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Introduction 

Welcome to the Little Blue Book for The Mindful Accountant and your ten minute a day 

way to a healthier, happier, better you. 

Accountants suffer more stress and depression than people working in some other 

professions. Fortunately, a better, healthier, more productive way for accountants to work and 

live is available. It is simple, free and only takes ten minutes a day. 

Are you wondering what mindfulness is about? Here’s a little parable to give you a hint. The 

parable appears to be about a King and his difficult son, but it is really about you.  

The King had three sons. The first was handsome and very popular. When he was 21, his 

father built him a palace in the capital in which to live. The second son was intelligent and also 

very popular. When he became 21, his father built a second palace in the capital for him. The 

third son was neither handsome nor intelligent, but was unfriendly and unpopular. When he 

was 21, the King’s Counsellors said, “There is no further room in the capital. Have a palace built 

outside the city for your son. You can have it built so it will be strong. You can send some of 

your guards to prevent it being attacked by the ruffians who live outside the city walls.” So the 

King built such a palace and sent some of his soldiers to protect it. 

A year later the son sent a message to his father, “I cannot live here. The ruffians are too 

strong.” So the counsellors said, “Build another palace, bigger and stronger and twenty miles 

away from the city and the ruffians. With more soldiers, it will easily withstand attacks from the 

nomadic tribes which pass that way.” So the King built such a palace and sent one hundred of 

his soldiers to protect it. 

A year later a message came from the son, “I cannot live here. The tribes are too strong.” The 

counsellors said, “Build a castle, a large castle one hundred miles away. It will be big enough to 

house five hundreds soldiers and strong enough to withstand attacks from the people that live 

over the border.” So the King built such a castle and sent 500 of his soldiers to protect it. 

A year later the son sent another message to the King, “Father, the attacks of the 

neighbouring peoples are too strong. They have attacked twice, and if they attack a third time I 

fear for my life and those of your soldiers.” 

The King said to his counsellors, “Let him come home and he can live in the palace with me. 

For it is better that I learn to love my son than that I should spend all the energy and resources 

of my Kingdom keeping him at a distance.” 

You are the King of your own mental kingdom. How are you going to spend your 

resources? 

 

Warmest wishes 

Petris Lapis 

 

www.PetrisLapis.com  

  

http://www.petrislapis.com/
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Chapter 1 Mindfulness 

Mindfulness is a 2,500 year old practice used by some of the 

world’s biggest and most innovative companies. Backed by scientific 

research, it is producing positive change for individuals, workplaces 

and companies. 

Who Is Using Mindfulness? 

Companies such as Raytheon, Procter and Gamble, Sony, General Electric, Unilever, Nortel 

Networks, Comcast, Yahoo, Google, eBay and Apple now offer employees classes in mindful 

meditation. They love that it is making their staff more proactive and better at responding 

(rather than reacting) to situations. 

Google’s mindfulness training program Search Inside Yourself, 

established in 2007, has proved so practical and popular that Google has 

spun it off into a freestanding unit, the Search Inside Yourself Leadership 

Institute devoted to ‘creating enlightened leaders worldwide’. 

Mindfulness training has also been introduced in Universities. For example, the Executive 

MBA programme of the University of Cape Town’s Graduate School of Business now has a full 

mindfulness course, based on the work of Jon Kabat-Zinn. The Drucker School of Management 

at Claremont Graduate University offers a class entitled ‘Executive Mind’ because ‘mindfulness 

– paying attention to what’s happening in the present moment – is essential to becoming an 

effective leader.’  

The Scientific Research Backing It Up 

Researchers have used brain scanning technology to show that meditation directly affects 

the function and structure of the brain. It changes it in ways that appear to increase attention 

span, sharpen focus and improve memory.  

One study found evidence that the daily practice of meditation thickened the parts of the 

brain’s cerebral cortex (responsible for decision making, attention and memory). Sara Lazar, a 

research scientist at Massachusetts General Hospital, showed that the grey matter of 20 men and 

women who meditated for just 40 minutes a day was thicker than that of people who did not. 

Her research suggested that meditation may even slow the natural thinning of the cortex which 

occurs with age. The forms of meditation Lazar and other scientists are studying involve 

focusing on an image, sound or one’s breathing (which mindfulness training does). This simple 

practice seems to exercise the parts of the brain that help you pay attention. 

There are more than 2,500 scientific research projects (including those at the American 

Institute of Health, the University of Massachusetts and the Mind/Body Medical Institute at 

Harvard University) documenting the power of mindfulness to transform personal and working 

lives for the better. These studies have found the following benefits of mindfulness meditation 

for businesses: 

 Reduced costs of staff absenteeism caused by illness, injury and stress 

 Improved cognitive function including better concentration, memory, learning, ability and 

creativity 

 Improved productivity and overall staff and business wellbeing 

 Reduced staff turnover and associated costs 

 Enhanced employer/employee and client relationships 

 A visible and tangible corporate responsibility stance 

 Enhanced employee job satisfaction 
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 More time efficient staff 

 Higher quality product 

 Staff who are happier at work and in life 

 Better overview and ability to see the big picture 

 Stronger focus 

 Renewed energy; people feel motivated and energised towards their working environment 

 Greatly enhanced focus and concentration 

 A general improvement in overall health, less stress, anger and mood disturbances 

 Freedom from habitual thought patterns 

 Increased empathy and kindness 

Other findings in relation to the benefits of mindfulness training for individuals are that it: 

 Improves your memory1 

 Has a positive impact upon your mood2 

 Reduces stress significantly3 

 Decreases your heart rate and blood pressure4 

 Reduces cellular aging5 

 Improves sleep quality6 

 Improves both grey matter volume and attentional performance (reaction rates) even with 

age7 

Why Mindfulness for Accountants? 

As an accountant, you know how demanding and stressful accounting can be. As early as 

the 1950s researchers found that cholesterol levels of accountants increased significantly during 

busy season and decreased afterwards. 

In a UK poll commissioned by the Chartered Accountants Benevolent Association (CABA), 

it was found that:8 

 82% of accountants said they suffered from stress 

 77% cited long working hours as a cause for concern 

 71% said their work-life balance was poor 

 More than 25% said they drink in excess of the recommended levels 

 1 in 8 admitted misusing drugs in the last 12 months 

 The suicide rate for female accountants was three times the average for other professions 

Kath Haines, the chief executive at CABA was quoted as saying, “Accountancy is a 

profession where long hours are common and excessive demands are frequently made by 

employers on staff.” 

A study in the US9 concluded that public accounting is a high stress profession. The study 

was done of 570 members of the AICPA in the USA who worked in public practice. The results 

of the study concluded: 

 Partners suffer less stress than those working for them. It was jokingly concluded that they 

do not suffer ulcers, they give them. 

 Staff accountants, seniors and managers had high stress levels, low job satisfaction and high 

turnover intention. 

 CPAs working in audit experienced more stress from role conflict, overload, time pressure 

and job scope than CPAs working in tax and small business. 

In Australia, accountants are in the top four professions to experience depression (behind 

lawyers, patent attorneys and insurance underwriters), with about 10% of accountants having 

depressive symptoms at any one time.10 The Institute of Chartered Accountants Australia has 
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teamed with national depression initiative BeyondBlue to address the high rate of depression 

and anxiety disorders among people working in the accounting profession. 

A survey by BeyondBlue and Beaton Research & Consulting shows accountants believe their 

organisations are not as well equipped as others to manage mental health issues in the 

workplace and accountants are the least likely to have undertaken training in dealing with 

mental illness in the workplace. Two examples of the environments in which some accountants 

work were revealed in the survey:11 

1. A former member of the mergers and acquisition team in one of the Big Four Accounting 

firms said that after putting in 14 hour days for the first six months he found he was unable 

to get dressed for work. 

2. A former employee of a mid-tier insolvency firm in Australia said he, ‘dreaded’ coming into 

work where multiple managers competed for his time, set unattainable goals and the 

favourite phrase was ‘not my problem’. 

Therese Fitzpatrick, workplace program leader at Australia’s BeyondBlue, says accountants 

fact particular risk factors, which may make depression more prevalent in their industry. “Job 

stress accounts for 17% of depression – so the key factors of high pressure and low control in the 

workplace come into play,” Fitzpatrick says. 

The things which cause you stress as an accountant, vary depending upon your particular 

workplace and area of experience. Most accountants, however, tend to: 

 Experience huge time pressures and workload demands which create stress. In busy season 

you will experience unrealistic time and workload pressures. 

You might even work for a firm who sees having a good 

work-life balance as not working on Sundays. 

 Work long hours, which makes it difficult for you to 

maintain a healthy work life-balance and an exercise regime. 

 Be highly goal oriented. You are measured (judged) 

endlessly by your clients, by whether you get a promotion or 

a pay rise, by whether or not you are admitted as a partner. 

This future oriented focus can result in a lack of joy in the 

moment. What you have now is never good enough, you can 

only be happy when you have reached your next target, etc. 

Psychologists have shown that people who are happier in 

life tend to be satisfied with what they have right now (in the 

present moment), rather than aspiring for something in the 

future and subsequently attaining it. 

 Be extremely driven by time. You are chronically aware of 

minutes, deadlines, billable hours and workloads. You may 

even record your time in fractions of an hour to establish 

your income. If you take too long to do something, your 

employer or client will complain about the cost. You 

constantly feel as if there is never enough time to consider all the aspects of a client’s 

situation fully. Do you remember early in your career having to write advice letters to clients 

while being pressured to get it done in as little time as possible? Do you remember how little 

about accounting you knew then? Can you remember ever sending a letter you didn’t fully 

understand because there wasn’t enough time to get an in-depth knowledge of the issue? 

 Be trained to look for problems. Looking for the negative or potential downside in situations 

can become an unhelpful habitual way to look at the world. You will know this is you if 

A wise man many years ago 

said that life is like walking 

on the ground with bare feet. 

The ground will always be 

full of small stones, pebbles 

and rough patches that hurt 

your feet. To avoid this 

suffering, you can either (1) 

cover the earth with a soft 

carpet so that it is 

comfortable wherever you 

go or (2) put on shoes. 

The second way is the way 

of mindfulness training; 

training your mind so that 

you can relate to your life 

and your work in a happier, 

healthier and kinder way 

without the need to change 

your external surroundings. 
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people have commented that you are too cynical, you see the world in terms of what can go 

wrong or that you are always negative (you will just think of it is pragmatic). You are used 

to being a solver of problems for other people. You are not used to asking for help and often 

won’t seek it even if you need it. 

 Deal with people who are rarely glad to require your services. How many people in your 

working life have been overjoyed to see you? How many people in your working life have 

seen you as a ‘necessary evil’? 

 Be trained to think your way out of problems. While your ability to construct a compelling 

argument may be helpful to some of your professional duties, not all problems in life can be 

solved by thinking and arguing. 

 Work in an environment with ever moving goal posts. Accounting standards, the law and 

professional requirements keep changing. You are under constant pressure to stay up to date 

so you can best serve your clients (and avoid law suits for professional negligence). 

 Work in situations where the consequences of a mistake can be a quite heavy financial 

penalty. 

 Spend long hours sitting at a desk, which is not good for your physical health. In the busy 

season, the sun may be going down before your realise that you haven’t left your desk or 

had a chance to eat all day. 

All these factors contribute to the stress accountants experience. Fortunately, mindfulness is 

an easy, effective way to help accountants cope with professional and personal demands. 

How Mindfulness Can Help Accountants 

How can mindfulness help you and others working in the accountancy profession? 

Mindfulness can help you to work and live in a way that is more productive, enjoyable, healthy 

and better able to cope with the everyday demands of your profession. It can improve your 

concentration, thinking, memory, performance and aid in ethical behaviour, mediation, 

negotiation and resolution of complex issues. Mindfulness training can help you take back 

control of your life through moments of mental peace, making it easier to calm your thoughts 

and emotions. It will also help you deal with the unexpected, so you can respond to stressful 

and uncomfortable events more easily. Last but not least, it enables you to be more genuine and 

present in your interactions with others, something everyone who interacts with you will 

appreciate. 

What is Mindfulness? 

Mindfulness training has amazing benefits, has been around for thousands of years, is easy 

to do and you can see positive changes with as little as 10 minutes a day practice. So far, you’re 

probably thinking, it sounds like a great sales pitch, but what is it? 

Mindfulness is a tool that was developed nearly 2,500 years ago in the East. It is attention 

training; non-judgmentally attending to what is taking place in the present moment both inside 

and outside yourself. In more scientific terms, mindfulness training is an active observation and 

training of the neural networks of your brain. 
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The mind has a strong tendency to wander, to get 

caught in the past and to anticipate the future. On 

average it wanders 47% of the time (almost half your 

time spent awake).12  

Mindfulness is training yourself to place and keep 

your attention where you choose. This means you are 

less likely to get lost in your thoughts and emotions, 

more likely to notice when your mind wanders and 

better able to return your focus to what you were doing. 

When your mind wanders less, it worries less and you 

feel happier. 

Jon Kabat-Zinn, founder of the Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction Clinic at the University 

of Massachusetts Medical School, describes mindfulness as “Paying attention in a particular 

way, on purpose, in the present moment and non-judgmentally.” Waddock describes 

mindfulness as, “The capacity to be in the present moment, aware of what is happening now.” 

While Thic Nhat Hanh describes it as, “Keeping one’s consciousness alive to the present reality 

during daily life  … At work keep your attention focused on your work.” 

Langer and Moldoveanu describe mindfulness as a state of active awareness which includes 

paying attention in the given moment, being aware of the environment and of others’ 

perspectives and an openness to new information. 

Mindlessness, on the other hand, is the inability to get 

out of automatic responses or to read new signals which 

would require new ways of thinking and behaving. 

In the corporate context, Bryan and Wildi have 

described mindfulness as “a philosophy and practice 

which helps those exercising leadership to situate themselves calmly in the eye of the hurricane, 

where they are able to tap into the clarity and creativity necessary to ensure wisdom in decision-

making and focused, authentic leadership.” 

Another Way to See Mindfulness 

If you too love visual representations of ideas, below is one way to illustrate the difference 

between mindfulness and mindlessness. 

Mindlessness keeps you small and inward looking. You are boxed in and at the mercy of your 

thoughts and emotions. You never see the true reality surrounding you and miss many 

There is a story in Zen circles about a 

man and a horse. The horse is 

galloping quickly and it appears that 

the man on the horse is going 

somewhere important. A woman 

standing beside the road shouts, 

“Where are you going?” and the man 

replies, “I don’t know! Ask the horse!” 

This is your story if you don’t have 

control of your wandering mind. 

“Mindfulness as both a leadership 

practice and workplace culture holds 

the promise to bring back balance 

and better health.” – Ray Williams 
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opportunities because you are a virtual prisoner of your mind. Mindlessness is also the realm of 

selfishness, self-centredness and ego. In this place you aim to serve only yourself. 

Mindfulness keeps you bigger, in control, connected, outward looking and open to 

possibilities. It is a place where you can see the reality of a situation and are open to new ways of 

thinking. A place from which to create communities, a better life and a better way of working for 

everyone. It is a place where actions are unselfish and decisions are made taking into account 

the greater good and service to others. Mindfulness is also the place of self-awareness, 

understanding and acceptance of yourself. 

