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INTRODUCTION 
 

 hat are your top priorities? 
When asked this question, it's 
rare to hear someone mention 

themselves in their top 5. Of course this is 
no surprise given the value that society 
places on family, careers and putting 
others before oneself. However, if we take 
a minute to think about this, what value 
are we to our employer, those we care 
about, those we serve or our career 
objectives, if we’re dead? Okay, ‘being 
dead’ may be an extreme example, but the 
point is made.  
 
Fortunately, throughout our recent client 
experiences, Perspectives is seeing that 
not only individuals, but organizations 
are starting to ‘get’ this key concept. 
There’s always been a plethora of 
personal diets and exercise routines 
fading in and out, but think about the 
recent rise of corporate wellness 
initiatives, the financial incentives health 
insurance providers offer for healthy 
practices, and even government 
mandated transparency regarding 
nutritional values of food. This tells us 
that organizations of all kinds are looking 
at the long-term financial impact of an 
unhealthy workforce/population and the 
short-term impact poor health has on 
productivity and operations.  
 
Since 2008, Perspectives has seen a rise 
in organizations struggling with the need 
to do, or produce, more with fewer 
resources available. To this end, 
companies often embark on a journey to 
revamp their approach to 
management/leadership, implement a 
wellness program, provide their 
employees with access to personal 

resources and/or restructure altogether. 
All of these solutions have their place in  
 
 
various landscapes, but as norms change 
and historically generation-specific 
preferences permeate more and more of 
society, we must look at what can be done 
to empower individuals to tackle what’s 
at the root of most health related issues: 
STRESS! 
 
In this paper we’ll explore one solution 
that has been shown to reduce stress; the 
practice of mindfulness. As we’ll outline, 
mindfulness can positively impact 
workforce performance and lead to 
increased organizational effectiveness. 
 
 
 
 

“’Men spend their health 
in search of wealth, they 
work their fingers to the 

bone; then spend their 
wealth in search of 

health, and all they get is 
the stone.’ My mother 

use to recite this poem to 
me as a child and the 

ideology has stuck with 
me throughout my 

entire life.” –Jonathan 
Eisler 

 
 
 

 
 

W
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Why Workplace Stress Matters 
 
Employee stress is a rising point of focus 
for organizations. 75% of US workers 
consider their jobs to be stressful. Studies 
have outlined the consequences of a 
stressed out workforce, which include: 

 
• Absenteeism 
• Lower productivity 
• Turnover 
• Higher healthcare costs 
• Disability costs 
• Substance abuse 
• Lower organization wide 

productivity 
• Lower profits 
• Negative impacts on 

organizational culture  
 
In addition, workplace stress is estimated 
to cost US based industries greater than 
$300 billion dollars annually. A Journal of 
Occupational and Environmental 
Medicine study reported that healthcare 
costs for employees impacted by stress 
can be up to 46% higher than that of the 
unstressed. Work days missed by 
employees struggling with a stress and 
stress related disorders is up to 4 times 
higher than for other medical issues 
according to the  Bureau of Labor and 
Statistics. 
 
Perspectives Ltd gathered data from over 
350 of their customer organizations 
having Employee Assistance Program 
(EAP) services.  This data was collected 
between November 2013 - November 
2014 and found that 41.1% of the issues 
addressed by the EAP had a relationship 
with stress.  For a company with 1000 
employees this can translate to an 
average of $110 per employee or 
$110,000 spent annually on EAP services. 

What Contributes to Employee 
Stress 
 
Before exploring the many causes of 
employee stress, it is important to 
distinguish between good stress and bad 
stress (distress). Not all stress is bad.  
Certain stress can actually enhance 
employee performance and be 
motivating. For example, a project 
deadline can increase the speed and 
quality of the output. Many people feel 
they work best under some sort of 
pressure and therefore companies should 
try to maintain a healthy level of pressure 
for optimum performance.  
 
How do we know if stress is good or bad? 
Studies point to the potential outcome as 
a factor. When employees feel that the 
stress they are experiencing will lead to a 
positive outcome (such as recognition, 
raise, personal satisfaction, etc) they are 
much more likely to be able to deal with 
the stress, or they may even be motivated 
by it.  
 
