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Introduction 
 
Countries in the ASEAN region have experienced a lowering of the number of 
people, especially among the younger generation who follows Buddhism, 
consequently, with even less who practice meditation.  This paper proposes a 
management perspective to Buddhist leaders on how to effect change by using 
“Applied Mindfulness” as a Change Management tool in response to the above 
challenge, through the case study of Prof. Jon Kabat-Zinn and his meditation 
program, Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction program (MBSR).  It should be clearly 
noted that this paper will not discuss the central theories and practice of meditation, 
but will focus on how to apply mindfulness in secular activities, in this case, in 
management.  As managers and leaders have little time for sitting meditation, 
applying mindfulness in their daily activities, and in this case, while carrying out a 
change program, will help them to enjoy the benefits of meditation. 

We shall look at the modern management process of how a specialized 
concept can be developed from a local outreach, to grow regional, and expand into 
other fields.  This will be done through the case study of Prof. Jon Kabat-Zinn, who 
has developed the meditation program, Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction program 
or “MBSR” in the US in 1979.  He has largely contributed to the popularization of the 
concept of “mindfulness” in America, making it into a common health promoting 
practice. On the other hand, with time it has also developed into a highly sought after 
trendy “corporate management” tool. The management lessons extracted from this 
case study will be analysed to see whether they conform to Buddhist teachings and 
can be used in “Applied Meditation” practice in the Buddhist context in ASEAN 
countries. 
 
Overview of Mindfulness Meditation 
 

Many renowned teachers and academics have taught, proved and written about 
the benefits of meditation for the self and for the world. These benefits cover a broad 
spectrum, from simple relaxation, to the development of physical and mental skills 
and talents, to the acquisition of deep spiritual powers, and to final enlightenment.  

Meditation is not unique to Buddhism, they are available in all religions and 
spiritual practices.  In general, these other practices are however based on either a 
theistic concept and/or a soul concept.  Buddhism is based on neither of them, making 
it suitable for a more scientific oriented world, which seeks truth through tangible 
proofs. Most meditation methods either develop concentration “samatha” or insight 
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“vipassana”; whereas some programs make use of both.1  It is dependent upon the 
final outcome wished for, on the personalities of the practitioners and available 
meditation teachers and their techniques. 
 
Case Study: Jon Kabat-Zinn and the MBSR program 
 

This case study is taken from an article written by Mary Skykes Wylie2onthe 
Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) program devised by Jon Kabat - Zinn3 
in the United States.  Jon Kabat-Zinn is Professor of Medicine Emeritus and founder 
of the Stress Reduction Clinic, and Center for Mindulness in Medicine, Health Care 
and Society at the University of Massachusetts Medical School.  He was then a 
molecular biologist lecturing at the above university, and a student of meditation with 
13-years experience.  

In 1979, he decides to bring mindfulness meditation and yoga to people with 
chronic health problems in the United States.  He manages to introduce into a western 
highly selective medical environment, the totally “foreign” and “unscientific” 
Buddhist practice of mindfulness meditation.  Today, after 35 years, mindfulness 
meditation has become not only a regular western health method, but also one of the 
most “sought after” management tool by corporate America’s leaders and in the 
global world. 

The MBSR is a program which is managed over 8 weeks with daily practice 
of 2.5 to 3.5 hours, consisting of 45 minutes class and the rest in self-practice, and an 
all day silent retreat in the sixth week. The meditation techniques are the usual 
techniques propounded in the Satipatthana Sutta, and combines other techniques as 
taught by different Buddhist teachers such as Mahasi, and Goenka.  The “formal” 
meditation methods used are: Body Scan Meditation, Hatha Yoga, a body exercise 
practiced with mindful awareness of the body, Sitting Meditation based on 
mindfulness of breath, body, feelings, thoughts, emotions and choiceless awareness, 
as well as Walking Meditation.4  The practitioners are asked to apply mindfulness in 
their daily chores, i.e Applied Meditation. Individual and group meetings explore the 
hindrances to the development and integration of mindfulness according to individual 
capacities. Before and at the end of the program, participants are assessed, and they 
also carry out self- evaluations. The group is encouraged to continue its mindfulness 
meditations and activities. 
 