Mindful Mind-Sets 

Mindfulness training begins with training your brain to remain focused and aware in the 

present moment (Chapter 11). The next stage of mindfulness training involves discerning your 

mind, becoming more self-aware and choosing your responses to situations (Chapter 12). 

There are eight mind-sets you use in all stages of your training, as well as in your daily life. 

They are presence, patience, kindness, beginner’s mind, joy, non-judging, acceptance and letting 

go. Adopting these mind-sets will have a profound impact upon your life and on those around 

you. Your relationships will improve, you will find more enjoyment in your work and feel 

happier and more content than you have for a long time. 

Presence 

The mind-set of presence asks nothing more of you 

than that you experience what is here in this moment. 

While you are mentally wandering in the past or the 

future, you miss out on the richness of the moment. The 

only moment you really have is the one you are in right 

now. The past has gone and the future has yet to arrive. Failure to be present in the moment 

leads to constant fretting about the consequences of past actions or decisions, or anxiety over 

potential future results that may affect your clients, yourself, your practice or employer. 

When you are aware of the moment you are in, you understand that peace and happiness is 

a moment by moment choice. It doesn’t only arise when or if something else happens. 

The mind-set of presence also asks you to understand the nature of impermanence and 

change. Everything is impermanent and will pass – flowers, buildings, mountains, political 

regimes, bodies, feelings, perceptions, thoughts and the situation you find yourself in. 

Everything around you was once something else. It will not last. It will change. All you really 

have is the moment you are in. 

There is a Persian fable about a King which illustrates the temporary nature of all things. 

The King asked his wise men to create a ring with almost magical qualities, a ring that would 

make him happy when he was sad and vice versa. Months later, the wise men returned and 

handed him a ring with the words, “This too shall pass” engraved on it. 

Patience 

The mind-set of patience gives you the freedom to live at your own pace and in your own 

way. It is an extraordinary bill that you can extend to others in the most ordinary of 

circumstances. 

Patience is a mental discipline which allows you to rise above life’s annoyances. It gives you 

the choice not to mindlessly react to them. In the moments immediately after something 

annoying happens, remind yourself that nothing is permanent. It will pass. If you are stuck in 

traffic, you miss a train, you have to wait for the printer, a client takes longer to get information 

“We re-live past events and re-feel their 

pain, we pre-live future disasters and 

so pre-feel their impact.” – Mark 

Williams and Danny Penman 
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than expected – these things just are and you can choose to mindlessly fill yourself with negative 

thoughts and emotions, or you can mindfully choose to let it go and be patient. 

Patience also helps you to cope with unpleasant experiences such as physical pain, stress 

and anger. It gives you the courage to face and endure the discomfort while it lasts. 

Kindness 

Studies consistently show that performing acts of kindness helps you feel happier. As David 

Brooks explained in the New York Times article Nice Guys Finish First, people who are kind and 

compassionate not only feel happier, but they are also usually the most successful. 

In 2013, a study on kindness was conducted by researchers from the University of British 

Columba and the University of California on pre-adolescents. For one month the first group of 

pre-adolescents were asked to perform and record three acts of kindness each week for anyone 

they wished. The second group of pre-adolescents was asked to keep track of three pleasant 

places they visited during the week. They all experienced significantly increased feelings of 

happiness and satisfaction, but those who performed acts of kindness received an additional 

benefit. They gained more social skills and increased their friendship circles. 

Kindness is expressed mainly in small everyday ways; an honest compliment, throwing a 

ball for a dog, letting someone get in front of you in a queue, helping an older person with their 

groceries, giving up your seat on a bus etc. Another form of kindness arises when you can 

recognise and manage your own negative emotions and not let them impact those around you. 

If you bring kindness to your interactions with others, you will realise that they are just like 

you; stumbling through life trying to find happiness and meaning the best way they can. The 

acid test for kindness, is to be kind to someone who has previously mistreated you. Nelson 

Mandela provided the world with some shining examples of how this can be done. 

When you are truly kind with another you are open, engaged and empathetic and don’t 

expect anything in return. You will genuinely wish another happiness (even if you don’t agree 

with their choices). It is not kind to turn away (even subtly) from others, especially those in 

need. It is also not kind to let your negative emotions impact upon others because you failed to 

adequately manage your own emotional state. 

Before you are kind to others, however, the first and most important person to be kind to is 

yourself. 

Beginner’s Mind 

A beginner’s mind is like a baby’s mind, open and 

curious. It does not suffer from narrow thinking. It can enter 

the realm of unlimited possibilities. With a beginner’s mind 

you approach everything as if it was happening for the first 

time. You don’t have preconceptions. You are open to the possibility of new and fresh ways of 

seeing and doing things. 

Adopting a beginner’s mind is helpful for your dealings with other people as well as how 

you approach situations. When you greet her, do you see her as she really is in that moment, or 

do you look at her through the lenses of your preconceived ideas tainted by what has happened 

in the past? When you see him walk through the door, do you greet him as if you were seeing 

him for the first time or do you treat him with the contempt of familiarity? 

A beginner’s mind is fabulously illustrated in an old Japanese tale. 

One day a University Professor who taught the theory of Zen approached a Zen Master and 

asked if he could have a discussion about the meaning of Zen. The Professor explained that 

In the beginner’s mind there 

are many possibilities, but in 

the expert’s mind there are few. 
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although he already knew a lot about Zen, he had heard the Zen Master was very good and he 

might learn something new. 

The Zen Master did not answer, but instead quietly poured a cup of tea. The tea cup became 

full, but the Zen Master continued to pour the tea. When some trickled off the table and onto the 

Professor, he angrily asked, “Why do you keep pouring when the cup is full?” The Master 

replied, “The cup is your mind. It is already full so there is no space to fit anything else. Come 

back when your mind is empty of preconceptions and then we can discuss Zen.” 

Joy 

Joy is good for your health. Richard Davidson, known as the king of happiness research, 

found, for example, that people who are happier develop 50% more antibodies than average in 

response to flu vaccines. 

Some of the things laughter (one form of joy) can do for your health include:13 

 Lower blood pressure 

 Increase vascular blood flow and oxygenation of the blood 

 Reduce stress hormones such as cortisol and adrenaline 

 Increase the response of tumour and disease-killing cells such as Gamma-interferon and T-

cells 

 Defend against respiratory infections and even reduce the frequency of the common cold 

 Increase memory and learning - in one study at John Hopkins University Medical School, 

humour during instruction led to improved test scores 

 Improve alertness, creativity and memory 

Non-Judging 

It is human nature to pass judgment on events. You judge them to be pleasant, neutral or 

unpleasant. 

If you judge something to be pleasant, you will feel happier, you will become attached to it, 

seek to have more of it in your life, be reluctant to let it go and worry about how you are going 

to keep it. The attachment, the seeking and the reluctance to let go are unpleasant and bring a 

degree of suffering into your life. If you judge something to be unpleasant, you will feel sad, you 

will seek to remove it and you may also worry about its existence. Judging something to be 

pleasant or unpleasant results in a lot of mental activity which takes your focus and enjoyment 

away from the present moment. 
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There is a wonderful story about a group of monks and a 

farmer which illustrates the concept of attachment and the 

unhappiness it can cause. One day after the monks had finished 

mindfully eating lunch, a very agitated farmer came by and 

asked them, “Have you seen my cows? This has already been a 

terrible year and now I have lost my cows!” The head monk 

asked him, “What happened?” and the farmer said, “This 

morning all my cows ran away. Earlier this year my wheat crop 

was eaten by locusts.” The head monk said, “Sir, we have not 

seen your cows. Perhaps they have gone in the other direction.” 

After the farmer left, the head monk turned to the other monks 

and said, “Dear friends, you are the happiest people in the world. 

You don’t have any cows or wheat to lose.” 

To be mindful is to no longer search for the meaning in 

everything you see and hear. To be mindful is to become a 

detached observer of your thoughts and emotions, circumstances 

etc. Just notice and accept what is, without judgment. 

You will know you have reached the place of no judgment 

when you can be the old farmer in the following story. 

One day the old farmer realised his only horse was too sick to keep working, so he let it 

loose to live the rest of its life in freedom. His neighbours came by, saw what had happened and 

said, “What a terrible misfortune, now you have no way to work your land.” 

The farmer replied, “Maybe, maybe not. Who knows? We shall see.” 

Two days later the farmer’s only son found 12 wild horses and brought them home. The 

neighbours came by, saw the horses at the farm and said, “What wonderful luck. This is a great 

thing for you.” 

The farmer replied, “Maybe, maybe not. Who knows? We shall see.” 

The next morning the farmer’s only son broke his leg while attempting to train the horses. 

The neighbours came by to express their sympathies, “What a terrible misfortune. Now you 

have no-one to help you and no horses you can use.” 

The farmer replied, “Maybe, maybe not. Who knows? We shall see.” 

Several days later war broke out and the Emperor’s men arrived in the village demanding 

that all able young men come with them to join the army. The farmer’s son was deemed unfit to 

join because of his broken leg. The villagers told the farmer how very lucky he was that his son 

was saved from conscription while theirs went to war. What do you think the farmer replied? 

Acceptance 

Of all the mind-sets I share when working with clients, it seems that ‘acceptance’ and ‘letting 

go’ are the two most needed, but the two hardest for most people to get. Acceptance is not about 

you becoming a doormat, passively accepting whatever happens to you, taking the path of least 

resistance or resigning yourself to your fate. Acceptance is simply acknowledging that an 

experience or a situation exists. Rather than letting it seize control of your life, judge it, attack it, 

argue with it, or deny it, mindful acceptance lets you just observe it with compassion. 

Assume you find yourself in a difficult situation. If you: 

 Do not practice the mind-set of acceptance, you will be in a difficult situation but you will 

also have added negative emotions (denial, anger, resistance etc.) and negative thoughts to 

the situation. Negative emotions flood your body with chemicals and hormones which make 

To capture monkeys as 

pets, Indians place a nut 

and some other bait inside 

a coconut husk and attach 

it to a stump. The monkey 

is attracted, eats the bait, 

then reaches into the husk 

to get the nut. As he grabs 

the nut, he makes a fist and 

cannot get his hand out of 

the husk. The monkey is 

captured with his hand still 

gripping the nut. 

If he would just let go of 

the nut, he could go free. 

But he doesn’t and his 

attachment causes his 

suffering. 
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it difficult for you to problem solve and think clearly. Now you have a difficult situation, 

negative thoughts and emotions and difficulty finding a solution. 

 Accept the situation, you are still in a difficult situation but you haven’t made it worse by 

adding negative emotions and negative thoughts. In fact, you’ve made it better because 

you’ve left your mind clear and calm to look for solutions. If it is not possible to solve the 

problem, then acceptance allows you to find peace. Acceptance frees you from the 

unhappiness, fear and exhaustion which would otherwise arise from the difficult situation. 

Practising the mind-set of acceptance helps to free your life from the unhappiness, fear and 

exhaustion associated with difficult situations. 

In life there are things you can change and things you cannot. You have the freedom to 

change the things you can and the freedom to accept the things you cannot. 

If you can change something, why worry? 

If you cannot change it, why worry? 

The opposite of acceptance is resistance and dissatisfaction. When it comes to work, there 

are tasks you resist. If you are honest with yourself, the task is not really that bad, but when you 

combine it with resistance and dissatisfaction, it becomes truly unpleasant. Scrubbing is just 

scrubbing, budgeting is just budgeting, photocopying is just photocopying, cleaning the toilet is 

just cleaning the toilet etc. If you find yourself in a difficult situation and you practice 

acceptance, then you are just in a difficult situation. If you find yourself in a difficult situation 

and you add internal dissatisfaction and resistance, then you have just made a difficult situation 

worse. 

Acceptance is not just for things that happen. It is also for yourself. Embrace who you are 

(light, dark, beautiful, ugly, good and bad) with total acceptance. Change what you can and 

come to peace with the rest. 

The same principles apply to your work. There are some things in your control (worry, fear, 

thinking, some clients, your performance etc.) and some things out of your control (the 

economy, billable hours, targets, some clients and changes in the law). You will find more peace 

at work if you accept that you are not always in control and come to peace with the things over 

which you have no control. 

Letting Go 

Everything changes. Nothing lasts forever. If you refuse to accept this, you will be 

disappointed. Change means letting go, including letting go of your thoughts and emotions. 

They are just thoughts and emotions – nothing more. They are transient. Do not dwell on them, 

resist them or engage with them. Allow them to come and go naturally. 

There’s a great story about two monks and a flooded river which illustrates what is meant 

by letting go. Two monks came upon a girl struggling to cross a flooded river. One of the monks 

offered to carry her safely across and the girl accepted. He picked her up and waded to the other 

side where he put her down safely. 

Upon his return the second monk protested, “You know you should not have helped that 

girl. It is against all our principles. You know that we are not allowed to touch or even think 

about women. And yet, despite this, you carried that young girl in your arms.” 

The first monk looked at this brother and replied, “Yes I did carry the girl. The difference 

between you and I is that I put her down when I reached the other side. You are still carrying 

her.” 

Letting go also means forgiving yourself and others. This does not mean you forget or 

condone a past misdeed. It means you release yourself from the sorrows of the past so you can 

move on. If you have created a powerful and compelling personal story of victimhood, this can 
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be a challenging thing to do. Staying stuck in the past robs you of the capacity to enjoy the 

present moment. 

Not to forgive is to be as the Indian man who was wounded by an arrow thickly smeared 

with poison. His friend found him and wanted to rush away to find a doctor to help him. He 

refused and said, “I will not have the arrow pulled out until you find out which manner of man 

has wounded me.” “If I do that, you will die,” replied the friend. But the man was adamant, “I 

will not have this arrow pulled out until you can tell me his name, his family and what he looks 

like.” 

Are there things in life that you should let go? Maybe it is time to move on free from their 

burden? 
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Chapter 2 Useful Stuff to Know About Your Brain 

In the same way that exercise improves your physical body, 

mindfulness training improves that wonderful organ inside your 

skull, your brain. Did you know, your brain weighs only 2% of your 

body weight but uses 25% of your energy? It has more than 100 billion neurons and each one has 

approximately 5,000 synapses. This means there are more possible ways to connect the brain’s 

neurons than there are atoms in the known universe. 

No two brains are alike, but for some reason, highly intelligent people often assume 

everyone’s brain works the same way as their own. 

Every thought, skill and attribute you have is a complex map of connections between pieces 

of information stored in many parts of your brain. Your brain can create new connections on a 

massive scale in response to anything new that you learn. In fact it is now widely believed that 

your brain rewires itself second by second, day and night in response to everything going on 

around you. If you focus and train in any area (mindfulness, for example) the practice will 

reinforce more and more connections in your brain. Similarly, you will begin to lose the 

connections for things you no longer do. This means that you are basically potential. 

Working Capacity and Hard Wiring 

You have a limited amount of working memory, which you will have discovered if you have 

tried to mentally juggle too many things at once. Joseph Le Doux, a renowned neuroscientist 

working at New York University, believes that the brain can hold just seven concepts in working 

memory at any time. To help you cope with the everyday, your brain therefore hard wires as 

much stuff as it can (habits, reactions, thinking etc.) and pushes them into the subcortex which 

has a far greater capacity than your working memory. These things then become unconscious 

and you are unaware of them until they are brought into your conscious awareness (something 

mindfulness helps you do). 

