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Essay

As long as habit and routine dictate the pattern of living, new 
dimensions of the soul will not emerge.

—Citation ascribed to: Henry Van Dyke, author and poet

There are leaders and managers who enjoy their work, yet 
feel empty. They achieve good business results and are suc-
cessful, but nevertheless, after a time, are left with a sense of 
emptiness, restlessness, and dissatisfaction. Energy and cre-
ativity apparently seep away despite success. The specific 
patterns of thinking and acting which caused or contributed 
to this success no longer suffice. Examples of such patterns 
are always knowing everything, always working hard, 
always having everything under control. Habits are generally 
useful; they represent one’s customary way of behaving 
(Ouellette & Wood, 1998) and they allow one to function 
efficiently in daily working life. However, doing “more of 
the same” because it brings success could, after a time, gen-
erate a feeling of emptiness: “Why am I doing all this?” 
These habits can also bring lack of fulfillment, and discon-
nection loom in the wee hours of the night. Questions about 
“sense” remain at the edge of awareness when one gets up in 
the morning. One may try to escape that indefinable, empty 
feeling by following the successful pattern with even more 

determination and by injecting even more energy. And . . . it 
doesn’t help. The tragedy might be that one is doing one’s 
best, giving it everything one has, and it doesn’t help. The 
issue at stake is that an unconscious sense of uncertainty can 
underlie successful patterns of thinking and acting: a fear of 
failure, being irrelevant, not being good enough, or even 
having no legitimacy (Goleman, 2004). One might feel dis-
satisfied, empty, or cut off from oneself, the world, and other 
people, which translates into frustration and unrest 
(Smallwood & Schooler, 2006). These feelings may manifest 
themselves in physical symptoms of stress, such as aches and 
pains, sleeplessness, bad dietary habits, high respiration 
rates, not knowing how to relax, and overuse of alcohol or 
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Abstract
This article invites leaders and managers who are successful in their work, but feel unfulfilled and stressed, to create space in 
their fixed patterns of thinking and acting. Creating such space generates the possibility of experiencing meaningfulness and 
satisfaction at work and producing innovative results. Space in the head creates space at the conference table. We explain 
and link the notions of “embodied mind,” “way of being,” and “basic goodness.” Given that behavioral patterns also manifest 
themselves in the senses, breathing, and the body, the creation of space may occur through opening of the senses; slowing 
down one’s breathing and doing slow movement exercises. Leaders who develop the ability to create flexibility in their 
behavioral patterns can become agile, for instance in their use of power when this serves an organizational necessity. They 
can approach situations with an open and non-judgmental attitude when this is more appropriate. The contribution of this 
article lies in identifying a path to access the full potential of human thinking and acting, where success and fulfillment can go 
hand in hand.
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medication (e.g., Dalai Lama, 2012). This article identifies 
how one might approach the gnawing feelings of uncertainty 
and emptiness, which appear despite continuous social suc-
cess. We offer a developmental perspective to approach the 
following question:

How can successful leaders who feel unfulfilled and 
stressed create space in patterns of thinking and acting?

In the first part of this article, we write about human 
behavior and generic patterns of thinking and acting, based 
on both Western academic research and Eastern philosophy. 
Second, an approach is sketched showing how one can create 
space in these patterns from sensory awareness: through 
inquiry into one’s senses, body, and breathing. Third, we 
explain the application of this sensory awareness in the prac-
tice of leadership in organizational contexts. We see the role 
of a leader as that of a person who generates visible and mea-
surable results, together with a team, by using the available 
resources and acting within the boundaries of the company’s 
strategy (e.g., Quinn, Spreitzer, & Brown, 2000). Inquiry and 
awareness of the senses, body, and breathing can contribute 
to an increase in leadership effectiveness, creativity, and the 
fulfilling execution of leadership, with positive organiza-
tional results.

Embodied Mind, “Way of Being,” and 
Basic Goodness

In this part, the foundational concepts of “embodied mind,” 
“way of being,” “basic goodness,” and open-minded inquiry 
are introduced.

The Embodied Mind

Human functioning resides in what Varela terms embodied 
mind: the body as an experiencing organism and as a context 
in which cognitive processes take place (Varela, 1999; 
Varela, Thompson, & Rosch, 1991): “Embodiment has this 
double sense: it encompasses both the body as a lived, expe-
riential structure and the body as the context or milieu of 
cognitive mechanisms” (Varela et al., 1991, p. xvi). The body 
colors the mind’s perception of the external world through 
the senses, breathing, and muscular movements. This rela-
tionship is reciprocal: The mind influences the body and the 
senses, and the body with the senses influences the mind. 
Thus, mind and body are inextricably connected (Brown, 
Ryan, & Cresswell, 2007; Melina, Burgess, Lid Falkman, & 
Marturano, 2013). In this light, Lovelace, Manz, and Alves 
(2007) describe how physical fitness is directly related to 
coping with stress.

