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Introduction 

Academia, like many other sectors, is a complex work environment. Although universities vary in terms                             
of their size and objectives, the average university in Canada and the US must simultaneously serve the                                 
interests of undergraduate education, graduate education, professional education, basic research, applied                     
research, public policy research, and basic scholarship. A university receives its operating funds from                           
tuition payments, governments, research funding agencies, and from private donors. Faculty are at the                           
center of this diverse institution, providing the engine of teaching, research, and service. As a result,                               
faculty members may find themselves occasionally struggling to manage these different interests. This                         
article looks at the challenges that faculty members face, paying particular attention to the leadership role                               
that many faculty play. I then explore the possible ways in which mindfulness practice can have a benefit                                   
on faculty well-being and productivity. 

Challenges of Leadership in the University Setting 

Although many work environments have similar challenges and issues (being pulled in different                         
directions, time management, etc.) this article focuses on the challenges that faculty members face when                             
working at and leading the average, mid-sized university. The specific challenges will vary in terms of                               
what role or roles a person is serving in, but let’s first look at challenges that might be common to most                                         
faculty members. 

Challenge 1: Shifting tasks 

“Email is a wonderful thing for people whose role in life is to be on top of things. But not for me; my role is to be on                                                       
the bottom of things. What I do takes long hours of studying and uninterruptible concentration.” ​— Donald                             
Knuth 
 
I love this quote from Donald Knuth, a professor of computer science, because it encapsulates the main                                 
challenge that so many of us have. We want to be on top of things (teaching, emails from students,                                     
cutting-edge research) but we also want to be on the bottom: digging deeply into a problem and finding a                                     
solution. 
 
The average faculty member has, at a minimum, 2–3 very different kinds of jobs. We’re teachers,                               
researchers/scholars, and we also help to run the university. Within these broadly-defined categories, we                           
divide our teaching time between graduate and undergraduate teaching and mentorship. Research                       
involves investigation, applying for grants, reading, investigation, analysis, writing, dissemination. And                     
running the university can make us managers, chairs, deans, and provosts and as such we’re responsible                               
for hiring research staff, hiring other faculty members, and managing budgets. 
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These three categories require different sets of skills and shifting between them can be a source of stress.                                   
In addition, the act of shifting between them will not always go smoothly and this may result in a loss of                                         
effectiveness and productivity as the concerns from one category, task, or role bleed into another. Being                               
mindful of the demands of the current task at hand is crucial. 
 
For example, I find it especially difficult to transition after 2–3 hours of leading a seminar or lecture, and I                                       
like to have some time to unwind. But many times, I need to schedule a meeting in the afternoon and find                                         
that I have only a short amount of time to go from “lecture mode” into “meeting mode”. I am still                                       
thinking about my lecture when the meeting begins. Even among leaders that have little or no direct                                 
teaching requirements, it is common to have to switch from and to very different topics. One day you                                   
might start the day answering emails (with multiple topics), a morning meeting on hiring negotiations, a                               
meeting about undergraduate planning, then an hour with your PhD student on a very specific and                               
complex analysis of data for her dissertation research, followed by phone call from the national news                               
outlet asking about the research of your faculty members. Shifting between these tasks can reduce your                               
effectiveness. The cognitive psychology literature refers to this as “set shifting” or “task-shifting”, and                           
research has supported the idea that there is always a cost to shift.​1,2 These cost will eventually affect how                                     
well you do your job and also how you deal with stress. It’s difficult to turn your full attention to helping                                         
your student with an analysis when you are also thinking about your department’s budget. 
 

● The primary challenge in this area is to be able to work on the task at hand and to be mindful of                                           
distractions. Of course they will occur, but through practice, it may be possible to both minimize                               
their impact and also reduce the stress and anxiety associated with the distractions. 

Challenge 2: Shared governance 

One aspect of academia that sets it apart from many corporate environments is the notion of “shared                                 
governance”. Though this term is common (and has been criticized as being somewhat empty,) the                             
general concept is that a university derives its authority from a governing board, but that faculty are also                                   
vested in the institutional decision-making process. This means that most universities have a faculty                           
senate that sets academy policy, dean’s level committees that review budgets and programs, and                           
departmental committees that make decisions about promotion and tenure, hiring, and course                       
assignments. 
 
From a leadership perspective, this can mean that as a chair or dean you are always managing personal,                                   
balancing the needs of faculty, students, budgets, senior administrators, and the public image of your                             
university. There may not be a clear answer to the question of “who is the boss?” Sometimes faculty are                                     
asked to assume leadership roles for a set time, and will need to shift from a collegial relationship to a                                       
managerial one (then back to a collegial one) for the same people. That is, one day you are colleagues and                                       
the next you are his or her supervisor. 
 

● The challenge here is to understand that you may be manager, colleague, and friend at the same                                 
time. In this case, it’s very helpful to be mindful of how you interact with your colleagues such                                   
that your relationship aligns with the appropriate role. 