What sorts of things are unconscious habits? Most of what you do on a daily basis is a result 

of your hardwired unconscious habits. You have unconscious habits or strategies for cleaning 

your body and your teeth, making your bed, having breakfast, driving a car etc. You will 

unconsciously do it the same way every time unless something unusual happens. You also have 

unconscious hardwiring in relation to relationships, self-worth, depression, stories you tell 

yourself, reasons for procrastination, problem solving, ways to look at the world, anger etc. You 

have steps in your thoughts and emotions you unconsciously habitually follow for all these 

things and more. This unconscious hardwiring can run much of your life without your 

conscious thought or input. 

Mindfulness brings this unconscious hardwiring into your awareness. It helps you to notice 

habitual thoughts, emotions and responses to situations. This gives you the power to 

consciously change any unhelpful hardwired patterns. 

Neuroplasticity 

Fortunately your brain has neuroplasticity, so regardless of what habits your brain has 

already formed, it is capable of incredible change. Neuroplasticity grew out of studies of 

patients who suffered strokes and other degenerative brain diseases. Scientists found that the 

brain has a remarkable ability to rewire itself when things goes wrong. The brain diverts traffic 

along new highways it lays down around the accident site allowing largely normal functioning 

to occur. If, for example, the part of the brain responsible for speech is affected by disease, other 

parts of the brain can be called into action and will start to perform this function.  
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There are two very famous examples of studies done by neuroscientists into the brain’s 

neuroplasticity. The first example involved London taxi drivers, who have a huge burden on 

their working memory. They have to remember all the street names and one way systems of 

London without looking at a map. In the oral exam they sit they must be able to recite journeys 

between any two points in Central London without referring to notes. Amazingly enough when 

these taxi drivers had their brains scanned it was shown that an area relating to memory (the 

hippocampus) was actually larger than in other people of similar age.14  This was not because 

having a larger hippocampus predisposed you to being a London Taxi driver, but rather the 

longer you drove a London taxi, the larger your hippocampus became. 

The second experiment involved adults who had never played the piano before.15  The 

control group just stared at the piano for the duration of the five day experiment. The second 

group learnt five finger piano exercises and astonishingly, even over the relatively short time 

period of the experiment, showed a dramatic change in their brain scans. Most remarkable of all, 

however, was the third group who merely imagined they were playing the piano. Their brain 

scans were almost identical to those who had actually been engaged in the physical practice. 

These studies, and others like them, show that what you do with your mind has a physical 

impact upon your brain. Practising mindfulness will, therefore, help you to unwire some of the 

less helpful patterns in your brain and rewire more helpful patterns. 

Your Mind Affects Your Reality 

Your brain affects how you see the world because in the classic words of Anais Nin, “We see 

the world as WE are, not as the world is.” It is your interpretation of the facts, the decisions your 

brain makes of inputs around you that determines how you perceive reality. The perceptions 

which influence how you see the world are also determined by how your brain has previously 

hardwired things. This is why everybody sees the world differently and why an Ancient Greek 

Scholar noticed that doctors always saw diseases, children saw opportunities for mayhem and 

mathematicians saw logic in everything. 

Mindfulness helps you to overcome this habitual hardwiring by training your mind to focus 

on the present reality and bypass your hardwired preconceptions about life (the stories you tell 

yourself). This opens up your potential to living life differently in a healthier, more positive and 

bountiful way. 
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Chapter 3 Mindfulness at Work 

Mindfulness is a new way to approach your working day. It gives 

you the skills to successfully prioritise, be more efficient, ignore 

distractions, improve emotional intelligence, more easily deal with 

conflict and feel better. Mindfulness also gives you the ability to keep your perspective and 

focus (regardless of what is happening around you). It helps you to remain calm, meet the 

workload and time pressure constraints you are under and not get caught in the grip of emotion 

when things around you become frantic. Mindfulness helps you to consider alternative courses 

of action calmly with the intelligent area of your brain, rather than reacting thoughtlessly with 

the more primitive part of your brain which usually takes over when you are feeling stressed or 

under pressure. 

Focus 

When you practice mindfulness, you train your brain to focus and avoid distractions. This 

helps you to be more efficient and productive. 

Can you relate to this? You arrive at work and start 

to check your emails. Half way through writing a reply 

to an email, you decide to have a cup of coffee. On the 

way to the office kitchen, a colleague asks if you could 

help her by reviewing a report. The phone is ringing as 

you walk back to your desk with the report. The call is 

from a client asking if you could look after a small 

matter for him. An hour later you see your still empty cup in the kitchen next to the kettle, 

realise you left your client’s file on your colleague’s desk, rather than the report she wanted and 

you still haven’t sent the email you started drafting. This is what happens when you allow 

yourself to get distracted and don’t focus. 

A mindless mind wanders every which direction down the paths of habitual, involuntary 

and random thoughts. A mindful mind chooses whether or not to engage in these thoughts and 

has the ability to stay focused in the direction it wants. When you are mindful, you no longer 

forget what you started to do, because you stay focused and don’t get distracted. When you are 

mindful at work, you are focused on what you are doing and mindfully choosing whether and 

when to engage with distractions. 

If you are focused on writing a report, you stay focused on the report regardless of how 

many emails arrive or conversations happen outside your office. If an interruption occurs while 

you are writing the report, you mindfully choose whether or not to engage with it. If you 

mindfully decide to change your focus to, for example, the phone call you have just received, 

then for the duration of the phone call that is where your attention and focus will lie. 

Mindfulness reminds you to check in with yourself and ask, “Is this what I had intended to 

be doing?” It gets you out of autopilot and into a focused awareness moment by moment on 

what you are doing. 

To be mindful is to be aware of where you are and what you are doing and to choose to 

focus upon it (and nothing else until you choose to change the point of your focus). As the 

saying goes, ‘When a wise woman fetches water, she just fetches water. When a wise man hews 

wood, he just hews wood.’ While you are unlikely to be hewing wood, the same concept applies 

to the mindful accountant. Mindfulness enables you to focus on the task immediately in front of 

you and not be seduced by distractions, which researchers have found can increase the time it 

takes you to do a task by between 20 and 40%.16   

“Even when people are thinking 

about happier things, they are not 

happier than when they focus on the 

task at hand.” - Killingsworth and 

Gilbert 2010 
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Research by Erik Altman, Associate Professor of Psychology at Michigan State University in 

2013 found that even tiny interruptions can derail your train of thought and increase mistakes. 

In the study, 300 people performed a sequence-based procedure on a computer. The researchers 

found that interruptions (distractions) of only three seconds doubled the error rate. 

Simple things you can do to reduce distractions at work include clearing your desk of 

everything you are not working on, making sure everything you need is organised and within 

reach and arranging for interruption free time (closing your door, sending calls to voice mail, 

turning off email alert, putting your phone on silent etc.). 

To be focused is also to be present and aware of the moment you are in. As an accountant, 

you are accustomed to worrying about the implications of past decisions or events or to feeling 

anxious about possible future events that may affect your clients, yourself, your practice or your 

career. This means a great deal of your energy and attention is wasted focusing on the past and 

the future. It is more productive to direct your energy and attention to what is happening right 

here right now. 

You will be familiar with the difference between mindful and default awareness if you have 

ever driven a familiar route and realised you have been driving on autopilot, unaware of the 

road or other vehicles. In contrast, mindful driving is being fully present in each moment, 

consciously aware of what is going on around you. 

Things get better when you improve the quality of the attention you give to the here and 

now, when you focus on the person you are with and when you focus on the task you are doing 

instead of thinking about something else. 

The Multi-Tasking Myth 

Accountants are faced with complex problems and massive amounts of information every 

day. The frequent outcome is information overload. Your mind receives too much input, 

experiences stress and doesn’t know what to do. In its efforts to overcome the mental overload, 

your brain will attempt to do multiple things at the same time. It will attempt to multi-task. 

Multi-tasking is not possible. It is a myth. You might believe you can attend to many things 

at the same time, but the reality is you cannot. Your brain can only think one thought (handle 

one cognitive function) at any given moment in time. What you are actually doing is switching 

between things very rapidly; you are really switch tasking. Each time you switch task (toggle 

between one task and another) there is a start-up cost and you lose time. 

You cannot give your attention to multiple things at once and hope that your brain will 

function at the same level as it would if it was focused on just one thing. Two tasks cannot 

receive equal attention at the same time. One will be focus and the other will be ‘noise’ or not 

heard at all. Giving attention to one thing at the expense of another leads to ‘attentional 

blindness’. In a work environment, this is the moment when things ‘fall through the cracks’ and 

get overlooked. 

Stanford University set out to research the benefits of multi-tasking and couldn’t find any, 

but it did identify the following disadvantages of attempting to multi-task:17 

 It is less efficient and takes longer. 

 You enjoy the experience less and the product is of a lower quality. 

 You have a decreased ability to see the bigger picture, are more easily distracted and lose 

your ability to determine what is or isn’t relevant to the task at hand. 

 It creates habits. Repeated multi-tasking becomes a habit that continually makes you less 

productive, efficient and happy with your work. 
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Another study from the Institute of Psychiatry found that excessive distractions temporarily 

reduced workers’ intelligence. Those distracted by incoming emails and phone calls saw a 10 

point fall in their IQ. This is more than twice the loss found in studies on the impact of smoking 

marijuana. 

According to a report by American scientists in the Journal Cyberpsychology and Behavior, 

the more time young people spend multi-tasking, the harder they find concentrating on single 

intellectual tasks such as reading. The adverse side effects of multi-tasking seem to be made 

worse when you are trying to perform similar tasks at the same time (such as writing an email 

and talking on the phone) as they use the same parts of the brain. 

A 2010 study showed that simply talking while driving can impact your driving skills.18 

Researchers also found the reverse to be true; driving reduces a driver’s ability to recall a 

conversation by as much as 20%. 

Studies by Gloria Mark, an interruption specialist at the University of California, found that 

when people are frequently diverted from one task to another, they work faster but produce 

less. 

Multi-tasking makes you less productive, creative and able to make good decisions. It slows 

your brain down and results in more errors. Studies show that when compared with doing tasks 

in sequence, multi-tasking takes 30% longer and results in twice as many errors. Even worse is 

that multi-tasking becomes habitual and addictive. The more you do it, the more you tend to do 

it because your brain craves the squirt of dopamine it gets each time you switch tasks. 

If multi-tasking isn’t the answer and you are still faced with a lot of work which needs to be 

done, what do you do? 

The Mindful Antidote to Multi-Tasking 

The alternative to multi-tasking is to focus mindfully on one task at a time (sequence 

tasking). Never do two things at once. Give your full attention to one thing at a time. Stay with 

the task at hand and don’t engage with distractions unless you choose to. If you choose to 

engage with a distraction (for example because the distraction is the managing partner on the 

phone), then it becomes the new object of your attention. 

Mindful Meetings 

As an accountant you will have attended your fair share of meetings. Are you still be 

suffering from the delusion that everyone in the room is focused on the meeting and what is 

going on? In reality the people in meetings are often thinking about what else they could be 

doing, the fight they had with their partner, plans for the weekend, how soon they can get back 

to their other work etc. Apparently, a staggering 9 out of 10 people admit to day dreaming in 

meetings.19 A mindful meeting is the opposite of this (and the type of meeting you will be 

delighted to attend). 

Mindfulness is about being fully present in the moment and also present for the people you 

are with. Mindful meetings allow you to get to the point faster and enjoy the process. If 

everyone in the meeting is focused on the moment, it makes a big difference to how successfully 

and quickly the meeting can be concluded. 

Mindful client meetings work best when the principles of mindful communication (Chapter 

5) and mindful working relationships (Chapter 6) are followed. Some other mindful meeting 

suggestions include: 

 Have all attendees take a moment (and a few breaths) to focus their minds on the reason 

they are present and the task at hand before the meeting starts. 
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 Have a basket at the meeting room door for all mobile phones and other communication 

devices. 

 Be mindful of every participant, their time constraints and other commitments. 

 Be mindful of ensuring that everyone is heard and has the opportunity to contribute. 

 Mindfully ensure the meeting has an agenda and runs on time. 

 Have stand up meetings (without chairs) if time is short. 

Mindful Emailing 

As an accountant, you live with a daily barrage of emails, some relevant, many not. In 2013, 

business emails accounted for over 100 billion emails per day.20 Email is affecting the way we 

live with research showing: 

 36% of people surveyed, checked social media and texts before doing anything else after 

they wake up and 20% check email before breakfast.21 

 32% read their work email on weekends.22 

 It takes an average of 64 seconds to recover your train of thought after interruption by 

email.23 So if you check your email every five minutes, you will be wasting 8.5 hours per 

week. This research also found that people tend to respond to email as it arrives, taking an 

average of only one minute and 44 seconds to act upon a new email notification. 70% of 

alerts got a reaction within 6 seconds. 

There are two ways in which mindfulness can help you with emails, (1) your behaviour in 

relation to incoming emails and the distraction they provide and (2) the way you handle 

outgoing emails. 

Incoming Emails 

An increasing number of people are showing signs of email addiction. Tom Stafford 

(Lecturer at the University of Sheffield) and co-author of the book Mind Hacks believes that the 

same fundamental learning mechanisms that drive gambling addicts are also at work in email 

users. “Both slot machines and email follow something called a ‘variable interval reinforcement 

schedule’ which has been established as the strongest way to train habits,” he says. “This means 

that rather than reward an action every time it is performed, you reward it sometimes, but not in 

a predictable way. So with email, usually when I check it there is nothing interesting, but every 

so often there’s something wonderful … and I get a reward.” This is enough to make it difficult 

for you to resist checking email even when you’ve only just looked. 

The first thing you do when you mindfully attend to emails is stop habitually responding to 

them immediately they arrive in your inbox. Mindfully choose instead when you will respond to 

them so you can avoid the disadvantages associated with distractions and multi-tasking. 

Allocate specific time slots during the day for dealing with emails. If your peak creativity and 

energy levels are highest in the morning, then it is probably best not to review emails at that 

time. When I suggest this in seminars, people tell me they have to look at their email first thing so 

they can work out their task list for the day. Really? You never have big jobs or work requiring a 

creative solution left over from the day before that you could tackle while your brain is in its 

optimum performance mode? 

Suggested optimal times for handling emails are 10-11 am and 3-4 pm. This will help you get 

the best productivity out of your day. Of course, if those times won’t work for you, then 

mindfully find time slots that will. 

The quickest and best ways to mindfully deal with interruptions from email are to turn off 

the email pop-off or to work with emails in off-line mode. If you cannot do that, then try waiting 

ten breaths before checking email (and see if the urge passes). In the longer term, you can take 
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steps to decrease distractions from emails in the workplace by discussing email culture with 

colleagues and having helpful guidelines around what is emailed and to whom. Your working 

life would improve if a lot of the ‘white noise’ emails disappeared from your inbox. 

Outgoing Emails 

As an accountant you know the importance of language and understand how seemingly 

innocent words in emails can give rise to hours of misunderstanding, anger confusion and 

doubt. A moment of mindfulness before these emails are sent can save you time and hassle. 

