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Introduction

The world is changing faster than at any time in human history. For example, human 
knowledge increases at an incredible rate. It was estimated that by 1950 human knowledge 
doubled every 25 years but now our knowledge is almost doubling every dayand soon it will 
be every 12 hours(1).The rapidly changing world has brought a new set of challenges to the 
humankind as Volatility, Uncertainty, Complexity and Ambiguity becoming more prominent. 
Thus, we live in a VUCA world. 

VUCA is an acronym first developed by the American military during the Afghan and 
Iraqi invasion, where the situation was Volatile, Uncertain, Complex, and Ambiguous. The 
acronym describes the countless unpredictable variables and factors that affect the corporate 
sector which has demanded more productive disruptions to continue to establish a positive 
result into the future(2).

In a recent article in Forbes, Jeroen Kraaijenbrink has made an attempt to define the four 
key elements in relation to the corporate sector(3).

Accordingly, Volatility refers to the speed of change in an industry, market or the world 
in general. It is associated with fluctuations in demand, turbulence and short time to markets 
and it is well-documented in the literature on industry dynamism. The more volatile the world 
is, the more and faster things change.

Uncertainty refers to the extent to which we can confidently predict the future. Part of 
uncertainty is perceived and associated with people’s inability to understand what is going on. 
Uncertainty, though, is also a more objective characteristic of an environment. Truly uncertain 
environments are those that don’t allow any prediction, also not on a statistical basis. The more 
uncertain the world is, the harder it is to predict.

Complexity refers to the number of factors that we need to consider, their variety and the 
relationships between them. The more factors, the greater their variety and the more they are 
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interconnected, the more complex an environment is. Under high complexity, it is impossible to 
fully analyze the environment and come to rational conclusions. The more complex the world 
is, the harder it is to analyze.

Ambiguity refers to a lack of clarity about how to interpret something. A situation is 
ambiguous, for example, when information is incomplete, contradicting or too inaccurate to draw 
clear conclusions. More generally it refers to fuzziness and vagueness in ideas and terminology. 
The more ambiguous the world is, the harder it is to interpret.

Furthermore, Jeroen Kraaijenbrink is of the view that the four terms are related and make 
our environment - the world, a market, an industry which is harder to grasp and control. He has 
made an attempt to visualize the four elements which is given below.

Visual depiction of VUCA world adopted from Forbes Dec 19, 2018

This has led to a situation where we are seeing large changes in a less predictable future 
with exponential more options to choose from. This pressures us to make faster decisions, at the 
same time as processing more information. Hence, leading in our VUCA world is difficult and 
the humankind is now becoming a highly vulnerable group to the emerging lifestyle challengers. 
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For example, let us look at the ten leading causes of burden of disease particularly future 
projections(4). According to the World Health Organization (WHO) lower respiratory tract 
infections are the leading cause of diseases in 2004. However, unipolar depressive disorders 
to take the number one position in 2030. According to the same projection, the number two 
would be ischemic heart diseases. This is a clear sign of deterioration of mental health and 
physical health.

Illustration of ten leading causes of burden of disease, 2004 and 2030 (Adopted from 
world Heath Organization).

  

It is estimated that one in four people in the world will be affected by mental or neurological 
disorders at some point in their lives(5). This impacts our day to day life and future potential in 
addition to the economic impact which is estimated to be USD 16 trillion between 2010 and 
2030(6).

Thus there is a greater need for specific life skills to cope with the ever increasing mental 
and physical demands as well as to cultivate exceptional skills such as super tasking to be 
more productive. In this context Mindfulness is a promising skill that one can cultivate. Forbes 
human resource council reported that an employee who practiced mindfulness actually gained 
62 minutes of productivity each week, to go along with less stress, less pain and better sleep. 
Furthermore, Organizations such as Google, Aetna, Mayo Clinic, and the U.S. Army use 
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mindfulness training to improve workplace functioning and nearly 13% of U.S. workers report 
engaging in mindfulness-enhancing practices. It is reported that mindfulness training programs 
incubated at companies like Google, Ford and American Express helped grow their revenue 
to a significant extent.

The reason for this interest is simple and compelling as mindfulness appears to have 
broadly positive impacts on human functioning. Research in such disciplines as psychology, 
neuroscience, and medicine provides a wealth of evidence that mindfulness affects attention, 
cognition, emotions, behaviour, and physiology in positive ways. It is also suggested that 
mindfulness is linked to better workplace functioning.

Mindfulness allows the recognition of one’s own internal bodily reactions by increasing 
interoceptive awareness and, at the same time, promotes experiencing without judgment and 
the development of non-reactivity to internal experience. The effects of mindfulness on mental 
and physical health may be mediated through increased resilience to stress(7).

The concept of mindfulness, emerged from Buddhist philosophy and is difficult to describe. 
However, in simple terms mindfulness can be defined as a “receptive attention to and awareness 
of present events and experience”. Therefore, it is a status of the mind one can experience. 

This can be further realized by understanding unmindfulness which 
is a closer experience to most of us. 

Imagine that it is Sunday. You just started the day. You are bored. 
No plan in your mind as it is a free day. As a random act, you come to 
the living room, seated in a couch and humming your favourite tune. 

Initially you pay close attention to your act. But the sound of 
humming gradually fades away as you started feeling bored. Suddenly 
you notice your notebook on the table which reminds you what you 
need to do tomorrow at the office.

You begin to think about office work that you need to attend next week. The assignments 
you need to accomplish. Meetings you need to attend. The presentations you need to deliver. 

