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			The Yoga of Leadership by Rachel Sacco

			“A leader is one who knows the way, goes the way, and shows the way.” – John C. Maxwell

			I have been in the destination business for almost forty years, and it hasn’t been easy. In fact, it was downright energy-sapping at times, yet I wanted and believed it was possible to have it all—a workplace where I could be my best self, working at a job that I loved, while having time for the family I adored. But the harder I strived to achieve the perfect balance, the worse I felt.

			Oddly enough, the resolution to that journey was informed by yoga.

			But let’s start at the beginning of my story. In the seventies and eighties, there were very few role models for women who worked outside the home. If you grew up during the same time and you were lucky, as I was, you had a mother who instilled in you the values of integrity, compassion, hard work, and organization. But even then, if your mother was like mine, she probably taught you by example. Much of her life was about sacrifice and putting others first. And often, she stood down to avoid conflict.

			Back then, we were not taught how to claim our power. We were not empowered to become all that we could be. We had yet to learn the meaning of “lean in,” as Sheryl Sandberg described in her book by that title.1 We were only just beginning to feel the magnetic pull of that boardroom table. We were only just beginning to know that it was not only our right, but our responsibility, to have a seat at that table, and once seated, to lean in, contribute, and lead—and to lead in a different way than our male counterparts. Unfortunately, that unfolding knowledge fit uneasily with the traditional roles we were still expected to fill.

			 Like many women of that time, I did not have a mentor. There was no one to show me how to balance the new with the old. Most of what I learned about leading, I learned by making mistakes. Most of the women I worked with in the eighties emulated the only role models available at that time, all of whom were men. I mistakenly thought that strength came in a suit with a loud voice and that kindness was a weakness. I made the mistake of thinking that letting my guard down to reveal my humanness was unprofessional. So, in the beginning, I was a terrible manager. The more I tried to control everyone and everything around me, to be absolutely perfect at everything I did, the more I made myself—and my team—miserable. In the effort to “fit in,” I wasn’t being true to myself.

			Everything came to a head for me in 1988 when I was in the hospital and about to give birth to my first child, my son. As the first department head at my small company to go on maternity leave, no protocols were in place. I gave birth at 4:30 a.m. At 11:00 a.m. that same day, I had co-workers come to the hospital so that I could review and approve an advertising campaign.

			

			Of course, I took the standard twelve-week maternity leave, but I still came into the office for every staff meeting and worked from home every day. Mail and files were delivered to me at least three times a week, often daily. (We had no computers then, remember!) I would call into the office daily, and I maintained the responsibility of selling advertising for our first cooperative advertising piece.

			Amidst all that, I was told to enjoy my time off with my newborn baby!

			I don’t want you to misunderstand; I worked with good people, and I worked for a great organization. My point is this: there were no blueprints for how to approach maternity leave at that time. Not for me, not for the organization. As a new mom, with no clue about how to set boundaries for work expectations, my anxiety rose. I couldn’t relinquish the sense that I had to do it all. While I was on maternity leave, I often woke up in the middle of the night—as early as two or three a.m.—so that I could work until my baby awoke around five. That way, I could spend time with him before the daily packets arrived.

			I continued this approach for my second and third children. By then, I was exhausted, physically and emotionally. One day, I just broke. My heart felt like an eggshell that had cracked open. Everything inside me was raw and exposed, all my flaws on display for everyone to see. Everyone around me knew as well as I did that I was failing at the two things I wanted to excel at most: motherhood and my job.

			But being broken turned out to be a blessing in disguise, because it changed the course of my life for the better. Once I had broken open, I knew I had to change my life. I knew I wanted to change my life. I began to wonder when I had last felt truly at peace. And guess what? That’s where yoga comes in. I had last felt truly at peace during a yoga class. I recalled feeling centered and calm as I had stretched my body, breathing deeply, letting my thoughts slow down.

			

			Longing to replicate that feeling, I began doing yoga a few minutes each day. Off the mat, I reminded myself to breathe deeply, to really feel my feelings, and to meditate whenever I felt anxious or stressed, even for a couple of minutes.

			With yogic principles as the basis for a fresh start, I kept the same job, but I began creating a work environment for my team that reflected the kind of environment I wanted to work in myself. I created a space that my team and I could look forward to entering each day, where we felt valued and inspired to do our best work.

			That environment inspired me to get real and stop pretending to be someone else. I stopped emulating the men I had worked for and instead became myself. A woman. A strong woman with a kind heart. I merged the person I was at home with the person I was at work. Instead of pretending I had it all figured out, I began being honest about what I needed, where I was struggling, and when I needed help. And I started practicing the word “no,” rather than saying “yes” to anything and everything.

			Soon, others around me began doing the same—and not just members of my team. Other people in the same organization followed suit. It was almost a revolution. And you know what? I didn’t fail. The organization didn’t fail. The departments didn’t fall apart. Instead, we became more closely linked as a team, more synchronized, and more productive. Our growing sense of trust and openness branched out into the community and the industry I worked in, which led to a new spirit of collaboration amongst our organization and the businesses we represented.