Before you start an email, it is helpful if you mindfully take a breath and bring your 

attention to the task. The first question to ask yourself is always, “Does this email need to be sent 

at all?” If you can stay present and focused on servicing the person you are sending the email to, 

you have a better chance of drafting an effective email. 

Then before you press ‘send’, mindfully pause and ask yourself (1) Have you included all 

the information required? (2) Will the recipient clearly understand the email and what is 

required of them? (3) How will the recipient perceive the email? 

Mindful Phone Calls 

The mindful way to answer or make a phone call is to take a breath (or several) and bring 

your awareness and focus into the present moment before you pick up the phone. Then 

mindfully listen to the other person, focus on them and the conversation and do not allow your 

mind to be distracted by anything else for the duration of the call. If you are on a phone call 

while doing something else, it is not only disrespectful, but you will miss chunks of what was 

said because your brain will be switch tasking. 

You can also pay mindful attention to your mobile phone behaviours. Do you feel as though 

you cannot go anywhere without it? Do you have to continually check for messages, even while 

at the movies? Try turning your mobile phone off or leaving it behind every now and then. 

Without judgment, notice how you feel when it isn’t with you or when it is turned off. Are you 

displaying any traits of addiction? Do the same with your social media accounts and notice how 

it feels. Take note of your behaviours in relation to checking for messages. How often are you 

doing it? How does it make you feel when there is a message? How do you feel when you are 

checking? How do you feel when there isn’t a message? 

Mindful Presentations 

Having to make a presentation can be stressful, even for people as skilled as accountants. 

How can you do it mindfully?  

A mindful presentation is one where your focus before, during and after the presentation is 

on the audience and the content rather than on yourself. 

While preparing for the presentation, you make an effort to understand the audience, who 

they are, their level of understanding and experience, what their greatest problems are and how 

to make the experience enjoyable for them. If you keep this focus in mind on your way to the 

presentation, you won’t be worrying about how you look, whether the audience will like your 

presentation, whether you will make it on time or whether you will be able to answer any 

questions that arise. 

Before you begin the presentation, take a deep breath, focus on your content and how to 

serve your audience. If you stay focused in the present moment (rather than worrying about the 

future), you will be in tune with the audience and they will be in tune with you. You will 

understand when they need a stretching break, when they haven’t understood something 

you’ve said and when they have grasped a topic well. 
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At the end of the presentation, take another deep breath and focus on the audience by asking 

them if they have any further questions (if appropriate) and thank them for their attention and 

participation during the presentation. 

Service 

To provide a mindful service to others requires mindful communication skills (Chapter 5) 

and mindful relationship skills (Chapter 6).  It also requires you to provide ‘service’, the type 

where your genuine aim is to serve the other person’s needs. When you do this, not only do 

your clients (and colleagues) receive better service, but your happiness, job satisfaction and 

peace of mind also increase. 

An accountant who practises mindfulness, told 

me about a wealthy widow who was a client of the 

firm he worked for. She allowed them to look after 

her share portfolio, but despite persistent 

suggestions, refused to let the firm look after her 

superannuation fund. The fees to manage her 

superannuation fund were substantial, so staff were 

reminded to ‘keep their eyes on the prize’ whenever 

they spoke with her.  The mindful accountant met 

with the woman one day when her usual accountant 

was ill. At the end of the meeting other staff were 

stunned when she suggested the mindful accountant 

should look after her superannuation fund. Why had 

she changed her mind? Because he spoke to her as a 

person with needs, rather than as a potential money 

pot. 

When you are mindful with those you serve 

(employers, colleagues and clients) you will provide 

genuine service, make genuine connections and meet 

their real need, rather than your idea of their need. 

You cannot provide a genuine service if you have 

made no effort to understand your client. A wise 

partner in the firm I worked for as a graduate taught 

me this when I handed him my first file. Before he opened it, he asked me to explain the client’s 

business to him. When I could not, he returned the file to me with the words, “You cannot 

possibly have done your job well and provided genuine service to this client if you cannot tell 

me who they are and what they do. Come back when you can.” 

Better Quality Work 

Mindfulness training teaches you to focus your mind, be aware of the present moment and 

avoid distractions. These three aspects of mindfulness lead to better quality in your work. The 

icing on the cake is the beginner’s mind-set that mindfulness also trains you to have. 

To have a beginner’s mind-set means more than being open minded. It means looking at 

things through new eyes or with a beginner’s mind even if you have done them one thousand 

times before. If you continually look at things in the same way that you always have, you will 

not only get bored and make mistakes, but you will also never see a better way to do the job. 

If you can approach every job with a beginner’s mind-set you will also increase your 

enjoyment of what you do. Instead of thinking, “Here we go again. This is the 53rd time I have 

A group of weary monks worked in a 

rundown monastery in the mountains. 

Everything about them was shabby and 

they watched their income slowly 

dwindle away. The townspeople no 

longer sought their counsel, bought 

their wine or sent their sons to them for 

training. In desperation the head monk 

sought counsel from a wise man. 

“Do not worry, for you have in the 

monastery a great spiritual worker,” 

said the wise man. 

The head monk urged his donkey to a 

fast trot so he could return to the 

monastery and share the good news. In 

no time at all the monks and the 

monastery sparkled, the townspeople 

returned and wine sales improved. 

Everyone was abuzz with energy and 

excitement as the monks wondered 

which one of them was the great 

spiritual worker. Inside everyone lies 

the opportunity for greatness in 

whatever you do. 
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given this advice this year,” think, “This is the first time I have given this advice to this client.” 

This new mind-set will change how you feel about the job and the quality of the service you 

provide your client. It will also help you to be alert for unusual aspects of the client’s situation 

which require you to modify the advice you give. 

I was on the receiving end of a mindless approach to service several years ago when I dealt 

with a law firm in relation to an office lease agreement. When the lease agreement was delivered 

to me, the lawyer had not been focused enough to remember to change the names of the people 

or the address of the building in the lease agreement. Providing this level of service could not 

have been satisfying for the accountant, the client or the law firm. 

Ethics 

A mindful accountant does what they know to be right. Mindfulness removes you from the 

realm of self-serving ego and helps you to make the right choices and take the right actions. For 

example, doing a job in a way which considers the safety and well-being of others is doing what 

you know to be right. 

Decision Making 

Mindfulness teaches you to be aware of the present moment and focus your thoughts. This 

helps you make decisions in stressful situations where your brain would otherwise get 

distracted or go into panic mode. 

Mindfulness also helps you to adopt a beginner’s mind-set in every situation so that you can 

see fresh perspectives and not be side-tracked by habitual biases or prejudices. This mind-set 

also overcomes your ego’s need to be right and allows you to become more receptive to hearing 

good ideas from other people. 

Chapter 7 provides more information on mindfulness, problem solving and decision 

making. 

Mindful Breaks 

The brain waves in your brain operate in a 90 minute pulse known as an ultradian rhythm. 

This 90 minute time frame is how long your brain can operate at its peak efficiency before it 

needs a short break to replenish its supplies. Tony Schwartz24 and others endorse the view that 

you can only operate at your best when you renew your energy (physically, mentally and 

emotionally) every 90 minutes. If you work at high intensity for more than 90 minutes, you 

begin to draw on your emergency reserves and your body starts to enter the stress cycle. 

Your body sends you clear signals when you need a rest (fidgetiness, hunger, drowsiness 

and loss of focus). If you are not mindful, you override the signals and find ways to pump up 

your energy such as caffeine, sugar, simple carbohydrates, adrenalin, noradrenalin and cortisol. 

Reliance on these forms of non-mindful energy replenishment causes your prefrontal cortex 

to begin to shut down in fight or flight mode. This makes you more reactive and less capable of 

thinking clearly, reflectively or imaginatively. 

If you can take a break every 90 minutes, your mind will be able to function at its best. 

During the break you can spend a few minutes doing mindfulness training or go for a short 

walk to clear your head. 

As well as a mindful break every 90 minutes, your life needs to have other breaks too. Do 

you see your busyness as a source of pride? While it does fulfil certain needs of the ego, it is not 

a very mindful way to be. You end up frazzled as you rush from one commitment to the next, 

unable to focus on what you are doing and not enjoying the moment. New evidence from brain 

scans confirms that if you spend your days rushing mindlessly around, find it difficult to stay 
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present and get so focused on goals that you lose touch with the outside world, you have an 

amygdala that is on high alert all the time. 

The solution is to do less and create some moments of peace. You do this by prioritising 

what is important and letting go of what is not. 

Mindful Working Principles 

If I had to choose the principles of mindful working, I would choose these … 

1) Start and end all your tasks with a moment of stillness. This will bring your awareness 

and focus to the present task and ensure you start it in the right mind-set. Doing the same thing 

at the end provides you with a moment of quiet stillness and reflection. This is the moment 

improvements and forgotten things can drop in to your mind. 

2) Stay present, aware and focused on what you are doing. When you are conscious enough 

to stop and consider what you really need to be doing in your work, you can work a lot more 

efficiently, productively and enjoyably. You will be better able to handle the unexpected and 

make decisions in stressful situations. Staying present, aware and focused also applies to your 

interactions with others. Give them your focus while they are talking to you. This may mean 

pushing your chair back from your desk, turning around and looking them in the eye, rather 

than continuing to type the email you were working on. 

3) Mindfully choose whether or not to engage with a distraction. Your aim is always to do 

one thing at a time and to consciously choose what that one thing is. 

4) Service. No matter what you do for a living, you are providing a service to someone. If 

you are mindful of always providing the best service you can, you will feel happier and so will 

your clients and colleagues. 

5) Approach each task with a beginner’s mind-set as if it is the first time you have ever done 

it. This will increase your enjoyment of the task, decrease errors and improve your chances of 

finding a better way to do it. 
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Chapter 4 Enjoy Your Work 

Every job has its mundane components. You can dread doing 

them and suffer your way through them focusing on how happy you 

will feel when they are done. That’s one approach, or you can be 

present, aware and happy while doing them. If you have to do a job, why not find a way to 

enjoy the experience? If you can find a way to enjoy what you do, you will also perform better. 

A group of researchers in Canada found that enjoyment greatly increases your ability to sustain 

your activities, improve your social interactions, meet competence-demanding challenges, 

reduce your stress levels and improve your psychological health.25 

While you are focused on boredom, anger or frustration, your mind is experiencing 

resistance. This hurts you internally through negative thinking and emotions. It also hurts those 

you serve through poorer quality service because some of your attention and energy is not 

focused on the task at hand. If you focus on finding enjoyment in what you do, you will feel 

better, be more attentive and provide better quality service. 

One of the quickest and easiest ways to bring more 

joy into your working day is to adopt an attitude of 

gratitude. The opposite of being grateful for the work 

you do is to see yourself as a professional slave where 

you only do the job because you have to, even though 

you would rather be doing something (anything) else.  

Gratitude can make a half empty glass appear half 

full. It transforms difficult moments because it has a 

way of making the little things more significant and 

meaningful. It is the antidote to negativity. 

Scientists have even begun to measure the effects of 

gratitude. Researchers from the University of California 

and the University of Michigan assigned participants in related gratitude studies to one of three 

groups: 

 Group 1 were instructed to pay attention to and keep track of daily hassles, annoyances and 

irritants. 

 Group 2 were instructed to notice experiences of gratitude as they were happening and to 

make a list of these. 

 Group 3 were instructed to note neutral events. 

All participants tracked their moods, time spent sleeping and time spent exercising. The 

study found that those in group two were 25% happier than those who paid attention to daily 

annoyances. They also reported more optimism and time spent exercising than the other groups. 

Given gratitude appears to be helpful, what things can you find to be grateful for? How is 

what you do better than working outdoors in the summer heat for a minimum wage? How is 

what you do better than working on a boat if you experience chronic seasickness? 

The mindful mind-sets that will help you find more enjoyment in your work are described 

below. 

A beginner’s mind - Adopt a beginner’s mind and bring a fresh perspective to every task you 

do. It might be the 1,000th lease agreement you have structured in your life, but for your client it 

may be the first and most important lease agreement of their business. If you approach each 

contract you draft with the same mind-set, you will never be open to new possibilities, new 

ways of doing it, ideas to streamline the process, new clauses to include etc. If you continually 

Sisyphus did something to displease 

the Gods and for his punishment he 

was condemned to push a boulder up 

a hill for all eternity. As soon as he 

gets the boulder to the top, it rolls 

back down and he has to start again. 

Everyone has a boulder of some kind 

at work that needs pushing. When 

you resist, it feels heavier. Gratitude 

reduces the size of the boulder and 

makes your life easier. 
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look at things in the same way you always have, you will not only get bored, you will make 

mistakes. 

Acceptance - The task has to be done. You can resist the obligation and cause yourself internal 

suffering or you can find a way to be at peace with something you cannot change. If you can 

change it, then find the freedom inside yourself to do so. If you cannot change it, then find a way 

to come to peace with it. 

Non-judgment - Non-judgment is a path to mental peace. When you judge things to be good, 

you crave (desire) having more of them. When you judge things to be bad, you resist them and 

attempt to remove them from your life. If you don’t judge, i.e. you are neutral, then you inflict 

neither the suffering of desire nor resistance into your life and can set about just doing the task 

that needs to be done. 

Some other simple things you can do to bring more joy to your work include: 

 Say ‘hello’ and smile at people in your workplace (even the ones you like to pretend aren’t 

there). 

 Treat others as you would like to be treated; i.e. practice small acts of kindness. 

 Share a joke with a colleague, rather than a whine. 

 Stop criticising and being negative. 

 Value what you do, your colleagues, your workplace, your clients and yourself. 

If you are very goal oriented, good for you. But take it from someone who learned the hard 

way, enjoy the journey too. It lasts a lot longer than arriving at the destination. I threw away 

chunks of my youth telling myself I would have time for fun when I finished my law degree, 

when I finished my masters, when I got my promotion. It was a mindless way to live. Enjoy now 

as well. This focus on the future combined with your beliefs that you will be happy when, takes 

your focus away from your enjoyment of the present moment. 

There are many things to be enjoyed right here, right now in this moment. 
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Chapter 5 Mindful Communication 

A mindful communication is a truly effective communication and 

a profound way of boosting teamwork, co-operation and well-being. 

The three pillars of mindful communication are: 

1) Listen mindfully 

2) Use constructive language 

3) Speak mindfully 

Listen Mindfully 

Listening is not the same as hearing. Hearing refers to the sound waves that pass into your 

ear. Listening, especially mindful listening, is much more than that. If you are communicating 

mindfully you are actively present, aware and listening to the speaker. You are consciously 

focusing your awareness on what the other person is saying, not thinking about your reply, 

passing judgment or anything other than simply listening. Unfortunately researchers have 

found that most of us only remember between 25% and 50% of what we hear. We only listen a 

small percentage of the time, and spend the rest of our time and attention judging, assessing, 

trying to sound smart, listening to distractions, trying to size up people etc. 

Your ability to listen mindfully can be impaired by the endless stream of thoughts and 

sensations that pass through your consciousness; your need to express yourself, to fulfil your 

vision of what an accountant should do or to enhance your self-esteem, your strong feelings 

(positive or negative) toward the client or your aversion to suffering (your own or another’s). 

Your ability to listen mindfully can also be impaired by the needs of your ego, personal agendas, 

personal bias and prejudice based on the speaker’s appearance, ethnicity, gender, speech or 

manner. 

