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			Meditation at work

			
					Issue: as we endlessly extol the virtues of meditation, what can we actually do to practise it at work?

					Uses: meditate in your workspace to stop stress at its source and stay focused.

					Professional context: stress management, wellbeing at work.

					FAQs:	What is the difference between relaxation and meditation?

	What are the different techniques of meditation?

	How can you be sure that you are meditating ‘well’?

	How does mindfulness meditation develop emotional intelligence?

	As it is a personal quest, is it not technically impossible to meditate at work?

	What are the advantages of meditation for an employee?“Half an hour's meditation each day is essential, except when you are busy. Then a full hour is needed.”
(Saint Francis de Sales)





			

			Meditating at work is something that seems unthinkable, even idealistic! At work, we are always being requested to do hundreds of things: a file to finish urgently, dealing with a disagreeable boss, endless meetings, an unexpected speech or conference, etc. For some people, these professional situations exceed what their minds and bodies are capable of coping with: high blood pressure, stress, trouble sleeping or headaches, which can sometimes lead to depression or burnout. So how can we slow down, remain ‘zen’ in any circumstances and at the same time manage to keep up our efficiency at work?

			As far as businesses are concerned, trade unions are taking action in many countries: in France, for example, on 2 July 2008, a national, inter-professional agreement was signed to fight against psychological and social risks and implement collective prevention actions aimed at protecting employees’ physical and mental health in the workplace. For their part, employees take individual initiatives to change their pace and give themselves breaks: every way to limit discontent at work is used. But there is still some way to go if we want to regain a calmer and therefore more productive atmosphere within companies.

			It is natural that meditation fills the gap by giving us a solution that is original, free and lifesaving. The benefits of meditation, proven by several scientific studies, have led a large number of companies in the United States, Germany and Sweden, for example, to offer meditation in the workplace to their employees who want it. In other countries, managers are increasingly interested in the idea and have started to make it a part of their professional domains.

			At work, every moment can become a chance to meditate. Attentively observing what provokes a reaction in us, our emotions and our environment allows us to take a step back and deal with situations in a way that is calmer and better adapted to the events in question. By changing our way of perceiving things, we improve the quality of our vision and relativize our daily lives. Knowing when and how to take a meditative break and/or practising mindfulness at work develops our ability to be aware of what we are experiencing, and to manage our emotions instead of suffering them.

			In 50 minutes, discover the benefits of meditation at work and practical advice for restorative breaks.

		


		
			Meditation at work: the basics

			Stress at work

			All institutions agree that stress at work is constantly increasing. But where does it come from? According to INRS, the French national research institute, “stress at work arises when someone feels an imbalance between what they are asked to do in a professional setting and the resources they have to meet this demand”1 (INRS, 2015).

			
				
					Focus

					The Edenred-Ipsos Barometer in 2012 estimated the social cost of stress at work at between two and three billion euros a year, a cost notably linked to absenteeism, turnover, lack of production quality, lack of motivation, etc. According to a 2014 Cegos survey on stress and quality of life at work:

				

			

			
					53% of employees and 68% of managers regularly suffer from stress at work;

					Workload, poor organisation, constant changes to the company, a lack of support and isolation are the main causes of stress.

			

			Business initiatives

			In France, an initiative of collective prevention aims to reduce sources of stress in companies by taking direct action on organisation, work conditions, social relationships, etc. According to the Cegos survey in 2014, 59% of human resources directors took actions that year to improve quality of life at work. Depending on the size and activity of the companies, the solutions implemented may differ and include:

			
					training executives in inclusive management methods;

					adapting work to the employees’ abilities and resources;

					clearly defining everyone’s roles and responsibilities;

					improving communication of the organisation’s strategy;

					giving employees the opportunity to express themselves about things they have noticed are not working;

					facilitating conversations and dialogue between everyone at all levels of the company;

					training staff when new work tools are introduced.

			

			Individual initiatives

			To compensate for their companies’ lack of initiatives in this area, many employees choose different ways of giving themselves energy:

			
					adopting new organisational methods;

					evenly spreading their time between their personal and professional lives;

					being able to say no in certain circumstances;

					regularly exercising;

					taking short naps;

					walking or reading during their lunch break;

					hiring a coach.

			

			
				
					Did you know?

					If you tend to dwell on a criticism or unpleasant comment for hours after receiving it, do not feel bad! This is actually a chemical phenomenon. Criticism triggers the production of cortisol, the stress hormone. Cortisol takes at least 26 hours to leave the body. Compliments, on the other hand, cause us to secrete another hormone, oxytocin, which remains in the bloodstream for around ten minutes.

					The longer duration of stress can also be explained by the fact that our ‘animal’ characteristics mean that we instinctively protect ourselves from external threats.

