing circumstances but, like a rubber band 

snapping back into position, you will tend to return to your happiness “set point” 

depending on your basic affective style. 

 

In 2001 all of this thinking began to change. Professor Richard Davidson, who since 

1984 had pioneered the study of brain asymmetry, came to study the brain activity of 

highly experienced meditators. To his enormous surprise and interest, his first 

subject showed a left prefrontal cortex activation that simply went off the charts.  

 

Richard Boyatzis, professor of organizational behavior at the Weatherhead School of 

Management, specializes in the study of leadership. Good leaders, he says, attain 

resonance with those around them through self-awareness, self- management, social 

awareness, and relationship management. All of these being, to some extent or 

other, mindfulness skills.”4 

 

  

4. Working with Subtle Habits 

By Doug Silsbee 

 

“A coach brings many needs to the coaching relationship.  The need to make a living, 

the desire to help, the need for approval or validation of an identity as a skilled coach; 

these are just a few. They are, of course, legitimate. However, they often get in the 

way of serving our clients, especially when we are unaware of them. 

 

                                                        
4 Mindful Leadership: Training the Brain to Lead, Michael Chaskalson : michael@mbsr.co.uk 

http://www.merseycare.nhs.uk/Library/Learning/Learning_and_Develpment/Culture_Creativity_and_Well
being/Mindfulness/MindfulLeadershipTrainingtheBrain.pdf 
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The internal experience of mindfulness is at the core of coaching.  Mindfulness 

means being fully attentive and present with the client, and free of our own desires 

and attachments. It means being fully appreciative of our clients, and seeing them as 

whole.  With mindfulness, we can see and serve the client fully.  Without 

mindfulness, our own conditioning will show up as distractibility, overactive thinking, 

an urge to say something, an anxiety or confusion, a judgment, or a strong opinion 

about what the client “should” do. 

 

Most habits are driven by attachments (experienced as a pull or desire for something, 

e.g. recognition, compensation, intimacy, spiritual connection, addictions, affirmation 

of our identities, etc.) or by aversions (experienced as a resistance or avoidance in 

relation to something, e.g., tension in a relationship, a feeling of incompetence, 

emotional or physical pain, lack, ineffectiveness, etc.) These attachments and 

aversions drive our behaviors… we move, consciously or unconsciously, in pursuit of 

our desires and attachments. We also act, consciously or unconsciously, to avoid the 

objects of our aversions.  

 

The key to not being driven by our own habits is to begin to observe them. By 

stepping back, by cultivating a portion of our awareness as the ‘witness’, we become 

increasingly able to see these subtle levels of our habits as they begin to arise.”5 

 

5. Three Keys to Mindful Leadership Coaching 

 By Douglas Riddle 

 

“There are countless executive coaches I would never hire for myself, no matter how 

wise, insightful, dynamic or experienced. Admittedly, I’m a hard guy to please, so 

what I require might not be a good guide for others. However, if a coach can’t create 

an environment that dissolves the limitations of history, expectation, and assumption, 

I’m not interested. 

Mindful coaches perfect a form of conscious and comfortable simultaneous attention 

to themselves, their coachee, the relationship between them, and the mental, 

emotional, and relational dynamics occurring in the moment. There are three aspects 

of mindfulness that have particular pertinence to leadership coaching: 

1. an empty mind 

                                                        
5 This article was first presented at the 2005 ICF International Conference in San Jose, CA 
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2. non-reactivity 

3. permissive attention 

A mindful coach can draw a person into a moment of connection in which all 

distractions disappear. It doesn’t matter whether the distractions are in the room or in 

the street outside or in unbidden thoughts or feelings from within the coachee. The 

ultimate challenge for most leaders is staying focused for more than a moment on 

any serious line of thinking, perceiving, judging or acting. The coach is repeatedly 

able to draw the attention of the coachee to those things of importance to him and 

return the attention to it without coercion.”6 

Self-application 

How much do you run on autopilot? We live life at an extraordinary pace, and usually 

with an almost continuous internal dialogue, and a constant reaction to external 

stimuli. Sometimes we actually forget to notice our surroundings and ourselves. Have 

you ever been told to “just be in the present moment.” Mindfulness increases that 

pause or space between thought and action. This moment of observation allows us 

to feel both calm and removed.  

 

Try mindfulness in this given moment and as you read this text.  As you read, 

breathe more slowly and become aware of any background noise, your own physical 

state and the environment. Perhaps there is a gentle breeze through an open window 

or the sounds of a child from a nearby street? How are you sitting? Can you feel 

contact points between you and your chair or the floor and your feet?  And finally, 

how are you feeling? Notice you and your environment, but do not enter into a 

dialogue about it in your mind – just see it.  Stop and do this for 2-3 minutes.  

 

After this time:  Was there anything that strikes you about the practice or about what 

you noticed that was surprising or significant? Is there anything you want to consider 

further, change or practice? And finally, is there anything from this exercise that you 

can take away as a coach – both for use by you and your clients?  

 

 

 

                                                        
6 http://www.forbes.com/sites/ccl/2012/01/23/three-keys-to-mindful-leadership-coaching/ 
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Coaching Application 

Mindfulness meditations or techniques can help a coach enter the right frame of mind 

before, during and between coaching sessions. It allows us to “see” our own inbuilt 

distracting habits and rituals around and within a professional context. It also allows 

us to manage our own emotional detachment as we work with clients. This is 

especially important when we balance our desire to build empathy with clients 

against maintaining professional distance. As coaches, we want to be present and 

open to the client but we should not allow our own perspective or internal 

experiences or dialogue to cloud the session.  

 

Coaches help clients develop their own mindfulness skills and meditations.  It can be 

helpful simply to invite our clients to the practice of taking a simple pause to notice 

what they are experiencing, and notice that they are more than the immediate 

running dialogue of thoughts, feelings, and interpretations of the experience.   

 

As coaches, our research of mindfulness techniques and strategies can provide 

options for our personal and professional lives, and fodder for proposed practices or 

strategies for clients that may lead to more focus on the present and freedom for 

choice in any moment, as well as more direct and clear communication, less stress, 

and increased productiveness.  Mindfulness is very compatible with coaching’s 

emphasis on being curious about what motivates us, or what our experiences, 

thoughts, or feelings may be.  Developing this positive curiosity about ourselves and 

our clients, and assisting our clients to be curious as well about their own 

experiences and stories, brings a freshness and openness freed from grasping tightly 

to protected insights or beliefs that may be limiting us or protecting us from enemies 

that are not real.  Mindfulness perspectives and strategies may help coaches and 

clients move peacefully into new futures. 

 

Next time you are in a coaching situation, practice mindfulness. Observe all the 

rituals, activities, and sensations that you would normally undertake or experience 

during a session. Notice, without judgment, such things as: 

● The environment you are in – arrangement of the physical space you inhabit  

● The way you greet a client – your words, tone, feelings  

● Your internal dialogue as they talk – what you are thinking, feeling, wish to do 

● Your attention during the coaching session – how free are you to notice what 
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is happening in you, but to be entirely with them 

● The physical sensation of sitting and listening 

 

Now imagine a client in their workplace or domestic setting. Imagine their demands, 

pressures and expectations.  

● How can mindfulness help them in this session?  In this moment?  

● What is it about ‘witnessing’, ‘noticing’ or ‘observing’ that can help them feel 

resilient, calm and better able to respond to stressful situations and even 

perceived failure?  

● How would you describe concepts to them like an “empty” mind, or being a 

“witness”? 
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