What is ‘Mindful Listening’? 

Mindful listening is listening where you make a conscious effort to both hear the complete 

message the other person is conveying and let them know you are listening. It has five key 

elements: 

1) Be present. Focus your awareness and attention on the person who is speaking. Align your 

body with the speaker and maintain eye contact with them. Do not allow distracting thoughts 

including preparing your answer or passing judgment on what they are saying to intrude upon 

the focused attention you are giving them. Focus on the speaker’s body as well as their words to 

make sure you get the whole message. If you are talking to the person over the phone, focus on 

them. Do not, for example, check your emails or doodle on your note pad. If you do, you will 

miss parts of the conversation because your mind will be elsewhere. 

2) Show that you are listening. Send the speaker cues to let them know you are listening. You 

can do this by keeping your posture open and receptive, nodding and making occasional verbal 

comments such as ‘yes’ and ‘uh huh’. 

3) Provide feedback. If you are not fully mindful, your personal biases can distort what you 

hear. You will be listening for the things that confirm your preconceived notions about the 

person (and their problem). To ensure you truly understand, ask questions to clarify and 

periodically summarise the speaker’s comments with phrases such as, “What I’m hearing is ...”, 

“Sounds like you are saying …”, “Is this what you mean …?”, “If I’m hearing you correctly …” 

4) Wait without passing judgment. Either listen without passing judgment or at least allow the 

speaker to finish a point before you ask questions or provide counter arguments. 
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5) Respond mindfully. Mindful listening is about gaining information, perspective, respect 

and understanding. All your responses to the speaker should be framed with this in mind. You 

can be honest, candid and open in your response, but do so respectfully and mindfully. 

If you listen mindfully you will have the best 

chance of serving the other person’s genuine needs. If 

you don’t listen mindfully you will only hear what you 

listen for, will only be paying attention to what you are 

expecting to hear rather than what is really being 

communicated and you will listen to prove your 

existing theories about the person. 

An accountant is predisposed to listen to a client 

from the perspective of potential financial and legal 

problems. If that is all you are focused on, you may 

miss bigger picture scenarios and other ways you can 

help. 

Sometimes, of course, listening mindfully might 

also reveal that a far better way to solve the client’s real 

problem lies outside the accounting profession and that 

the greatest service you can provide is to refer them 

elsewhere. 

Use Constructive Language 

Words are powerful. From an accounting 

perspective, they create contracts, transfer ownership, 

prove guilt, reduce penalties and negotiate agreements. 

From another perspective, they can rob someone of 

their self-worth, take away their purpose in life or even 

drive them to suicide. When you communicate 

mindfully you use language that is constructive rather than destructive; language that helps, 

rather than inflames situations and people. The best way to illustrate this is through the 

difference between a constructive and destructive way to ask a person the same question. The 

constructive way to ask questions helps people get to a better place. The destructive way to ask 

people questions has the opposite effect. 

To ask someone, “Why can’t you do this?” is destructive. You have let the person know 

there is something that has to be done and you don’t believe they can do it. To ask the question 

this way might make you feel good for a few seconds (as it releases your frustration), but in the 

long-term it is destructive to the other person, your relationship with them and also to yourself. 

To ask someone, “How can you more easily make this happen?” is constructive. Asking the 

person this way sends the message that they can make it happen, they can do it easily and there 

are a number of ways it can be done. This is constructive for the other person, your relationship, 

yourself and the chances of finding a workable way to make it happen. 

 

Speak Mindfully 

In your professional life you will have experienced firsthand the impact of mindless 

speaking; the incivility that can arise in correspondence and conversations with other 

accountants. This way of speaking is unhelpful and reflects poorly upon everyone involved. The 

opposite of this is to speak mindfully. 

There once existed a psychotherapist 

who believed that most of the 

problems people brought to her were 

characterised by the existence of fish 

in their dreams. One day a client came 

to see her and was discussing the 

problem he had. “Tell me,” said the 

psychotherapist, “Did you dream last 

night?” “I probably did,” replied the 

client. “And tell me in the dream was 

there an ocean?” “No,” replied the 

client. “Was there a river?” “I don’t 

think so,” replied the client. “Well was 

there any water … it doesn’t have to 

be a river?” “I guess there could have 

been,” said the client. “And was there 

a pool on the ground?” “I couldn’t be 

certain, but it’s possible,” the client 

replied. “And in the pool could there 

have been a fish?” “I guess there 

could have been.” “Aha!” said the 

psychotherapist, “I knew it.” 

You will always hear what you want 

to hear and in doing so might miss the 

real message. 
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If you speak mindfully then you: 

1) Speak only when it is right to speak. You only speak if what you have to say would lead to a 

positive or better outcome for yourself, the other person and the situation. This does not mean 

you never give negative feedback or that you let people talk all over you. It means that you 

speak always with respect and at a time and in a way that is helpful. If, for example, you are 

gripped by a strong negative emotion such as anger, for example, it may be better to speak at a 

later time when it is more likely to have a positive outcome. Open your mouth to speak only 

when you are sure you can speak calmly. Things once said, can never be unsaid. Things unsaid 

can never be repeated.  

2) Speak truthfully. Do not say untruthful things for the sake of personal interest or to impress 

people. Do not spread news you do not know is certain. Do not say one thing to one person and 

something else to another.  

3) Do not speak cruelly. Choose your words carefully. Aim never to say things that will create 

discord. 

4) Do not exaggerate or embellish. Don’t make things sound better or worse than they actually 

are; especially not for the sake of creating a little drama.  

To speak mindfully stop, breathe, focus and become aware of how your communication 

could be perceived before you speak, consider your motive for speaking and whether you 

intend to harm or help. 
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Chapter 6 Mindful Working Relationships 

It is when you work with others that you become part of 

something more magnificent than you could ever achieve on your 

own. When humans combine their talents and resources to work 

together that is when they can literally move mountains, build walls you can see from the moon 

and solve problems facing the planet. 

If you form mindful working relationships with the people in your workplace, you will 

create an environment in which true synergy is possible, an environment which provides 

efficient, focused service and in which the people do so joyfully with a genuine desire to help 

each other achieve their potential. 

Just for a moment focus on the usual relationship in a work context. Does it typically involve 

concepts such as control, power, accountability and responsibility? Is there usually a perception 

that one person is subservient to another because of a position they hold, a title they have or 

what they get paid? 

A mindful working relationship is different from the traditional model. It recognises that 

you are all one and the same; all parts of a whole trying to achieve the same ultimate outcome. 

There is no conflict because you all want the same thing. Whether you are the managing partner, 

the graduate accountant, secretary or cleaner you are all part of the same team providing quality 

accounting and financial services. 

How do you create a mindful working relationship? You create a mindful working 

relationship with your colleagues and others through mindful communication (mindful 

listening, constructive language and mindful speaking) and by adopting mindful mind-sets. The 

mindful mind-sets it is helpful to focus on are patience, kindness, no judgment, beginner’s mind, 

acceptance, joy and letting go. 

Patience - You might remember from Chapter 2 that no two brains are alike, but for some 

reason highly intelligent people often assume everyone’s brain works the same way as theirs 

does. The person you are working with may not grasp concepts or needs in the same way or at 

the same pace as you do. This is good, because the reverse will also be true and you will each 

bring different strengths to the relationship. It takes time for people to work out how to work 

together. Be patient with yourself and the other person while you identify how your separate 

skills and traits can merge to produce the best possible outcome. Be patient (and forgiving) of 

slip ups along the way. 

Kindness - Who you are and how you behave affects others. Kindness remembers this. When 

things don’t work out in terms of your preconception of perfection, be kind to both yourself and 

the other person. Instead of focusing on fault finding or blame (which is oriented in the past), 

stay focused on the present and mindfully find positive ways to move forward.  

Kindness asks that you treat others as you would like to be treated; with openness, honesty, 

respect and trust. Work with them in a caring and considerate way; see them as the human 

being they are rather than as a means to an end. One way to be kind to others is to connect with 

them. The easiest way to connect is through empathy and acknowledging that, really, you are all 

on the same team. Empathy is appreciated more than ever in relationships, because we live in a 

world where it is declining (at least among the groups studied). A University of Michigan study 

of approximately 14,000 US college students showed that empathy has declined by about 40% in 

the last 20 years. It has been suggested that this decline can be linked to increased video violence 

and social media usage (as opposed to face to face contact). 

Non-judgmental - To pass judgment on another is to wound both of you. Regardless of what 

has happened, everyone (including you) does the best they can at the time with the resources 
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they believe they have. Also if you pass a negative judgment on another, your mind perceives 

that to be painful for you and your thinking will move to a place of resistance and 

dissatisfaction. Your focus will turn from ways to mindfully work together to all the perceived 

wrongs of the situation and how you can either get out of it or create a compelling ‘poor you’ 

story to share with others. This will not be helpful to the joint outcomes you are trying to 

achieve. 

Beginner’s mind-set - Go into the working relationship with an open mind and without 

preconceptions. Be open to the possibility that you can work successfully with this person (even 

if others find them challenging). Be open to the possibility that you can work successfully with 

people who are different from you. Be open to finding ways to make the relationship work 

easily, even if it hasn’t in the past. 

Acceptance - A mindful working relationship asks you to accept yourself, the situation you 

find yourself in and the other person. Acceptance means that even if you wouldn’t normally 

choose to work with this person, you accept the situation and feel at peace with it. It also means 

you accept the fact that sometimes the other person may be right and you may be wrong. 

Joy - Find ways to bring joy to your working relationship and make it pleasant for both of 

you. Moments of happiness and enjoyment strengthen the ties of all relationships. 

Letting Go – Things don’t always go smoothly. When they don’t, be prepared to let go of 

your need to find fault, to blame or to bring up past misdeeds. Instead, let go of what has 

happened and find a constructive way to move forward. 

You will know you have successfully created a mindful working relationship with someone 

when you see yourselves working towards the same outcome in a way which transcends 

personal limitations and where neither of you needs individual credit for your efforts. 
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Chapter 7 Mindful Problem Solving 

An accountant’s working day is spent solving problems. 

Mindfulness is an amazing tool to have in your kit when it comes to 

creative problem solving and decision making (even under pressure). 

Mindful Decisions 

As an accountant, your day is packed with decision 

making and many of the decisions have to be made in an 

environment of uncertainty. How will the court interpret the 

law? What will the legislature do? How will the other party 

respond? Will the bank approve finance? Will the exchange 

rate go down or up? What will happen to sales in the next 

quarter? You can make these decisions mindfully or 

mindlessly. 

If you are mindful you will have an open and innovative 

approach to decision making and will consider all options. If 

you are mindless you will take cognitive shortcuts and use 

outdated mental models and old rules of thumb. You will 

make knee jerk decisions based upon these shortcuts, rather 

than the reality of the current situation. 

Mindless decision making can sneak in when you begin 

to feel overwhelmed. This is when your mind panics and 

instead of staying focused on the present task, tends to race 

to the future and dwell upon a range of doom and gloom 

scenarios. 

You have probably made a mindless decision if you did 

it in haste, you were attached to a particular result, you 

didn’t listen mindfully, there was excessive emotion 

associated with the decision or you were focused on what 

was in it for you. 

A mindful decision is one that deep down you know to be right; one that is based on the 

truth, rather than your perception or preconceived idea of the truth. How do you find the truth? 

You find it by having a beginner’s mind-set, being non-judgmental, staying open minded, being 

prepared to be wrong (and for someone else to be right), staying focused on the present moment 

and by actively listening (including listening to your inner self). 

What if you are unsure which decision to make? Paradoxically the answer will come to you 

when you mindfully ‘let go’ of the worry associated 

with finding the right answer. The answer comes to you 

in the shower, when you walk through a doorway, 

when you pack your laptop away etc. There is a model 

of psychology which explains this phenomenon that 

‘everybody already knows once they stop thinking 

about it’. The model of human cognition describes how 

a series of information nodes constantly talk to each 

other. When your decision making process is narrow, 

your information nodes mainly communicate just with the next node in the thought production 

line. When you relax (stop worrying) and allow your decision making process to spread 

Once there was an exceptional 

farmhand who could do twice 

the workload of other farmhands 

in half the time. He worked 

quickly, independently, cheaply 

and happily. His boss loved him. 

One day the boss asked the 

farmhand to do a job, “You see 

that pile of onions over there?” 

“Yes”, replied the farmhand. “All 

I want you to do is sort through 

them, and make three smaller 

piles (1) a pile of the best onions 

(2) a pile of the worst onions and 

(3) a pile of the middle quality 

onions,” said the farmer. 

The farmhand got started. After a 

day of sorting onions, he quit, 

“I’m happy milking cows or 

putting up fences or even driving 

your wife to the neighbour’s for a 

visit, but this is just too much – 

decision after decision after 

decision.” 

“As business leaders we need to have 

a clear picture of present reality in 

order to make effective decisions. 

Meditation is a practice designed to 

clear the mind of stress and distortion, 

and allow you to experience present 

reality.” - Paul David Walker 
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outwards (rather than inwards) your information nodes communicate with lots of other nodes 

and an answer often comes from an unexpected source. This way of thinking and decision 

making is a more mindful one. 

In 2004 Herbenson and Proctor wrote, The Breakout Principle. In the book they state the 

fundamental requirement behind the breakout principle (the moment of peak performance) is 

the ability to break away from prior mental and emotional patterns. The effective letting go of a 

problem triggers the internal release of nitric oxide, which has been linked to the production of 

neurotransmitters such as endorphins and dopamine. Mindfulness is an effective technique for 

clearing the mind to enable this breakout to occur. 

Decisions That ‘Feel Right’ 

Professor Goleman cites a study26 of the decision making style of successful Californian 

business entrepreneurs. The study showed that these successful decision makers tended to make 

their decisions using a two-stage process: 

1) The awareness stage:  They get as much relevant information about the full nature of the 

situation as they can. 

2) The intuition stage:  They recognise that they know what to do at a deep level, even if what 

their ‘instinct’ tells them is inconsistent with what the information suggests they should do. 

Why would these successful business people make decisions that ‘feel’ right rather than ones 

reason told them was right? There are two scientific explanations. The first scientific explanation 

for why your ‘gut’ might help you make better decisions relates to the basal ganglia. It is a 

primitive structure in your brain which gives you an ongoing record of your deeper knowledge. 

The basal ganglia isn’t connected to your speech centres or other higher order cognitive 

processes, but it is connected with your body and might explain your gut feelings. There is a line 

of thinking that it perhaps even knows things your brain doesn’t. 

The second explanation comes from researchers who looked at decision making in 

neurological patients who have suffered brain injury, especially to the cortex near the frontal 

lobe. Doctors found that these patients not only lose their ability to feel emotions, but also have 

pathological difficulty making decisions. It appears you cannot make a decision without 

emotion.27 

Decisions Under Pressure 

Accountants not only have to make decisions in uncertain environments, they have to make 

them quickly. Unfortunately, some unhelpful things happen to your thinking and memory 

when your brain feels like it is under pressure. 

Thinking and memory are partly chemical processes. The nerve cells in your brain have 

numerous fibres attached to them and the nerve impulse passes from cell to cell via these fibres. 

