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Dedication

This book is dedicated to anyone who has had the Sunday blues.

A new Monday has finally come.




Epigraph



Love and compassion are necessities, not luxuries.
Without them, humanity cannot survive.



—DALAI LAMA
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Introduction

A shoe repairman spent long, tedious days fixing people’s shoes. He worked seemingly endless hours to make a modest living, and over the years, he grew frustrated by the unrelenting monotony of his work and the struggle to make ends meet. His job felt like a dead end, but he lacked the resources and social connections to find his way into a more fulfilling or lucrative career. Eventually, he met a teacher who made some simple yet profound suggestions as to how he could bring a different quality of attention to his work fixing shoes. Figuring he had nothing to lose, the shoe repairman practiced these new skills every day, paying attention to his tasks differently, and in time, his experience of work was completely transformed. His job didn’t change, but he did.

This man lived a little over a thousand years ago, as the parable goes, but his story has endured, and his predicament is relevant to many of us today. Partly because work is where we spend so much of our time and partly because of its nature, nothing provides more opportunities than the workplace for us to feel discouraged, disappointed, bored, overwhelmed, envious, embarrassed, anxious, irritated, outraged, and afraid to say what we really feel. Like it or not, aware of it or not, we feel things at our jobs, and how we feel at and about work matters—to us, to our families and friends who are impacted, to the quality of our work, and ultimately to the success of the organizations we work for.

This is the bad news that at some level we already know too well: work hurts.

A recent report from Gallup, the largest database of workplace research, offers evidence that the old workplace ways (annual reviews, forced rankings, outdated competencies) no longer achieve the intended results. The American workforce has more than one hundred million full-time employees. One-third of those employees are what Gallup calls “engaged at work.” They love their jobs and they make their organizations, and America, better every day. Conversely, 16 percent of employees are found to be “actively disengaged”—that is, they are miserable in the workplace and destroy what the most engaged employees build. The remaining 51 percent of employees are “not engaged”—they’re just there. These figures, I believe, indicate an American workplace philosophy that simply doesn’t work anymore. One wonders if the country’s declining productivity numbers point to a need for major workplace disruption. Indeed, one of the top recommendations of the Gallup report is for organizations to “Change from a culture of ‘paycheck’ to a culture of ‘purpose.’”

Another study, the 2016 State of Enterprise Work Report, showed that 76 percent of workers interviewed said the main reason they work is to pay the bills. Yet at the same time, 92 percent felt it was important for their work to be rewarding.

What many people don’t realize is that these two goals—a paycheck and a sense of purpose—need not be mutually exclusive. And yet many of us are “not engaged” or worse—truly suffering. The paradox is that being mindful of our experience of our work, even to our dissatisfaction, disengagement, and ambivalence, is the first step toward turning it around. Indeed, paying attention to our feelings is the very definition of mindfulness.

Contemplative traditions such as Buddhism have long recognized the value of mindfulness. More recently, scientists have found methods to observe and quantify its benefits. For more than a decade, I’ve been teaching mindfulness as a method for personal and professional growth, most recently at Stanford’s Graduate School of Business, where I teach a course called Leading with Mindfulness and Compassion. That title may sound like what one of my students suggested when he asked, “Is this going to be a bunch of hippie BS?” Yet being mindful is a critical skill for young aspiring leaders, and among the personal attributes that fall under the category “soft skills,” a term coined in 1972 to capture the social and interpersonal capacities that are the foundation of our ability to effectively work with others. Hiring managers say that the most vital of these skills include communication, adaptability, creativity, and demeanor.

In 2015, the Wall Street Journal1 conducted a survey of nearly nine hundred executives. Ninety-two percent of those surveyed said that soft skills were just as important as or more important than technical skills. And here’s the kicker: 89 percent of those surveyed said they were having trouble finding employees who possessed soft skills. Similarly, a survey of 291 hiring managers by LinkedIn found that 59 percent said they had trouble finding job applicants with exceptional soft skills, and 58 percent said that this fact limited their companies’ productivity.2

The millennia-tested, evidence-based strategies I share with my students, and that I will share with you, allow us to view the work we do as an opportunity to practice mindfulness, purposefulness, and compassion. I offer these strategies not merely as coping skills or as a means of reducing stress and getting through another day at the office, but because they can enhance your experience of the workplace and of life.

