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Abstract
Although there is putative evidence that mindfulness-based programs (MBPs) may 
contribute to  leadership skills, little is known about the direct experience of leaders who 
attend such programs. It is therefore unknown how MBPs  delivered in the corporate 
environment are experienced by leaders, or how  MBPs  may facilitate leadership 
development. This qualitative study explored how leaders experienced an MBP, introduced 
as a part of a wider leadership development program, and the impact of this intervention 
on their work lives and leadership role. Participants (N = 10) were leaders who worked for 
a global manufacturing organization and who had attended a three-day mindfulness-based 
program as part of a leadership development program. They were interviewed and the 
data was analysed using thematic analysis. Following the MBP, eight participants reported 
enhanced emotional awareness, and a greater understanding of the impact of work-related 
stress, which in turn helped their leadership role. Two did not see how mindfulness 
could enhance their leadership skills although the MBP was well received by most of the 
participants. Three superordinate themes were identified: (1) The participant journey: 
Mixed experiences of the MBP; (2) A clash of cultures: The challenge of integrating 
mindfulness into the workplace, and (3) Impact on leadership. These results may inform 
future research, program design, and implementation.

Keywords Leadership · Mindfulness · Stress · Qualitative · Management · Workplace

Mindfulness is defined as deliberately paying attention to present moment experience, in a 
non-judgmental way (Kabat-Zinn, 2013). Mindfulness is a complex construct to define and 
has been used by researchers to “describe a theoretical construct (mindfulness), a practice of 
cultivating mindfulness (such as meditation), or a psychological process (being mindful)” 
(Germer, 2005, p. 6). Since Jon Kabat-Zinn pioneered Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction 
(MBSR) courses in the late 1970s, other forms of mindfulness-based programmes (MBPs) 
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for particular populations have been developed, including Mindfulness-Based Cognitive 
Therapy (MBCT) for people with persistent depression (Segal et al., 2013). The research 
available from clinical settings report participant reductions in anxiety, depression, and 
stress following an MBP (Baer, 2003; Kuyken et al., 2008,2015). There may also be other 
benefits beyond reducing negative affect, including building positive qualities such as self-
awareness and compassion (Khoury et al., 2015). More recently, researchers have focused 
on non-clinical populations, such as people in the workplace (Hyland et al., 2015; King & 
Haar, 2017; Reitz et al., 2016). In particular, mindfulness as a tool to support leadership 
has attracted popular and academic interest (Chaskalson, 2011; Hyland et al., 2015).

Enquiries following the economic crash in 2008 pointed to the failure of governance 
and leadership (The Financial Services Authority Board, 2011). Since then, there have 
been calls for authentic leaders with high levels of emotional intelligence (Northouse, 
2013), with several authors proposing that self-awareness is an essential component of the 
authentic style of leadership (Hughes et al., 2009; Northouse, 2013). Additionally, many 
organizations have developed models which “distinguish leadership as a way of being and 
focus on the interpersonal development of the self as a leader’’ (Brendel & Bennett, 2016, 
p. 410). This may explain some of the recent interest among businesses and researchers in 
embedding MBPs within leadership development programs.

The meaning of leadership is a complex and hotly debated area. Some definitions 
focus on the relationship between leaders and their team members, others on the process 
of leadership, some on leadership competencies, and yet others on personality (Gill, 
2011; Hughes et  al., 2009). Several authors who advocate mindfulness-based leadership 
development have discussed the challenges of leadership in the current highly pressured, 
complex global environment (Brendel et  al., 2016; Reitz et  al., 2016). The acronym 
“PAID” was created to describe how leaders within this environment can experience 
feeling “Pressured, Always-on, Information Overloaded, and Distracted” (Hougaard et al., 
2016, p. 49). These authors note that leaders can become “victims” of this culture, resulting 
in a detrimental impact for them and their organizations.

Hougaard et al. (2016) described mindfulness as a potential tool which could provide 
a foundation for leadership, and Ehrlich (2017) wrote, “When we actively pay attention, 
we build self-awareness, which is the heart of leadership” (p. 234). Many organizations 
have implemented MBPs for leaders (Brendel & Bennett, 2016; Mindfulness All Party 
Parliamentary Group, 2015), and there is emergent evidence that trait mindfulness in 
leaders has a positive impact on dimensions of leadership (King & Haar, 2017) and that 
leaders who have attended an MBP report lower stress and greater well-being (Reb et al., 
2014; Wasylkiw et  al., 2015). Several models of “mindful leadership” have emerged, 
which propose that MBPs may support leaders to operate more effectively (Ehrlich, 2017; 
Hougaard et al., 2016; Reitz et al., 2016), but little is known about what it is specifically 
about MBPs that may facilitate these reported changes.