In a similar vein, the relationship between the embodied 
mind and the external world is reciprocal. The physical body, 
the senses, and breathing form, as it were, vehicles to experi-
ence the world. At the same time, they allow for the manifes-
tation of a person, an “I” with an embodied mind, in the 
external world (Melina et al., 2013). Varela emphasizes the 

importance of personal, bodily experience with the term 
“enacting” (Varela, 1999). Knowledge and wisdom gain form 
during and after concrete action in the world around us. They 
are not founded in abstract reasoning but in physical experi-
ence and the power to connect this experience to concepts:

In short: The world is not something that is given to us but 
something we engage in by moving, touching, breathing, and 
eating. This is what I call “cognition as enaction” since enaction 
connotes this bringing forth by concrete handling. (Varela, 1999, 
p. 8)

Norbu (1983) also refers to the embodied mind. He 
describes the concepts of “body,” “voice,” and “mind” as 
three interdependent aspects of human existence, of which 
voice represents breathing, speech, and interaction with the 
environment. For example, Wangyal (2011) clearly illus-
trates how these three aspects are related. Tight jaws can be 
accompanied by churning thoughts, or a restless mind can be 
accompanied by endless and useless talking. As racing 
thoughts and emotions dissolve, speech can become effec-
tive and connecting; the stiffness and heaviness of the body 
can dissolve into an energetic body (Wangyal, 2011). 
Furthermore, Hartzema (2008) describes the human body, 
the senses, breathing, emotions, thinking, and consciousness 
as a whole, in which the five senses and breathing form the 
connection between the internal and external world. So, in 
short, humans function through the embodied mind.

“Way of Being”

The “way of being” in a specific moment is the state of the 
embodied mind, or rather the degree of openness, alertness, 
and relaxation of body, voice (breathing and talking), and 
mind. “Way of being” ranges from closed to open, with 
everything in between (Kabat-Zinn, 2003; Karssiens, van der 
Linden, & Wilderom, 2013; Rogers, 1995):

a. A closed “way of being” in which one is held captive 
by fixed patterns of thinking and acting; and

b. An open “way of being” in which body and mind are 
relaxed and can move freely in the openness of space 
and the dynamic of time: Being possibility.1

Way of being is thus a human state that comprises the 
thoughts, feelings, emotions, and images, which affect one’s 
thinking and acting at a specific moment. Thus one’s way of 
being is a source from which one acts, the place where inten-
tion and attitude reside. An open way of being is comparable 
to “the quality of conscious presence,” as expressed by 
Varela and Shear (1999). Kabat-Zinn also uses the term “way 
of being” when talking about mindfulness practice:

In fact, the term “practice” used in this way is better understood 
as a way of being, a way of seeing, which is embodied, inhabited, 
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grown into through the implementation of the methods and 
techniques that comprise the discipline [of mindfulness practice] 
. . . It is a way of being that takes ongoing effort to develop and 
refine. (Kabat-Zinn, 2003, pp. 148-149)

As described above, a closed way of being means being 
held captive by patterns of thinking and acting. According to 
the Buddhist traditions, patterned or fixed ways of thinking 
and acting are only a temporary obscuration of human’s fun-
damental empty state of mind.

The Notion of Basic Goodness

Trungpa (2005) uses the notion of “basic goodness” for a so-
called empty state of mind. The good, in this context, means 
good in itself. It is without any reference to “bad.” The 
human mind in this sense is fundamentally pure and healthy; 
human nature is open, intelligent, and warm (Trungpa, 2005). 
Thus, an open way of being can be related to the notion of 
basic goodness. This notion provides a specific look at pat-
terned thinking and acting as phenomena that are temporary 
and superficial, such as a cloud that blocks the sun from our 
view. This “cloud” consists of persistent, ingrained psycho-
logical habits or patterns of thinking and acting. In part, this 
“cloud” is functional; thinking and acting patterns help one 
to function in daily life and cope with situations one encoun-
ters (Ouellette & Wood, 1998). These patterns are, seen from 
this perspective, not a fundamental problem that needs to be 
“solved.” They are human phenomena and they can be 
inquired into. Inquiry into the nature of mind implies slow-
ing down (Carlson & Bailey, 2009). It may offer a new lens 
to see one’s own and other’s habitual patterns without chang-
ing them.

This is essential. It is not necessary to change or reject yourself. 
However, perhaps you can place all this in perspective and give 
it a broader meaning, less rigid or one-sided. Because this one-
sidedness and rigidity is what imprisons you. (Hartzema, 2008, 
p. 94)

Gaining access to an open way of being starts with open-
minded inquiry into one’s own experiences. This is the first 
step into gaining access to one’s basic goodness.

Open-Minded Inquiry Into One’s Own 
Experiences

Inquiry into one’s own bodily experiences is quite a different 
approach compared with objective scientific research into 
human behavior, neurobiology, and psychology (e.g., 
Bagozzi et al., 2013; Mead, 1937; Skinner, 1953). The type 
of inquiry referred to in this article is the study of human 
behavior through one’s own sensory experience (Lombard, 
2007). The conscious experience of one’s embodied mind, of 

sensation, emotion, feeling, and thought presents itself as a 
valuable adjunct to objective and academic research. In this 
context, Trungpa (2005, p. 5) proposes, “What Buddhism 
really has to teach the Western psychology is how to relate 
more closely with one’s own experience, in its freshness, its 
fullness and its immediacy.”2 It is about experiencing “what 
is,” the present, about inquiring without judging anything as 
good or wrong and without trying to draw direct conclusions 
(e.g., Chiesa & Malinowski, 2011; Kernochan, McCormick, 
& White, 2007). Questions one can ask: Which feelings and 
thoughts come and go? Which sensations do I experience? 
How does breath move through my body? How do my mus-
cles and the various parts of my body feel, for example, my 
throat, neck, back, and stomach?