Then in a fraction of a second, you go back to the last week, 
where your presentation went wrong. It was a misery. You 
started regenerating the incident experiencing the pain. This 
rumination happens for a while before you jump into the 
future. You started feeling that your future presentation is 
also likely to go wrong. You started seeing your failure. The 
pain that you will be going through. 

Suddenly you hear the doorbell and you are back.  You 
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look at the clock and found you have caught yourself 
mind wandering more than an hour. 

We spend a significant number of our 
awakening hours mind wandering. Not only when 
we are bored, but also when we perform tasks that we 
are used to doing, compared with when we perform 
novel and challenging tasks. Most of the time, our 
mind accidentally wanders off without us noticing.

“Mind wandering is a period of time when an 
individual is thinking of something that is unrelated to the task he/she is performing”. 

The end result is a huge inner chatter or a mental noise. Sometimes the mind loves to 
occupy itself with this mental chatter, dragging the individual down and never seems to stop. 

Getting rid of the inner chatter makes the mind more clear, attentive making the individual 
more productive, creative and empowered. 

However, it takes time with regular practice and proper guidance to cultivate mindfulness to 
a significant extent so that mindfulness becomes a way of living. Considering existing knowledge 
together with the experience of practice of mindfulness, an eight-week module was developed 
that takes an individual through a journey of mindfulness. The module comprises of 8 steps from 
simple concepts to mindful living. We implemented this module in a corporate setting and each 
employee had to practice mindfulness one hour a week with the guidance of a mindfulness 
practitioner. As a measure of the process, a few psychological markers were measured before 
and after the program. They are as follows:

1. Psychological well-being

Measured by the scale developed by Carol Ryff(8) (Annex I)

•	 The scale comprises six factors which contribute to an individual’s psychological well-being 
1. Self-acceptance
2. Personal growth
3. Purpose in life
4. Environmental mastery
5. Autonomy
6. Positive relations with others

•	 The psychological wellbeing is attained by achieving a state of balance affected by both 
challenging and rewarding life events
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2. Perceived stress

Measured by the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS)(9) (Annex II)
•	 This theory was developed to measure the degree to which situations in one’s life 

are appraised as stressful. 
•	 It was developed by Sheldon Cohen and his colleagues in 1983.
•	 PSS is one of the most widely used psychological instruments for measuring 

nonspecific perceived stress. 
•	 It has been used in studies assessing: the stressfulness of situations, the 

effectiveness of stress-reducing interventions, and the extent to which there are 
associations between psychological stress and psychiatric and physical disorders.

 
3. Mindfulness Attention Awareness

Measured by the Mindfulness Attention Awareness Scale (MAAS) (10). (Annex III)
•	 This is the most popular scale for measuring mindfulness in positive psychology.
•	 This theory was developed by Kirk Warren Brown and Richard M. Ryan in 2003.
•	 It treats mindfulness as a trait that involves two components of consciousness: 

awareness and attention.
•	 The MAAS measures an individual’s tendency to enter a state of mindfulness 

through the individual’s frequency of having certain experiences related to 
mindfulness and mindlessness.

Results of above tests were very promising and given below is a summary of findings 
illustrated in respective graphs.

1. Perceived stress before and after the programme  
Stress reduced by 28 %. This reduction is highly significant at p<0.00.

2. Mindfulness Attention Awareness before and after the programme  
Mindfulness attention is increased by 35%. This increase is highly significant at p<0.001.

3. Psychological well-being before and after the programme  
Psychological well-being improved by 10%. This improvement is highly 
significant at p<0.001.
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The respective graphs are given below. 

1. Perceived stress before and after the programme  

Stress reduced by 28 %. This reduction is highly significant at the p<0.00.

2. Mindfulness Attention Awareness before and after the programe

Mindfulness attention is increased by 35%. This increase is highly significant at p<0.001.
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3. Psychological well-being before and after the programme  

Psychological well-being improved by 10%. This progress is highly significant at p<0.001.
It is important to consider scientific aspect of these results. 

In a scientific article of comprehensive meta-analysis of MRI studies it is concluded that 
meditation practice induces functional and structural brain modifications, especially in areas 
involved in attention, executive functions and memory formation(11).

The graph below illustrates the impact of mindfulness on the thickness of the left superior 
frontal cortex of the brain. Accordingly, with the increase of the duration of the practice, the 
thickness has improved. This theory is now known as Neuro Plasticity and indicates specific 
actions of neurons. The higher activity of the frontal cortex explains the changes occur in 
psychological markers as the mindfulness practice progress as explained earlier. 

The effect of meditation on brain structure: Cortical thickness mapping and diffusion 
tensor imaging (Adopted from the Journal of Social Cognitive and Affective Neuroscience 2013)
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Based on these findings practice of mindfulness is gaining recognition as a life skill, as it 
empowers the practitioner by being more resilience. Furthermore, the individual can experience 
himself the efficiency improvement by gaining a super skill which I defined as super tasking.  

Conclusion 

Despite many external challenges faced by the banking sector due to external factors, 
there is growing body of evidence to suggest that stress in the banking workplace is now at 
critical levels, and that it can have deleterious psychological effects on workers, and on their 
physical health, and that organizations, too, are affected. Most studies showed that mental 
health problems had increased in the banking sector, and that they were stress-related. Examples 
began with anxiety and depression, carried on through maladaptive behaviors, and ended in 
job burnout.In this context mindfulness based approaches seem a promising catalyst to make 
the working environment a better place facilitating individuals to reach their fullest potential. 
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Annexure I: Scale to measure Psychological well-being
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Annexure II: Scale to measure Perceived Stress (PSS)
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Annexure III: Scale to measure Mindfulness Attention Awareness 
(MAAS)
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