As is common in MBP research, most studies on leadership have focused on stages I and 
II of the National Institutes of Health (NIH) stage model (Dimidjian & Segal, 2015; Onken 
et al., 2014) concerning intervention generation/refinement, and efficacy of interventions. 
As many organizations are already offering MBPs for workers and leaders, it is important 
to balance the development research with research on how these are implemented and 
experienced by participants (i.e., NIH Stages IV and V). Dimidjian and Segal (2015) 
identified the dearth of Stage IV and V studies in MBP research, with under 2% of the MBP 
studies they reviewed falling into these two categories. They called for more research based 
on implementation and dissemination. To date, although there is some putative evidence 
that MBPs may contribute to enhanced leadership, little is known about how MBPs “in the 
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real world” are experienced by leaders and what might help leaders to engage with MBPs. 
This study aims to examine the experience of leaders who participated in an MBP, with a 
secondary aim of how they applied mindfulness to their leadership role.

Method

Participants

To meet inclusion criteria, participants had to (1) be UK-based leaders in a global 
manufacturing organization (with at least two years’ experience in a management role) and 
(2) have attended an MBP as part of their leadership development in the 2 years prior to 
the study. Ten leaders aged between 34 and 57 years old participated in this study. Further 
participant demographic details are shown in Table  1; pseudonyms were allocated to 
protect their anonymity.

Procedure

The Ethics Committee of Bangor University granted ethical approval. Potential participants 
were identified by a leadership development specialist within the organization (N = 54). 
Each received an email introducing the project, and then those interested in participating 
were invited to contact the first author for more information. Ten participants responded, and 
all agreed to participate. None of the participants had any prior experience of mindfulness 
before attending the MBP. Dates for the semi-structured interviews were mutually agreed 
and took place in work-based locations convenient for each participant.

Participants were reminded at the start of the semi-structured interview that the focus 
of the interview was their experience of attending the second MBP module of their 
leadership program. Examples of questions asked included: “What is your understanding 
of what is required of someone in a leadership role in this organization?”; “What was your 
expectation of how participating in the MBP would support you in your leadership role?”; 
“How would you describe your overall experience of the MBP?”; “What did you learn 
from this?”; and “From what you now know about mindfulness, how might it support you 
in your leadership role?” On completion of the study all participants received a summary 
of the findings and a link to access the full study.

The Mindfulness‑Based Programme

The MBP was the second of four modules included within a leadership programme, called 
the Experienced Manager Program (EMP). The MBP was delivered away from the office 
environment via a three-day residential retreat, in a rural location. The program was taught 
by one of four experienced and internationally known mindfulness teachers. Participants 
were encouraged to disconnect from their day to day work and just be there for the 
experience for the duration of the programme.

The curriculum was a combination of mindfulness practice with psychoeducation. 
All the core practices from the 8-week MBSR course  (MBSR curriculum guide, 2017) 
were taught and made relevant to leadership development, such as the body scan and 
understanding stress reactivity. Mindfulness teachers encouraged participants to continue 
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daily mindfulness practices at home for at least 4 weeks after the program. The content of 
the 3-day MBP is shown in Table 2.

Data Analysis

Thematic analysis was used to analyse the data, as it is particularly suitable for exploring 
a subject about which little is known (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Clarke et al., 2015; Larkin, 
2015). The interview data was analysed using the six-step process outlined by Braun 
and Clarke (2006). These steps were as follows: familiarization with the data, generating 
initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and 
producing the report.

The familiarization stage involved the first author listening to all the recordings twice 
before beginning transcription. This stage continued during transcription and with reading 
and re-reading of the data once the transcription was complete. The next stage of the 
thematic analysis involved coding the data by writing notes against all the content on each 
script that appeared to be pertinent. This process was repeated twice for each transcript 
to ensure that all possible themes were generated. For the third stage “Searching for 
themes” the researcher used a process of mind mapping, which involved clustering and 
linking themes identified. Next, the themes were checked back against the whole data set 
(stage four). The researcher then continued to stage five (consolidating and naming themes) 
and stage six, the final write-up. To enhance the reliability of the data analysis, the first 
author kept notes of observations and reflections throughout the analysis in a reflexive 
diary to protect against bias as suggested by Braun and Clarke (2006). The first author is 
a trainer for the company, and she is also a mindfulness teacher (but did not teach these 
participants), so a potential for a positive interpretation of the data was identified. Care 
was taken to ensure that all participant data (especially negative or indifferent views) were 
represented fully in the analysis. Furthermore, themes were triangulated with discussion 
and input from the second author during stages three to six of the process, and with the 
third author at stage six of the analysis.

Results

We identified three superordinate themes, each of which contained two to four subordinate 
themes. These are represented in Table 3.