Open-minded inquiry is an internal process of experienc-
ing and acquiring insights into the ways in which one thinks 
and acts in a situation and into the ways in which the senses 
then operate. Vermersch (1999) described this inquiry by a 
subject in an experiment on performing an explicit task. 
First, one is experiencing something when executing the 
task: Let’s call it lived content L1. Then inquire L1 (describe, 
analyze, and/or become aware of new aspects in relation to 
L1), L1 will become part of the content of a new experience: 
Inquire one’s own mentation, the new content L2. This L2 
has additional new content, characterized by the particular 
manner of accessing L1. This inquiry is about opening up to 
unknown experiences and allowing questions to arise that 
have no immediate answers: questions that can be answered 
through experiences and the insights these experiences cre-
ate. Essential in this type inquiry is a clear distinction 
between content, acting, and the process through which such 
content appears in mind and body (Varela & Shear, 1999).

Inquiry distinguishes itself fundamentally from learning. 
When learning, it is known what has been learned: The result 
is determined, and at a certain point something has been 
learned, it is done. Behavior can be learned, tennis can be 
learned, and spelling can be learned. An insight cannot be 
learned; it is open and presents itself through experiences. 
Other known complex and potentially profound ways of 
reflective learning, such as “double-loop learning” and “tri-
ple-loop learning” (see among others Argyris, 1977; Yuthas, 
Dillard, & Rogers, 2004) remain cognitive in nature (Schön, 
1991; Walkerden, 2005), whereas inquiry has an experiential 
character. Inquiry requires intrinsic motivation, patience, and 
discipline to recognize fixed beliefs or familiar emotions to 
let them be and at the same time to watch oneself from a 
stance of not-knowing and open-mindedness (Anderson, 
1997). One needs to do something oneself, to have curiosity, 
to have questions, and to reflect without directly expecting 
an unambiguous answer. By slowing down and experiencing 
one’s own senses and breath, we enter unknown territory; we 
do not know what we will encounter; it might be fears, 
destructive emotions, and surprising insights (e.g., Carlson 
& Bailey, 2009).
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What is described here as open-minded inquiry is related 
to what Kabat-Zinn (2003) describes as “mindfulness”: 
“Mindfulness has to do with particular qualities of attention 
and awareness that can be cultivated and developed through 
meditation” (Kabat-Zinn, 2003, p. 145). Through mindful-
ness, one can gain insights into what Buddhism calls 
“dharma” or “the way things are” (Kabat-Zinn, 2003, p. 
145). This essay supports the idea that mindfulness, and also 
open-minded inquiry, has a universal character:

 . . . Dharma is at its core truly universal, not exclusively 
Buddhist. It is neither a belief or an ideology, nor a philosophy. 
Rather, it is a coherent phenomenological description of the 
nature of mind, emotion, and suffering and its potential release, 
based on highly refined practices aimed at systematically 
training and cultivating various aspects of mind and heart via the 
faculty of mindful attention . . . And mindfulness, it should also 
be noted, being about attention, is also of necessity universal. 
There is nothing particularly Buddhist about it. (Kabat-Zinn, 
2003, p. 145)

This illustrates that mindfulness and open-minded inquiry 
are not only valuable in a Buddhist context but can also be 
useful and applicable in other contexts.

Before describing how open-minded inquiry can contrib-
ute to opening up patterns of thinking and acting, a more 
thorough description of these patterns is given.

Patterned Thinking and Acting

What is Patterned Thinking and Acting?

To some, success is a sort of stress and constant rush to which 
one may become accustomed or addicted (Shapiro, Brown, 
& Biegel, 2007). In this article, the combination of success-
ful action, experiencing the kick, and nevertheless getting 
stressed is called “patterned”: A specific way of acting has 
become a habit. The circumstances change, but one’s think-
ing and acting stay the same in the way a needle gets stuck in 
a groove on a record. The question is whether acting within a 
pattern is still adequate in a changed situation. In the course 
of patterned action, there is only limited exchange between 
the embodied mind and the environment. This is because the 
action is not a response to the current environment but a habit 
based on experiences and opinions from the past. Because 
there is limited exchange, the original vitality or life seeps 
out of the action. One’s way of being then becomes closed 
and goes together with feeling unfulfilled, because one no 
longer senses the richness of the present and stays stuck in 
one’s own convictions. In other words, one’s basic goodness 
is then covered by one’s habits. The ability to be surprised 
and to wonder disappears, together with the ability to be 
present with the changeability of time.