Much like the pterodactyl whistle that announced the end of Fred Flintstone’s workday, today the old boundaries that delineate the professional and the personal (career and family, business and pleasure, even secular and sacred, as we will see) are neither realistic nor relevant to the way we work or would like to work. We all want our work to matter and want to matter to our work. Whether you’re a corporate employee, a freelancer, a teacher, a health care provider, or a hedge fund manager, you probably want to care about your work beyond the time you’re on the clock. While flexible hours are the most sought-after workplace benefit and can help engender more engagement, they also cause the boundaries between work and the rest of our lives to become more porous.

Given this reality, what can we do?

In the Tibetan language, heart and mind are expressed as the same word. Mindfulness practice, or lojong, is often translated as “mind training,” but I prefer to use the term heart-mind training, which keeps the heart in mind. The lojong system was popularized by twelfth-century meditation master Chekawa Yeshe Dorje, who recognized that integrated practice (that is, one that allows a student to practice anywhere, doing anything) would be a good fit for working people. With this approach, the teacher meets the students where they are: brothels, battlefields, schools, businesses, monasteries, even bars. (This doesn’t mean the teacher recommends that the student stay at the bar, but it’s a starting place.) For example, you can start where you are now. Mindfulness belongs on the train ride to work, in an office cubicle, behind a cash register. In fact, modern neuroscience and behavioral science research suggests that mindfulness training belongs anywhere and everywhere we spend our time.

This book is about how we work. When we pay attention to the thoughts and feelings we have about what we do, they can be our greatest resource for courage, creativity, meaning, and resilience. When most people hear the term mindfulness, they think of meditation, the sitting-quietly-doing-nothing version of meditation—which is obviously not appropriate workplace behavior unless you’re on a break. Yet this thinking is too narrow—and too bad. In fact, the Tibetan word gom that is customarily translated as “meditation” can be more literally rendered as “familiarization.” Forget incense and the lotus position, forget notions of “getting rid of thoughts” or “navel gazing,” meditation is, more broadly and more helpfully for most people, getting to know our minds and hearts. When it is done right, it allows us to get to know the places where our mind “goes” and, over time, to get better at putting it (gently) where we want it to be. We come to know what our heart really wants, and we improve our ability to listen to it. By this definition, we can practice meditation anytime, anywhere, on the spot. Work becomes an opportunity for us to train ourselves to have more conscious and compassionate intentions and to hold ourselves accountable to those intentions in the kindest possible way. When we make these choices regularly enough, these new behaviors become familiar to us. In a word, they become habits. As such, not only is meditation compatible with work, but we can also think of work as meditation, wherein each moment of the workday is an opportunity to train our hearts and minds in good habits.

I like the phrase “work as meditation” because it has this paradigm shift built into it: it doesn’t make any sense by the narrow definition of meditation as sitting and doing nothing. On the whole, I use the term mindfulness training more than meditation. In my experience teaching thousands of people from all backgrounds and in many different contexts, the term meditation comes with too much baggage, and all that weight makes it seem like a drag. (I once caught a typo in something I’d written: where I’d meant to type “mindfulness,” I’d spelled it “m-i-n-d-f-u-n-l-e-s-s.” Perhaps this was my subconscious telling me to lighten up, but the error did seem apt: meditation and mindfulness often get bum raps as merely two more heavy, burdensome items on the long list of “should-dos” we beat ourselves up for not doing.)