Key

(…) Piece of text omitted
[ ] Word or piece of text replaced or inserted

The Participant Journey: Mixed Experiences of the MBP

This superordinate theme explores the direct experience of participants during the MBP. 
It focuses on the content of the curriculum, program delivery, and the environment. All 
participants reported that the MBP was unfamiliar and challenging at first. However, most 
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participants simultaneously recognized the value of the MBP and said they gained skills 
that they were able to use both in and out of the workplace.

Out of their Comfort Zone

Most participants knew very little about mindfulness at the start of the module. They 
described arriving for the 3-day intensive MBP feeling very unprepared: “We are not 
prepared at all. You just turn up and it happens, and sometimes that can be a bit of culture 
shock” (Jon).

Several participants commented on the experiential approach used to deliver the MBP, 
which focused on exploring here and now experience, Stella described it as “Very different 
to anything else that I have ever experienced” and said that she had found it “exposing” and 
“tough.” Similarly, Jon stated: “Some of the activities we participated in weren’t natural 
for me – I felt a bit uncomfortable.” Both participants were initially challenged by the 
immersive and experiential approach.

Jon went on to describe how by the end of the MBP, both himself and most people in 
his cohort could see how they might benefit from mindfulness. He mentioned that he—and 
many of his co-workers—were naturally sceptical but once they understood the potential 
in the approach they were “won over.” The biggest factor in this for Jon seemed to be 
the opportunity to try out something new and have a direct experience of the effects of 
mindfulness practice and he said, “It does bring a different perspective.”

It is important to acknowledge the views of one participant, Jeff, who did not enjoy the 
MBP. He held strong opinions about separating what people choose to do personally from 
their working life. His view was that if people were interested in mindfulness, it was up to 
individuals to use it, rather than as a mandatory part of a leadership program. As such he 
felt a sense of coercion to both attend and to develop a practice:

It could have been a little less forced and kind of rammed down your throat…when it 
feels forced, I don’t know that it works – certainly not for my type… It’s trying to connect 
it, having a framework, so maybe it’s about how to provide that framework without making 
it feel, like its rammed down or forced.

Jeff did not discern any connection between mindfulness and leadership development, 
and at the start of the interview repeatedly used strong language (forced/rammed) to 

Table 3  Superordinate and subordinate themes

Superordinate themes Subordinate themes

1. The participant journey: Mixed experiences of the MBP? 1.1 Out of their comfort zone
1.2 Make room for theory
1.3 It’s all about the teacher
1.4 The Environment

2. A clash of cultures: The challenge of integrating mindfulness into the 
workplace 

2.1 Questioning the approach
2.2 Stigma

3. Impact on leadership 3.1 A foundation for leader-
ship

3.2 Mindfulness enhanced 
emotional intelligence

3.3 Significance for health
3.4 There is no time



 Dix et al.

1 3

describe his experience of felt coercion. Later in the interview he spoke of how he may 
have responded better to the MBPs had it been delivered in shorter sessions over a longer 
period of time.

Make Room for Theory

Several participants reported that it was helpful to learn about the psychoeducational 
aspects of the MBP, such as the stress reaction cycle and neuropsychology, as they could 
easily relate to these concepts. Stella liked “The different theoretical aspects of how your 
brain processes and reacts to different sorts of information.” Others also appreciated the 
unpacking of their stress reactivity.

It was an explanation of why, when something happens – your mind turns to jelly, and 
you can’t do something…So, when something happens and you freeze, it’s because you are 
getting a kind of overload…I now understand… why didn’t I do that straight away and why 
couldn’t I think my way out of that? (Karl).

These psychoeducational aspects of the curriculum were appreciated as particularly 
helpful, possibly because participants were more familiar and comfortable with 
theory-based training which they could immediately relate to their own experiences 
of high stress.

It Is All About the Teacher

For many of the participants, the relational qualities and presence of the MBP teacher was 
a significant part of their training experience and learning. “I often think that what makes a 
good course is the person taking it rather than the actual content” (Zac).

Zac described his MBP teacher as “inspirational” and noted that “He was a kind of role 
model for me, you know, I have often reflected on some of the things that he said.” Some 
felt that the course being led by an experienced mindfulness practitioner who had “walked 
the walk” with years of their own mindfulness practice was vital.

To have it delivered by someone who practices it and has got the benefits of it…is really 
compelling and really believable… If you had, you know a communication trainer then it 
wouldn’t have been the same – because you know, he was delivering his life (Simon).

A couple of participants however, reported quite the opposite, and felt that their 
MBP teacher was inauthentic. It was not possible to discern from the data whether these 
participants were talking about the same teacher.

To be (…) leading the way he was, there was something not quite right for me, there 
was something inauthentic about it…I don’t like inauthentic people… if someone is saying 
one message but they don’t really believe it. Normally, it doesn’t work, if they are acting a 
certain way and it’s not their normal way of behaving (Jeff).