Patterns are always a part of one’s life and are useful. 
They are part of being human. However, when they are 

accompanied by a lack of fulfillment, feeling less vital, and 
feelings of tension or disconnection, they can become a hin-
drance in one’s life. Then one might start to feel the urgency 
to inquire into one’s patterns of thinking and acting.

Patterns Looked at Through a Psychological and 
Behavioral Perspective

During the course of life, individuals, teams, and organiza-
tions incorporate ideas about what is and is not effective 
behavior in a system of daily action (e.g., Mead, 1937; 
Weick, 2006). Patterns can be looked at as survival mecha-
nisms consisting of fixed convictions, which lead one to 
judge directly in specific situations. These convictions are in 
large part formed in one’s youth and they become survival 
mechanisms. They arise from family systems and through 
powerful experiences (e.g., Harris, 1975). During such an 
experience, one comes to store a conviction in memory; “I 
must always win,” “You won’t get the better of me,” and “I 
must always be nice.” These convictions can contribute to 
being successful. However, when the success is based on 
convictions that are connected to unconscious fears (“I am 
not respected,” “I don’t belong,” “I am not good enough”), 
patterned success is generated. Patterned success means the 
drive to be successful is a re-action to feelings of fear. In the 
long run, this generates feelings of being unfulfilled, because 
this success is driven by fixed convictions and unconscious 
fears. These, in their turn, cause a closed way of being. It 
means that the success does not stand on its own: It is not 
free of fear.

In human behavior, one may recognize fixed convictions 
in interactions with others in the form of “yes-but” conversa-
tions. It represents direct judgment from one’s own perspec-
tive. The “yes-but” stands for the drive to be right, assuming 
a victim role, feeling aggrieved, or not allowing oneself to be 
stood up to. One is not flexible or agile in one’s behavior and 
cannot respond adequately to what a situation demands. 
“Yes-but” is an automatic response, arising from fixed, 
immutable convictions. Kahane (2004) very appropriately 
calls this process of constantly repeating downloading one’s 
own “truth” as constantly downloading the same file.

Patterns Looked at Through a Philosophical 
Perspective

From a more philosophical perspective that borrows from the 
Buddhist philosophical tradition, patterns can be seen as a way 
for a human being to cope with the uncertainties of empty 
space and the dynamics of ever-changing time. Whatever 
manifests in time and space is neutral in itself; it is the human 
being who categorizes something as pleasant or unpleasant 
and responds correspondingly. By doing this repetitively, 
thinking and behavioral patterns arise that together form an 
“I,” an ego, which can then cope with whatever manifests in 
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time and space. Patterns and an “I,” or ego, are interrelated: 
They reinforce each other (Rahula, 1974).

This perspective on patterns is based on one of the many 
streams of thought from the Buddhist tradition, which 
assumes that Time and Space are the constituent principles in 
which Knowledge (awareness) can manifest itself (Tulku, 
1982). To apply them later, a brief introduction of these con-
stituent principles is given now.

Time is open, empty, and dynamic; time is open in the 
sense that anything can manifest itself in time. Time is empty: 
What manifests in time has no meaning in itself. It is an indi-
vidual human being, an “I” who attaches the concepts of hap-
piness or suffering to what manifests itself in time. Time is 
dynamic: Everything changes continually (Gunaratana, 
2002). The second constituent principle is that space is end-
less. As a human being, one is part of this endless space. 
There is always space: between objects, between people, and 
even between thoughts (Hartzema, 2002; Shastri, 1921). In 
time and space, one’s consciousness or awareness manifests 
itself as empty: free, open, and clear (e.g., Hartzema, 2008; 
Tulku, 1982; Weick & Putnam, 2006). The openness, vast-
ness, and changeability of time and space generate feelings 
of anxiety and insecurity; they offer nothing to hold on to. 
Coming from this basic panic, one catches hold of the first 
things that appear in one’s consciousness: forms. A human 
being does not remain one with open space but distinguishes 
forms and thereby experiences feelings, pleasant or not. A 
human being observes and develops images and awareness 
of something (Sternberg, 2000). As an infant, one experi-
ences forms and sounds. As an adult, one is likely to associ-
ate a loud noise with “not pleasant,” and warmth and security 
with “pleasant.” To deal with space, one creates duality, this 
here, that there, and one starts judging everything in terms of 
good, not good, pleasant, and not pleasant. This is normal 
and occurs in gradations: Being strongly opinionated resem-
bles patterned thinking and manifests in patterned behavior. 
The ego ensures that patterns become ever stronger, until 
they almost assume the form of “solid substance”: like an 
unchangeable truth, intractable, and without room for move-
ment or change (Tolle, 2005).