So, while meditation has come to mean one thing to most people (sitting meditation), mindfulness training is quite flexible, and general enough to include all kinds of approaches to working with the mind, gut, and heart, from formal sitting practices and retreats to thought experiments. All of these methods allow us to find the existing interstitial moments and places in our lives where we might catch our breath—what the Tibetan tradition calls “natural meditation.” Natural meditation is not closing your eyes and working at it. Rather, it involves accessing a mental state that is familiar and always available (a state we often miss because we are in such mental overdrive), setting your intention, and engaging in perspective-shifting “micro moments”—all of which you can do at any time of day.

To be clear: I’m not against sitting meditation. I teach it and I do it—not as often or for as long as I did when I was in my twenties, when I spent a hundred days each year on silent retreats, but I have a practice that works for me now. Still, sitting practice doesn’t need another advocate; there are other, lesser-known and often misunderstood routes to mindfulness that do.

In mindfulness training, there is no separation between what is meaningful and what is mundane. We can practice with anything. The back-to-back demands and busyness of our days do not stand in the way of our purpose in the world; they represent a chance to realize it. With mindfulness, we take our challenges as opportunities and our adversaries as teachers. We practice seeing the best in others and we do the same for ourselves—not naïvely, but intentionally and strategically. When we look at it this way, we’re freed from what I call the scarcity mind-set: that constant, nagging feeling that there’s never enough time or resources and that we’re not up to the task of living our life. In this way, nothing and everything changes.

The single most important takeaway from traditional mindfulness training is that it teaches people to see their thoughts and feelings as just thoughts and feelings rather than as something loaded with meaning that defines who they are. It is the difference between being in the fray but not of it. This is a big deal, with tremendous practical implications for our day-to-day lives. Recognizing that you feel afraid of change, but remembering your purpose and intention, can give you the courage to take a new job or relocate somewhere unexpected. Noticing the urge to lash out at a coworker, yet remembering to have compassion for who that person is and where he or she might be coming from, can result in more allies and fewer regrets. Mindfulness training means learning to do things differently. In Buddhist tradition and modern psychology alike, mental action is action, as consequential as physical action.

When I first got the Buddhist meditation bug as a fifteen-year-old, I was motivated by existential questions about meaning. I wanted to understand why there was such inequity in the world, what could be done to change racial, financial, and gender disparities. I was frustrated that the people around me didn’t seem to care about these matters, while they were all I could think about. In high school, I took a class called Literature of Enlightenment with a teacher who was a longtime practitioner of meditation. There, I came upon Tibetan Buddhism for the first time—and felt as if I’d found a long-lost friend: the ideas made more sense to me than anything I had encountered, and I identified strongly with them. Still, I didn’t yet practice diligently. When I finally got my butt on the cushion in a much more serious way, in my twenties, meditation became a tool to cope with the suffering I was experiencing—my father was diagnosed with the cancer that eventually took his life and a close childhood friend passed away in quick succession. For the next decade, I spent my time participating in, variously, one-hundred-day and six-month-long meditation retreats, all while pursuing degrees first in social work and then in pastoral counseling, and then getting a doctorate in education and theology. While I was working on my dissertation, I reached out to the Dalai Lama’s interpreter Thupten Jinpa, to interview him about my topic: adapting Tibetan compassion practices to meet the needs of trauma survivors. Partway through our conversation, he asked me what was behind my interest in the topic, and I told him of the work I was doing with health care providers looking to treat the problems associated with burnout. He invited me to join an invitational retreat weekend at Stanford that would be attended by a hand-selected team of scholars and teachers, and the next thing I knew, I had been asked to become the inaugural director of education at Stanford’s Center for Compassion and Altruism Research and Education (CCARE).

It was at this time that I connected with Pat Christen, CEO of HopeLab, for her insights on how best to set up and run the Compassion Center’s teacher training program. A research and development nonprofit that seeks to motivate behavior change through the design of video games, HopeLab was born of philanthropist Pam Omidyar’s hunch that gaming could serve the interests of children with cancer. Later, HopeLab expanded its focus to look at resilience more broadly—and the research was showing that the kind of work I did with compassion and mindfulness was what led to increased resilience. I soon fell in love with the culture, content, and team at HopeLab, and after having two more babies, I spent a few years working full time there, in collaboration with the Compassion Center but focusing the majority of my time on research, writing, and developing my own program for Stanford’s Graduate School of Business (GSB) and for work with veterans.

