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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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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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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.



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.



The autopilot 17

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 



20 Mindful Leadership

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.



The autopilot 21

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.