				

			

			Despite these collective and individual initiatives, stress remains and persists. Even if we give ourselves a few breaks at work, we tend to deal with subjects and tasks to do immediately, quickly and reactively. This can lead to misunderstandings, mistakes in our decision-making and discrepancies between our way of handling our emotions and communicating with others. Based on a large amount of research, neuroscience now recommends practising meditation at work, as it can have positive effects on our health and wellbeing.

			A solution: meditation

			What is meditation?

			With its origins in Buddhism, meditation consists of paying attention to a thought (for example, meditating on a philosophical principle with the aim of deeper reflection and understanding) or to oneself (to focus on spiritual identity). While the word ‘meditation’ includes different methods and philosophies, Buddhism makes a distinction between techniques and objectives:

			
					Techniques of concentrating on one thing aim to stabilise the mind and calm the individual. The subject of this concentration can be a mantra, breathing, an object, an imaginary image, a sound or a body part, for example.

					Techniques of attention and concentration in the present moment aim to promote understanding (‘insight’) and wisdom (‘vipassana’).

			

			Developing our attention and concentration allows us to free ourselves from our internal dialogue, to take a step back and gain lucidity. We are thus more present in what we are doing, more attentive to our bodies, to our aspirations and to others, and we thus become more tolerant and understanding.

			By understanding the mechanisms that operate within us and motivate us, we learn to accept ourselves as we really are, with our qualities and our faults. This is the first step towards happiness and greater wisdom.

			
				
					Overcoming prejudices against meditation

					“Meditation does not mean cutting yourself off from the world, but developing a stronger, smarter connection to it.” – Christophe André, psychiatrist.
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			Scientifically proven benefits

			Our brains constantly store ideas, process information, make comparisons and recall memories. To save energy, this mental activity is done unconsciously, and so well that most of the time we are actually disconnected from ourselves.

			Several neurologists have looked into the impact of meditation on the brain and have deduced, with the help of research and analysis, that the brain changes and models itself based on our experiences, learning and emotions. According to scientific studies, regularly practising meditation can lead to the following changes:

			
					slower ageing of the cerebral cortex (a thick tissue made up of neurones that surround the brain);

					slight thickening of the left prefrontal cortex (involved in mood, and cognitive and emotional processes), which improves optimism and a feeling of wellbeing;

					slight enlargement of the neurone tissue in the hippocampus, which helps us to remember things more easily;

					shrinkage of the amygdala, which means less aggression and fear;

					boost to the immune system, which is undoubtedly linked to better stress management.

			

			It is therefore possible, on the condition that it is done regularly, to change the brain with the help of meditation exercises, in exactly the same way as we develop our muscles by exercising! Whatever the type of meditation practised, significant benefits can thus be noticed at different levels.

			
					On our health:	boosted immune system

	increased energy

	a reduction in sadness and some addictions

	slowed ageing process.




			

			Mathieu Ricard, a doctor of cell genetics and a Buddhist monk who is also the Dalai Lama’s envoy to France, showed definitively that after three months of meditation, we observe a boosted immune system, a 20-30% increase in antibodies and an increase of stem cells in the blood. Meditation can also contribute to the reduction of cholesterol in the bloodstream and of arterial tension.

			
					On our behaviour:	reduced levels of tension and stress

	better management of internal conditions, impulses and personal resources

	reduction in impulsivity, improvement to mood

	development of self-esteem and empathy

	improvement in interpersonal communication

	increased motivation

	development of compassion and altruism

	feelings of peace and calm.




			

			According to Antoine Lutz, a French researcher at INSERM in Lyon, “mind-wandering linked to negative emotions, i.e. thinking too much about the past or excessively imagining the future represents around 30-40% of daily mental activity.” He then specifies: “When you meditate every day, for 30 to 40 minutes, you cultivate attention, presence and compassion; this has a physiological effect on the brain, on the way in which you regulate your emotions and on the way in which the different networks are activated”2 (Masson, 2015).

			
					On our abilities:	focused attention

	improved concentration

	facilitated learning

	developed attentiveness

	faster decision-making

	activated creativity, and greater independence on tasks.




			

			The businessman Sébastien Henry, who interviewed 60 decision-makers who meditate, explains:

			“Most [managers and decision-makers] started meditating following excess work, burnout or a personal problem (death, divorce). Gradually, the practice was extremely beneficial for them, they feel much less stressed, have better concentration, are more welcoming and more creative, are less likely to be at the centre of a conflict. The work environment is much healthier.”3
(Le Breton, 2014)

			General principles of meditation

			Think about your breathing

			Breathing allows us to release whatever is tense, rest what is tired, give energy to what is worn out and be more effective when we get back to work. Being aware of our breathing can therefore be a real attribute for maintaining our energy throughout the day or for getting our strength back after an unpleasant event. Remember that three minutes of conscious breathing are enough to activate the parasympathetic nervous system which creates physical and mental calm.

