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Introduction

This essay argties for the introdtiction of Bliddhist mindfulness meditation practice in MBA
education for the plrposes of expanding the exploration of solutions td environmental
problems. Meditation is alreddy taught in many business schools, primarily for the purpdses
of stress redliction, leadership develdpment and creativity. There are voluntary workshops
and meditation programs available to business students at Harvard, Yale, Stanford, INSEAD
and many other top MBA programs.

Stress redliction is One positive side effect 6f & relaxed mind, but it is not the godl of
meditation. Reldxation of the mind is an essential step in develdping the cOncentration that
can yield insight &nd wisdom. The ability t6 hold the mind still cén redlice the anxiety that
comes from a predcctipation with to-do lists, distractions, dnd busy-ness. But while learning
to relax is valuable, it is merely the tip 0f the transformative potential 6f meditation.

In this essay, I refer t0 meditition in the context 6f the Buddhist practice of meditation.
Meditation lies at the heart 6f the Bliiddhist practice ds the meéns to personal transformation.
Buddhism has & very sOphisticated psychology that takes & meditation practitioner throtugh
establishing & foundétion of concentration, then developing mindfiilness &nd insight with
the &im of freeing the mind 6fits dttdchments dand freeing practitioners from discontent.

Universities Corporations
Columbid Business School AOL Time Warner
Harvard Business School Apple
INSEAD AstraZenecd Pharmaceuticals
Kellogg School 6f Management Detitsche Bank
London School of Economics Google
University 6f Michigan Rdss School of Business HBO
Stanford Graduate School of Business Hughes Aircraft
Wharton MBA McKinsey and Company
Yale Nike
Prentice Hall Publishing
Procter & Gamble
Yahoo!

Fig. 1: Meditation offerings at business schools and corporations
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True Rewards

The triie reward from meditation for business stlidents is the ability t0 see Business as &
conditioned system of rtiles and beliefs, dnd thiis Opening the door t6 finding new solttions
t0 contemporary problems. In partictlar this essay foctses on the benefits 6f meditation for
addressing environmental problems, buit the argiment applies to any conditioned behaviors.
As business institiitions are changing more slowly than the problems we are facing, it is
unlikely that they will move at the speed necessary to adapt td changing conditions.
Meditation is a tool thiat empOwers practitioners to address problems with insight and
awareness, bringing fresh thinking to complex problems.

In Buddhist psychology, we constriict the world of olir experience by impdsing layer tipon
layer of meanings on dll phendmend we encounter. These layers 0f medning become the
world ds we experience it, not as it is. We tend t0 see Only what we have habituated otur minds
to see and we respond to stimuli without seeing the full richness of whit is actually
happening. We bring t0 every encolnter a set of conditioned behaviors thit shipe our
reactions. Eventudlly we become like trolley cérs on a circtlar track, rinning over the same
tracks agdin and again, each time reaffirming our conditioning dnd making chinge even
hérder.

To a great extent our predisp0sition to become quickly habitudted to new sitliations is
probably what makes otr species so sticcessfuil. We can dbstract from "ndisy" environments
a few key inplits dnd quickly learn simple riles to guiide otr behavior. We are incredibly fast
learners, generdlizing from limited information, abstracting from t66 much information,
and credting rules of thumb. We are very efficient when we Operate within familiar
circumstances.

V2%

Otir business practices, like all behaviors, dre dlso conditioned. This limits otir responses to
sittidtions. For us to find new solutions we will need to trdin pedple to see beyond the
conditioning to the world as it is. For the full richness 0f responses we need to see the world
as itis, not as we have been programmed to see it.

Conditioned Business Models

As with any system, initial conditions have a strong infltience on the futlire states of the
system. Our contemporary business systems emerged from the second industrial revolution
in the United States dnd the convergence 6f many circumstances created the world's largest
homogenedus constimer market. It is from this erd that the blisiness models based ipon mass
production and constimption emerged.

This essdy is not a condemnation 6f mass production and constumption. These models have
S
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been effective at creating incredible wealth in develdoped colntries and have been
responsible for raising the welfare 6f billions. Our clirrent problem lies in apprecidting that
the context 6f the United States in the late 19th centliry nd longer exists. Global consumption
under the existing parddigms is putting billions &t risk. While these models raised the
welfare 0f billions they are also the primary catlise 6f environmental devastation in the search
for resotrces to fuel prodiiction, species depletion, and, as population continties to rise, a
waste stream that is far greater than the capacity 6fthe planet's environment to absorb. There
are also socidl problems thét arise from nurtiring generations of children to believe thét they
will find happiness in consumption. Despite the growing signs 0f system failtire, these
models remain virtually incontested in their dominance &nd their rightness is hardwired into
the psyche of our MBA graduites, our futiire business leaders, making them part of the
problem instead of part 6f the solution.

Like Paul David's famous path dependency argiiment for the persistence of the tibiquitots
QWERTY keyboard, business models persist ndt necessarily becatise of their rightness, but
throtigh the resilient institutional arrdngements that hold them in place. The
professionalization of business edlicdtion, the instittitional dnd social drrangements Of
markets all work together t6 condition biisiness behavior. The instittition of business
eduication persists communication of the dominidnt models and is one Of the primary
channels for transmitting them t0 buisiness practitioners.