Challenge 3: Finding time for research and scholarship 

One of the most common complaints or concerns from faculty is that they wish they had more time for                                     
research. This is a challenge for faculty as well as leaders. Although a common workload assumes that a                                   
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faculty member may spend 40% of his or her efforts on research, most faculty report spending most of                                   
their time in meetings. However, promotion and tenure is earned primarily through research                         
productivity. Grants are awarded to research productive faculty. That is, most of those meetings are                             
important, but do not lead to promotion and career advancement. This creates a conflict that can cause                                 
stress because although 40% is the nominal workload, it may not be enough to be productive. Other                                 
aspects of the job, like meetings related to teaching and service, may take up more than their fair share                                     
but often feel more immediate. 
 
Academic leaders also need to consider these concerns from a different perspective. For example, as a                               
department chair, I need to balance the needs of faculty to have adequate time for research with the needs                                     
of my department to be able to offer the right amount of undergraduate teaching. Being mindful of these                                   
concerns and how they come into conflict is an important aspect of university leadership. 
 

● The primary challenge in this area is to create the necessary cognitive space for thinking about                               
research questions and working on research. 

Mindfulness and Leadership 

I’ve listed three challenges for leaders in an academic setting: switching, shared governance, and finding                             
time for research. There are more, one course, but let’s stick with these. I want to now explain what                                     
mindfulness practice is and how it might be cultivated and helpful for academic leaders. That is, how can                                   
mindfulness help with these challenges? 

What is mindfulness? 

A good starting point for this question is a definition that comes from Kabat-Zinn’s work.​3 Mindfulness                               
is an open and receptive attention to, and awareness of what is occurring in the present moment. For                                   
example, as I’m writing this article, I am mindful and aware of what I want to say, aware of the sound of                                           
the office fan, aware of the time, aware that I am attending to this task and not some other task. I’m also                                           
aware that my attention will slip sometimes and I think about some of the challenges I outlined above.                                   
Being mindful means acknowledging and being aware but not being critical or judgmental about my                             
occasional wavering. Mindfulness can be defined as a trait or a state. When described as a state,                                 
mindfulness is something that is cultivated via mindfulness practice and meditation. 

How can mindfulness be practiced? 

The best way to practice mindfulness is just to begin right away. Mindfulness can be practiced alone, at                                   
home, with a group, or on meditation retreat. Or, if you are technologically inclined, the Canadian                               
company Interaxon makes a small, portable EEG headband called MUSE that can help develop                           
mindfulness (​www.choosemuse.com​). 
 
The basic practice is one of developing attentional control and awareness by practicing mindfulness                           
meditation. Many people begin with breathing-focused meditation in which you sit (in a chair or on a                                 
cushion) close your eyes, relax your shoulders and concentrate on your breath. Your breath is always                               
there, and so you can readily notice how you breath in and out. You notice the moment where your                                     
in-breath stops and your out-breath begins. This is a basic and fundamental awareness of what is going                                 
on right now. The reason many people start with breathing-focused meditation is that when you notice                               

 

https://paperpile.com/c/NpGfDw/6rI5
http://www.choosemuse.com/


Mindful Leadership in the University       4 
 
 

that your mind begins to wander, you can pull your attention back to your breath. The pulling back is the                                       
subtle control that comes from awareness and this is at the heart of the practice. 

Benefits of mindfulness to academic leaders 

A primary benefit of mindfulness involves learning to be cognitively and emotionally present in the task                               
at hand. This can help with task switching. For example, when you are meeting with a student, being                                   
mindful could mean that you bring your attention back to the topic of the meeting (rather than thinking                                   
about a paper you have been working on). When you are working on a manuscript, being mindful could                                   
mean keeping your attention on the topic of the paragraph and bringing it back from other competing                                 
interests. As a researcher and a scientist, there are also benefits as keeping an open mind about collected                                   
data and evidence which can help to avoid cognitive pitfalls. In medicine, as well as other fields, this is                                     
often taught explicitly as at the “default interventionist” approach in which the decision-maker strives to                             
maintain awareness of her or her assessments and the available evidence in order to avoid heuristic                               
errors. ​4 As a chair or a dean, being fully present could also manifest itself by learning to listen to ideas                                         
from many different faculty members and from students who are involved in the shared governance of                               
academia. 
 
Cognitive and clinical psychological research has generally supported the idea that both trait                         
mindfulness and mindfulness meditation are associated with improved performance on several cognitive                       
tasks that underlie the aforementioned challenges to academic leaders. For example, studies have shown                           
benefits to attention, working memory, cognitive flexibility, and affect. ​5–8 And there have been noted                             
benefits to emotional well-being and behaviour in the workplace as well. This work has shown benefits                               
like stress reduction, a reduction to emotional exhaustion, and increased job satisfaction.​9 
 
Given these associated benefits, mindfulness meditation has the potential to facilitate academic                       
leadership by reducing some of what can hurt good leadership (stress, switching costs, cognitive fatigue)                             
and facilitating what might help (improvements in attentional control, better engagement with others). 

Conclusions 

As I mentioned at the outset, this article was written to help me organize my thoughts and ideas. This is                                       
an informal article, not a scientific one. Mindfulness is not a panacea or a secret weapon. Mindfulness will                                   
not make you a better leader or a better scientist. Mindful leaders may not always be the best leaders. 
 
But the practice of mindfulness and the cultivation of a mindless state has been shown to reduce stress                                   
and improve some basic cognitive tasks that contribute to effective leadership. I find mindfulness                           
meditation to be an important part of my day and an important part of by role as a professor, a teacher, a                                           
scientist, and an academic leader. 
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