
Three key benefits of meditation and mindfulness in knowledge work environments

Higher performance due
to more effective stress
management

The Yerkes-Dodson Law (bit.ly/2xQM3MU) gives us 
a powerful insight. Our culture’s dominant 
management philosophy of associating increased 
physiological arousal (stress, anxiety, even panic) 
with greater performance is perfectly suited to the 
simple tasks (agriculture, construction, etc) that to 
this day make up a majority of human labor. Thus, 
we should not be surprised that many managers 
rely on it. However, research shows that for difficult 
tasks—our modern knowledge work—increased 
arousal compromises performance beyond a point. 
Further, the more difficult the work, the less arousal is 
optimal:

The only truly durable solution is improving our 
leadership approach. Meditation is a crucial tool for 
leaders who are willing to embark on a challenging, 
life-long quest of personal-social development.

For those doing the work, meditation is a powerful 
means for reducing stress once it has arisen. 
Long-term, meditation can reduce and even 
eliminate the conditioning that gives rise to anxiety 
or panic, thus assuring stronger performance.

An optimal balance of
attention and awareness
is required to listen well

You may be familiar with the “3 levels of listening:”

1. “I’m ‘listening’ to you, but I’m mostly thinking of 
what I’m going to say next and paying attention to 
what’s going on internally in me...”

2. “I’m listening to you with 100% of my attention, 
not only hearing your words but also fully attuned 
to your non-verbal communication and emotions.”

3. Similar to Level 2, but with a profound 
awareness of the full context of the conversation.

Unfortunately, it is difficult for many to listen at 
either level 2 or 3, regardless of how much we 
intend to do so.  Our strong egoic sense of self 
keeps bringing us back to our inner universe.

As Dr. John Yates describes in his book The Mind 
Illuminated (bit.ly/1jwKREu), our minds operate with 
both attention (similar to focused vision) and  
awareness (similar to peripheral vision) 
simultaneously. Our society overemphasizes 
attention at the expense of awareness. It is as if we 
have a powerful spotlight, but its illumination is too 
narrow for us to know that it is pointing in the 
wrong direction.

A correct and disciplined practice rapidly develops 
strong introspective and extrospective awareness, 
bringing attention and awareness in balance. In a 
matter of only months or a few years at most, we 
can develop a continual awareness of where our 
attention is placed. This allows us to direct our 
attention as intended and hold it there indefinitely.

Meditation improves our
ability to engage in
constructive conflict

The Conflict Dynamics Model (Center for Conflict 
Dynamics, bit.ly/2yRdjt8) describes conflict as being 
either constructive (cognitive) or destructive 
(emotional) and either active or passive. For 
instance, constructive active conflict might entail 
seeking to understand everyone’s perspectives, 
whereas destructive passive conflict might entail 
avoiding a crucial conversation.

Our ability to remain in cognitive conflict with 
others relies predominantly on our emotional 
self-regulation. A growing body of research 
provides strong evidence that a regular meditation 
dramatically improves our ability to manage our 
emotions. In fact, a 2013 study (bit.ly/2eigk0h) 
shows that just eight weeks of meditation reduces 
the size of the amygdala (the brain’s flight-or-flight 
center) and increases the thickness of the 
pre-frontal cortex (involved in self-regulation, 
awareness, decision-making, and concentration).

Thus, meditation helps prevent us from winding up 
in a “flight or fight” or “amygdala hijack” mode 
when we are in conflict with others by improving 
our ability to manage our strong emotions when 
they arise. Better yet, a diligent meditation practice 
can bring us deep into our psyches and defuse the 
“ticking time bombs” of our conditioning (due to 
past traumas, etc).
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