When I set out to write this book, each iteration of my initial proposal forced me to leave my comfort zone a little bit more. I asked myself a question from the ten-thousand-foot view: How can the ancient principles that have so impacted my life help people solve the problems that most impact their lives?

For the majority of people who practice mindfulness, simply being mindful is not its own goal. It is a path toward something else. Research at HopeLab pointed to the instrumental role that strong purpose, social connection, and agency play in increasing resilience. When I learned this, I had a flash of insight: that purpose was the ultimate goal and that the practices I’d learned (mindfulness, self-compassion, and compassion) helped one realize one’s purpose.

Over the course of the five years I’ve been working on this book, my life has evolved along with it. I went from being a full-time working mom to my one-year-old daughter to a full-time working mom to three children ages five and under, with growing professional demands on my time. Our family lives in the San Francisco Bay area, one of the most expensive places on earth, and neither my husband nor I have chosen financially lucrative career paths. There’s not a lot of physical space in our home, and chaos rules most days (and nights). As a working mom, I find that much of my time is spent trying to prevent the plates I’ve got twirling around in the sky from crashing down on my head. And I know from the parents I hang out with at pickups and drop-offs and in parks all over the peninsula that we are all swimming in this soup of scarcity. So, with each new school semester, I’ve tried to develop more and more streamlined approaches to mindfulness practice. Rather than beating myself up for not meditating two hours each morning, I’ve tried to adopt the viewpoint that HopeLab espouses: that it is not helpful to put together an optimal intervention that no one in the real world can use. What is helpful is to create the minimally viable version of an intervention that will have an impact.

This revelation became the koan (or paradox) that has informed how I think about my practice, my teaching, and this book. My guiding question became: What is the smallest thing a person can do to move the needle on the pain he or she is experiencing? The best way to figure that out wasn’t through a lot of thinking and talking; it was through generating a plausible idea, creating a prototype, testing it in the real world with real people, and reflecting on what had been learned.

Suddenly, I saw things framed differently: I actually had plenty of time to practice, I realized, because practice wasn’t something I had to take time out of working or mothering or living to do. In fact, working, mothering, and living—life—were all opportunities for practice. There is a saying in the Mahayana tradition of Buddhism: “Take all of life onto the path.” Freed from the confines of the cushion, meditation could include all of life.

We in the West have been missing the point of meditation. It has never been about sitting quietly with our eyes closed. Those of us with a meditation practice can too easily forget that the point is not to become better meditators, while those without a practice rightly wonder what the point is. The very traditions that brought us meditation include a metaphor for this confusion: Sitting meditation is a boat we can take to a destination. This boat is only one of many vehicles that can get us where we need to go. The person who gets too attached to meditation as an end in itself—to “being a meditator” and telling other people that they should meditate—is like a poor schmuck carrying a boat over his head instead of simply walking. Since the 1970s, when Buddhist leaders in exile from places such as Tibet came to America, and interested Westerners who trained in the East brought back Eastern teachings, there has been no shortage of books on meditation or teachers of meditation—to the point where many people think there are only two choices: carrying a boat over their heads or not getting to their destination. This book is about walking, so to speak, and is a reminder of the destination: not to escape this world but to be of greater benefit to ourselves and others in it.

In short, we can’t wait until we feel we have enough time to practice mindfulness. As a mother of three young children, I can attest to the near impossibility of adding another project to my life. The list of things I’m already not doing for myself is a mile long. And I know I’m not the only one in this situation. Even with the structure and support of a class, most of my students, across the many different populations I teach, find it practically impossible to keep up a sitting meditation practice. Even at Google, where the most popular extracurricular course offered to employees is an eight-week meditation program called Search Inside Yourself, I’ve been asked by the human resources department to advise on off-the-cushion awareness and compassion practices that can be integrated with regular work, because most Google employees either don’t take the course or feel they can’t find time to practice meditation the way the course teaches it. As one Googler put it in our first meeting, “F*** classes.” He loves classes, I love classes, but sometimes classes aren’t enough. It’s about what we do outside class that impacts our work experience and what we contribute to our organizations.