Physical Manifestation of Patterns of Thinking 
and Acting in the Body

Taking the concept of embodied mind into account, there is a 
reciprocal relationship between one’s way of thinking and 
one’s body. The manifestation of recurrent (patterned) 
thoughts and emotions in the senses and in breathing specifi-
cally occurs in new and unfamiliar situations (Weick & 
Putnam, 2006). The moment a situation is experienced as 
unfamiliar or threatening, the senses become constricted. 
This is a manifestation of the fight or flight response (Cannon, 
1915). Stress causes the senses to become clouded over. At 
such a moment, it is extremely difficult to look at something 

in an open manner and to see clearly what is actually there. 
One hears only what one expects to hear (“See, I’m doing it 
wrong again”), and the rest does not sink in. The stress that 
accompanies unfamiliar situations frequently results in rapid 
and shallow inhalation followed by short exhalations. This 
can result in an excess of oxygen when too little carbon diox-
ide is exhaled (Servan-Schreiber, 2008). In the longer run, 
tensions, stress, and habits can also take root in muscles and 
the body: cramped shoulders, neck, and back; recurrent 
stomachaches; or headaches (Cannon, 1915). Muscle tension 
builds up in the course of time, and any pattern of muscle 
tension only changes extremely slowly.

There are many sayings that demonstrate the extent to 
which human experiences are expressed in terms of the body: 
“My heart skipped a beat,” “I have a lump in my throat,” “He 
is a pain in the neck,” “It took my breath away.” Nevertheless, 
we are often quite unaware of what our senses, our body, and 
our breathing are telling us. As explained in the next part of 
this article, it is exactly the senses, breathing, and conscious 
(slow) movement that offer to open up patterns in thought 
processes, perceptions, and emotion (Carlson & Bailey, 
2009).

Creating Space in Fixed Patterns of 
Thinking and Acting

Creating Space in Patterns Through Senses, 
Breathing, and Slow Movement

In light of the concept of embodied mind, inquiry into one’s 
daily experience can take the form of paying close attention 
to one’s senses. In addition, by slowing down breathing and 
doing conscious exercises in slow movement, one may open 
up patterned thoughts and actions. Although these three 
aspects (senses, breathing, and movement) are described 
separately, they are of course interconnected, and what hap-
pens in one area will also influence the other.

In current complex society, judgmental thought is often 
more appreciated than the experience and awareness of what 
the senses, the breath, and muscular tensions in the human 
body tell (Shastri, 1921; Weick & Putnam, 2006). The ability 
to be surprised and to wonder seems to have disappeared, 
together with the ability to be present with the changeability 
of time (Dyck & Wiebe, 2012). One’s mind is not open to the 
bodily experiences of the senses, for instance, during listen-
ing (Pentland, 2008). It is the body, with its breathing and its 
senses that can bring more satisfaction, acceptance, and ful-
fillment: the possibility of consciously experiencing what is 
at a given moment, such as the vivacity of scents, colors, 
sounds, and tastes (Kabat-Zinn, 2003).

Lombard (2007) demonstrates the importance of inquiry 
through bodily experience, less on the basis of cognition or 
emotions alone. Sensory and bodily experiences can gener-
ate unconditional thinking: thinking from an open way of 
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being, being possibility. Brown and Ryan (2003) have found 
empirical evidence for the benefits of an open, mindful way 
of being: self-regulated behavior, positive emotional states, 
and declines in mood disturbances and stress. Goldman 
Schuyler (2010) touches on an open, mindful way of being 
when describing how “embodied learning” (learning through 
the body) goes together with training of the mind:

Embodied learning and mind training are grounded in similar 
perceptions . . . Fundamental to both methods is developing the 
capacity to act with awareness: The capacity to be fully present 
to what is taking place, rather than being distracted by 
expectations, habits, or fears about either oneself or others. 
(Goldman Schuyler, 2010, p. 21)

Opening the Senses

Lombard uses an interesting notion to address what the 
senses can bring: “sensory intelligence” (Lombard, 2007). 
This is an adjunct to cognitive and emotional intelligence. 
Lombard states that greater awareness of one’s sensory 
boundaries and preferences may allow one to consciously 
experience both one’s senses and one’s environment. This, in 
turn, creates the possibility of functioning effectively as a 
human being. Serres (2009) also notes the importance of 
opening the senses by claiming that the development of lan-
guage has both veiled and overtaken the primacy of our five 
senses; he states that much was taken away from us, includ-
ing human’s initial sensuous perception of the world. 
According to him, it has become a challenge to recognize the 
patterns of the senses (selective perception, selective listen-
ing, and paying little attention to physical sensations) and to 
let in the full richness of experience (Hartzema, 2011; Serres, 
2009). Examples are as follows: Take time to listen to music, 
taste what you eat, enjoy what you smell, and be surprised by 
what you see: In short, enrich your life through the senses. A 
sensation is then no longer something obvious like a pattern 
(Ouellette & Wood, 1998) but an experience in the present 
(Tolle, 2005). It is characteristic for the senses that they carry 
the vitality of the present (the “now”), unless they are clouded 
over by convictions and expectations. Once one has opened 
the senses to the present, the possibility arises to experience 
the full richness of life and to allow new thoughts and ideas 
to enter one’s mind.