The MBSR Management Process 
 

The crux of this paper is not about the meditation techniques or the program 
itself, but the change management process used to spread this concept throughout 

                                                
1 M. III. 290. 
2 Mary Skykes Wylie, 2015,How the Mindfulness Movement Went Mainstream, 
www.alternet.org 
3 Center for Mindfulness, www.umassmed.edu 
4Satipatthana Sutta and Atthakatha. 
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America, to other parts of the world, and from the health sector into the corporate 
world.  The aim is to see what management lessons can be extracted from this case 
study, whether they are concordant with Buddhist teachings, and whether Buddhist 
leaders can use them as Applied Meditation tools.  As mentioned in the introduction, 
leaders often find no time for extended sitting meditation.  Thus  their solution for 
meditation practice, would be to actually apply “mindfulness” in their daily activities.  
The following is an investigation into the history of the MBSR program. 
 
The Mission 
 

In 1979, Prof. Jon Kabat - Zinn decides to bring meditation and yoga to the 
medical sector in the US.  It appears an impossible mission to convince one of 
America’s most respected scientificinstitution, but he manages to set up a pilot project 
in the university/hospital where he works.  The program is short term, no one is 
forced to join, there is little financial outlay and all stakeholders are reassured that 
there is no risk.  He works on the group’s real needs, speaks in terms they understand, 
gives clear explanations of results to avoid false illusions, demands discipline and self 
motivation, coaches individually and in group.  At the end, the quick wins are 
assessed and success of the program proved. 

To offer the program to the general public requires a good understanding of 
the barriers and to be clear about the end result.  With an acceptable method for the 
target market, Jon Kabat-Zinn manages to convince hospitals and doctors about his 
program, by using a language which is totally unrelated to Buddhism and to religion. 

For the next 20 years, almost alone he will do research, analyse, document and 
publish his works, until the academic community finally picks it up, and there are 
nowadays many researchers in this field. 

Success is confirmed after 30 years investment and patients with chronic 
diseases are often referred to this program by doctors today, trendsetters such as 
universities and public figures participate in MBSR workshops, but above all leaders 
in the corporate world in the States have actively integrated the MBSR to boost up the 
efficiency and management of their teams. 
 
The Context 
 

In 1979, the US is coming out of the difficult Vietnam war.  Precursors to Jon 
Kabat-Zinn, Maharishi who taught hindu meditation, and Goenka, and Mahasi who 
taught Buddhist meditation are already teaching in the US.  The Dalai Lama from 
Tibet is on his first visit to the US and is a great success due partly to his interest in 
science.  As the voice of researchers and of the scientific world is very powerful, they 
have to be enlisted.  Media is actively interested and promotes the MBSR concept and 
through their award to Kabat-Zinn makes his  mindfulness meditation program better 
known and accepted.   
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Dissension  
 

However, “Tradition Masters” disagree with this commercial use of 
mindfulness, which to them does not hold the essence of the Buddha’s Teachings.  
Some researchers also disagree on the effectiveness of the program finding the data 
collection not rigorous enough. Media often exaggerates some parts of the program 
and managers and corporate leaders use the program for greater financial 
performance.  The ordinary users take meditation as a panacea for all their wishes.   

However, practitioners who really believe in the effectiveness of the program 
find that authenticity or traditional views do not matter.  What matters most to them is 
getting what they want. 
 
