


   More Praise for One Second Ahead

“Rasmus Hougaard and The Potential Project have cleverly combined two hot top-
ics in today’s work life: mindfulness and working more effectively. You can find 
thousands of useful books on both topics, but Rasmus has gone one step further. 
Putting together a great variety of work techniques with mindfulness creates an 
extremely powerful toolset for any professional who not only wants more from him/
herself, but is also interested in own self ’s wellbeing.”

—Jouni Torunen, HR Director, Nokia

“One Second Ahead is a major contribution to bringing not only more sanity and 
mindfulness at the work place but also a more caring and open-minded attitude in 
all walks of life. Highly recommended.”

—Matthieu Ricard, humanitarian and Buddhist monk, 
author of Altruism: How Compassion Can Change 

Your Life and the World.

“In One Second Ahead Rasmus Hougaard ingeniously applies time-tested ancient 
methods of mental training to practical day-to-day circumstances that are regularly 
encountered in the business world. This book is bound to be of much practical ben-
efit to all those who seek a more satisfying, creative, and fulfilling way of life within 
their professional and personal relationships.”

—B. Alan Wallace, Ph.D. Author of bestseller 
The Attention Revolution and President, 

Santa Barbara Institute for Consciousness Studies

“Like many other busy professionals we at Herbert Smith Freehills face the same 
demands of long working hours, increasing commercial complexity, and competing 
distractions for our attention and for our effort. To be a globally elite law firm, we 
need to be focused, crystal clear in our thinking and highly effective. This book 
distils the essence of the Potential Project’s mindfulness program. If you put into 
action what you learn here, particularly the daily practice, then I am sure you will 
gain a greater sense of who you are, and a sense of calm and perspective that will 
enable you to be the best person you can be at work and at home.”

—Murray Paterson, Head of Capability Development, 
Herbert Smith Freehills, Australia

“A mindful organization is an organization where our leaders and employees do 
the right things—not just things. Through the program behind this book, we have 
gradually become a mindful organization”

—Former CIO, Carlsberg, Kenneth Egelund Schmidt

“Rasmus Hougard, Jacqueline Carter and Gillian Coutts have skillfully woven an 
elegant set of mindfulness tools and strategies that any professional can implement. 
This is a fantastic foundation for a more mindful workplace and life.”

—Jeremy Hunter, PhD, Associate Professor of Practice
Peter F. Drucker and Masatoshi Ito Graduate 

School of Management



“In our organization we have implemented the program of mindfulness and after 
completing the program the stress level have decreased significantly and our employ-
ees are more focused. But the techniques outlined in One Second Ahead are not just 
for work situations, they are also highly valuable in all kind of scenario—both pro-
fessional and private. The book will give you better and more mindful interactions 
with everyone you meet.”

—Hans Brobäck, Human Resources Director, Roche

“Since undertaking mindfulness training, I have been pleasantly surprised by the 
positive impact the training has had on my creativity. By choosing to focus on only 
one task at a time, I engage in more useful conversations with my colleagues and 
have also found that my enhanced concentration has significantly improved my 
overall creative output.”

—Nick Foley, President SE Asia Pacific & Japan, Landor

“The pace and complexity in today’s organizations affects all co-workers and lead-
ers in all aspects. Especially when the boundaries between work and “life” becomes 
more and more interlinked. The decision to use CBMT as a tool in order to decrease 
stress levels in our organization turned out to be a real game changer for our co-
workers. I can highly recommend this book because it captures all the benefits with 
working with CBMT in all kinds of organizations. The tone of voice is fact-driven 
and combines real examples from organizations backed up with theories and scien-
tific studies.”

