Mindfulness in the workplace - summary of
evidence

Summary

Mindfulness developed from Buddhism (Brown, Ryan & Creswell, 2007) and is defined as “the
awareness that emerges through paying attention, on purpose, and nonjudgementally to the
unfolding of experience moment by moment” (Kabat-Zinn, 2003, p. 145). The Mental Health
Foundation (2017) defined mindfulness as an “integrative, mind-body based approach that helps
people to manage their thoughts and feelings.”

Traditionally, mindfulness has been used in a clinical setting to improve psychological health and
wellbeing but more recently it has been applied within the workplace context. In a clinical setting, it is
linked with several positive outcomes such as increased subjective well-being and decreased
psychological symptoms (Keng, Smoski & Robins, 2011). Overholt and Vickers (2014) found that 49%
of organisations provide mindfulness-related training or resources to some degree however, there
are several practices that are used such as attention training, meditation, breathing exercises

and yoga/tai chi.

There are a range of mindfulness interventions that can be implemented but popular meditation
focused mindfulness courses are Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) which was originally
developed to help patients with chronic pain (Kabat-Zinn, 1982) and Mindfulness-Based Cognitive
Therapy (MBCT; Segal, Williams & Teasdale, 2002).

Reviews of mindfulness in the workplace have evaluated its effectiveness and outcomes. Examining
comparative reviews the findings suggest that MBSR or modified versions are one of the most
commonly used type of interventions. From the findings it is also possible to conclude that
mindfulness and meditation interventions are associated with many positive outcomes such as
increases in health and well-being including decreases in anxiety, stress and depression. The
literature however, suggests that less research has examined specific workplace outcomes such as
turnover intention, performance and productivity.



Most of the interventions are implemented at the individual level and generally are delivered face to
face but more recently a greater number of online interventions have been examined. Research
conducted at the individual level shows a range of benefits such as a decrease in bad moods, longer
sleep on weekday nights, increased mindfulness and decreased rumination, increased resilience,
better psychological health, decreased stress and depression, an increase in sleep quality, better
psychological detachment from work, greater satisfaction with work-life balance and sleep quality.
Lately, there has also been a focus on mindful leadership and there have been some positive findings
in this area, however, more research in this area is required.

To explore these studies in more detail, please click on [Explore the Evidence].

What is mindfulness?

Mindfulness developed from Buddhism (Brown, Ryan & Creswell, 2007) and is defined as “the
awareness that emerges through paying attention, on purpose, and nonjudgementally to the
unfolding of experience moment by moment” (Kabat-Zinn, 2003, p. 145). The Mental Health
Foundation (2017) defined mindfulness as an “integrative, mind-body based approach that helps
people to manage their thoughts and feelings.” Interestingly, in a recent review the results showed
that most papers define mindfulness as a state, fewer as a practice and even fewer define it as both
(Jamieson & Tuckey, 2017).

Mindfulness interventions

Popular mindfulness courses are Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) which was originally
developed to help patients with chronic pain (Kabat-Zinn, 1982) and Mindfulness-Based Cognitive
Therapy (MBCT; Segal, Williams & Teasdale, 2002). Both interventions are meditation focused. MBSR
consists of an 8-10 week course in which a group of individuals receive approximately two hours of
meditation teaching and practice each week (Kabat-Zinn, 1990). Course participants are
recommended to practice formal meditation practices each week and there is also an all-day retreat.
MBCT is also an eight-week course and is comprised of mindfulness training and aspects of cognitive
therapy.

In the workplace a range of interventions have been implemented; Jamieson and Tuckey (2017) in
their systematic review found that 75% of the workplace studies had used MBSR (or a modified
version) or aspects of MBSR along with another type of intervention such as MBCT and it seems that
organisations are increasingly implementing such interventions. Overholt and Vickers (2014) found
that 49% of organisations provide mindfulness-related training or resources to some degree however,
there are a number of practices that are used such as attention training, meditation, breathing
exercises and yoga/tai chi. Methods of delivery often vary and they found that 67% of respondents
reported that mindfulness training is voluntary. Positively, 39% viewed the mindfulness training or


http://affinityhealthhub.co.uk/explore-evidence-and-tools

resources as very beneficial to the organisation and 46% viewed it as somewhat beneficial.

What are the effects of mindfulness?

Traditionally, mindfulness has been used in a clinical setting to improve psychological health and
wellbeing however more recently it has been applied within the workplace context. In a clinical
setting, it is associated with numerous positive outcomes. For example, Keng, Smoski and Robins
(2011) found mindfulness was associated with increased subjective well-being and decreased
psychological symptoms. Supporting these findings, the National Institute for Health and Care
Excellence (NICE) now recommend mindfulness as treatment for depression for those who have
previously experienced three or more episodes of depression (NHS, 2016). Recently, the impact of
mindfulness on employee health, well-being and performance has been studied and several
workplace mindfulness interventions have been conducted (Jamieson & Tuckey, 2017).