APPLIED MINDFULNESS - MANAGEMENT LESSONS  
Change Management - Nothing Permanent 
 

Early Buddhism teaches about the three realities of existence, the Tilakkhana, 
the first one is about the impermanence of all phenomena; nothing is fixed nor 
permanent in this world.  Everything undergoes change and gets altered or decays, 
and dies and becomes again. 
Impermanent are all component things,  
They arise and cease, that is their nature: 
They come into being and pass away, 
Release from them is bliss supreme.5 

Buddhism is itself the result of this impermanence of existence, being the 
change brought by the Buddha to the Indian society 2500 years ago.  He first had a 
vision of the suffering of sickness, old age and death, and on the other hand saw the 
serenity of a yogi in full meditation.  He was resolved to attain that state where he will 
be above those sorrows and to find the way to end the sufferings of beings. 6 Thus 
having had his vision and decided on his mission, he set out to find the method to 
accomplish his objective.  After attaining enlightenment, although at first reluctant to 
teach, the Buddha finally shared his findings with his five ascetic friends. 

The Buddha had embarked on what today would be called a change 
management program. The analysis of the case study of Jon Kabat-Zinn and the 
MBSR program is definitely a perfect case of change management. Change 
management is the process and activities through which people within an organization 
acquire new values, attitudes and behaviors in order to do their work differently and 
overcome any resistance.  It also involves bringing all stakeholders: from customers, 
suppliers to organization leaders to agree on specific changes required so as to better 
suit their needs. Other activities included in making the transition from one state to 
                                                
5D. 16. 1 ff. 
6Narada, Ven. Mahatera,2010, The Buddha and His Teachings, Buddhist Publication Society, 
Sri Lanka, 3rd edition, p. 6-7. 
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another or one structure to another are planning, testing and implementing. The 
Society for Human Resource Managers defines it as “The systematic approach and 
application of knowledge, tools and resources to deal with change.  Change 
management means defining and adopting corporate strategies, structures, procedures 
and technologies to deal with changes in external conditions and the business 
environment.”7 

The first concept in a change management program is the vision and the 
mission which will drive the change, and always be the guiding principle, and which 
must not be forgotten, so that the project remains on course.  In the story told by Ven. 
Narada, it is a Brahma8 who reminds the Buddha after coming out enlightened from 
his long meditation, that he has to liberate others through his teachings.  The Brahma 
is the symbol of the mindfulness which has to be present so as not to forget the 
objective of the program.  

The second concept is pilot testing, that is, to bring together a small group 
who can understand the project, “who have little dust in their eyes”9, and are willing 
to undergo the experience, as the 5 ascetics. The program at this stage is usually 
carried out with little financial outlay.  The Buddha’s philosophy about the 
management of new projects is to start small, as in the Cullaka Setthi Jataka10 who 
starts his project with a dead mouse. 

Leaders can learn quite a few principles in this third concept of a change 
management program which is about opening the program to a larger public and 
tailoring it to their needs, speaking in a language which they can understand and 
identify with.  In the PotthapadaSutta11, Ven. Thanissaro explains how the Buddha 
has the skill to adapt the terms of the discussion of the day, and the language of his 
interlocutors to his own purposes on the practice of all evicting suffering. At the end 
of the sutta, the Buddha describes the terms he has used in his discussion with 
Potthapada as “the world’s designations, the world’s expressions, the world’s ways of 
speaking, the world’s descriptions, with which the Tathagata expresses himself but 
without grasping at them.”  In the Visuddhimagga,12 it is clear that there are different 
types of personalities and meditation themes are given according to the needs of each 
type.  In Mahayana Buddhism, the Lotus Sutra in the Parable of the Burning House 
discusses the use of Upaya-kaushalya,  “skill in means” – a concept which permits the 
practitioner to use methods or techniques mindfully according to the situation, even if 
it is not ultimately “true”,in order to gain enlightenment. In Theravada Buddhism, 
upaya is the Buddha’s ability to teach at different levels of understanding of the 
learners.  The Nava Sutta of Sutta Nipata mentions that the one who knows Dhamma 
is like the skillful boatman who is able to ferry others across a dangerous river.13 This 

                                                
7 SHRM Glossary of Human Resources Terms, www.shrm.org. 
8Narada, Ven. p. 36. 
9Narada, Ven , p. 36. 
10 Jataka 4. 
11 D. I. 178 ff. 
12Visuddhimagga, Buddhist Publication Society, 4th ed. 2010,chapter 111 74, p 96 
13 S. II.8. 
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can be interpreted as one who has the moral ability and insight to apply Dhamma 
according to the situation. 