Slowing Down the Breathing

Breathing is more direct and more pure than thinking; it is a 
direct experience in the present, it is free of thought, and it is 
always in movement (Carlson & Bailey, 2009). The breath 
responds directly to everything: danger, thoughts, memories, 
sensations, and delight. Breath is the fuel that drives the 
motor of the body (every inhalation brings in oxygen) and 
has the potential to enable us to relate to the environment 

(through exhalation and speech). Servan-Schreiber (2008) 
describes how, through conscious breathing exercises, we 
can influence heart coherence (degree of regularity in 
increasing and decreasing heart rate). He sees this as, “Instead 
of constantly trying to create ideal external circumstances, 
we should begin with managing the internal: our own physi-
ology” (p. 63). By creating awareness of breathing, one can 
see what is going on in one’s mind concerning thoughts, con-
cepts, and emotions, without labeling them as “good” or 
“bad.” This in turn can create a kind of openness in one’s 
being in everyday life, free from fears and expectations, a 
feeling that the future is an open situation (Trungpa, 2005). 
In other words, through breathing exercises, one can achieve 
that one becomes less captive to destructive emotions, 
thoughts, and fears, and that one is more open to that which 
presents itself in life (Goleman, 2004).

Opening Muscular Tension Through Exercises in 
Slow Movement

Even before being cognitively aware of tensions and irrita-
tions, they are present in muscular tension and breathing. 
Subtle changes in the rate and intonation of speech, the speed 
and character of movements, and the degree to which facial 
expressions of others are copied, for example, show us at an 
unconscious and physical level how communication among 
individuals works (Pentland, 2008). The body is a non-lin-
guistic channel, which provides a great deal more informa-
tion than one is rationally aware of. Servan-Schreiber (2008) 
describes clearly how humans can access the emotional 
brain and subsequently emotions and fears through their 
bodies. Surprisingly, accessing emotions and fears through 
the body is easier than attempting it through speaking and 
thinking (the cognitive brain). In the emotional brain, there 
is the amygdala, which controls the emotions and survival 
reactions, and therefore also the fears. The amygdala plays a 
central role in the perception and experience of fear (Servan-
Schreiber, 2008; Verplaetse, 2008). Exercises in slow move-
ment offer concrete means to uncover and release muscular 
tensions caused by these unconscious fears and emotions 
(Carlson & Bailey, 2009). They, in turn, provide a point of 
entry to the creation of space in fixed, restrictive patterns 
based on these unconscious fears and emotions. A great vari-
ety of exercises exist (e.g., Kum Nye exercises, Tulku, 
1978a, 1978b; Yoga exercises, Eliade, 2009; Qigong exer-
cises, Ho et al., 2011; Tai-Chi exercises, Zhang, Layne, 
Lowder, & Liu, 2012), which induce subtle forms of body 
massage and stimulate awareness of tensions (Chiesa & 
Malinowski, 2011). One may embrace and accept these ten-
sions, whereby they then loosen their grip and start to dis-
solve (Störmer-Labonté, 1991; Tulku, 1978a, 1978b). Varied 
and increasingly complex exercises also physically influence 
the plasticity of the brain (e.g., Goldman Schuyler, 2010).
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In short, there is a connectedness, even a reciprocal rela-
tionship, between the body, breath, and senses and human 
patterns of thinking and acting. Next, it is clarified how 
changes in muscle tension, breathing, and the senses may 
create the possibility of space in patterned thinking and 
acting.

Applying and Practicing Creating Space in 
Patterns

Consciously opening the senses, breathing, and slow move-
ment allows one to put things into wider perspective: One 
discovers that one is not one’s thoughts and feelings, but one 
experiences them only right now, and they will pass (Rahula, 
1974; Trungpa, 2005). Thoughts, emotions, and feelings are 
transitory things that manifest in the empty space and the 
ever-changing time. It is not necessary to identify oneself 
with what one experiences (Tolle, 2005). Instead of the expe-
rience “I am ashamed” or “I am guilty,” one can see the 
shame or guilt as a combination of emotions, images, and 
thoughts, which present themselves, take hold of one’s body 
and mind, and eventually disappear again (Dalai Lama, 
2012; Sternberg, 2000). One becomes aware of what exactly 
one is doing and what one’s inclinations and tendencies are 
(“I make shame” or “I make guilt”). Direct experience then 
becomes possible: an alert, fresh, and clear awareness of the 
richness in the world within and outside, without the inter-
vention of judgmental thinking and categorizing into good/
bad. It becomes possible to really see what is happening and 
to be touched by it: to see reality more clearly and to open up 
to possibilities for innovation, creativity, beauty, and aspira-
tion (Adler, 2011). The possibility of fulfillment, satisfac-
tion, productivity, and making clear choices (“yes” or “no”) 
is created.

In the foregoing, several ways have been noted to create 
space in the patterned embodied mind and to open up one’s 
way of being. In the next part, what this can contribute con-
cretely to the practice of leadership will be discussed.