Working people need an integrated approach to mindfulness training. This is true for leaders as well as the people they lead. They have stuff to get done; they need to keep working. We all do, even if we aren’t CEOs, because we are all leaders of our own lives, in our families, and in our communities. We need a practice where we don’t have to do something different so much as look differently at what we’re already doing.

I like to think of this notion of practice as “applying the wax.” In many sports, athletes apply wax to their gear to decrease resistance and improve performance. You can ski cross-country and hit every patch of resistance, or you can apply wax to your skis and make the same path feel effortless. Mindfulness, then, like that wax, becomes something we use that allows for optimal performance. We need to “apply the wax” while we’re driving, when we get ourselves a cup of coffee, when we talk to a colleague—in short, in all we do. This takes almost zero extra time, as little as a few seconds—what Marc Brackett at the Yale Center for Emotional Intelligence calls a “micro moment,” which is enough time to reset our perspective. This is a different, equally valid, more complete, and, for the vast majority of working people, more realistic approach to mindfulness and meditation (and to interpretation of the texts and teachings of Buddhism) than the traditional adaptations we commonly see in the West.

On our first day of class, I tell my students, “We’re going to learn how to change our relationship with our existing habits of thinking at and about work, and find freedom in the new possibilities that will emerge as a result.” By the end of our time together, my students (most of them, anyway) say that the course profoundly changed the way they understood leadership—of companies perhaps, of people probably, and certainly of their own lives. I know objectively (from pre- and post-mindfulness practice measurements) that my students’ feelings of loneliness, their mindfulness, and their thriving all move in the right direction. According to them, the course helps them “sleep at night,” “find” themselves, and get ready for “the real world.”

Prototype, experimentation, and informed redesign—the contemporary Western system for innovation known as “design thinking” that is de rigueur all over Silicon Valley—has a surprising analog in a two-thousand-year-old Tibetan system called dampa sum. Literally, and rather poetically, dampa sum means “good in the beginning, good in the middle, and good in the end.” This three-part mindfulness training instruction applies to everything we do or want to do. Not coincidentally, I think, both design thinking and dampa sum trace the basic structure of another famous learning strategy: the hypothesis, experimentation, and conclusion of the scientific method. As a student, practitioner, and teacher of Tibetan Buddhism, I was struck by these similarities when I came to HopeLab, and I’ve been exploring this Venn diagram ever since. And it was in the overlap among Tibetan Buddhism, science, and design thinking that I found my business school course, and the structure for this book.

“Good in the beginning” calls for setting an intention for how we’re going to do something according to the result we’d like to achieve. “Good in the middle” entails doing the thing. In this doing, our actions are informed by the clarity we’ve obtained by setting our intention. Finally, “good in the end” means reflecting on how it went (or how it’s going, if it’s still going on). In short, purpose (good in the beginning), practice (good in the middle), and reflection (good in the end). This goes for anything—a day, a presentation, a conversation, a moment—and it is a continuous feedback loop. Reflection informs our purpose going forward.

When you begin to apply dampa sum to everything you do, you will see its effects everywhere you look. For instance, in setting out to clean up your office, first you consider what you are about to do, what change you want to see. You intentionally connect it to your larger goal—say, of living a meaningful, productive work life. But knowing that alone does nothing; you have to actually clean your office. This is the practice part. Then, at the end, you have a result, which, in addition to a more hospitable work space, might include finding that lost document you thought you’d never see again. At this point, you might ask yourself (reflection) if the action you took furthered your larger goal of living a more meaningful and productive work life. And from there, you might set a new goal: whether to keep your office organized or simply to notice what gets in your way when you fall short on this. Ultimately, reflecting on the result of an action is how you learn that the trouble of doing that action was worth it, for example, or that you might want to do it differently next time. And no matter how ordinary the task may be, the long-term effects of the process can be profound. Dampa sum is about nothing less (and nothing more) than seeing clearly, putting your mind and heart into what you’re doing, and understanding how you can change your experience by changing your perspective and behavior.