The fourth concept is open communication flow between program leaders and 
participants to clear hindrances, misunderstandings and false illusions.  The Kalama 
Sutta14 advises practitioners to test any view or belief through practice and with 
yonisomanasikara or appropriate attention, and to have the results checked by people 
who are wise, Kalyamitta, or admirable friends.  Soma Thera is of the opinion that 
“the spirit of the sutta signifies a teaching that is exempt from fanaticism, bigotry, 
dogmatism, and intolerance.”15 The Buddha’s management style was more of a 
democratic nature: meetings were with shared authority, distributed responsibility, 
balanced participation, and decision aspiring to consensus.16  He also favoured small 
group meetings in which opinions can be voiced out when disputes arise.  There were 
also dialectic exchange so that members could find common grounds in order to reach 
the ultimate objective. 

The fifth concept in change management is the duration of the program which 
should be geared to the needs of the target group.  People living in this modern world 
wants everything fast with quick wins and always need to be reassured of success.  
They are programmed to become like this, and the computerized system in which they 
live, makes them want everything at a click.  Once the Buddha advised a monk who 
was impatient and wanted to quit because of too many rules to learn, to just keep his 
mind clear, and to forget about the rules.  The monk did and soon found 
enlightenment.  In the Satipatthana Sutta,17 it is said that enlightenment is assured 
from 7 days to 7 years.  It is understandable why leaders have difficulty to convince 
youths to engage in meditation, as the latter also believe that it is too difficult and 
takes a long time to reap the benefits.  

The sixth concept deals with evaluation to measure change.  In change 
programs, management is required to show whether the target set has been attained.  
Sila which are the 5 or 8 precepts which are to be kept mindfully by laypeople are a 
means to help them develop their morality, which is one of the three bases with 
concentration and wisdom to achieve liberation from suffering.  The Buddhist 
monastic code holds 227 rules and 311 rules for nuns are also tools to help monastics 
protect their practice on their path to enlightenment.  It is thus possible for the 
meditation practitioners to do self-evaluation, clear their mistakes, and easily restart 
again except in major problem cases.  
 
Management of Interconnectedness – everything is devoid of a self 
 

                                                
14 A. 3.65, A. I. 188. 
15 Soma Thera, Kalama Sutta – The Buddha’s Charter of Free 
Inquiry,www.accesstoinsight.org 
16Thich Nhat Hanh, 2003. Creating True Peace: Ending Violence in Yourself, Your Family, 
Your Community, and the World, New York: Free Press. 
17M. I. 55.  
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The second reality of the Tilakhanna is Anatta which is the theory that 
everything is devoid of a self.  It is the denial of the existence of an unchanged 
substance, or essence, but considered more as conditioned processes.  “If all things 
are dependently originated, then it follows that nothing has an independent self-
hood.”18 Therefore the way human beings occur is not as independent selves, but is a 
result of a dependently originated world of experience.  The same applies for a 
management program, project or organization, as they do not occur with an 
independent self, but arise within an environment and are connected to all in that 
environment. Mindfulness and meditation helps to see this interconnected reality and 
there is no independent self.  Thus the world of scientists and researchers, media, 
predecessors and contemporaries, customers of the program are all related and this 
interconnectedness must be mindfully managed.  This concept is well explained in 
Mahayana Buddhism, in the Avatamsaka Sutra – The Jewel Net of Indra, a metaphor 
for emptiness and interpenetration of all phenomena, demonstrating the principles of 
Interdependent Origination. 