Schaufenbuel (2014) concluded that not only is mindfulness at work is associated with many positive
outcomes such as decreased stress, increased clarity and increased happiness and wellbeing which
will be beneficial to organisations but additionally, specific business outcomes such as decreased
absenteeism and turnover and better employee and client relationships and increased job
satisfaction are also associated with mindfulness.

Reviews of mindfulness interventions

A number of reviews have been carried out to examine the benefits of mindfulness interventions.
Luken and Sammons (2016) conducted a systematic review and concluded that there was evidence to
support using MBSR and non-traditional mindfulness training to decrease burnout. Lomas, Medina,
Ivtzan, Rupprecht and Eiroa-Orosa (2017) also conducted a systematic review but they focused
specifically on mindfulness amongst teachers. They concluded that the variety of interventions,
including Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (Kabat-Zinn, 1990), Community Approach to Learning
Mindfully (CALM), Stress Management and Relaxation Training (SMART) and mindfulness - based
wellbeing education, were beneficial for teachers. They proposed that it would be beneficial for all
teachers to be offered an 8-week Mindfulness-Based Intervention (MBI) course, preferably with drop
in sessions to enable continuous practice, however if that was not feasible it would be sufficient for
teachers to have an introductory MBI session and then they could pursue a longer intervention
outside school.

Amongst health profession students, a systematic review showed that mindfulness interventions
were linked with significant positive changes in anxiety, stress and depression and positive moods,
mindfulness, self-efficacy and empathy (McConville, McAleer & Hahne, 2017). They found that MBSR
showed greater effects than just mindful meditation and postulated that further research to help
enable home practice is needed. Supporting these findings, Ravalier, Wegrzynek and Lawton (2016)



found that mindfulness and meditation based interventions were effective in improving health and
performance at work but the evidence regarding the relaxation interventions was inconclusive.

In their systematic review, Jamieson and Tuckey (2017) concluded that generally mindfulness
interventions have a positive impact on health and well-being although there were a few studies that
found differing results. However, the extant literature examining the impact of mindfulness on
outcomes such as performance, turnover intention and productivity is inconclusive and further
research is required. They also noted that less than 50% of the studies assessed mindfulness before
and after the intervention which lead to concerns about internal validity.

In a recent meta-analysis, Virgili (2015) found that mindfulness-based interventions had a medium-
large effect on psychological distress in working adults. All the variations of interventions (e.g. MBSR,
mindfulness meditation, mindfulness training skills and mindful communication education) had
similar effect sizes and these were seen across a variety of populations that covered a range of
occupations, this suggests that shorter mindfulness interventions may be useful in an organisational
context in reducing psychological distress. Furthermore, the effects of mindfulness were comparable
to stress management interventions (e.g. relaxation and yoga).

Individual Interventions

A number of individual mindfulness interventions have been implemented to help employees
develop their mindfulness.

Due to the high stress seen in this sector, teachers are one profession in which several mindfulness
interventions have been conducted. Crain, Schonert-Reichl and Roeser (2017) found that their 8-week
intervention based on MBSR showed positive results at both post-intervention and 3 month follow
up. The results showed that those in the intervention reported a decrease in bad moods, longer
sleep on weekday nights, increased mindfulness and decreased rumination about work compared to
those in the control group. Weare (2014) concluded that amongst teachers, evidence suggests there
are numerous benefits to practicing mindfulness such as improving occupational wellbeing and job
satisfaction and that students need teachers who are skilled in mindfulness to teach it.

Mindfulness courses in a range of other sectors have also been implemented. Tobias (2016) found
that amongst employees in an analytics company, after a 6-week mindfulness course there was a
significant increase in resilience compared to the control group. Halliwell (2010) reported that
amongst Transport for London employees who participated in a six-week stress reduction workshop,



which combined mindfulness, psychoeducation and CBT, there was a 71% decrease in the number of
sick days for stress, anxiety and depression over the subsequent three years. Huang, Li, Huang &
Tang (2015) also found findings to further support the notion that mindfulness is associated with
better psychological health. Huang, Li, Huang and Tang (2015) found that factory workers in Taiwan
with poor mental health (in this context this was defined as exhibiting psychological distress and job
strain) who completed an 8-week mindfulness intervention reported lower psychological distress,
fatigue and stress post intervention. The decreases in fatigue and stress were still present at 4 weeks
post intervention and 8 weeks post intervention. Amongst NHS employees who participated in a
mindfulness course 93% to 100% perceived that mindfulness had supported them in performing
better at work and 45% to 59% reported a great or significant increase in performance. Furthermore,
100% agreed that the training had helped them function better when under pressure and 93% agreed
it helped them to focus on work better (A head for work & Cambridgeshire and Peterborough NHS
Foundation Trust, 2013). Mindfulness training has also helped to prepare people for work
(Department of Health and NHS North West, 2011).