The Environment

The MBP was delivered in a rural retreat setting. Participants were encouraged to switch off 
their phones and laptops for the duration of the course. Although challenging at first, most 
considered this a real support to their learning. Stella described the venue as “calming” 
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and Stuart said that “the atmosphere helped with slowing down a bit.” This was further 
expanded on by Stella and Karl:

A wonderful setting, perfect for the module, we went on a mindfulness walk around the 
grounds…we had a part of one of our evening meals in silence, so yes, the environment 
was very supportive of the material (Karl).

Hearing the birds, no traffic and the warmth…things like that really resonated with me 
and I think it really helps you to remember the learning -that complete immersion in the 
concept of it. (Stella).

Two participants also spoke of the benefits of the MBP not being held in their 
workplace: “People could disconnect and weren’t generally working and checking emails 
and things like that during break-times” (Zac) and “Had it been at work, it would have 
been very negative, I reckon. I don’t think that we would have got the same from it” (Jon). 
The experience of these participants indicates that being free of everyday workplace 
distractions supported their learning and allowed them to connect with their present 
moment experience.

A Clash of Cultures: The Challenge of Integrating Mindfulness into the Workplace

At first mindfulness and the workplace seemed to be separate worlds to participants, and 
initially, they struggled to link the two, but with time, most spoke of the helpfulness of 
using mindfulness in the workplace, whereas a couple did not feel that mindfulness was of 
relevance to their leadership role. This theme raises questions about the compatibility of 
the world of business and mindfulness-based approaches, and how mindfulness might best 
be presented to those in leadership positions.

Questioning the Approach

All participants wanted to be able to apply their learning from the MBP module to improve 
their leadership skills. However, many felt that the link between mindfulness and improved 
leadership was not always made explicit by the trainer:

The trainer (…) did not, have a very clear link to the company or even any kind of 
corporate training… his experience was linked to mindfulness but not, completely in our 
kind of context and I question, whether, he was fully clear…on what, the goals were in 
terms of the context of our business (Martin).

Here, Martin indicates that in his view the trainer, although experienced in mindfulness 
was not aligned with the business-related needs of the group. Similarly:

I was thinking well hang on a minute, you haven’t got all that much experience, you 
certainly haven’t got, that experience in work…so please don’t pretend you do have all the 
answers…So it just felt like the wrong fit (Jeff).

If you had real world, managers and leaders who had found it had benefitted them, 
and could tell you their stories, to bridge that gap (…) if there was this middle ground of 
someone who came from our world and had dipped into their world and had found some 
usefulness (Stuart).

Some participants remained uncertain of the value of mindfulness and the relevance 
of it to leadership: “I would still be asking some questions – around well why then, what 
is it going to do for me? How is it going to help me be a better leader?” (Elizabeth). The 
main motivation for participants attending the program was to improve their leadership 
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skills, and the connection between doing the mindfulness exercises and leadership was 
not obvious to some either during the course, or after it. Some of the participants felt that 
they would have benefitted from being taught by a mindfulness teacher who had corporate 
experience, or who made the links between mindfulness and leadership clear.

Stigma

Several participants spoke of a stigma they associated with mindfulness which made some 
hesitant about the approach. Some thought that mindfulness was for people prone to mental 
health issues, for example: “I guess I don’t see myself as someone who is at high risk of 
succumbing to things like anxiety or mental health challenges” (Zac). Thus, at an identity 
level, Zac did not regard himself as someone who would benefit from mindfulness. Martin 
also saw the impact of this stigma on other participants in his cohort: “Some people were 
less open to mindfulness because it’s a very sort of, soft skills or its one of these things…
where you can be uncomfortable connecting with it.”

Other participants saw the stigma as operating at a more systemic level. Simon said 
“There is a stigma to someone meditating or doing yoga – that would be seen as weak…I 
think there is a big stigma attached to it all. I think that’s one of the things that…we need 
to address.” Similarly, Jeff described the culture in his workplace as “old school.” He 
suggested this would create a significant barrier to introducing MBPs given the perceived 
stigma of mindfulness in his workplace:

It would have to be done in a very effective way, I think for people to listen, you know 
there’s all the cynicism and silliness around it and you know it’s a topic that can easily be 
dismissed as sort of hippyish and that type of thing (Jeff).

Impact on Leadership

Most participants made it clear that the questions and challenges raised about the compatibility 
of mindfulness approaches and their workplace culture were not insurmountable. Indeed, the 
majority spoke of how, after the MBP, they had incorporated mindfulness in their leadership 
role and/or in their personal lives. Half had made some positive changes, a couple thought 
that they might use mindfulness in the future or if they needed to, and a few remained 
sceptical of mindfulness as an approach for leadership development. This superordinate 
theme illustrates how participants related mindfulness to their leadership role, and how some 
implemented their personal mindfulness practice in the workplace.