—Henrik Scheutz, Function Manager HR Service Centre, 
IKEA AB  



  One Second Ahead 

 Enhance Your Performance at 
Work with Mindfulness  

   Rasmus   Hougaard   
   Jacqueline   Carter   

   Gillian   Coutts   

    



ONE SECOND AHEAD

Copyright © Rasmus Hougaard, Jacqueline Carter, and Gillian Coutts 2016

Softcover reprint of the hardcover 1st edition 2016 978-1-137-55190-0

All rights reserved. No reproduction, copy or transmission of this 
publication may be made without written permission. No portion of this 
publication may be reproduced, copied or transmitted save with written 
permission. In accordance with the provisions of the Copyright, Designs 
and Patents Act 1988, or under the terms of any licence permitting limited 
copying issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency, Saffron House, 6-10 
Kirby Street, London EC1N 8TS.

Any person who does any unauthorized act in relation to this publication 
may be liable to criminal prosecution and civil claims for damages.

First published 2016 by
PALGRAVE MACMILLAN

The authors have asserted their rights to be identified as the authors of 
this work in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Palgrave Macmillan in the UK is an imprint of Macmillan Publishers 
Limited, registered in England, company number 785998, of Houndmills, 
Basingstoke, Hampshire, RG21 6XS. 

Palgrave Macmillan in the US is a division of Nature America, Inc., One 
New York Plaza, Suite 4500, New York, NY 10004-1562.

Palgrave Macmillan is the global academic imprint of the above companies 
and has companies and representatives throughout the world.

ISBN 978-1-349-56804-8                 ISBN 978-1-137-55192-4 (eBook)
DOI 10.1057/9781137551924

Distribution in the UK, Europe and the rest of the world is by Palgrave 
Macmillan®, a division of Macmillan Publishers Limited, registered in 
England, company number 785998, of Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire 
RG21 6XS.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Hougaard, Rasmus.

   One second ahead : enhance your performance at work with 
mindfulness / Rasmus Hougaard, Jacqueline Carter, Gillian Coutts.

   pages cm
  Includes bibliographical references and index.

    1.  Mental efficiency. 2. Performance—Psychological aspects. 
3. Work—Psychological aspects. I. Coutts, Gillian. II. Title. 

BF632.H69 2015
158.7—dc23 2015019343

A catalogue record of the book is available from the British Library.

Printed in the United States of America.



  Contents    

  Foreword     vii    

   Introduction      ix  

  Part I   Workplace Techniques     1 

  Chapter 1     Mastering Your Mind—First Steps     3  

  Technique #1 E-mails     19  

  Technique #2 Meetings     27  

  Technique #3  Goals     33  

  Technique #4  Priorities     39  

  Technique #5 Planning     47  

  Technique #6  Communication     55  

  Technique #7  Creativity     63  

  Technique #8 Change     71  

  Technique #9 Mental Energy     79  

  Technique #10 Enhancing Sleep     85  

  Technique #11 Eating and Energy     93  

  Technique #12 Activity and Energy     99  

  Technique #13 Performance Breaks     103  

  Technique #14 Commuting     107  



vi  ●  Contents

  Technique #15 Emotional Balance     111  

  Technique #16 Work-Life Balance     117   

  Part II   Mental Strategies     123 

  Strategy #1 Presence     125  

  Strategy #2 Patience     131  

  Strategy #3 Kindness     135  

  Strategy #4 Beginner’s Mind     139  

  Strategy #5 Acceptance     145  

  Strategy #6 Balance     149  

  Strategy #7 Joy     155  

  Strategy #8 Letting Go     161   

  Part III   Foundational Practices     165 

  Chapter 2     Training Sharp Focus     167  

  Chapter 3     Training Open Awareness     183  

  Chapter 4     Mastering Your Life—Next Steps     197     

  Acknowledgments     213  

  Appendix: Self-Directed Training Resources     215  

  Notes     219  

  About the Authors     225  

  About The Potential Project     227  

  List of Illustrations     229  

  Index     231    



  Foreword to  One Second Ahead    

  To be honest, I am probably the last person one might expect 
to write a foreword to a book on mindfulness, but two years 
ago, I had a series of profound insights and realizations that 

changed my perspective in a significant way. 
 First, I realized my brain was full—full with all of the things associ-

ated with living a high-pressure, fast-paced, demanding life. Second, I 
realized that I essentially had assumed that having a “full brain” was 
unavoidable and that if I wanted to be a successful leader in one of the 
world’s largest consulting, technology, and outsourcing firms, it was 
simply part of the “package.” 