Shorter programmes have also shown positive results. The results from Gregoire and Lachance’s
(2015) 5-week mindfulness intervention demonstrated a significant increase in mindfulness at follow
up 5 weeks after the intervention had been completed. There was also a decrease in psychological
distress, anxiety, stress and depression and there were decreases in negative affect and fatigue but
these were not significantly different to the control group when measured 5 weeks post intervention.
Shorter programmes with no formal training have also been implemented, Hulsheger, Feinholdt and
Nubold (2015) found that after their short 2-week self-training intervention participants reported an
increase in mindfulness, sleep quality and sleep duration over the 10 working days of the study.

Recently, the effectiveness of online programmes has also been examined. The results from a 7-week
online workplace intervention (Aikens, Astin, Pelletier, Levanovich, Baase, Park & Bodnar, 2014)
showed a significant decrease in perceived stress and an increase in resiliency, vigor and
mindfulness. These results were seen post intervention compared to the control group and these
results either stayed similar or increased at the 6 month follow up. A positive impact on healthy
dietary choices was also shown. There was also a decrease in self-reported burnout. This suggests
that shorter, online programmes may have similar beneficial outcomes to a face to face MBSR (Kabat-
Zinn, 1982) programme. Querstret, Cropley and Fife-Schaw (2017) found that at 3 and 6 month follow
up individuals who completed a 10-session online mindfulness course displayed lower work-related
rumination, problem-solving pondering, chronic and acute fatigue and higher sleep quality, these
were all a medium-large effect. These findings suggest that online interventions can have positive
effects, this may be particularly beneficial for organisations as internet-based interventions are likely
to be cheaper and easier for businesses to implement.



Mindfulness has also been implemented to help employees with work-life balance. Results from a 3
week online self-training intervention using MBCT (Segal, Williams & Teasdale, 2002) and Mindfulness-
Based Stress Reduction (Kabat-Zinn, 1982) showed that after the intervention participants reported
better psychological detachment from work, had less strain-based work-family conflict and showed
greater satisfaction with their work-life balance. These results were shown both post intervention
(after 3 weeks) and at two week follow up.

Leader interventions

More recently, there has been a focus on developing mindfulness specifically amongst leaders. Reitz,
Chaskalson, Olivier & Waller (2016) examined whether an 8-week mindfulness programme developed
using MBSR and MBCT and practice had an impact on leaders’ capacities for resilience, collaboration
and leading in complexity. 12 weeks after the programme, self-report measures showed that 93% felt
that the programme had developed their resilience, for complexity this was 85% and regarding
collaboration this was 85%. Other areas in which participants felt impact was decreased stress,
calmness and emotional regulation.

Baron (2016) found that amongst middle managers who completed a training programme based on
action learning principles there was a significant increase in authentic leadership and mindfulness.
Brendel, Hankerson, Byun and Cunningham (2016) found that participants who completed regular
mindfulness meditation (45 minutes per week for 8 weeks) showed a significant decrease in trait
anxiety and stress and a significant increase in promotional regulatory focus. Another study found
that mindfulness awareness practice was associated with a significant increase in mindfulness, a
decrease in stress and a positive change in leadership effectiveness (Wasylkiw, Holton, Azar & Cook,
2015); however, it was clear that regular practice was hard to maintain. Research has also
investigated, using a qualitative design, the experiences of participants who attended meditation
awareness training, 6 themes were drawn from the data, which included changing attitudes towards
work, improved job performance and wellbeing at work (Shonin & Van Gordon, 2015). Research also
suggests that Transcendental Meditation programmes involving managers are associated with
personal outcomes such as improved health, cognitive growth and management growth of
consciousness and management outcomes such as improved communication, increased mutual
acceptance and greater cohesiveness (Schmidt-Wilk, 2000).

Much less research has been conducted examining mindful leadership however there is a growing
interest in this area. Results from a recent Systematic Literature Review (Donaldson-Feilder, Lewis &
Yarker, 2018) suggest that mindfulness or meditation interventions for leaders and managers may
positively impact on leaders’/managers’ well-being and resilience and leadership capability. However
the effect on the direct reports of leaders and managers has not been examined.
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