Stressor + Potential Positive 
Result = Good Stress 
 
Stressor + No Potential Positive 
Result or Negative Outcome = 
Distress 
 
 
Distress happens when the demands 
placed on the employee are greater than 
his/her resources (skills, physical or 
mental capabilities). Additionally, when 
the stressor is not expected to produce a 
positive outcome, the stress becomes 
distress and often leads the employee to 
avoid it as much as possible. A good 
example of this is the office bully that 
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leads an employee to avoid his workplace 
or parts of his/her job.  This avoidance 
usually results in negative consequences 
for the company.  
 
Workplace-based stressors can come 
from a bad fit between the employee and 
the organization, change, organizational 
politics, relations with people who are 
angry or difficult, and/or 
leadership/management behavior. 
Environmental factors such as noise, 
temperature and lighting can also have an 
effect. Additionally, worker stress can be 
caused by personal characteristics of an 
employee and home life concerns. 
 
 In today’s workplace the usual 
work stressors are compounded by the 
ever-changing technology demands and 
constant distractions. Today’s employee 
not only has to successfully carry out his 
work tasks but also answer a multitude of 
emails and phone calls that require 
constant focus and prioritization skills. 
 
The employee also rarely “unplugs” after 
work and this constant demand on 
his/her attention can deplete an already 
limited supply. As a result of additional 
stimuli the mind wanders more and relies 
more frequently on its autopilot (ex. 
driving or answering emails while talking 
on the phone) to get through the day’s 
demands. A Harvard study found that an 
adult’s mind can wander about 50% of 
the time even while performing a task.  

How to Combat Workplace Stress 
 
Stress is caused by many factors. Those 
that are external are easy to identify and 
may or may not be alleviated through an 
organizational intervention. Oftentimes 
though, how one looks at a given situation 

either causes or exacerbates the stress 
that the person is experiencing.   
 
At first glance it would seem that how one 
views the world is outside the scope of 
organizational influence. The good news 
is that recent studies have shown that 
there is an intervention that can influence 
perception, help individuals become more 
capable of dealing with stress, and have a 
positive influence a number of factors 
that can contribute to workplace stress. It 
is the practice of mindfulness. 
  
In order to reduce workplace stress, 
organizations can focus on improving the 
various causes of stress, such as: 
 

● physical workspace 
● workplace culture (this includes 

relationships and social 
opportunities) 

● workload and work life balance 
● role clarity 
● stress education and support (IE- 

via EAPs) 
 

Improvement of any of these factors will 
have a positive impact and reduce the 
negative stress employee’s face. However, 
another very important factor not often 
mentioned is perception and self-
regulation. The way an individual 
employee perceives stress and stressors 
is often more powerful than the stressor 
itself. This perception is highly influenced 
by the individual's past experience, 
genetic makeup, and current social, 
economic, and biological factors. At first 
glance how one view’s the world seems to 
be out of the scope of organizational 
influence.  
 
However, recent studies have 
demonstrated that mindfulness practice 
can influence perception; help individuals 
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become more able to deal with stress, and 
positively impact a number of other 
factors contributing to it.  

What is Mindfulness 
 
Mindfulness is an ancient tradition that is 
most commonly associated with 
Buddhism. It is a way to pay attention to 
the experiences of the present moment, 
without judgment. The mind's normal 
tendency is to run into the future and past 
and jump from one idea to the next. Most 
of the time people do not realize how 
busy their mind is and how much 
unnecessary data constantly occupies it. 
Mindfulness allows people to gain 
awareness of this “monkey mind” and 
helps to give them more control over 
what to pay attention to.  
 
The present is the only time one has any 
influence over. In an organizational 
setting “being present” or mindful could 
translate into being productive, engaged, 
and more impactful. Mindfulness can help 
employees to be more aware of what is 
going on around them, allowing them to 
discern between what is necessary and 
urgent and what is not. It can also help 
them be more relaxed as stress is often 
caused by anticipation of the future or 
pain from the past.  
Other important aspects of mindfulness 
include compassion and gratitude. 
Mindfulness practice often brings an 
awareness of everything that people have 
and of how connected (and dependent) 
they are to others and the physical world 
around them. This often leads to feelings 
of gratitude which studies have linked to 
lower levels of stress and depression. 
Compassion is cultivated because of the 
nonjudgmental observation of what is 
occurring. Instead of jumping to judgment 

and conclusions about others (which can 
quickly translate to an unhealthy 
workplace culture) people are able to 
pause and think before reacting. This can 
mean a greater amount of understanding 
of others’ points of view, more patience, 
and better relationships both in and out 
of the workplace.  
 