The fibres meet at a synapse, but don’t touch each other. To communicate, a brain cell releases 

neurotransmitters into the synapse which are then picked up by another brain cell. The 

chemicals your body releases during stress interfere with the action of these neurotransmitters 

so that your thinking and memory don’t work as well as they usually would. This is why it is 

difficult to make decisions and think clearly when you are feeling stressed. 

How do you make a mindful decision in these circumstances? There are two things you can 

mindfully do. First breathe deeply in and out three times. You are very experienced at breathing, 

so this bit should be easy. Deep breathing minimises the impact of the stress chemicals upon 

your brain. 

The second thing you can do is stay focused and present in the moment. Your mindfulness 

training will help you. This allows your mind to stay focused on the reality of the situation and 
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make a considered decision. If you are not mindful, the stress will make it difficult for your 

mind to function effectively. Your mind will flit rapidly between the past and the future rather 

than staying focused on the future. It will be remembering all the times things went wrong in 

the past and creating worst case scenarios for the future. By doing this you will perpetuate the 

stress cycle which, through its combination of chemicals, hormones and restricted blood supply 

to the brain, will physically impair your brain’s ability to think well. 

Mindlessness muddies the waters of a mind which needs to be still and clear to make the 

best decision possible in the situation you find yourself in. Mindfulness leaves a still, calm mind 

which can make effective decisions in high pressure situations. 

Thinking Creatively 

Accountancy often calls for creativity; a new form of tax planning, a method of leasing 

which bypasses financial restrictions, a way to split matrimonial assets which doesn’t send a 

business owner broke etc. It is true that it can be 

difficult to be creative when you are experiencing 

overload and time pressures. The thing which inhibits 

most people’s creativity, however, is nothing more nor 

less than their belief that they are not creative. We are 

all naturally creative. You have only to watch young 

children to feel the truth of that statement. To be more 

creative, let go of what is stopping you from believing 

you are creative. Let go of the thoughts, self-talk and 

conditioning which have led you to choose to believe 

you are not creative. 

Creativity is as simple as being present and aware 

enough to detach and see the bigger picture of the 

situation and then look for new ways to form connections between what you have and what you 

want to have. To be creative requires you to think truthfully, openly with a beginner’s mind-set 

and from a place of no judgment. If you can detach from your present small view of the problem 

and expand into systems thinking where you look at the bigger picture or the system, you will 

more easily find workable solutions. When you are looking at the bigger picture you can 

identify gaps and see the ways they could be filled. 

Speed thinking28 is a great technique for generating 

creative ideas. It bypasses the parts of your mind that 

would otherwise talk you out of coming up with 

creative ideas and doesn’t allow time for judging ideas 

during the creativity process. Speed thinking works like 

this. First you define the problem. Then you allocate 90 

seconds (or a slightly longer time) for everyone 

involved to write down possible solutions. It can work 

well if you ask them to write down a pre-set number of 

solutions, for example 10, in the time frame. After time 

is up, mindfully consider the options that were 

generated. 

  

According to legend, whoever could 

untie the Gordion Knot puzzle would 

become the King of Asia. All who 

tried to untie the strangely 

complicated rope puzzle failed. 

Alexander the Great heard of the 

puzzle and decided he would have his 

turn. After many failed attempts to 

find the starting point of the puzzle he 

was stuck and stared at the puzzle. 

Finally, he pulled out his sword and 

sliced the knot in half. 

An Englishman on a railway station in 

Ireland storms into the station 

master’s office to complain that on the 

platform there are two clocks each 

showing a different time. The station 

master looks at him and says, “To be 

sure, and what would be the use of 

having two clocks if they showed the 

same time?” 

Being creative can be as simple as 

looking at something in a different 

way. 
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Chapter 8 Mindful Leadership 

You can lead people mindfully or you can lead them mindlessly. 

Mindless leadership is closed, avoidance oriented and internally 

focused. Mindful leadership, on the other hand, is open, approach 

oriented and externally focused. The difference can be illustrated as follows: 

Mindless Leadership 

One of the earliest documented (and perhaps most famous) examples of mindless leadership 

was written by Niccolo Machiavelli in 1505. His leadership principles are still used by some 

business leaders, workplace leaders, family members and politicians today. This type of 

mindless leadership requires you to separate your personal morality from your leadership 

morality and believe that ‘The end justifies the means’. 

Mindless leadership is closed and internally focused because at some level it is all about you 

and what you want to do. You will use persuasion, threats, appeal to greed and manipulation to 

get people to do what you want them to. 

This form of leadership usually involves fear at some level. You use fear to get people to 

follow you or it is your own deep seated insecurities and fears that drive you to this form of 

leadership in the first place. It revolves around the need to ‘control’ others. Examples of this type 

of leadership from history include Niccolo Machiavelli, Adolf Hitler, Napoleon Bonaparte, 

Alexander the Great, Genghis Khan, Idi Amin, Josef Stalin and Mao Zedong. I’m sure you can 

think of others. 

In the modern context, you can inadvertently become a mindless leader when you are 

subjected to power stress. This happens when the demands on you leave you feeling physically 

and emotionally drained. When this occurs, you can find yourself becoming avoidance oriented, 

which is characterised by aversion, irritability, aggression, fear and close mindedness. 

If you stop being mindful and begin to believe you do not have the time to work through all 

aspects of a problem, you will tend to use cognitive shortcuts to cope. This makes you become 

more impulsive and rely on old perceptions and beliefs rather than seeking to find the current 

reality of the situation. A mindless leader will not have the self-awareness to recognise what he 

is doing, the changes in his behaviours or how his actions are impacting upon others. A leader 
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without self-awareness will lack the ability to regulate his own behaviour. He will be fine in 

normal situations, but when he is subject to stress he will revert to his worst behavioural traits. 

Mindful Leadership 

Mindful leadership is about leading yourself and others consciously (with awareness) and 

unselfishly (considering their needs and not just your own). You can only do that if you have the 

self-awareness to know who you are and where you are going. 

As the understanding of what it takes to be a good leader evolves, researchers are finding 

that effective leadership requires self-knowledge, self-awareness and centredness. Additionally, 

research shows that the best leaders have some method to manage the constant onslaught of 

inputs and stimuli to maintain their presence of mind and good health. This is where 

mindfulness can be extremely helpful. 

Buddha with Dhammapado and Plato with Republic both provide historical examples of 

mindful leadership models. Their approaches were that we are all leaders of our common 

destiny and leadership works best when it comes from the front. In the modern context, this is 

referred to as having an approach orientation to leadership; the leader is emotionally open, 

engaged and innovative. Historical examples of mindful leaders include Buddha, Jesus, Florence 

Nightingale, Mother Teresa, Mahatma Gandhi and Nelson Mandela. 

A number of international management and organisation development programmes now 

teach leaders to have both external and internal mindfulness. External mindfulness is being able 

to sense situations. It is being aware of the signals and 

cues in different contexts, noticing unusual signs and 

paying attention to them. Situation sensing, along with 

subsequent reflection, helps you create a gap between 

your reactions and external reality. Internal mindfulness 

is being aware of your body, emotions and thoughts and requires the ability and attitude to 

monitor your inner reality. Mindful leaders are fully present, aware of themselves, their reaction 

to stressful situations and their impact on others. 

If you are a leader who practises mindfulness, you have made time for self-reflection and are 

aware of the impact you have upon those around you. You are also less likely to be seduced by 

external rewards such as power, money or recognition and you are better able to cope with 

stress and pressure. 

Human resources executive, Michael Carroll, author of The Mindful Leader: Awakening Your 

Natural Management Skills Through Mindfulness Meditation argues that mindfulness in leaders and 

their organisations can heal toxic workplace cultures where anxiety and stress impede creativity 

and performance, cultivate courage and confidence in spite of workplace difficulties in economic 

downturns, pursue organisational goals without neglecting the here and now, lead with wisdom 

and gentleness (not only with ambition, relentless drive and power) and develop innate 

leadership talents. 

Approach Orientation v Avoidance Orientation 

Mindful leaders adopt an approach orientation to leadership, while mindless leaders adopt 

an avoidance orientation. The impact of avoidance v approach orientation is beautifully 

illustrated by the following research which showed the impact the two styles have upon creative 

thinking. 

The experiment was done by psychologists at the University of Maryland in 2001. Students 

were asked to play a simple game where they had to solve a maze puzzle in which the goal was 

to help a cartoon mouse get safely to its mouse hole. But there was a twist. 

“You have power over your mind – 

not outside events. Realize this, and 

you will find strength.” – Marcus 

Aurelius 
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One group of students was working on a version of the maze that had a piece of cheese in 

front of the mouse hole (the positive or approach oriented puzzle). The other group’s version of 

the maze had an owl waiting to swoop as the mouse approached the mouse hole (the negative 

or avoidance oriented puzzle). 

Both groups of students easily completed their mazes in under two minutes. After 

completing their maze, students were asked to participate in what they thought was an 

unrelated creativity test. Researchers found those students who had completed the avoidance 

oriented puzzle (the owl) did 50% worse in the creativity test than the students who had 

completed the approach oriented puzzle (the cheese). 

Researchers found that ‘aversion’ closed down options in the students’ minds and triggered 

their mind’s aversion pathways, leaving them with a lingering sense of fear and an enhanced 

sense of vigilance and caution. They became less flexible and less creative. 

The students who completed the cheese maze, on the other hand, were open to new 

experiences, were more playful and carefree, less cautious and were happy to experiment. 

This research and others like it, show that the mind-set with which you approach a task will 

affect how you do it. It also shows the quite dramatic impact a person’s leadership style 

(avoidance or approach oriented) can have upon those working for them and their output. 

How To Be A Mindful Leader 

Richard Boyatzis29 argues that good leaders are in tune with those around them through self-

awareness and relationship management (both clearly connected to mindfulness). He believes 

that to become mindful leaders and tap into that power, leaders must: 

 Let go of their belief in themselves as technical and problem-solving experts and embrace the 

notion of becoming mindful partners. 

 Be open to the concept of uncertainty and understand that what you plan for today may not 

work tomorrow. 

 Acknowledge mistakes quickly and be flexible enough to make changes rapidly. 

 Become skilled at leading through intuitive reflection rather than logical analysis. 

 Become more open and accepting of the world, others and different points of view. 

 Be more mindful, both externally and internally. 

If you wish to become a more mindful leader, incorporate the following traits into your 

leadership practice. 

A mindful leader has a beginner’s mind-set. Look at things from a fresh new perspective. If you 

can do this as a leader, you will be open to new and better ways to do things and listen to new 

ideas. Mindful leaders recognise and take up opportunities to see and do things differently, 

rather than staying inappropriately attached to particular ways of doing, seeing or evaluating 

things. A mindless leader on the other hand will insist on doing something ‘the way it has 

always been done’. 

A mindful leader has non-judgmental awareness. When you are non-judgmental you don’t have 

preconceptions and you can let go of the need to be right. You are open to discovering and 

working with the truth, whether or not it agrees with your previously perceived truth and 

whether or not the idea came from somebody else. 

The other marvellous by-product of non-judgmental awareness is the way mindful leaders 

view ‘mistakes’. They are less likely to generate mistake labels and find more productive ways 

to solve the problem than looking for someone to blame. Mindful leaders see mistakes as 

opportunities for positive change. 
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A mindful leader has courage. Mindful leaders don’t walk the same path as everyone else. 

Because they have an open mind-set they are prepared to blaze a new trail. To do this requires 

courage. A mindful leader must find the courage for herself to face reality and then lead others 

towards it. 

A mindful leader is self-aware. If you are a mindful leader, you understand who you really are 

(above and beyond the titles and positions you fill), how you think and why you do what you 

do. If you are self-aware and present on a moment by moment basis, you will also be aware and 

connected with your thoughts, emotions and triggers. This awareness lets you know when you 

are becoming close minded or judgmental and alerts you to the need to be more mindful in that 

moment. 

Knowing yourself intimately, deeply and honestly is also the best way to know and 

understand others. Those who are self-aware have more empathy and can form better 

connections with others. When you understand how to motivate and inspire yourself, that is 

when you can motivate and inspire others. When you have the wisdom to lead yourself, that is 

when you can lead others. You will transform those you lead by transforming yourself. You 

won’t be forcing people to change, you will be inspiring them by leading from the front. 

Mindful leaders lead for others (not themselves). Have you ever found yourself thinking that 

people you know who covet leadership positions would be lousy leaders? Are there other 

people you know who don’t seek leadership positions, but would make great leaders? It’s a 

paradox isn’t it? A mindless leader leads for themselves because it makes them feel important 

and gives them control over others. This form of leadership may be satisfying for the leader in 

the short-term, but it does not last and the people ‘being led’ are not happy. A mindful leader on 

the other hand, approaches things differently. She actively listens to find out where others need 

to be led. She leads because she can help people get where they’re going. This form of leadership 

recognises there isn’t really a separation between leaders and led and results in the unity of a 

great working relationship. 
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Chapter 9 Stress 

As an accountant, you are probably quite intimate with stress. 

Have you ever wondered why your mind, emotions and body 

behave as they do when you feel stressed? The stress response is 

historic, as our ancestors needed extreme physical reactions and a burst of energy to enable them 

to fight a wild animal or run away. The American psychologist, Walter Cannon, named it the 

‘fight or flight’ response. Your body will undergo the same process whether you are faced with a 

frightening animal, dealing with a difficult person, worried about money, having problems in 

your relationship or attempting to meet a work deadline. 

Some of the triggers that cause you stress are external situations out of your control, but 

many of them are internal and products of your own thinking. This is particularly so if you are 

someone who obsesses over the past or future rather than concentrating on the here and now. It 

is also the case if you attempt to mentally resist things that cannot be controlled or measure your 

self-worth in terms of wealth, power, status or reputation. 

The Ingredients Which Cause Stress 

There are three ingredients which cause stress: 

1. The situation (external stressors) 

2. Your perception of the situation (internal stressors) 

3. Your response to the situation 

Most of the time, the situation itself is the one which has the least impact upon the amount 

of stress you are feeling. The more you perceive the situation to be a threat (particularly if it 

relates to your self-esteem, security or relationships with others), the more stress you will feel. 

The stress you feel will also get more intense if you feel you cannot constructively respond to the 

situation. 

The Stress Cycle 

When you are in a situation you find stressful, 

your body will enter the four stage ‘stress cycle’ 

(see diagram on right) which involves your 

thoughts, your emotions, the chemical reactions in 

your brain and your body and the associated 

physical sensations. Once it begins it has a life of its 

own.  

You can see from stage one of the cycle that it 

isn’t an event itself that triggers stress, but rather 

the thought you have about it or the meaning you 

place upon it which causes stress. One of my first 

employers used to tell me that ‘stress was all in 

my mind’. Well, it wasn’t all in my mind, but he 

was right in that, my thinking was definitely what started my stress cycle. 

Stress begins only when you think negatively about the situation you are in. If you think 

positively or indifferently about the situation, you won’t enter the stress cycle. If you place a 

negative meaning upon the situation, you will enter the stress cycle. The ‘no judgment’ mind-set 

is useful here. If you don’t judge the situation to be bad, you won’t enter the stress cycle. 