A Foundation for Leadership

Several participants spoke of the importance of self-awareness, trust, and knowing when 
to pause as being essential qualities of leadership which—they discovered -could be 
supported by a mindfulness practice. Karl said the MBP was particularly useful for people 
seeking progression in their careers. He placed considerable emphasis on the connection 
between self-awareness, mindfulness, and the organization’s leadership model: “That 
introduction of that kind of awareness is very important. Linked back to the leadership 
model- you know, certain elements of being yourself.” He described how he witnessed 
mindfulness approaches applied in later leadership training, and it was at this point—after 
the MBP—that he realized the potential usefulness of mindfulness in the workplace. He 
recalled a moment when participants were preparing to take part in a role-play activity:
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The leader sensed the tension in the room. And you know, she calmed that… she 
said right let’s just stop for a moment, let’s just practice some mindfulness,—just for a 
minute. Bring back something that you learnt in [the MBP] – and that worked for me 
and I know that it worked for other people as well.

Others spoke of how they had made connections between leadership and mindfulness, 
from developing higher awareness of the self: “Trusting your own strengths and 
developing self-awareness. That’s the kind of thing that I think that it helped with” 
(Stuart) and also to being able to take pauses in the day when needed: “I certainly learnt 
about the ability to stop…in any situation to, if necessary, just stop, be aware” (Chris).

Martin felt that in the past, he had not always acted as a leader, but following the MBP 
he feels more confident in doing so: “Feeling it’s ok to display some leadership behaviours 
got reinforced through that course and through the mindfulness element in particular.”

Many participants also spoke about their enhanced capacity to decentre following 
the MBP. This is the process of stepping back from our own thoughts and viewing them 
objectively. Decentring led to a wider awareness, which helped them to be aware of 
multiple perspectives. Jon, for example, stated:

The intent is to look at yourself, look at your surroundings be more mindful of the 
whole situation, so look at it from a holistic point of view, not necessarily from your 
immediate task or your immediate objective which people tend to focus on in work.

Zac also commented on how he developed awareness of the transience of moods and 
the importance of being more aware of his mood states during the working day (another 
aspect of decentring);

In my role, sometimes I can go back-to-back meetings, all day and I think making 
that link, that perhaps what happened in a previous session, may have a knock-on effect 
to the next session, in terms of my state of mind going into that session.

Several participants stated how mindfulness meditation had helped their emotional 
reactivity and enabled them to step back and observe their feeling states without being 
fused with them. This then allowed them to recognize how an emotion might directly 
impact on their behaviour, which helped them to choose how to respond to the situation, 
rather than have an emotional reaction. Karl stated:

I have recognized that in certain emotional states, I might not be in the best state to 
carry out certain things… and therefore – ok – shall I park it? Shall I talk to somebody? 
Shall I do something different? But I won’t do an emotional response.

Karl spoke of how decentring allowed him to pause rather than immediately reacting 
to an emotion, which allowed him to approach situations at work once he had calmed 
down. “I certainly learned about the ability to stop (…) in any situation, to if necessary, 
just stop, be aware, just take those few breaths.” He then gave a recent example of this:

It actually happened to me this morning, I got an email and my initial reaction was 
ummm – [so], no, I am not even going to draft a reply right now. I recognize the way I 
am feeling…is probably not the right frame of mind…I am too emotional and also, the 
way I thinking right now, I may not gather all the facts that I need…so I am not going to 
respond to it right now, I may not even respond to it at all.

Chris also said that he now understood that: “You can take a kind of a step back, 
how you can calm yourself, how you can think things through before reacting.” The 
majority of participants explicitly stated that reduced stress leads to better leadership, 
and many found that the increases in self-awareness, decentering skills, and awareness 
of emotional reactivity all enabled them to helpfully work with their levels of stress at 
work. Indeed, at the end of the interview, Zac said that of all the modules attended, the 
MBP is the one that he “took the most away from.” He explained:
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It’s probably a bit kind of airy fairy – would have been my initial reaction but…out of 
the four modules, it’s the one that I have made the most use of and it has probably changed 
my kind of thinking or improved my behaviours the most (Zac).

Mindfulness Enhanced Emotional Intelligence

Many participants felt that mindfulness practice could underpin the development of 
their emotional intelligence as leaders. Some spoke of how they learned to prioritize 
self-care more, and others shifted from a focus on achieving goals to creating a 
positive process by which those goals are reached and the interpersonal aspects of this 
process. Jon said; “The module taught me that you need, to think about yourself, give 
yourself time, not just think about yourself but about others around you.” This was 
echoed by Martin who stated, “It’s helped to focus on setting up the environment and 
the way things are working with the team, rather than directly focusing on the topic 
somehow.”