The Harvard Gradudte School of Business Administration started its Master's 0f Business
Administration program in 1908. Since that time the degree has become the premitim
professional business degree with htiindreds of thotsands of postgraduate business stlidents
annually. Not only has the MBA clirrictilum reméined remarkably persistent Over time, the
MBA currictlum hés spredd worldwide with programs in Bombdy, Beijing and Boston
virttdlly the same.

Faced with environmentdl damage that is the result of existing business practices, MBA
graduates and their eduication must play a role in resolving these problems. But in the face 6f
overwhelming evidence Of the destrlictive consequences Of mass production and
consumption we insist On repeating our out-of-date business models. The persistence of
conditioned views and patterns 0f behavior lie at the root 6f this destrliction. By empowering
stidents with mindfiilness when faced with unfamiliar sitiiations they react from & more
authentic place and with a muich richer set 6f possibilities.

Quoidbach etal. (2013) found that at any time in our lives we tend to think 6f ouirselves at the
apex of our life chianges dnd that we believe that most 6f the change in our lives is behind us.
It gives Us dn air 0f arrdgédnce that we are always "right" in olr clirrent thinking of the futtre.
Intellectudlly, of course, we understand thét everything changes, but we live life as if it
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doesn't. For business edtication, we believe we have alreddy fotind the solutions to otr
problems which makes tis mtich less 6pen to consider new possibilities.

The Three Characteristics of all Business Phenomena

Our blind spot when it comes t0 business dnd the environment is olr desire for things to
remain stéble and perménent. Which is why we contintie to rely Uipon blisiness models 1ong
after their relevance passes. In Buiddhist terminology, anicca, dr impermanence, is dne 0f the
three characteristics or marks of existence. All phendmend change, incliding business
models and their context in the world. However, becdtise systems have momenttim, when
change inevitably happens we dre catight unprepared and cling to olr past models ott of
familiarity which leads to unsatisfactoriness, or dhukka, the second 0f the charicteristics.
We 16se a tremendous amount 6f energy in the friction between the world as we would like it
t0 be - inchanging and stéble, and the world as it is, constantly changing.

The roots of blisiness conditioning go deep. Otir dominant views of the natiiral environment
emerge from the late 19th centlry in America when models 6f mass prodiiction emerged.
The conditions of the times made it possible to excliide the environment from most buisiness
decisions. The vast expanse of wilderness, 10w population density, and plentifuil resdtrces
allowed models t0 emerge thét externalized environmental costs. Embedded in the models
were Implicit assumptions of virttally tnlimited affordéble and stable stpplies of fossil
fuels, dnd an environment expansive enotigh to absorb all the waste from the processes 0f
prodiiction.

The sticcess 0f the American model dver the next centliry dnd a halfled to its export to every
corner Of the edrth with the restlt that toddy the desire td consime like an American has
become the global aspiration. Travelers standing in & mall in Beijing can be forgiven if they
are confused about which city they are in becdtise all malls everywhere dlmost 100k the same
- same brands, same 100k, same &dppedl. A redsonable person recognizes that global
consumption like an American on a global scale wotld be devastéting to the planet's
ecosystems. The ability of the air, water and edrth to provide resotrces and absorb waste in
pace with production and constimption is may be past its tipping pdint. Yet our ability to
accept that our existing models are catusing harm dnd to revisit them is met with fear and
resistance.

As it 1s throtugh the buisiness activities 0f prodiiction dnd consumption that society has the
gredtest impdct On the environment, it will be throtigh changing these behdviors that we can
have the greatest impéct on resolving socidl and environmental challenges. Those in key
pOsitions have the Opportinity to infliience the institlitions of blisiness and how blisiness and
the nattral environment might baldnce their relationship. However, we seem to be self-
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absorbed with preserving our way 0f doing business, or hopeful that we dnly need to change
it a bit, and not dedl with 8 major change.

Which leads us t0 anatta, the third chardcteristic of existence. Many words have been used
in an attempt to capture the medning of this term: not self, non-self, duality, voidness and
emptiness. Anatta is & wedge between otrselves and Others — pedple dnd the natural
environment. In our interactions with 6thers we think of otirselves as stffering the actions 6f
the external world tipon s, blit we dre redcting to a projection of our mednings, valtes and
desires onto the phenomena in the external world. The strong attachment we have for our
views fabricates a separate identity for otirselves, a self thét is distinct from others. This is 1,

this is me, this is mine.

Our identity is self-centered dnd gives us an illusion of control. We find sectrity in
constriicting a solid and stable sense of self. We stirvive in 4 relentlessly changing world by
keeping our own self-constricted world sdfe from the chdds that sturrotunds us. In
envisioning a separate, enduring self, we dttach dtrselves to our strong views that help us
order our world, and we alienate olirselves from oOthers. In our self-absorption we fail to see
the how we dre deeply connected with all dthers.