In Silicon Valley parlance, we say “fail” and “fail better.” The fundamental idea, in twenty-first-century business as in twelfth-century Tibet, is that products and processes should be deeply informed by the experience of the people who employ them. For this to happen optimally, the user’s insights must be integrated at every step of the way, from initial design (purpose), through testing the prototype (practice), to the “final” design, usually with multiple cycles of redesign to get there (reflection informing new intention). Of course, for so many of the products we use these days, the very notion of a “final” design is quaint. Every week, if not every day, some app or another on one of our devices needs an update. We might say we live in an age of iteration. After all, design thinking informs operations at elementary schools as well as tech companies. Yet Buddhists two thousand years ago recognized that we are always in an iterative age: good in the beginning, good in the middle, good in the end (and then start again from the new beginning). Thus, the overlapping, threefold logic of dampa sum, design thinking, and the scientific method becomes more than structure. As we will see, dampa sum is also a way of being in the world.

“Good in the beginning, good in the middle, good in the end” doesn’t mean that everything always unfolds according to plan. It doesn’t mean we always get what we want. It doesn’t mean that bad things don’t happen, that we don’t get sick or old, that we don’t lose people we love. It also doesn’t mean that we all have to work for a Good Cause. It means we find the good causes all around us, the small opportunities for purposefulness, mindfulness, and compassion in everything we do, and this will manifest in our work and our lives in very real, tangible ways—sometimes big ways.

When people find out I teach mindfulness, they often ask me if their time on the elliptical machine—or commuting, or doing the dishes, and so on—“counts.” My answer, based on thousands of years of tradition and reams of scientific evidence, is yes . . . if we make it count. Yes, even standing in line at Starbucks counts, if we take the opportunity to feel our feet on the floor, our impatience in the form of tightness in our shoulders, and if we have compassion for ourselves and the other people in line. In the same way, work counts if we make it count.

In the spirit of recognizing and acknowledging our common humanity (a fundamental of compassion training), this book unabashedly assumes that we are all in this together. And the data suggests a collective mind-set is more than just wishful thinking. According to Gallup, “Employees who are supervised by highly engaged managers are 59 percent more likely to be engaged than those supervised by actively disengaged managers.” Like it or not, we are impacted by the level of engagement around us.

What would our work and our workplaces look like if we acted as though our colleagues were just like us? What if our bosses, our bosses’ bosses, our peers, supervisees, people in our department, people in other departments, the guy with the goatee in HR, our customers, even (or especially) our competitors, and the service agents, store clerks, and other people whose work affects our lives every day—what if these human beings were all just like us? It’s a serious question because they are just like us in important ways. It’s a radical question because this is not the approach to work that won the day during the Industrial Revolution (obviously), nor is it one featured in most business books. Recognizing our common humanity means viewing workers as more than automatons. It means creating a truly humanized workplace, one in which people are seen, valued, engaged, and supported.

This book is for all of us who would like to have more influence over how we think, feel, and act, both at work and in our lives as a whole. I am sensitive to the very real impact that systems have on people, both positive and negative, and have therefore strived to make the strategies in the book realistic. I’m not naïvely claiming that we can solve all our problems with attitude adjustments. I’m not suggesting that a cleaning person has the same problems as a CEO. But I do believe that the principles and practices I share here, when grounded in experience, can change lives. Even in the specific environment of a business school classroom, my students are a surprisingly diverse bunch, coming from nonprofits and start-ups as well as multinational corporations and traditional financial institutions around the world. One student took my class between tours of active military duty. And in working with these people from diverse backgrounds, I’ve seen that, behind the particulars, their desires are the same: to matter, to belong, to do their best, and to pass that on. How we relate to our most human, tenderest vulnerabilities has a very real impact on our work and the people we work with, but work is the last place where we’re supposed to acknowledge this. I wanted to challenge this taboo and write this book from my experience as a teacher, woman, and mother—for everybody.