For some participants, the MBP allowed them to reflect on their habitual patterns of 
responding and how these could directly impact on others they worked with. Stella spoke 
of her habit of withdrawing when challenged in meetings and described how mindfulness 
did not stop the initial reaction of wanting to withdraw, but allowed her instead to notice 
this, and in that small gap, she could choose to respond in a different way:

…which might make you want to shrivel up and disappear. And, it’s important that you 
don’t do that, so if you can give yourself the time to respond back and say well no, look at 
it from this perspective.

So, in the context of sometimes challenging meetings,  enhanced awareness  has enabled 
Stella to actively contribute her ideas. This was supported by Zac who noted the direct positive 
impact that mindfulness had on him both in and outside of work:

I get angry, significantly less, following that module, basically, whilst I might get 
frustrated, I can focus on not getting angry, whereas before, I had a tendency to get angry 
from time to time in work and outside of work.

He noted that some meetings continued to be challenging, yet he found that the 
application of mindfulness can bring about a positive change in “hostile” exchanges: 
“So just to like create some space… so rather than to engage with it or to start some 
conflict, just to kind of slow down if I feel any frustration or tension.” Another benefit 
of having the skill to pause and notice, was noted by Stella who reported that she now 
takes “time to notice what’s around me” and notes how this generates a “different 
perspective.” All these contributions indicate that utilizing mindfulness as an approach 
when interacting with others has a wide range of applications. These include pausing 
in meetings and being more able to regulate emotional responses, which are helpful to 
the leader’s stress levels and also likely to facilitate interaction with colleagues.

Significance for Health

Participants recognized the importance of good physical and mental health for people 
in leadership roles, and experiencing the MBP led to an enhanced focus on their own 
wellbeing for some. In describing life for many leaders, Simon said:
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Their health gets worse and worse, they don’t look after themselves, they don’t take 
lunchbreaks, they work long hours and they don’t give themselves any time to breathe…
So, I see mindfulness as massively important… it could help prevent burn-out.

The relationship between how stress could have a negative impact on leadership was 
also noted. Elizabeth said:

I can see a link between me being a better leader… if I am less stressed and calmer 
in approach…If a team member comes to me and asks me for something, then of 
course, I want to give them all my attention. Without, perhaps, conveying to them how 
completely stressed I am.

Stella also spoke of the importance of focusing on well-being and recognized that 
some of her own everyday habits could, if left unchecked, contribute to burnout: “The 
focus on well-being is absolutely key. It’s so easy to spend my lunchtime eating my 
sandwich and focusing on something that needs to be done. That’s become a habit.” She 
felt the whole workforce, not just leaders, could accrue health benefits from self-care as 
part of a mindfulness practice.

Others commented on how the application of particular mindfulness practices helped 
them to unwind from the working day and sleep. For example, Jon said: “When I am 
giving people difficult messages… I can’t switch off. I take that home and I think about 
it at night.” He then reflected that: “This is where the mindfulness has helped – trying to 
get to sleep – that deep breathing.” He continued saying that he would use mindfulness 
practice on an ‘as and when’ basis: “I wouldn’t do it every day or once a week. I would 
do it when I am in that situation thinking, right I can’t sleep or whatever.”

These comments demonstrate the variety of ways in which participants applied 
mindfulness practices. Some said they now sometimes allocated time for self-care, 
which helped them focus at work by supporting their well-being: “Before the module, I 
had absolutely no appreciation that you need to give yourself that time and “be”…and 
post module, consciously I am doing that now” (Jon).

There is no Time

Many participants spoke of their experience of working in a highly pressurized work 
environment. The description below seems to capture a felt frantic-ness at work that was 
also expressed by other participants:

If you are not in a meeting or not progressing some activity or another over the phone 
or via email or by talking to someone face-to-face, then you are not productive. And you 
have to be productive, apart from when you are having your break, all the time, every 
single minute of the day because otherwise that’s wasting time (Elizabeth).

In line with the perception that leaders always need to be engaged in “activity,” most 
participants reported, time constraints as a barrier to mindfulness practice. Stuart said, 
that at work “I don’t have a break from the start of the day to the end of the day.” Others 
talked of highly pressured home lives too, and how fitting in mindfulness practice was 
difficult: “Whether I do that in my personal life – not really because it’s always go, go, 
go, work, rest, or play – you know, there is always something to do” (Jon).

Elizabeth reported personal barriers around prioritizing her health and creating 
time for herself, saying: “It’s me finding some time for me… It doesn’t happen.” Some 
participants felt they couldn’t prioritise mindfulness practice because as Elizabeth 
noted, it seemed to be something personal rather than directly addressing the ’to do’ list 
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or need to achieve something tangible. Stella also described a desire to create time for 
herself to help her mental health, whilst feeling unable to do so:

I think I could get a lot more from it than I do. I am such a busy person…where do you 
get that time bubble…for you to just de-stress, before you yell at somebody? So, I think 
there is a real opportunity there but what I need to do is find how to build that in (Stella).