			
				
					Breathing break

					Christophe André, a psychiatrist, recommends an exercise as a break between two activities or to accompany and deal with emotional changes in response to life events:

					“Regularly pause for a few minutes to become aware of your breathing. Close your eyes, gently sit up straight, smile a little, do not try to change your breathing, simply observe it: the air that moves in and out, the chest and stomach that rise and fall, the sensations in the whole body. Do not try to gain whatever result you might be thinking of: just be aware of what is there”4 (Mazoir, 2013).

				

			

			Observe yourself

			Be attentive to what stirs a reaction in you, your emotions and physical sensations, which can change the way you perceive reality and help you to relativize your daily life. It is a time for calming down and regaining your energy.

			
				
					Manage your emotions with the RAID sequence

			
					R – Recognise the emotions within you. Breathe: what are you feeling within your body?

					A – Accept these emotions. Instead of trying to deny that they are there, try to give them a name.

					I – Investigate your emotions. Are these emotions normal for you? What thoughts accompany them? Without judgement, become aware of your physical and mental experience.

					D – Distance yourself from your emotions. Take a step back: you are not your emotions. They are only a source of information, however precious, about your internal conditions. You can use them to better adapt your behaviour on a daily basis.

			

				

			

			Awaken your senses

			Take advantage of a food break to awaken your senses. Isolate yourself for about ten minutes, even if only mentally, and call on all your senses to explore a food that you have chosen beforehand (a grape, a piece of chocolate, etc.). Slowly rediscover this food by thinking about its appearance, its texture, its taste, its smell and what you can hear, and fully appreciate this food-centred break!

			Adopt mindfulness meditation

			To use the definition given by Jon Kabat-Zinn, professor emeritus of the University of Massachusetts Medical School, mindfulness means “paying attention in a particular way: on purpose, in the present moment, and non-judgementally” (Kabat-Zinn, 1994).

			By focusing solely on the present moment, we can better accept its requirements. This concentration on the present goes against our usual behaviour, which is influenced by our negative thoughts and expectations, our predictions for the future and our fear of failure. For Édouard Payen, a mindfulness coach, “if we live better in the present moment, concentrating fully on what we do in the moment that we are doing it, we improve the quality of our experiences, our relationship with ourselves and, eventually, our relationship with our colleagues and managers, as we will not be too reactive and will be able to give a more measured response to problems”5 (Tourmente, 2015).

			Whether it is during formal sessions or everyday activities, this practice of awakening lowers our levels of tension and allows us to take a step back from the events. In this approach, various techniques are used:

			
					meditation on the body and breathing

					exercises on paying attention to internal and external perceptions, bodily sensations, thoughts and emotions

					the illustration of our daily ‘autopilot’ and the development of our ‘being’ mode alongside our ‘doing’ mode

					the recognition of cognitive habits (judgement, evaluation, categorisation or avoidance) that contribute to mental ruminations, and training in acceptance of the present moment.

			

			
				
					MBSR

					Created by Jon Kabbat-Zinn, the MBSR (Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction) programme is recognised to reduce stress and develop an attitude that works with both body and mind. Its users feel less stressed, deal with grief and sadness better, are less likely to develop depression and have more self-esteem and empathy towards others. Studies using magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) have also detected an activation of the zones of the brain involved in happiness, concentration, memory, learning processes, etc. This technique is learned over eight weeks of daily sessions, led by an MBSR instructor, with a weekly session that lasts two and a half hours and personal practice of 20-45 minutes a day.

				

			

			Meditation in the workplace

			Have proper breaks

			“Often when people take a break from work, they do not actually have any real downtime: they just do something else. They send a text, make a phone call, check their emails, browse Facebook…these are just different ways

			
			Find a quiet corner

			
			Choose the technique that suits you best

			
			
			
			
					Go to a calm place;

					Choose a comfortable position;

					Half-close your eyes;

					Choose a centre of focus (breathing, imagined image, repeated word, etc.);

					Be aware of your breathing;

					Let your thoughts come and go;

					Keep your mind focused on your chosen subject.

			

			
			
			
					When you arrive at work, regularly give yourself three minutes of mindfulness meditation before starting.

					To re-energise your brain, get away from your screens every 30 minutes and have a stretch.

					Before an important meeting, allow yourself a few minutes of inactivity, silence and calm to re-centre yourself on what you have to do.

					Listen to what the other person is telling you, do not judge their suggestions when preparing your responses.

					When you are tense, distracted, worried, worn out or lost, really take the time to calm yourself down and get your energy back, by taking one, five, ten, twenty or even thirty minutes if needed to meditate, with your eyes closed, on what has just happened. Meditate on what you are feeling, which direction you feel you are heading in, and what you are going to decide to do, with the help of mindfulness.

			

			
			
			
					breathe calmly;

					let your gaze wander;

					observe everything around you in detail;

					listen to the sounds around you.

			

			Practise every day
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