For example, assume you see a snake while walking on a path. If you are an 

environmentalist who has been looking for evidence that this species of snake is not extinct, 

Stage 1

Negative 
thoughts

Stage 2

Negative 
emotions

Stage 3

Chemical 
reactions

Stage 4

Physical 
symptoms
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you will have a happy thought and be excited about your discovery. You will not enter the 

stress cycle. If you are not an environmentalist, chances are you will have a negative thought 

and be in fear for your safety. This thought will start the stress cycle and your mind and body 

will experience the flight or fight effects. If you see the snake and do not judge the situation to 

be either good or bad, you will not enter the stress cycle. 

If you can control the way you think about things, you will have some control over the 

amount of stress you have in your life. This is where mindfulness comes in. This view is 

supported by Leonard L. Riskin a Professor at the University of Florida Fredric G. Levin College 

of Law, who proposes meditation as a practice for dealing with stress among accountants.30 

In stage two of the stress cycle, the negative thought that started in the cortex of the brain 

continues to activate other nerve cells in a pathway down into an area of your mid-brain, the 

limbic system where your emotions lie. The second stage of the stress cycle involves the negative 

emotions that arise from the negative thoughts. 

By this stage of the stress cycle you are now both thinking negatively and experiencing 

negative emotions. Practising mindfulness (awareness and discernment of your thoughts and 

emotions) can help you stop the stress cycle from continuing into its third and fourth stages. 

Even if the stress cycle move into stages three and four, your mindfulness practice will still 

help you counteract the physical impact of stress by lowering your blood pressure, improving 

your cognitive skills and boosting your immune system. 

To mindfully manage stress, use the following five steps: 

1) Become aware of what upsets you. Recognise it and decide what to do about it. 

2) Change the things you can. Take pro-active steps to change stressful things in your life. 

3) Practice acceptance and change your attitude. If you can’t change the stressful thing, then 

accept it and change how you think about it. 

4) Exercise. Aerobic exercise (30 to 40 minutes three times a week) helps remove the stress 

chemicals from your body. 

5) Do the things you enjoy. If you are focusing on the things you enjoy, you aren’t thinking 

about the things that stress you. 

The Exhaustion Funnel 

If you don’t manage your stress, have mindful breaks and look after yourself, you risk 

falling into the exhaustion funnel (see 

diagram on right). 

Professor Marie Asberg from the 

Karolinksa Institute in Stockholm 

uses the exhaustion funnel to 

describe the process of burnout that 

arises if you do not look after 

yourself. The circle at the top 

represents how things are when you 

are living a full and balanced life. As 

life get busier, you start to give things 

up to focus on what seems important. The longer stress continues, the more ‘not important stuff’ 

you give up and the narrower and narrower your life gets. 

The things you give up are those that nourish you the most but seem optional. All you are 

left with is a series of non-nourishing demands, obligations and responsibilities in your life. The 

result is exhaustion. 
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If you are conscientious and link your self-confidence to your performance at work, you will 

tend to slide further down the spiral than others. If you let the cycle continue, you will 

eventually be spat out the bottom of the tunnel an exhausted, indecisive, unhappy shadow of 

your former self. 

You can stay out of the exhaustion funnel if you follow the five steps to manage stress, take 

mindful breaks and remember to nourish yourself regularly. 
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Chapter 10 The Mindful Accountant 

This chapter focuses on aspects of mindfulness peculiar to 

accountants and finishes with an example of a mindful day in an 

accounting office to show you how it all works in practice. 

Analysing Law 

Accountants working in tax and other advisory roles have to analyse and understand not 

just legal principles, but also numerous subtleties, nuances and exceptions to the principles. If 

you are naturally uncomfortable with shades of grey, you want your client’s approval or if you 

are under pressure, your mind might seek to create clarity where there is none. This can happen 

due to wishful thinking, limited time to research or your desire to have your client believe the 

law is more supportive of his or her situation than it really is. 

Mindfulness alerts you to when your mind has led you down one of these mental paths. The 

training provides you with the mental discipline to pause and review the reality of the situation. 

Fact Finder 

Whether you work in small business, tax, audit, insolvency or in-house, accountants need to 

be fact finders. 

If you are tracing paper or electronic trails, mindfulness provides you with the mental 

discipline to stay focused and not get distracted. When the discrepancy or the vital clue appears 

on the page or screen in front of you, you will be less likely to miss it because your mind was 

wandering at the time. 

If you are interviewing someone to find the facts, you will decrease your chances of being 

misled if you listen mindfully, focus (ignore distractions) and stay present in the moment. Your 

preconceptions about the type of accountant you wish to be or your mental model of how 

accountants should behave can ‘trick’ you into behaving in a way which leads clients to ‘fail’ to 

disclose the full or true nature of a situation to you. Mindfulness makes you aware of when you 

have fallen into one of these ways of thinking and helps you bring your awareness and focus 

back to the present moment. 

If you are mindfully listening to the other person and focused upon them as they speak, you 

may see tell-tale body language signs that let you know something is being concealed. If you are 

busy in your own mind, with wandering thoughts, you will miss these valuable cues. 

Advice 

Helping people make informed decisions is one of the most rewarding (and challenging) 

parts of an accountant’s role. It is the nature of your profession which means that most of these 

decisions will be made in an air of uncertainty, will involve substantial sums of money and will 

be made with one eye on a range of risk factors. Mindfulness, with its focus on a detached 

awareness of the present moment, helps you to navigate through the unease and subsequent 

habitual mental patterns that would usually be associated with these circumstances. 

Because you have a beginner’s mind-set you are able to simultaneously consider 

inconsistent perspectives and be open to new and creative ways of structuring things for your 

clients. 

Precision 

Whether you are preparing a tax return, a budget, a report, a set of financial statements or 

conducting an audit, as an accountant, you need to be accurate and get it right. A decimal place 
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in the wrong spot can be a costly mistake, damaging to your pride and potentially give rise to 

legal action. If you mindfully focus, stay present in the moment and ignore distractions, you will 

be giving yourself the best chance of producing error free results. 

Negotiation 

Most areas of accounting will require you to use negotiation skills at some point in your 

career. Mindfulness helps you have better negotiation skills. 

Because you are practising the mind-sets of acceptance and no judgement, you can avoid 

habitual resistance responses (anger etc.) to situations and suggestions others judge to be 

unpleasant. 

Your self-awareness makes you aware of how you respond in, for example, aggressive 

situations. This gives you a better understanding of how the other party is likely to respond, so 

you can frame your behaviours, suggestions and language accordingly. It also enables you to be 

aware of the early warning signs of extreme emotion in yourself, so you can stop them before 

they take over. 

The beginner’s mind-set makes you more flexible, less trapped in habitual responses and 

open to a wider range of potential solutions. 

Your awareness of the moment gives you the space in negotiations for insights you wouldn’t 

have had if your brain was constantly awash with wandering thoughts.  

Presentations and Training 

At some point in most accounting careers, you will be called upon to make a presentation or 

conduct staff training. Presenting in public is allegedly higher on many people’s list of fears than 

death. Mindfulness allows you to be present in the moment and focused on your topic and 

audience without the distraction of negative thoughts and emotions. 

If you are required to present, or you are confronted while presenting, your brain can enter 

fight or flight mode and freeze. When you are mindful, you can recognise the early signs of this 

response and in a detached way, remind yourself they are only thoughts or emotions and return 

your focus to the presentation. 

When you have practised mindfulness, you also understand that fear is simply an emotion 

and you no longer need to run from what it represents. You recognise it and can stop the process 

before the rest of the habitual thinking pattern associated with fear would otherwise kick in. 

How To Have A Mindful Day In An Accountancy Office 

Bill is an accountant in an accounting firm who has been practising mindfulness. This is how 

he incorporates it into his daily life. 

Every morning after he exercises, Bill does his mindfulness training in a quiet area of his 

home. As he sits meditating, thoughts arise about one of the forecasts he will be working on 

today. He notices that he is thinking about the forecast and then watches the movement of the 

thought as it passes by. When he realises that he is no longer focused on his breathing, he 

returns his focus to the breath. After the session he mindfully eats his breakfast while looking at 

the view. 

When Bill arrives at his office, he uses the minutes it takes his laptop to boot up to quietly 

calm and centre his thoughts ready for his working day. 

During the morning, while working on his client’s forecast, Bill’s phone rings. Before 

answering the phone, he turns his thoughts away from the forecast and to the call so he can give 

the caller his complete attention. The call is from a particularly difficult accountant representing 

another party in a business sale. As the accountant begins requesting unreasonable changes to 
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the terms of sale, Steve recognises he is getting angry. He is grinding his teeth, his fists are 

clenched and he has snapped a pen in two. Bill is aware that these triggers can lead to him being 

provoked and speaking unwisely. He consciously takes a moment to focus on his breath and 

calm his mind. He then defuses the situation by suggesting that both parties put their respective 

positions in writing before they talk again. 

After the phone call, Bill is due to meet with an anxious and stressed client whose business is 

close to bankruptcy. Bill understands that it would not be helpful to meet with this client while 

he is angry, so he sits quietly for a few moments to catch his breath and focus his thoughts 

before he goes to reception where the client is waiting. 

When Bill meets the client he realises that he has already made a judgment about how 

anxious the client is and therefore how long and difficult the meeting is going to be. As soon as 

Bill is aware of his thought, he mindfully strives to adopt a non-judgmental beginner’s mind-set 

and be totally focused and aware of the moment and his client’s needs. 

In the afternoon Bill chooses to focus on a set of financial statements a client will need to 

apply for bank finance. He ignores incoming emails and does not get distracted by the other 

things waiting in his in-tray. 

When Bill catches the bus home he is aware that his mind is still full of thoughts about the 

difficult parts of his day. He knows that he will have only has a few precious hours with his 

daughter before she will go to sleep. He focuses on his breathing so that when he enters his 

home he can be present for his daughter. 
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Chapter 11 Ten Minutes a Day 

Mindfulness training is as simple and as challenging as sitting, 

breathing, counting and staying focused. If you can be disciplined in 

your training, you will quickly experience benefits in your life with 

as little as ten minutes of training a day. 

Sit 

To practice mindfulness find somewhere to sit (preferably somewhere with few interruptions – 

the toilet if you must). Then sit with a straight but relaxed back and place your feet flat on the 

floor. Your hands should rest in your lap or on your knees. Then close or partly close your eyes, 

but not until you have finished reading the rest of the chapter. 

Breathe 

Mindfulness practice requires you to train your mind to focus. This means you need 

something to focus on and an easy thing to use is your breath. You can choose to focus on your 

breath at the nostril, in your belly or the full flow of your breath. When you are first starting, it is 

usually easiest to focus on breathing in your stomach. Focus your awareness on your breath in a 

neutral way; just notice it, don’t try to change it. 

Mindfulness training accesses the parasympathetic nervous system. One of the symptoms of 

this system is that it is very efficient at getting the most oxygen out of each breath, so don’t be 

surprised if you notice a change in your breathing pattern a short time into your mindfulness 

meditation. 

Count 

Counting helps most people stay focused on the breath. You count for each out breath 

starting at 1 and counting up to 10. When you get to 10 you continue counting each out breath 

but this time in reverse from 10 back to 1. Continue this cycle of counting 1 to 10 and back again 

during your practice. 

Focus 

When you first begin mindfulness training it can be challenging to keep your focus on your 

breath. Thoughts, sounds, emotions and sensations will distract you as they come and go. Each 

time a distraction comes be aware of it and mindfully return to your breathing and counting. 

Each time you do this, you will be strengthening the neural pathways associated with focus in 

your brain. 

It might help you not to get caught up in the distractions if you label them as they appear, 

for example, ‘thought’, ‘feeling’, ‘sensation’, ‘sound’ etc. This helps you to observe them with 

detachment until they naturally fade away. It also helps you to remember that is all they are, 

they are not you and they are not in control of you. Just keep focusing on your breathing. 

Everyone has distracting thoughts. Be kind to yourself. In the beginning you will find there 

is an almost constant shift between the attention on your breath and distractions. Every day you 

train you will notice fewer and fewer distractions. At some point you will even be able to notice 

an oncoming thought before it arises in your conscious awareness. At this point your attention 

span and ability to focus will be having a noticeable impact on your productivity and well-

being. 

Whatever comes at you (emotion, itch, thought pain) will seem in that moment like the most 

important and pressing thing you have to do in your life. If you can allow yourself to sit with it 

(without reacting), you will notice that it fades, passes away and no longer exists. This is 
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excellent training for anything painful in life. In time it too will pass, lose its impact and 

importance. 

How Often and Where? 

Mindfulness will work best if you make it a part of your daily routine. For most people it is 

easiest to do it in the morning. You could also do it at night as a way to let the day’s issues go 

and release your mind for a good night’s sleep. 

It doesn’t matter where you practice mindfulness, as long as the spot you choose works for 

you. A place where you are unlikely to be interrupted is best. Ten minutes a day will be enough 

to produce positive changes in your life. Of course, the more practice you do the greater the 

benefits you will experience. 

Remember to use the eight mindful mind-sets during your 10 minutes of mindfulness 

practice each day. 

Presence: Consciously decide to stay present in the moment and focused on your breath. 

Patience: Sometimes it will feel as if you have been sitting forever, that time is dragging by 

and you have more important things to do. This is the time to practice patience and stay seated 

for the time you allocated to practice. 

Kindness: Be kind to yourself while you are practising mindfulness. Whatever you find 

yourself thinking or feeling during the meditation; embrace it and yourself with kindness. 

Beginner’s mind-set: If you are finding the training boring, adopt a beginner’s mind-set. 

Remind yourself this is the first and last time you will ever have each breath. Focus on the 

uniqueness of each breath. See if you can find the tiny space between each breath where you are 

neither breathing in nor out. 

Joy: If you are finding yourself unhappy with sitting still meditating, fill yourself with joy 

and practice a joyful mind-set. Focus on enjoying the training. This is your time of the day, just 

for you. Enjoy it. 

Non-judging: During your mindfulness training attempt not to judge anything that arises, 

but instead aim to be just be with it. Observe everything that arises neutrally and with 

detachment. 

Acceptance: Be at peace with whatever arises during your mindfulness training. As your 

training continues, extend acceptance to yourself. 

Letting go: Let go of all the thoughts and emotions you experience during your mindfulness 

training. Don’t engage with them or resist them, just let them come and go naturally. 
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Chapter 12 The Self-Aware Accountant 

Mindfulness training, for our purposes, has two stages. The first 

stage is learning to focus your mind and keep it 

under control (see Chapter 11). The second stage is learning to 

discern your mind (taking the focused mind and applying it to 

gain insights). This stage leads to self-awareness and an increase 

in what is referred to as emotional intelligence. 

Self-Awareness 

What do I mean by self-awareness? I mean awareness of your true self, the one which exists 

outside the labels of your roles, titles and relationships. When you are aware of who you really 

are and how and why you think and behave as you do, you experience a number of benefits 

including increased empathy, better decision making, better leadership and improved 

communication and relationship skills. Self-awareness allows you to be free from unhelpful 

automatic reactions to situations and consciously choose how to spend your time and energy. It 

makes you are aware that you are not your feelings and you are not your thoughts. They are 

both transient and you have a choice whether to act on them or not. 

Most importantly, self-awareness helps you to accept yourself and the things in your life 

which have brought you to this point. 

A self-aware accountant has a deep understanding and acceptance of who he or she is. 