Creating Space in Leadership Patterns: 
Awareness and Results

An Open Way of Being Applied to the Practice of 
Leadership

Recapitulating, a leader is a person who generates visible 
and measurable results, together with a team, using the avail-
able resources and acting within the boundaries of the com-
pany’s strategy (e.g., Quinn et al., 2000). What does opening 
one’s way of being and creating space in patterns of thinking 
and acting contribute to the practice of leadership? Specific 
patterns that can bring one into the position of a leader are, “I 
always know all the details,” “I’m always right,” and “I have 
everything under control.” Once one has a leadership 

function in which one wants to excel, such fixed behavioral 
patterns tend to be reinforced through praise, admiration, and 
an upgrade in salary. Therefore, the patterns and their under-
lying fixed convictions become stronger and stronger. One 
wants to experience the kick that belongs to success and 
pushes the fear, which drives fixed convictions, to the back-
ground. If fear is still there, the related success is not free and 
therefore the success does not bring fulfillment. It is against 
this background that we can answer the question: How may 
an open way of being contribute to a leader and his or her 
team? One aspect of leadership is dealing with different 
kinds of people, in varied hierarchical settings or power con-
stellations. Another aspect of leadership is dealing with 
diverse streams of information: from management above, the 
financial department, the environment, the employees, the 
market, and the customers. A leader’s charge, when dealing 
with these people and information, is to produce measurable, 
visible, and valuable results (Doz & Kosonen, 2010). 
Embodied mind (or way of being) and results at work influ-
ence each other (Brown & Ryan, 2003). Having an open way 
of being as a leader can contribute to dealing with people and 
information in an effective and meaningful way. How an 
open way of being may aid a leader to produce desirable 
results is sketched below.

A leader can develop the ability to notice his or her own 
muscular tension, shallow breathing, and closing of the 
senses and the related patterns of thinking and acting. By 
seeing these patterns, the grip of these patterns loosens and it 
may become possible to open up to situations and people 
with freshness again and to cope with the present situation 
constructively. If one develops the ability not to judge and 
not to act merely on the basis of unconscious and destructive 
emotions (such as confusion, attachment, anger, pride, or 
jealousy; Goleman, 2004), one may avoid the negative 
impact of toxic human emotions expressed in many organi-
zations3 (e.g., Gallos, 2008; Stein, 2007).

Second, a leader can develop the ability to observe and 
think unconditionally and to see the basic goodness in peo-
ple. As a leader, one allows others to contribute to results 
from who they are as persons, not from what one wants them 
to be. One may simultaneously create an opening for others 
and for oneself: the possibility that the leader and the fol-
lower can experience space and freedom to express creative 
impulses. In such interactive settings, there is room for both 
their potentials to be addressed (Collins, 2010). As a leader, 
one acts in such instances from what Jansen and Jägers 
(2007) call an “abundance perspective,” in which all parties 
can emerge as winners in interaction and cooperation; the 
glass is half full and, in the context of power constellations, 
this perspective enables the forming of coalitions through 
trust and abundance.

Third, the leader can be the opening for a productive team 
to manifest itself and produce surprising results (e.g., 
Karssiens, van der Linden, Wilderom, & Ganzevoort, 2010). 
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A productive team can be seen as a team in which all mem-
bers have a commitment to a common goal, in which each 
member feels in a certain way accepted in the team, and in 
which dealing with authority is not an obstacle for coopera-
tion by the team members. These issues are subject to con-
tinuous change due to developments in the organization’s 
environment and in and around the team. In the interaction 
between team members and their team leader, patterns exist. 
For example, a pattern can be that when a setback occurs, all 
team members look at the leader to solve the problem. When 
the leader’s inner pattern is to perform well out of fear of 
making mistakes, the leader will immediately jump in and 
provide solutions. With an open way of being, a leader can 
look at what occurs without being held captive by inner pat-
terns and ask the team openly: “How will we approach this?” 
In the ensuing participation, team members can think in open 
dialogue about ways to move on. “Productive” then means 
that members think and speak freely. They take personal 
responsibility for possible setbacks in a project’s progress, 
learn from mistakes, and jointly deliver visible and measur-
able results.

Fourth, a leader who develops the ability of being possi-
bility also learns not to be attached to results. Being attached 
means that fixed convictions (e.g., “I have to succeed”) drive 
the result. Paradoxically, one has to let go of the desired out-
come to reach it (Borkovec, 2002). When one’s way of being 
can stay open, input from unexpected perspectives might be 
valuable for the final result and then the result can become 
richer than one originally had in mind.

Being possibility as a leader and developing an open way 
of being exist beside other leadership abilities such as absorb-
ing information quickly, quick judgments, listening to one’s 
gut feeling, and taking immediate actions. In addition, the 
use of power within the power-constellations one functions 
in, to contribute to a result for the organization (not for one-
self), will stay important in a managerial role. The key is that 
the use of power is a choice: One must not be captivated and 
guided by power play, because this is often based only on 
unconscious fear that is not likely to lead to creative or pro-
ductive results.

Inquiry, Choice, and Value-Based Leading

The way of inquiring into one’s embodied mind as described 
in the above holds close relationships to the left side and the 
bottom of Scharmer’s Theory-U: opening the mind, the 
senses, and the heart; slowing down; and then allowing the 
future to emerge (Scharmer, 2009). This implies contributing 
to a future that takes all the stakeholders into account and 
acting with integrity. Through unbiased investigation of the 
body and mind, personal values and leadership with integ-
rity, authenticity, and work values may emerge. The impor-
tance of “looking good,” meaning exhibiting behavior that 
one thinks that the external world will praise (Sternberg, 

2000), diminishes when slowing down and inquiring. Assink 
(2005) also describes how authentic and responsible leader-
ship emerges along four ways: spiritual, mental, emotional, 
and physical. Goldman Schuyler (2010) shows how, during 
one’s actions, the cultivation of integrity goes together with 
becoming aware of one’s bodily self.