Research and publishing is important in that field, as the program has to be 
validated, in order to remove doubt about the efficacy of the program.  The Akuppa 
Sutta19 states that for a monk to be unshakeable, he must attain “the discrimination of 
meanings, … discrimination of principles, … discrimination of language, … 
discrimination of the illuminating qualities of knowledge, and reflects upon the mind 
as liberated”.  All things being interdependent, therefore the management of this 
interconnectedness is crucial, and that is the reason why the mindfulness program, 
MBSR, had to go through the same test with researchers and scientists to be fully 
accepted and integrated in America’s medical field.  Buddhist leaders have to be 
aware that young people today are more scientifically oriented and demand proofs of 
truth before engaging themselves into certain activities which traditionally they would 
have done. 

The mindful use of media and management of interconnectedness with media 
people is also important as they are the ones who can inform, and bring together the 
people who need the program’s help. When Anattapindika invitesh is 500 friends to 
join him to listen to the Buddha20, or encourages the people along the route to 
Savatthi to receive the Buddha in a respectful way, he is acting as a media relay, 
which today would be done through advertising, or creating an event or recruiting21on 
Facebook. The principle of media awards and other recognition awards is not 
unknown to Buddhism, as the Buddha himself attributed these honours to his 
followers and monks. Ven. Upali was designated as the authority on theVinaya, the 
disciplinary rules of the Buddhist community; whereas Visaka was the Leader among 
the female lay disciples of the Buddha.22  To obtain the support of public figures or 
                                                
18 Sue Hamilton-Blyth, 2013,Early Buddhism: A New Approach: The I of the Beholder, 
Routledge,  p. 22 
19A. 5. 95. 
20Apannaka Jataka. 
21Donghua Zen Temple, 1500 years temple recruits through social media and it goes viral. 
www.worldreligionnews.com 
22A.IV. 348. 
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“heroes” was also a practice during the Buddha’s time, for example, King Bimbisara 
of Magadha was a famous and great supporter of Buddhism.23 

Predecessors and contemporaries are also part of the ecosystem in which a 
person or an institution evolves, and the interconnectedness managed bygiving them 
the appropriate consideration and respect.  Sakyamuni Buddha, the Buddha in the 
present eon, speaks of the past Buddhas who came, and the future who will appear.  
He proclaims that his teachings have only been uncovered, but had existed before.  He 
acknowledges his own teachers and the other teachers of his time, although he did not 
agree with their theories. Leaders can easily forget about this and would certainly 
benefit from meditating on this fact, if they wish to rally the youths around them. 

The management of interconnectedness means that there is a deep 
understanding and caring about what happens to others around us, and in the global 
world.   It is as important as caring about ourselves for in this very fathom-long body 
is “the world, the arising of the world, the ending of the world and the way leading to 
the ending of the world”.24 
 
Resilience Management –Unsatisfactoriness 
 

The third reality of existence, the Tilakkhana, is dukkha, which will be 
translated as unsatisfactoriness.  As there is nothing which is permanent, and since all 
things are interconnected, life becomes a continuous changing flux, with context and 
human relationships always in perpetual transformation.  People and most 
organizational leadershardly realize this reality of life and believe that happiness will 
be achieved when they attain the permanent stability of the objectives they have set. 
There will always be the eight worldly conditions – gain and loss, disrepute and fame, 
blame and praise, and pleasure and pain.25 Dissensions, oppositions, people having 
different views coexist alongside with cooperation, teamwork, and people having the 
same objectives.  It is the belief in enduring states which causes suffering, 
unsatisfactoriness.  The major breakthrough which the Buddha has brought to this 
world is the understanding that life is only a continuous changing flux, there is 
nothing permanent, not even the I. Stability lies in the consciousness of all that is in 
the present instant and this is achieved through mindfulness. Resilience, the quality of 
being able to remain balanced and stable or achieve equanimity in Buddhist 
terminology, is then developed. This can be more easily achieved in meditation.  
Therefore, the art of resilience management is to manage mindfulness over longer 
periods to develop higher resilience which consequently decreases the level of 
unsatisfactoriness or dukkha.   