When you have mastered stepping back from your thoughts and emotions and notice them from 

the perspective of a detached witness, it changes how you deal with confrontational, competitive 

and uncomfortable circumstances. 

When you judge yourself and resist the situation you are in, you will be more likely to seek 

external sources and addictions to suppress and distract yourself from your uncomfortable 

thoughts and feelings. If you can learn to observe yourself, you will notice that your addictions 

and depressions are not you. They are separate from your core being. This gives you the 

awareness to then take mindful actions and seek remedies without the shame and guilt which 

might otherwise keep you stuck where you are.  

With mindfulness you are more likely to ask yourself questions such as, “What can I do to 

fix this situation?” rather than dwell on mindless victim-based questions such as, “Why is this 

happening to me?” and “What did I do to deserve this?” By calming your thoughts and riding 

through the emotions associated with past mistakes, lost relationships, lost jobs, cases and 

clients (without staying stuck), you create a more peaceful life for yourself. From this place you 

can take wise, mindful actions, rather than remaining stuck in your fears and insecurities. 

Embrace your thoughts and feelings with awareness, but without attachment. When you can 

sit and be with difficult feelings, (guilt sadness etc.) and thoughts (I was responsible, I failed etc.) 

without trying to fix the problem, solve the situation or be busy with other distracting things, 

you become less attached to these experiences and better able to make conscious decisions about 

how to act. Negative thinking and negative emotions will always be a part of your life but you 

can control what comes next. 

The more self-aware you are, the more you are able to weather whatever life throws at you. 

It is like the story of the salt and the water. If you take a handful of salt and pour it into a small 

bowl of water, the water in the bowl will be too salty to drink. But if you pour the same amount 

of salt into a large dam, you will be able to drink the water. If your heart is small, one unjust 

Discerning 
Your Mind

Focusing Your 
Mind
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word or deed will make you suffer. But if your heart is large, if you have understanding and 

compassion, that word or deed will not have the power to make you suffer. 

If you aren’t self-aware, you risk self-sabotaging your success by being attached to your 

limited version of who you think you are. You are far more than your thoughts would have you 

believe. 

The Five Stages 

How do you become self-aware? You gain awareness and discern your thoughts and 

emotions by using the following five steps: 

1) Recognise – The first stage is to become aware of or recognise the existence of the thought 

or emotion. If, for example, you are feeling angry, acknowledge, “I am feeling anger.” 

2) Accept – The second stage of the process is to accept (not deny or reject) the thought or 

emotion. 

3) Embrace – The third stage involves embracing your thought or emotion (with compassion 

if necessary). Whatever has arisen, just embrace it. Don’t reject it. It is only through 

acknowledging and embracing it that it can come into the light of understanding and insight. 

Otherwise it will remain hidden in the dark unconscious part of your mind causing habitual 

mindless reactions. 

4) Look deeply – Look deeply within to understand the cause of the thought or emotion. What 

is it rooted in? What did your mind do in the past to hardwire this response? What was it in 

response to? Why do you do that? Why did you say that to him? Why do you always react that 

way in that situation? Why do you set yourself up for failure in these circumstances? Why don’t 

you like people like her? 

5) Gain insight – Looking deeply within lets you understand the many causes and conditions, 

primary and secondary that have brought about the thought or emotion. With insight you will 

know what to do (and what not to do) to change the situation. 

This process is the mindful way of consciously and systematically working with your own 

stress, pain, illness, challenges and demands of life. This is the way to becoming your own 

counsellor and coach. 

Discerning Your Thoughts 

Mindfulness lets you see your ‘stuff’ as a detached observer, acknowledge it and let it go 

before things spiral out of control. It helps you to be aware of your thoughts, moment by 

moment so you can make conscious choices about your responses. 

You will notice during your mindfulness practice that your thoughts come and go seemingly 

of their own volition. You cannot stop the triggering of unhappy memories, self-critical 

thoughts, judgmental ways of thinking etc., but you can definitely stop what happens next. 

When you discern your thoughts, you can stop them from triggering the automatic spiral that 

would otherwise habitually follow. 

Here’s how you apply the five stages of discernment to a way of thinking. Assume you have 

been told that to get promoted, you have to be good at presenting. During your annual 

performance appraisal, your office manager asks if you would consider promotion. Without 

thinking you find yourself replying, “I’m not sure I’m quite ready to take that step.”  

As you have been practising mindfulness, you leave the interview, take some time for self-

reflection and follow the five steps. 

1) Recognise. You recognise that you thought, “I am never going to be good enough for 

promotion,” when the office manager asked about it. You acknowledge the thought, “I 

acknowledge that I think I feel unworthy.” 
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2) Accept. Of course you know logically that you are worthy of promotion and capable of 

doing the job, but for some reason your unconscious mind doesn’t believe that you are. Don’t 

fight it, don’t reject it, don’t argue your way out of it; just accept that you think you are not 

worthy of the promotion. 

3) Embrace. Observe the thought that you are not worthy with kindness and attention. Allow 

it to come in close, so you can understand it and look at it in a detached nonjudgmental way to 

gain insights. 

4) Look deeply. Unworthiness impacts many people and can have many roots (usually from 

childhood). In your case you realise that you don’t believe you are worthy of a promotion 

because you don’t believe you are good at presentations and you have to be to get promoted. 

When you look deeply, you remember that you had an awful presentation experience in one of 

your university subjects. The lecturer said publicly, “If that was the best presentation you can 

do, you are obviously never going to make it as an accountant.” The belief you have about your 

presentation skills is now strongly rooted in emotions associated with fear, public humiliation 

and rejection. You realise that your unconscious mind has made some unhelpful connections 

and automatic responses which are holding you back from your promotion (and probably other 

experiences in life). 

5) Gain insight. Now you understand where your belief comes from and what it is rooted in, 

you can consciously choose a different response the next time the thought arises. You 

understand that one bad presentation, does not make a bad presenter. You can take steps to 

improve your skills and your belief in yourself. 

To practice discerning your mind, practice watching your thoughts come and go almost with 

disinterest as if they were happening to someone else. Watch them with acceptance and without 

internal comment or judgement. When you notice a painful or unhealthy thought or emotion, 

don’t attempt to deny or suppress it; step back and wilfully observe and accept it. You are 

seeking to become aware of it and to understand it. When you discern your mind, you learn that 

you have the power to choose your actions, regardless of the fear, anxiety and worry that you 

might be feeling. 

There is a story about the power of discerning and controlling your thoughts involving a sad 

old woman and her two daughters. The woman’s eldest daughter was married to an umbrella 

salesman and her youngest daughter was married to a noodle vendor. On sunny days the old 

woman would cry as she worried about the financial prosperity of her eldest daughter. On wet 

days she cried when she worried about the financial prosperity of her youngest daughter 

(noodles need the sun to dry). Whether it was sunny or rainy, she could be found crying for one 

of her daughters. No-one could console her and the village people called her ‘the crying 

woman’. 

One day she met a monk who asked her why she was always crying. She explained the 

problem to him. He smiled kindly and said, “Madam, you need not worry. I will show you a 

way to happiness. You need grieve no more.” 

The old woman was very excited and asked to be shown what to do. The monk replied, “It is 

very simple, you need to change your perspective. On sunny days think of your youngest 

daughter and how fortunate it is for her noodle business. On rainy days think of your eldest 

daughter and how fortunate it is for her umbrella business.” The old woman followed the 

monk’s instructions and the village people now call her ‘the smiling woman’. 

Discerning Your Emotional Reactions 

We all have feelings (a sad but true fact for some of us). In fact you have a veritable river of 
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them inside you. To observe it, just sit on the bank of the river and identify each feeling as it 

surfaces, flows by and disappears. These feelings are either, pleasant, neutral or unpleasant. 

If you face your unpleasant feelings with care and nonviolence you can transform them. If 

you do the opposite and, for example, become angry at your anger, you will then have not one 

but two types of anger.  

Whatever you are feeling, it is just a feeling and it will pass. Difficult feelings are not you. 

The feeling will simply come and go as it passes through you. Think of it as riding the emotion 

until it fades away. 

Here’s an example of how you use the five stages of discernment to transform emotions. 

Assume that because of the position you hold, you are on the budget committee in your 

workplace. Budget meetings are held on the 8th of each month and on the 6th of each month you 

start preparing your report for the meeting. Your colleagues could tell you that around this time, 

you are short tempered, grouchy, curt and unhelpful. You, on the other hand, have always been 

able to find very convincing reasons (their incompetence etc.) for your ‘justifiable’ anger. 

After practising mindfulness, you realise one day that you may not be particularly mindful 

during budget period, so you follow the five stages. 

1) Recognise. You recognise that your behaviour is different in the period immediately before 

budget meetings. You watch closely and become aware that as soon as you see ‘budget 

preparation’ in your diary, you experience fear. You acknowledge, “I am feeling fear.” 

2) Accept. You accept that you are afraid (this is neither good nor bad, it just is). It isn’t 

logical to have a fear of budgeting, but you accept that you do. At this point you calm the feeling 

(breathing helps) and let it go. If you can simply stay present with whatever arises in awareness, 

without reacting further, then you will break the chain of suffering which otherwise follows. 

Pain from fear is inevitable, but suffering is optional. 

3) Embrace. You embrace the fear gently in your mind. You don’t try to reject it or deny it, 

just gently acknowledge the fear’s existence and allow it to come forward, “Hello fear, how are 

you today?” Just observe your fear with kindness and attention. 

4) Look deeply. Now it is time to look deeply for the cause of your fear? Why does your 

unconscious mind fear budgeting? What has happened to give rise to the connection in your 

mind which causes you to feel unsafe in relation to budgeting? You realise that as a child your 

parents argued about money and you always felt frightened when they did. You understand 

that unconsciously your mind has made the connection that budgeting is something to fear. 

Your usual response to fear is to stay in denial and look for other ways to release your negative 

emotions which is why you find fault with your colleagues during budget period. 

5) Insight. You understand the unconscious reasons why you behave as you do in budget 

season. The next time you see the diary reminder to prepare budget reports and you feel fear, 

you will have the awareness and the power to choose your actions regardless of the fear, anxiety 

or worry you might be feeling. You have the potential to respond differently. 

The major negative emotions which usually unconsciously impact upon our lives are anger, 

fear, guilt and sadness. 

Anger is worth looking at separately. Assume a colleague has failed to deliver some 

financial information in time for a client meeting. You feel as though their actions have left you 

looking unprofessional and this triggers your anger. At this point it is best if you do not listen to 

or look at the colleague whom you consider to be the cause of your anger. Like a fireman, you 

must first pour water on the blaze and not waste time looking for the one who set the house on 

fire. 
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Anger is rooted in your lack of understanding of yourself and of the causes that brought 

about this unpleasant state of affairs. Anger is also rooted in desire, pride, agitation and 

suspicion. The primary roots of your anger are in yourself. Your environment and the other 

person are only secondary. How do I know this? I will give you an 

example. Assume that in the same week your house is flooded, a 

colleague tells you that you are an idiot for not having insurance 

to cover the risk of flooding. Which one would you feel angrier towards, the river or your 

colleague? Which one would you hold a grudge against the longest, the river or your colleague? 

Where does that mean the cause of your anger is rooted? 

When you’re unhappy or feeling sad it’s natural to try to solve the ‘problem’ of unhappiness 

(especially if you are a problem solver as accountants are). But it isn’t a problem that can be 

solved. It is an emotion. It reflects states of the body and mind. It cannot be solved. It can only be 

felt. Once you’ve felt it, acknowledged its existence and let go of the tendency to explain or get 

rid of it, it is much more likely to fade and vanish naturally. 

Measuring (Judging) Yourself and Your Performance 

When you are discerning your thoughts, it is helpful to watch for times you pass judgment 

on yourself. Whether by nature or nurture, you are working in a profession that is highly 

competitive and goal oriented. You may be used to measuring (judging) your self-worth based 

upon your grades as a student, the position you hold, the clients you have or any other marker 

which measures you against your colleagues, peers or the profession as a whole. While the 

things you have achieved may be noble accomplishments, they are not who you really are and 

measuring your self-worth in this way does not ultimately lead to happiness. 

These yard sticks are all based upon ego. When you can let your ego step out of the way and 

allow who you really are to shine through, you will find a more sustainable and unconditional 

happiness which does not depend on external markers of success. 

If you accept who you really are and live your life accordingly, you don’t have to struggle to 

be someone you really aren’t. This is a path to genuine peace and happiness. 

Emotional Intelligence 

Daniel Goldman has articulated the concept of emotional intelligence (as distinct from 

academic intelligence or IQ). Emotional intelligence has five basic competencies being: 

1) Self-awareness. Knowledge of one’s internal states, preferences and resources. 

2) Self-regulation. Management of one’s internal states, impulses and resources. 

3) Motivation. Emotional tendencies that guide or facilitate reaching goals. 

4) Empathy. Awareness of others’ feelings, needs and concerns. 

5) Social skills. Adeptness at inducing desirable responses in others. 

Emotional intelligence is important in any situation where you interact with others. It has 

even been suggested that emotional intelligence is much more important than academic 

intelligence in predicting success in a career (assuming of course an adequate level of academic 

intelligence). Mindfulness helps to develop the first four competencies, which in turn help 

develop the fifth competency of emotional intelligence. 

Emotional intelligence helps you to work well and also to work well with others, because it 

helps you to see what you and others need. Mindfulness improves your emotional intelligence 

because it helps you to become aware and accepting of yourself and therefore aware and 

accepting of others. This connects you with them in a way that works well for them, you and 

your mutual work. 

Pain is inevitable, but 

suffering is optional. 
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When you have emotional intelligence you are able to avoid the kind of emotional hijacking 

described below. 

An error in an audit leads a senior manager to yell at a graduate accountant and call him an 

‘incompetent idiot’ in front of his colleagues. When this happens, the senior manager has been 

hijacked by her amygdala. At the time of her outburst, the senior manager probably didn’t have 

conscious awareness of her anger before she got to the point where it triggered a flood of 

hormones which led to her public outburst. Her lack of internal awareness meant she couldn’t 

detect the emotion in time to make a conscious choice about heading off her embarrassing and 

ineffective behaviour. 

Her behaviour is infective because research has shown that employees react positively to 

criticism just once out of thirteen times.31 People already give themselves thousands of hours of 

negative feedback and only a few minutes of positive feedback a year.32 They simply don’t react 

positively to hearing more negativity. 
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Chapter 13 Conclusion 

You can start to make positive change in your life with only ten 

minutes a day of mindfulness training. The key, of course, lies in 

actually doing the training. Mindfulness is not something that will 

transform your life just be reading a book about it, you have to do it. 

It has transformed my working and personal life in amazing ways. I still juggle a lot of 

things in my life, professional work, volunteer work, sporting commitments and family, but I 

juggle them with peace and clarity. I no longer get upset by people saying nasty things, by long 

traffic queues or by time pressures. I breathe deeply and mindfully approach each task in front 

of me. I focus on the people I am with and no longer miss chunks of the conversation.  

My relationships have improved and so has my capacity to think clearly and creatively.  

I trust you will find equally magnificent changes in your life. It really is a small commitment 

to make each day for the massive improvements you will experience in your life. 

 

Warmest wishes 
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