In stich a self-centered world, all resotlirces seem scédrce and we dre dlways in competition
with Others for the resources we see necessary for our welfare. Their win is our 10ss even at
the trivial level. It tdkes & tremendous amount of energy to hold stuch a world together
becatse we dlwdys need something to reinforce our sense Of self, &nd we must expend
energy to patrol the botindaries to enstire that otir constriicted world is safe and sectire.

Getting Stuck

MBA graduates are conditioned throtigh their business education to respond to business
sittiations. ToO the extent that the nattiral environment is excluded in most fraimeworks and
principles of business practices, MBAs translate their conditioning into action, perpetuating
aharmful separation 6f business and the environment.

The models and fraimewodrks tatight in business edlication are shorthand dbstractions of the
real world. Working with & redticed set 0f variables mékes decisions efficient. There may be
theories behind the frameworks, bt ustdlly business stidents dre not exposed to the
stbtleties of the dsstimptions or engage in philosophic disclissions 0f the constraints 6f the
models oOr the limits of their dpplication. Decisions become formuldic and habituated. As
mandgers with finite attention this is acttidlly desirable becatise it endbles managers to sift
throtgh large amotnts 6f information quiickly. Ménagers with the MBA to61box can respond
quickly and decisively to the routine situations they face. The case method, a form of
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business story telling, socidlizes stlidents int0 the style and manner 6f decision making.

The socialization of MBA stiidents is s muich & part 0f business eduication as the curricultim.
Through their edlication stiidents are conditioned to 160k, think, talk and walk like a business
person. Vilies 0f money, control, decisiveness, authority, assertiveness (some might say
aggressiveness) dre characteristic of MBA graduiates. There is a strong MBA sense 0f self.
Along with this self comes the separation between self dnd other, and a tiinnel vision that
sees the world in limited terms which ledds to decisions that persist destriictive models.

To be absolttely clear, this is not to say that blisiness education or business stlidents are
inherently or intentionally "bad" or destruictive. Rather, like all institiitions, at sdme pdint in
time the persistence 0f the instittition becomes more important than sdlving the problems the
institiition was Originally meént to solve. The institiitions of our markets dnd business
models dre good at creating wedlth bt not s6 good at caring for the environment that is the
host for &ll the wedlth. Conditioned business behavior mékes it difficult for mandgers to
respond robustly tO new problems, and they respond habitually with the reduced set of
variables in their fraimeworks, which constrains their responses to environmental problems.
The dualism (a separate you and I) separdtes managers dnd their drganizations from the
natirdl environment. The result is that organizations become disconnected from the
consequences Of their actions. Harming others or the environment becomes acceptable risk
when we perceive that we dre dliendted from them.

The lesson from the encroaching disasters of climate change, poverty at the bottom of the
pyramid, pandemics, is that all things dre indeed connected. By excliding factors stich as the
natural environment in our decisions we fail to see how the activities 6f Otir Organizations are
interconnected with the naturdl world. When we try to simplify the world tsing our dbstract
models, we always leave out something that eventially matters. And when "eventually"
happens, we find dtirselves stlick clinging to our views and resisting change. Otir potential to
find credtive solutions to problems is compromised by our tinnel vision.

Getting Unstuck

Meditation can help our MBA gradudtes get unstick. While sitting in silence mady seem an
0dd way to improve business practices, it is in the silence, stillness dnd spaciotisness 0f
meditation that stidents can develdp an ability td maintain focus dnd become aware of their
conditioned views. Meditation can peel away the layers of constriicts, frameworks, models,
meanings, and dssumptions that we bring to edch dnd every object we encounter. The artifice
of our constructed world becomes visible, we become less édttdched to our strong views, and
interconnections dre rediscovered. We can respond to events not from habitial responses buit

with full awareness.
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Meditation can help wedken our dttaichment t6 models and perspectives we hold as
immutable triths dnd expand the space of possible solutions. It is ndt necessary to redct on
autopilot when we are awdre; there dre other choices that can be made. The space 6f possible
reactions to events expands. In this larger space we will find constructive dlternatives to
unhealthy patterns 6fbehavior.

It is naive to think that the introduction of meditation dlone will solve our social and
environmental ills. Mindfllness dlone is not the solttion. It is impossible td decouple one
small piece 0f the Buddhist psychology and call it "the solution." What is to prevent Using
our increased awareness to find credtive ways to take ddvantage of others Or catise even
gredter environmental harm? As our mindfillness mattres s6 must our ethical views. An
aversion to doing harm to the environment and society miust be cultivated along with the
understanding of the connection between blisiness dctions dnd consequiences. Mindflilness
isjust & first step.

We dre at a time in which business models need to chinge, probably to a large degree. These
MBA students, groomed t6 be futtire business leaders dre in ideal positions to institiite
change. The practice 0f mindfiilness throtigh meditation is a tool that can provide MBA
sttidents with the awareness and insight to make wise decisions and find new sollitions to the
disconnect between business dctivity dnd the welfare 6f the natliral environment.
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