			

			We were in flow. I realized that I was not only the CEO of my company but also of my life, and I taught others to be the CEOs of their lives.

			If I were to write the letters CEO on a whiteboard, the familiar corresponding words—chief executive officer—impart no compelling meaning. But consider other possible definitions for that acronym:

			C = Creative, Caring, Compassionate, Confident, Catalyst.

			E = Enthusiastic, Encouraging, Effective, Engaging.

			O = Officer, Openness, Opportunity, Organization.

			These words embody the central principles of yoga. They resonated with me much more than chief executive officer, and they also resonated with my team. Our greatest success began the moment we embraced them. Together, we developed one of the most successful destination brands in the country: Scottsdale, Arizona. And I am proud to say that we are one of the most respected organizations in our field.

			In true yogic fashion, I learned that everything I need is right inside me, sitting quietly in my own heart. An inner guide tells me all I need to do and all I need to know. The more real, open, and vulnerable I am, the more I can connect with other people and make better decisions.

			I discovered the quiet power of leading by example, of listening more than speaking, of sharing more than talking. I learned that the best way to lead is with kindness. Kindness lifts others up and shows them they are valued. It kindles respect, which inspires trust, and that creates great results.

			I tell every single candidate I interview and every employee I hire, from the mailroom to the vice president and everyone in between, that I expect them to operate as if they were the CEO of their own area. Their response to that statement tells me a lot about them. It tells me where they may need coaching. It tells me where they may have lacked support in the past. It also tells me about their worldview of the world, whether they are operating from love or fear. (Or, as my meditation teacher might say, whether they operate from yum or yuck.)

			

			By getting to know my staff at a more personal level, I can help them become the CEOs not only of their work area but also of their own lives.

			Do you know the kind of life you want to live? Not the one that you think you should have, or the one that your husband or family thinks you’re supposed to have, but the one that you actually want. Let go of who you think you are supposed to be and embrace who you really are—your true and authentic self—because that is when your true inner CEO will come shining through.

			And if you don’t like the story of your life so far, change it. If I can do it, you can too. After all, you are the CEO of your own story. You are the CEO of your own life. And no one can change your story’s ending but you. So let go of cultural and societal expectations. Follow the storyline of your heart, which is written by your intuition. As you begin to do this, you will serendipitously meet helpers along the way who add wisdom and grace to your life. They may stand in your way or open doors, but if you open your heart to those encounters, you will find healing and growth.

			Reflect on the fresh definitions of that CEO title because you are a CEO. It is not just your right; it is your destiny to lean into that part of your story.

			Our journey to joy, acceptance, wholeness, gratitude, and peace is how we as leaders change the world. One story at a time, one serendipitous encounter at a time, one CEO—Caring Enormously for Others—at a time.

			

			Mindful Leader Exercise

			The research on meditation and mindfulness is clear: these internal practices reap external success. To destress, balance your personal and professional lives, and build your leadership capacity, incorporate the following practices into your life.

			1.Breathe. This sounds so simple, yet most of us hold our breath during moments of stress. When overwhelm strikes, pause and take five deep breaths. Deep breathing, sometimes called diaphragmatic breathing, enables more air to flow into the body, which helps calm nerves and reduce anxiety and stress.

			2.Be compassionate with yourself and others. Compassion is a big part of mindful leadership. By listening more and talking less, compassionate leaders are better able to connect with and empower team members. This helps your team feel cared for, seen, heard, and understood.

			3.Become self-aware. As Socrates said, “Know Thyself.” True wisdom is knowing what you do not know. So, an essential part of knowing yourself is recognizing the limits of your own wisdom and understanding—knowing what you do genuinely and recognizing what you have yet to learn.

			4.Become accountable. Mindful leaders are accountable for their team’s failures, not just their successes. They promote a culture of individual accountability and convert mistakes into learning and growth opportunities.

			5.Hold regular and intentional meditation and mindfulness sessions. Create a quiet or silent space where employees can go to sit or work without any distractions. As Steve Jobs once said about meditation, “You start to see things more clearly and be in the present more. Your mind just slows down, and you see a tremendous expanse at the moment. You see so much more than you could see before.”

			

			Employing these principles will help you embrace who you really are—your true and authentic self—and in doing so lead others to do the same.

			

			
				
						1
>  Sheryl Sandburg, Lean In: Women, Work, and the Will to Lead (Knopf, 2013).
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			The Yoga of Life

			“Magic is believing in yourself, if you can do that, you can make anything happen.”  – Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

			I sincerely hope that you are well on your way to living a more conscious, mindful, and aware life. My thoughts on yoga and marketing are just a tiny glimpse into my own journey, which has certainly been one of ups and downs, blessings and sorrows, and everything in between.

			It’s my hope that you will become committed to a peace-centered life and join me as we all learn more about consciousness, mindfulness, and awareness, and how these concepts underlie all of the good things in life, like faith, hope, and love.

			Here are some of the tools I recommend to help you get started with your mindfulness journey or help it grow.

			

			Start Meditating!