Mindfulness practice is most often 
associated with meditation. There are 
several approaches to this type of 
mindfulness practice but it almost always 
involves sitting in an upright position and 
observing thoughts, feelings, and physical 
sensations while gently bringing the mind 
to focus on the breath. Observation of 
what is going on within and outside a 
person is done without judgment or 
resistance.  
 
Other ways of practicing mindfulness 
involve making it a part of everyday life 
and becoming aware of what is going on 
in the moment. For example, one might 
pay attention to the sensations of taste, 
smell, thought or fullness during a meal. 
Mindfulness is like a muscle, the more one 
works on it, the easier it is to use it and 
the more powerful it becomes.  
 
Impact of Mindfulness 
 
Recent scientific research sheds insight 
on mindfulness’ impact on human 
neurobiology. For example, mindfulness 
has been shown to positively impact the 
executive functioning of the brain. 
Executive functioning is located in the 
frontal lobe and is responsible for such 
things as emotional control, recall, and 
organization. Higher emotional control 
resulting from mindfulness training has 
been linked to a better quality relational 
behavior which includes the ability to 
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identify and understand (empathize with) 
others’ emotions and needs.  It also 
controls self-regulation, impulse control 
and organization. These are the elements 
at work in maintaining and improving the 
quality of interpersonal relationships; a 
major contributor of distress. This is 
mainly achieved through conflict 
reduction and through the decrease and 
control of emotions like anger.  
 

Potential benefits of 
mindfulness: 
 

● Lowered Stress 
● Improved executive functioning of 

the brain 
o emotional control 
o memory 
o problem solving 
o flexibility 
o organization & planning 
o self-awareness 

● Improved mood 
● Decreased burnout 
● Improved interpersonal relations 
● Improved relationship satisfaction 
● Increased empathy and self-

compassion 
● Improved physical and mental well 

being 
 
 
Mindfulness has also been shown to 
improve memory and attention; both of 
which can improve quality of work, 
relationships, and productivity. Further, it 
has been shown to have positive effects 
on the brain’s ability to learn and gain 
increased neuroplasticity or the ability to 
change. Increased neuroplasticity makes 
it that much more likely that an 
intervention, such as mindfulness, will 
actually yield sustainable change.  

Furthermore, increased psychological 
well-being, physical health, behavioral 
self-regulation, and increase in the quality 
of social relationships are also potential 
benefits of mindfulness. The awareness 
(internal and external) gained during 
mindfulness practice can lead to 
behaviors that are beneficial to the 
practitioner and those around him. The 
positive effects gained from a training 
program on mindfulness can last for 
upward of six months. 
 
Mindfulness can also have a positive 
impact on leadership. Being a leader can 
be and often is stressful. The stress often 
leads to reactive behavior that is not 
helpful or healthy for the subordinates or 
the organization. Awareness gained 
through mindfulness can help leaders 
become more empathic or attuned to the 
needs of the employees. Leaders who act 
mindfully tend to have better 
relationships with their employees and 
create a much healthier culture at work. A 
leader who acts mindfully can also 
contribute to lowering employee stress.  
 
How Does Mindfulness Work 
 
Human beings have a tendency to 
withdraw or avoid uncomfortable 
situations that do not offer any potential 
rewards. In an organizational setting this 
tendency can often lead to employee 
disengagement. Mindfulness is a way of 
learning to take in experiences without 
judgment.  It is based on the concept of 
non-judgmental and purposeful 
observation of the present moment. It 
does not change or eliminate outside 
stressors but rather creates a space 
between the perceptions, thoughts, 
feelings, and reactions. The stressor itself 
is often not as powerful as the perception 
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of it.  When a stressor is misperceived it 
can cause an emotional reaction that 
magnifies or distorts it and leads to 
behaviors that can be detrimental to the 
individual and the organization.  
 

