Embracing Mindfulness in Leadership in The Age Of
AI And Corporate Complexity

Forbes | Gamini Hewawasam, PhD | August 19, 2024

Dr. Gamini Hewawasam, founder of ManoLead, is a scholar-practitioner specializing in the
intersection of mindfulness and leadership theory.

getty

In the fast-paced, high-stakes environment of the corporate world, leaders are often required to
make decisions that can significantly impact their organizations. With the advent of artificial
intelligence (AI) and other advanced technologies, the capacity for analytical thinking and
problem-solving has reached unprecedented heights. Yet, despite these advancements, the
human element—marked by emotions, biases and psychological intricacies—remains a pivotal
factor in leadership effectiveness.

The Bureau of Cyberspace and Digital Policy recently introduced the Risk Management

Profile for Artificial Intelligence and Human Rights on July 25, 2024, highlighting the ethical and
human rights considerations in Al deployment. This underscores the growing importance of
integrating emotional intelligence and ethical decision-making into leadership practices to
manage the complex risks associated with Al



The Dichotomy Of The Thinking And Emotional Minds

In today's corporate environment, Al systems have revolutionized the way businesses operate.
These systems can analyze vast amounts of data, predict market trends, optimize supply chains
and personalize customer experiences. The power of the thinking mind is evident in these
technological advancements, which provide leaders with unprecedented tools to enhance
efficiency and drive innovation.

However, despite these advancements, the corporate world still grapples with ethical dilemmas,
workforce anxieties and leadership failures. These issues arise because while the thinking mind
excels in creating and innovating, the emotional mind often dictates behaviors and decisions,
sometimes leading to irrational or harmful outcomes. In the corporate sphere, this can manifest
as reactive decision-making, interpersonal conflicts and unethical practices.

A Personal Example: Navigating Challenges As A CEO

As a CEO, I have firsthand experience navigating the complexities of leading an organization
through challenging times. During a strategic planning session, I once outlined a brilliant, data-
driven vision for our company's future. This vision, crafted by my thinking mind, was logical and
well-founded. However, when we faced a sudden market downturn, my immediate reaction was
driven by anxiety and frustration—products of the emotional mind. These emotional responses
led to hasty decisions that initially undermined the strategic plan I had so carefully crafted.

AI And The Modern Corporate Environment

The rapid integration of Al introduces new challenges. Leaders must navigate ethical
considerations, manage workforce transitions and address potential biases in Al algorithms.
These challenges are not merely technical but deeply human, requiring a balance between
analytical prowess and emotional intelligence.

For instance, Al might identify cost-cutting opportunities by automating certain tasks. While the
thinking mind sees this as an efficiency gain, the emotional mind might grapple with the impact
on employee morale and public perception. Without the practice of mindfulness, leaders might
react impulsively, either implementing changes too harshly or avoiding necessary innovations
due to fear of backlash.

The Practice Of Mindfulness In Leadership

Mindfulness, as taught in traditional mindfulness practices, emphasizes the control and
harmonization of the emotional mind with the thinking mind. This practice is not just about
paying attention to the present moment; it is about cultivating a state of calm through the
process of introspection that allows leaders to be conscious of unconscious processes. This
enables leaders to respond rather than react, to deliberate rather than impulsively act. In the
Buddha’s traditional teaching of mindfulness practice, this state of calm and unity is referred to
as samadhi, which signifies cognitive consonance—a state where the thinking mind and



emotional mind are aligned. When these two aspects are not in harmony, cognitive dissonance
occurs, a concept well-documented in psychology, leading to internal conflict and stress.

Mindfulness And Al

In a world where Al is increasingly integrated into business processes, the role of the leader
becomes even more complex. Al can provide data-driven insights, but it cannot replace the
nuanced judgment and ethical considerations required in leadership. A mindful leader can
bridge this gap by using Al as a tool while maintaining a balanced and ethical perspective
grounded in emotional intelligence.

Practical Benefits Of Mindfulness For Leaders
Improved Decision-Making

Mindfulness allows leaders to pause and consider the broader implications of their decisions,
integrating both analytical and emotional insights. Research shows that mindfulness can help
leaders stay on task, approach problems with an open mind and avoid taking disagreements
personally.

Enhanced Emotional Intelligence

By becoming more aware of their emotions and those of others, leaders can foster a more
empathetic and cohesive organizational culture. For example, SAP's Global Mindfulness Practice
has trained more than 900 employees at SLB in mindfulness, resulting in healthier and happier
employees.

Resilience And Adaptability

Mindfulness practices help leaders manage stress and remain adaptable in the face of rapid
changes and challenges. A 2021 survey found that 82% of organizations were maintaining or
increasing their mindfulness program offerings, highlighting the importance of resilience in the
workplace.

Ethical Leadership

With a mindful approach, leaders are more likely to align their actions with their values and the
greater good, rather than succumbing to short-term emotional impulses. Mindfulness has been
shown to decrease stress and mitigate burnout, thereby promoting more ethical decision-
making and leadership.

Conclusion

In conclusion, while the thinking mind has driven technological and intellectual advancements,
it is the integration of mindfulness that can harmonize the thinking and emotional minds,
leading to more effective and ethical leadership. As Al continues to evolve and shape the
corporate landscape, leaders who practice mindfulness will be better equipped to navigate the
complexities of the modern world, fostering environments of innovation, empathy and



resilience. This harmony, often referred to as samadhi in traditional practices, signifies cognitive
consonance, mitigating the risks of cognitive dissonance, which can lead to internal conflict and
poor decision-making.

By embracing mindfulness, leaders can not only enhance their well-being but also drive their
organizations toward sustainable success in an increasingly Al-driven world. This practice
enables a balanced approach to leveraging Al, ensuring that technological advancements align
with human values and ethical standards.