Most leaders are aware of this reality: opposing voices will always exist, 
however, it requires wisdom that they are simply calls to view situations with 
different perspectives.  Opposition and conflicts arise when each side believes that 
theirs is the only right view and imposes their views consciously or unconsciously.  
                                                
23Samannaphala Sutta, D. 2. 
24S. 2.26.  
25A. 8.6. 
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Devadatta is portrayed as the archrival of the Buddha in the scriptures for opposing 
the Buddha’s instructions.26One step used in conflict resolution is to use mindfulness 
to hear each other’s views and objectives.  Understanding the other’s perspective does 
not mean being in agreement with that view, and stopping at that level does not solve 
the conflict or problem that is causing unhappiness.  The more difficult step is to 
come to a compromise or when that is not possible, not to continue blaming, whilst 
being able to accept being blamed by the other side.   This can only be achieved 
through a deeper understanding of the realities of life, by being mindful and building 
up resilience.   When Devadatta came with his proposition that the whole sangha 
should live more frugally and stay in meditation away far from the laypeople and 
society, the Buddha managed a compromise, and gave the monks the choice of how 
they wished to lead their lives.  There are some scholars who believe that Devadatta is 
one of the precursors of today’s forest  meditation tradition.27And the Buddha, in his 
great wisdom,  himself predicted that in the distant future, Devadatta, after much 
repentance, will become a Pacceka Buddha.28 

In summary, the management lessons extracted from the case study on Jon 
Kabat-Zinn and the MBSR are with regards to Change management, Management of 
Interrelatedness and Resilience Management.  All three together in Buddhist 
terminology are related to the concept of Tilakkhana or the three realities of existence 
which are impermanence, non-self, and unsatisfactoriness.  As discussed at the 
beginning of this paper, applied meditation is the mindfulness that is carried into the 
daily activities.  In management activities, leaders need to be mindful of the 
impermanence of situations and how to manage change; to be mindful of the 
interrelatedness of all people and situations, and how to manage these relationships. 
Finally one has to be mindful and develop resilience when there is criticism, 
opposition and dissension as they are part of the changing flux of the whole process of 
life.  Seeing the arising and falling of the changing nature, the interrelatedness, and 
the unsatisfactoriness in our daily management activities is Applied meditation. 
 
Is the “Applied Mindfulness”- change management tool appropriate for 
Buddhist leaders in the ASEAN region? 
 

There are many change management techniques, which are more or less the 
same and which are already taught and applied in the ASEAN countries and in the 
world.  Buddhist leaders have this extraordinary device which is called “Applied 
Mindfulness” to help them in their change processes.  Applied Mindfulness is used in 
conjunction with secular management techniques and with full dhamma 
understanding, and brings about a transformed attitude in our management activities. 
This is how any activity which is carried out with applied mindfulness, will lead to 
higher insight, wisdom, and is called enlightened activity. Even the busiest of leaders, 
                                                
26 It. 18. 
27 Arvind Kumar Singh, Schism in Early Buddhist Sangha and Role of Devadatta as Depicted 
in the Pali Tipitaka, http://buddhismandaustralia.com 
28Saddharmapundarika chap xi.  
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managers, or anyone who has little time for sitting meditation, can apply these 
“mindfulness” while working or studying, or in any activity, because the activity 
itself, becomes the object of the meditation. 

The different countries in the ASEAN region are at different stages of 
development in their Buddhist organizational set up.  Some are at the beginning of 
one cycle while others are booming and others are about to end and restart again. 
Some will readily use this tool, while others will be more reluctant.  Since Buddhist 
leaders are looking for different solutions to the difficulty of motivating young people 
to do meditation, Applied Mindfulness is a tool which can be used to help them in 
successful Change Management. The best method to test the applicability of this tool 
is to start with a small pilot project. 
 
 
 
 
 