When slowing down and inquiring, meaningfulness sorts 
itself out, as it were. By standing still and refusing to fill time 
with activity, as a pattern, things can suddenly become quite 
clear: yes to this, no to that. One experiences what is truly 
important and what is a waste of energy. The choice is based 
on direct experience, which complements rational thought. 
Kessels (2005) calls this sort of flash of insight the “poetic 
argument,” in which the path to new insights travels not 
through the head but through the heart (see, also, Cunliffe, 
2002). By investigating and slowing down, what is important 
can suddenly manifest itself, and making a choice for a spe-
cific outcome becomes possible (Carlson & Bailey, 2009). It 
becomes clear what one wishes to create and realize in the 
external world. Then, one can decide how to deploy one’s 
power and resources to realize specific results. In short, the 
kind of leadership that is addressed in this article, with atten-
tion to an open way of being, can contribute to leading with 
integrity and authenticity.

Conclusion

The inspiration for this essay is found in the case of success-
ful managers or leaders who, despite being successful, feel 
restless and dissatisfied. Energy and creativity apparently 
seep away in spite of success. Ingrained patterns of thinking 
and acting can make one successful as a leader, but in the 
long term, one can become a prisoner of some of these inner 
patterns. A source for opening up inner patterns can be found 
in intertwining Eastern philosophy and Western research, 
including that of the interconnectedness between the human 
mind and body. By paying attention to the human body, the 
senses, and breathing, and by doing slow movement exer-
cises, sensory and experiential knowledge can contribute to 
the emergence of new cognitive insights in the mind.

Based on this foundational idea of embodied mind, as 
well as on the notions of open way of being and basic good-
ness, we addressed the key question of this essay: How can 
successful leaders who feel unfulfilled and stressed create 
space in patterns of thinking and acting? Space in inner pat-
terns of thinking and acting can be created through self-
inquiry without the judgment of “good” or “bad.” We wrote 
about the uncertainty of empty space and ever-changing 
time in which an ego, an “I,” helps to cope with this uncer-
tainty and openness. As a reaction to this existential uncer-
tainty and the accompanying feelings of fear, one develops 
unconscious patterns of thinking and acting; patterns that 
bring success. And because the success is rooted in patterns, 
in the long term, it can give unfulfillment. These patterns of 
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success as a reaction to fear can, after time, loosen their grip 
on a human being by disciplined practice in open-minded 
inquiry, together with conscious awareness and acceptance 
of bodily experiences. Embodied Mind Knowledge is then 
being developed. This disciplined practice in open-minded 
inquiry is by no means easy and requires years to be culti-
vated patiently. Then in time, slowly, moments of an open 
way of being or being possibility can be experienced and 
space for feelings of satisfaction and fulfillment can arise. 
This is one way in which a leader can both act effectively 
and take care of his or her own well-being. Embodied mind 
training, or body, voice, and mind training, creates for a 
leader the possibility to uncover unconscious human poten-
tial and creativity in individuals and teams. Then other 
results can be created that cannot arise when being stuck to 
a pre-defined outcome. One can develop agility in behavior 
and is less a prisoner of one’s inner patterns and unconscious 
power play. In this way, more of the whole range of being 
and behavior is available, from exercising power to being 
empathetic and giving space to others, because one’s behav-
ior is not merely a patterned reaction driven by fear. More 
agile and varied behavior, rooted in an open way of being, 
generates freedom.

Taking seriously the concept of embodied mind and 
bringing it into practice gives access to the full potential of 
human thinking and acting. For a leader, it allows for the 
possibility of success and fulfillment to go hand in hand. 
Therefore, we think that the concept of embodied mind and 
the accompanying practices can be a valuable contribution to 
leadership of the future.
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Notes

1. The essential characteristic of “being possibility” is that one’s 
way of being is not driven by fear and fixed convictions. See 
section titled “An Open Way of Being Applied to the Practice 
of Leadership” for further usage of this concept.

2. Varela and Shear (1999) advocate first-person methodolo-
gies in research as a valuable complement to the third-person 
research. By first-person events (developed in first-person 
methodologies for research) they mean, “The lived experi-
ence associated with cognitive and mental events. These terms 
imply here that the process being studied (vision, pain, mem-
ory, imagination) appears as relevant and manifest for a ‘self’ 
or ‘subject’ that can provide an account . . . In contrast, third-
person descriptions concern the descriptive experiences asso-
ciated with the study of other natural phenomena. Although 

there are always human agents in science who provide and 
produce descriptions, the contents of such descriptions (i.e., 
biochemical reactions or gravity) are not clearly linked to the 
human agents who come up with them” (Varela & Shear, 1999, 
p.1).

3. Many organizations have departments or subcultures in which 
strong negative emotions such as anger, jealousy, and disap-
pointment are felt and shown by many of the employees.
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