			As you begin or progress on your journey toward meditation, mindfulness, and marketing, I recommend taking a meditation class. Twenty minutes of meditation a day can have a huge positive impact on your outlook, attitude, health, and overall balanced life journey.

			If you have ever tried to sit in silence for longer than a few minutes with your thoughts racing around like a monkey mind, you have realized that most normal people cannot learn sustainable meditation by themselves. Experiment with different types of meditation. The three major types include: mantra, breathing, and visualization. Not all will work for everyone, so figure out what works best for you.

			My first meditation class was Primordial Sound Meditation, in which the McLean Meditation Institute and the Chopra Center for Wellbeing gave me a specific mantra to chant silently based on the date and time of my birth, which aligned with the earth’s specific vibration at that time.

			I recommend the McLean Meditation Institute for meditation classes and retreats.1

			Find ways to incorporate meditation into your life.

			Make Time for Meditation

			If you don’t commit to your meditation practice, you won’t reap all the potential rewards, so make time for it. You can meditate anywhere. Even people who are extremely busy find plenty of opportunities to meditate: in the shower, while walking, during lunch, or sitting at a desk. Persistence and consistency will bring long-term benefits.

			

			Create a Ritual

			Choose a ritual to begin your routine, something you can employ even when you travel. Whether it’s lighting a candle, sitting on the floor with your legs crossed, or drinking tea, what is important is that creating the ritual happens quickly, effortlessly, and simply.

			Expand Your Experience Through Yoga

			Mary Oliver asks the question, “What is it that you will do with your one wild and precious life?”

			What were you born to do? What are your unique talents and gifts?

			Sooner or later, in almost everyone’s life, the soul comes knocking. It takes time, present-moment awareness, and mindfulness to hear the universal whispers answering these questions. Eventually, you will discover your Swadharma, a Sanskrit word that means “your own life purpose according to your nature.” Another word for this concept is Dharma, meaning a person’s highest purpose 

			
			
			

			
			Mindful Seeing Exercise

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			Find Your Agent of Change Within

			
			Sometimes the best place
to find an agent of change is within. And you get there by simply doing nothing.

			If you think meditation is just for chanting monks or new age hippies, think again. This practice, whose DNA is derived from ancient spiritual practice, has gone mainstream. Meditation is now attracting on-the-go urban socialites, celebrities, and maybe even your neighbor. Growing in popularity, everyone from the Mayo Clinic to Jennifer Aniston is singing its praises (or chanting its OMs). Some use it to discover health and happiness, while others say it helps their careers. Corporations, such as Marriott and Hilton, use it in stress-relief programs, while NASA even incorporates it to keep their employees productive and help them become better leaders.

			

			Although there are no hard numbers on how many Americans meditate, the National Institute of Health spends over $10 million annually on meditation research. There’s even a course called “Meditation for Millionaires” offered at a posh Florida resort.

			The jury is in for Judge Roland Steinle III, a retired Superior Court Judge in Maricopa County. “I got into it when my cardiologist told me to reduce my stress,” he says. “Since I started, I am calmer in a chaotic world, and I sleep better. Soon I will go to a meditation retreat and take it to the next level.”

			An architect in Fountain Hills, Arizona agrees: “Practicing meditation allows me to better access my innate creativity as it applies to my own health and wellness,” says Thomas Bohlen of Oracle Architecture and Planning. “It also helps me make better business decisions.”

			Our writer heads to a chic desert retreat looking for high thread counts but finds luxury of another sort—one of inner peace.

			I had been to retreats before—some for renewal, some for relaxation, others for detox. But none helped me reconnect with my inner peace and discover a new enthusiasm that would inspire and sustain me for so long as this one—a retreat focused on the practice of meditation.

			Everyone in our group of about fifteen came with his or her own idea of what the weekend would hold. I wanted R&R and the Eat, Pray, Love experience crammed into 48 hours. One came to get away from her teenagers; another came to find balance; and a couple came because they were moving to Sedona.

			

			I expected to deepen and enhance my meditation practice and spiritual connection in the perfect red rock setting. However, I didn’t know that going for three days without meat or junk food would be part of this process. (All of the food featured at the retreat was vegetarian, organic, and prepared by Ayurvedic chefs.) With our daily addictions fighting a slow death, a group of us had a mini-breakdown in our hotel room and devoured an entire bag of Cheetos and a bottle of wine, but the next morning we got up bright and early and were back on the mat, downward-facing dogging.

			In addition to reviving my meditation practice, I engaged in several mindfulness exercises. Each experience was designed to heighten the senses, from hikes through the Coconino Forest and vortexes to quiet journaling exercises, I increased my awareness and learned how to bring balance into my life.

			I’d heard it before, but it finally made sense to me. When you learn to appreciate the moment you’re in, rather than worrying about the past or future, life gets better. When I returned home, my husband was happy I’d found my chi (even though I reeked of curry).

			
			

			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
				
						1 The McLean Meditation Institute, accessed December 10, 2024, https://mcleanmeditation.com.

						2  

						3  “There’s No Place Like OM,” Trailer, Pronoia Productions, accessed September 14, 2024, http://www.pronoia.tv/current-project.html.
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