A couple of participants reported that they wanted to develop a personal mindfulness 
practice, but found it challenging to implement after the course: “I think that to some 
extent, I suffered from the classic – I have been away on a training course and then 
slammed back into real life” (Karl). Similarly, Martin said:

My intention…was to take time out every day for a few minutes breathing type 
meditation, and I haven’t really. If I am being completely honest – I think I did it in a half- 
hearted way a couple of times not long after the course. This was partly because I was 
struggling. I needed to adjust my lifestyle a bit, there were just too many things going on.

The time pressures of working life, and not having support after the MBP course, led to 
most participants being unable to establish a regular, formal meditation practice:

It fell by the wayside…the suggestion is, do them for thirty days and it’s not until you 
do them regularly that you see the benefits. So, in that sense, I am a little bit disappointed 
in myself. Looking back and saying if it really takes that long to see a benefit then I really 
should have pushed it through, to see would I gain the benefit or not. I probably gave up too 
quickly on some of them (Chris).

Participants spoke of how a single three-day MBP with no follow-up support was not 
enough to embed an ongoing regular mindfulness practice. Some participants would have 
found follow-up sessions helpful and motivating. Indeed, one of the participants (Karl), 
suggested that if they were told that the mindfulness practices would be actively worked 
with in later leadership trainings then “There is no doubt, I would have done it.” Another, 
(Jeff) said he thought that rather than including this approach in just one of the modules 
of the LDP, it would have been better supported by spreading it across all four leadership 
modules, “Bringing it into each day.” In addition, Elizabeth said she would have benefitted 
had the mindfulness teacher spoken more about how to establish a regular mindfulness 
practice “If we had had some opportunity to share our concerns about where am I going to 
find this time to apply it? That wasn’t factored in and maybe more of a group discussion. 
Some way of just sharing.” Most participants could see the potential benefits of practicing 
mindfulness. However, although some participants spoke about using mindfulness when 
they felt the need, or applying mindfulness in specific situations, none reported sustaining a 
regular, formal mindfulness practice after the MBP.

Discussion

This study examined participant experiences of a three-day MBP attended as a part of 
a leadership development programme, and the impact of this on their leadership role. 
Participants reported a wide range of experiences and outcomes, and the majority spoke 
of direct benefits to themselves and their leadership role. Two, however, did not report any 
benefits, and were left unsure of how to apply the MBP in the workplace, raising important 
questions about implementation, and the role and presentation of mindfulness in leadership 
development programs in the community.

Most participants spoke of how the MBP facilitated self-awareness, self-confidence, 
emotional intelligence, and ability to manage stress, which in turn enhanced their 
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leadership skills. Many authors note the importance of these skills gained by participants 
as foundational for authenticity in leadership (Hawkins, 2018; Hughes et  al., 2009; 
Northouse, 2013; Rishel, 2015). It is therefore encouraging that some participants reported 
increased self-awareness and emotional intelligence as a result of the MBP.

Before discussing the implications of these findings, it is important to acknowledge 
some limitations of this study; results of qualitative studies are not intended to be 
generalizable, but instead to offer an insight into the lived experience of participants. 
Having said this, however, we can assume that if an idea or theme is repeated by a number 
of interviewees, we might be able to putatively generalize that others in similar contexts 
may have experienced something similar (Braun & Clarke, 2013). Another limitation 
is that this was a self-selected group, of mostly men. However, there were a range of 
experiences captured in this sample, from those who found the MBP useful to those that 
remained sceptical of the relevance of mindfulness to leadership. Future studies may also 
benefit from a member-check with participants to ensure that the results are representative 
of the experiences expressed in the interviews.

This study also only included leaders from one organization, and whose MBP was delivered 
in the format of a unique 3-day retreat. For the future it will be important to seek the views 
of participants in a range of other organizations, and who have learned about mindfulness 
in different formats. This might help develop an optimum format for delivering  MBPs  to 
leaders. One final limitation is that this study only included the views of the people who had 
participated in the training. In future research it would be helpful to interview colleagues and 
team members of leaders who have been on mindfulness training to examine whether they 
observed differences in leadership after the leader has participated on an MBP course.