Part I


Having Purpose at Work

It’s Possible




1


Healing the Toxic Workplace

In the 1980s, architects began to design buildings with energy efficiency in mind. One of the ways they did this was to create structures with a “tighter envelope,” or less ventilation. Around the same time, the first reports of “sick building syndrome” surfaced.1

Sick building syndrome was the term used to describe a cluster of symptoms experienced by people who spent their days in environments heavy in pollutants such as nitrogen dioxide, VOCs (volatile organic compounds), and allergens. Employers grew concerned about this mystery illness, as it was increasingly linked to diminished productivity and lost profits.2 There was also widespread apprehension over the implications for the long-term health of people who worked in environments constructed with materials made of toxic chemicals. It was out of this concern that the “green” building movement grew.

In 2015, a team of researchers led by Joseph Allen at the Harvard T. H. Chan School of Public Health set out to collect data on the impact of sick building environments on the cognitive functioning of their occupants and to test the impact of various green building standards.3 To do this, they set up a double-blind study—even the researchers didn’t know which people were in which group—involving twenty-four Syracuse-area professionals. These architects, programmers, and creative marketing professionals went to work in simulated building conditions at the Total Indoor Environmental Quality Laboratory at the Syracuse Center of Excellence in Environmental and Energy Systems. They spent six full workdays (nine to five, with a forty-five-minute lunch break spent in a room adjacent to their work space) in offices that simulated conditions of green, green+ (better ventilated than the regular green condition), or conventional offices. At the end of each day, the study participants were administered tests designed to assess their cognitive functioning.

The researchers determined that cognitive scores were 61 percent higher in the simulated green building and 101 percent higher in the green+ environment than in the conventional buildings. All nine cognitive domains that were tested scored higher in the green or green+ buildings, with the biggest increases in functioning demonstrated in crisis response (97 percent higher in green and 131 percent higher in green+), strategy (183 percent higher and 288 percent higher), and information usage (172 percent higher and 299 percent higher).4

This study is regarded as a game changer for people in the construction industry as well as most forward-thinking, productivity-minded businesses that invest in healthy buildings for their employees. It offers evidence that the materials used to construct a building have a measurable impact on the people who work in that building. Indoor environmental quality is now a massive priority for businesses. Genentech, Kaiser, Google, Salesforce, Facebook—all are investing significant resources, to the tune of billions of dollars, in creating green work spaces. And in top-tier leadership training programs, such as those at the Harvard T. H. Chan School of Public Health and the Harvard Kennedy School, students are learning to include these considerations in their planning and decision-making processes.

Take the case of industrial engineer Ray Anderson. In 1973, he founded the company Interface to produce carpet tiles in America for institutional settings. The idea was to create new chemicals and materials following the common practices of the time—practices that paid little attention to the toxic impact these chemicals might have on the environment or the lives of the manufacturers and end users. Everyone was doing business this way. It was the accepted, dominant model.5

Twenty years later, while reading Paul Hawken’s book The Ecology of Commerce, Anderson was struck by what then seemed a crazy suggestion: that business was the cause and also the only possible solution to the environmental catastrophe.6 In fact, in The Ecolgy of Commerce, Hawken cites Ray Anderson (and Interface) by name as an example of unmitigated “plunderer[s].” In his 2009 TED Talk, Anderson spoke about the unexpected impact this had on his life. Rather than double down on his position as acting within the agreed-upon norms of his time, he heard this critique as a moment of sanity in an insane system—and as a call to action. He made the pledge to take from the earth only what could be renewed and to do no harm to the biosphere. “If Hawken is right, and business and industry must lead, who will lead business and industry?” he asked. As a self-described “recovering plunderer,” Anderson saw the need to step up and lead his company to a new way of doing business. As a result, he created Networks
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“If you want work to work for you, read this book. If you wonder what
your true work is, read this book.”
o, = ior o4y, author of Full Catastrophe Living