Stressor  ! Perception !  
Reaction 

 
Stressful work experiences or 
circumstances therefore have less of a 
chance of causing disengagement (a 
byproduct of avoidance). Instead people 
who practice mindfulness might be able 
to see the obstacle (stressor) for what it is 
and then decide what they want to do 
about it.  
 
They can learn to accept all experiences 
instead of immediately trying to avoid or 
change uncomfortable ones. In other 
words a space is created between the 
experience and the action that people 
may undertake.  
 
Stressor  !  Mindful Awareness ! 
Perception ! Mindful Awareness 

! Action 
 
The tendency to avoid discomfort is 
relevant to management as well. By 
reacting to and avoiding discomfort, 
managers are not in full control of the 
environment they create within their 
organization. It takes purposeful effort to 
reflect on and realize how every action 
results in a reaction and leads to a 
consequence. Often organizations are not 
aware of this until it is too late and the 
consequences have affected the life and 
bottom line of the organization.  
 
When practicing mindfulness, people 
learn to pay attention to their 
environment, what is going inside of 

them, and the interaction between the 
two. Often, the mind wanders to the 
future or the past and rarely stays in the 
present. Moreover the present is often 
seen through events or future fears. In an 
organizational setting this can lead to 
reactive behaviors, stress caused by 
anxiety of things to come or less focus and 
attention to the present moment.  
 
For example, organizational change might 
be viewed as stressful based on 
employee’s past experiences which has 
little to do with the present circumstance. 
If employees are not mindful or aware of 
their perceptions and influences from the 
past, they might react by resisting. The 
stressor (change) might carry with it a lot 
of potential benefit that would be 
completely missed by employees who are 
not aware of the true root cause of their 
initial reactions.  
 
How to Implement Mindfulness 
in the Workplace 
 
The first step to incorporating 
mindfulness practice in a workplace 
should be to educate employees about 
what it is, how to feasibly incorporate it 
into a workday, and the benefits 
employees could expect to gain through 
this practice. It is also important for the 
organization to be supportive of the 
practice and encourage management to 
lead by example. Setting aside a quiet 
place for reflection or meditation would 
be a good indication that an organization 
is supportive of this practice. 
 
In a workplace setting, employees could 
be encouraged to practice mindfulness 
meditation during breaks or even for few 
minutes while sitting upright in their 
chairs at their desks. Some other 
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suggestions of everyday workplace 
mindfulness are: 

 
● Paying attention to and identifying 

sensations while doing routine 
tasks such as hand washing, 
typing, or eating 

● Observing and identifying body  
position and sensations at any 
given moment 

● Identifying emotions that arise in 
others and observing the 
corresponding behaviors that are 
exhibited 

● Encouraging a culture of gratitude 
and appreciation for the work of 
others with behaviors such as 
appreciation emails or frequent 
compliments  

● Debriefing after a meeting to 
explore the feelings amongst 
participants that were both 
explicit and implicit. How did it 
feel for you? What was observed in 
the behavior of others? Did specific 
actions cause the energy in the 
room to change? 

 
Mindfulness can transform the way that 
work is done. It teaches people to truly 
connect to the moment and every 
experience within it. It helps to create 
distance between the reaction and the 
experience which, in turn, helps to give 
people more control over what they chose 
to do in the moment.  
 
It enhances brain function and has a 
positive impact on relationships. There 
are many ways to approach stress 
reduction in a workplace. Mindfulness 
however, provides a way to go beyond 
just fixing workplace stress. It transforms 
the way that employees and managers 
live and perceive life.  

These deep changes can have profound 
and lasting benefits for an organization, 
its culture and ultimately its bottom line.  
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ABOUT PERSPECTIVES  
 
Perspectives Ltd is a national workplace resources firm established in 1981. We help 
organizations build world-class cultures through highly visible employee assistance 
programs (EAP), results-driven organizational consulting, leadership development and 
robust wellness services. This allows us to provide traditional high touch services along 
with high tech ones in order to provide a total organizational solution.  We believe in taking 
an individualized approach with each customer organization to create a tailored solution 
that has practical workplace application. 

For more information, please contact 312.252.7744 or visit www.perspectivesltd.com.  
 
 
 
 

Our business is to keep your employees engaged in your business. 