Some participants reported that at times it was challenging to learn about mindfulness, 
noting a felt tension between the culture of the workplace and mindfulness. For some, 
mindfulness carried a stigma of being “hippy” or for people with psychological difficulties. 
Most participants were able to assimilate this over time and saw how mindfulness was 
relevant for leadership, although it is important to note that two did not. Mindfulness-based 
approaches are focused on process and experiential learning, whereas workplaces tend be 
goal or outcome orientated. This makes it—understandably—difficult for some to see the 
connection between engaging in a body scan mediation for example and being a better 
leader. The challenges of this “clash of cultures” is not unique to leadership and is part 
of the adaptation of mindfulness-based interventions for different settings (Crane, 2016). 
Some participants felt this clash would have been eased had the mindfulness teacher had a 
corporate background and was able to demonstrate how mindfulness is helpful to leaders. 
This point is supported by Ruderman and Clerkin (2017), who noted that language and 
the experiential learning approach of mindfulness may be a barrier to some operating in a 
business environment. Similarly, participants also wanted more evidence on the benefits of 
mindfulness regarding leadership development to be included in the MBP, resonating with 
the findings of Lewis and Ebbeck (2014). Addressing these barriers may support strategies 
to help increase the adoption of MBPs into leadership programs (NIH model Stage V: 
Onken et al., 2014). It may also be important to build on some of the enablers mentioned 
by other participants in the current study such as an initial introduction to mindfulness in a 
quiet environment away from the workplace and having an MBP teacher who leaders can 
relate to. These are identified by various authors writing about teaching and learning in a 
wide variety of related contexts (Goleman & Senge, 2014; Palmer, 2007; McCown et al., 
2010). Furthermore, Goldman Schuyler et al. (2017) state that a “radical shift” is necessary 
if people are to apply mindfulness in the workplace. They continue by noting both the 



 Dix et al.

1 3

level of commitment and preparedness to face ambiguity, required at an individual level in 
engaging with MBPs, acknowledging that “Not everyone wishes to do this.”

Mindfulness-based programs have been shown to reduce levels of stress among general 
populations (Baer, 2003; Kabat-Zinn, 2003; Kuyken et  al., 2008, 2015). Participants in 
this study reported this too, and furthermore pointed to the mechanisms of how this may 
have worked. They described how mindfulness helped them to recognize their stress and, 
respond to it (e.g., by pausing or taking a few breaths), which then allowed them to see 
their experience from a wider perspective, and thus less likely to fall into usual patterns 
of reactivity. This last step is a mechanism of mindfulness known as decentering (Segal 
et al., 2013) or re-perceiving (Shapiro et al., 2006), and the findings tentatively suggest that 
decentering may be a key mechanism by which leaders may be able to approach challenges 
while acknowledging the impact that stress may be having. This in turn, may lead to enhanced 
self-care and perhaps lower stress and reactivity, and is therefore worthy of future research.

Half the participants reported that they applied mindfulness skills to their lives and 
in the workplace, others said that they would if they ever needed it, and two remained 
sceptical of mindfulness as a helpful tool for leaders. Examples of changes made included: 
using mindfulness of the breath to support sleep; recognizing when it may not be wise to 
make a decision; recognizing and implementing choices in inter-personal communication; 
managing anger, and taking steps to improve well-being at work. Similarly, the leaders in 
Reitz et  al. (2016) reported a range of benefits which they attributed to their experience 
of an MBP. In terms of leadership, the majority of participants in the current study 
specifically made a link between feeling less stressed and being a better leader. They said 
that they considered that being less stressed improved their capacity to pay attention, make 
decisions, and develop emotional intelligence. These are all considered to be essential 
competencies for leaders (Hougaard et al., 2016; Hyland et al., 2015; Reitz et al., 2016).

Two participants did not feel the MBP supported them to be a better leader. Of note 
is that these participants did not like the mindfulness-based activities or consider them 
relevant to their professional roles. One felt that the MBP should be optional (rather than 
a core part of the LDP) and did not perceive any connection between mindfulness and 
leadership development. These comments are important to note for the future integration 
and sustainability of LDP’s incorporating mindfulness-based approaches. To support 
engagement, information on the rationale for including MBP’s in LDPs needs to be made 
explicit to leaders, alongside evidence of the benefits of the approach, and some examples 
of how other leaders have applied mindfulness at work.

Participants who intended to establish a mindfulness practice when they returned to 
work after the MBP found they struggled to find the time to do so. This resonates with 
the findings reported by Reitz et al. (2016), who found that leaders, having completed an 
MBP, also reported the challenge of finding both time and a supportive environment to 
practice. While many found the retreat aspect of the MBP beneficial for immersion in and 
exploration of mindfulness ideas and practice, some participants struggled to conflate these 
with their roles and daily reality. This may point to the need to ensure aspects of MBPs for 
leaders are experienced in a workplace setting too.

Senge et al. (2015), acknowledged the commitment and discipline required of leaders 
to become more effective and noted that this is “hard work.” They stressed the value of 
the support of others undertaking similar journeys. Therefore, if the potential benefits of 
MBPs for leaders are to be fully realized, organizations may need to consider providing 
post-program support. This could include setting aside a time and space for leaders to 
practice mindfulness together, for example a weekly lunchtime mindfulness practice open 
to all employees. It may also be that successful implementation of a mindfulness-based 
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approach to leadership in organisations will require the commitment of multiple 
stakeholders in different contexts as described by Goleman and Senghe (2014). So, an area 
for future research is to determine what further workplace adaptions could support leaders 
to maintain a mindfulness practice.
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