 However, I discovered another way of working and being that not 
only freed up brain capacity but also made me more effective, more 
creative, less stressed, and most probably more kind. These realizations 
have inspired me to write this foreword. 

 Strange as it may sound, I don’t really like to “practice” mindfulness. 
Sitting still for ten minutes a day is a stretch for me, but I have found 
that if I do, the quality of my leadership, my work, and my private life 
improves. 

 Let me take you back to where this all began for me. For a number 
of years, I have led an extremely dedicated and high-performing SWAT 
team located across Europe, Africa, and Latin America. This team is 
a small but highly specialized group designed to lead and deliver our 
most complex and challenging engagements for some of the largest 
companies globally. We travel extensively, work very long hours, and 
manage extremely complex business challenges with our most demand-
ing clients. It is great and rewarding work, but there can be a cost. 
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 When you add today’s “always-on” technology, constant data over-
load, and extreme time pressure to the work that we do, even the best, 
brightest, most mentally strong and talented people are sometimes 
unable to cope. Stress can be a debilitating illness, and a specific event 
changed my perspective. I had not seen it coming, and I was stunned. 

 This drove me to search for tools for enhancing  sustainable  perfor-
mance, tools that could help my people and me do the work we love, 
while performing at the highest level, but without sacrificing well-be-
ing and balance in life. 

 The word mindfulness kept coming up, but at first it seemed far too 
“fluffy” and “soft” to me, and I had a belief that that bringing mindful-
ness into an organization could be close to a reputation suicide. There 
would be skeptics who saw mindfulness as soft and flaky, and those 
who would demand a “business case.” There would be the “wise ones” 
who would not see the need to change. Above all, there would be the 
action addicts who would equate the idea of slowing down with some 
form of death. 

 By chance, I came in contact with Rasmus Hougaard and heard of 
his global team of trainers and consultants and their impressive track 
record of great results with large companies around the world. Rasmus 
had spent years with researchers, business leaders, and mindfulness mas-
ters to create their program, and, contrary to my reservations, it spoke 
directly to the business focus of a fast-paced organization like my own. 

 Working together, we designed a program tailored for my team and 
our work environment. The results have been outstanding: 30 per-
cent increase in focus, 23 percent increase in effective prioritization, 
25 percent decrease in unproductive multitasking, 30 percent increase 
in sleep quality, 31 percent increased memory, and 19 percent decrease 
in mental tiredness and stress, to mention a few. 

 It is a great pleasure for me to recommend this book to you. I hope 
you will try out the work applications and mental strategies of mind-
fulness for yourself. They have made a huge difference in my work, 
leadership, and private life, as well as for the people on my team. I am 
convinced it can do the same for you. 

 Robert Stembridge, 
Managing Director, Accenture Technology.   



  Introduction   

  It all started with a failure. 
 It was early 2005, and for the first time I had the opportunity to 

introduce mindfulness into a corporation. I had already practiced 
mindfulness for more than a decade and knew how it provided me 
with the focus and clarity to be more effective in my work. 

 Now, for the first time, I had the opportunity to give the gift of 
mindfulness to the staff and leaders of a division of a European profes-
sional services company. 

 For weeks I had planned the day. I was ready. I was passionate. From 
the morning up to lunch, I told stories, gave instructions, and put them 
to the practice. I was excited and certain they would be too. 

 But I was wrong. Badly wrong. After lunch, I was ready to continue—
power packed and inspired. The group was not. They did not come 
back from lunch. 

 That was a tough moment for me—but it became a pivotal day. I real-
ized how naive I had been, trying to bring something very personal into 
a professional context. Clearly, I had not connected the dots between 
mindfulness and work, between moment-by-moment awareness and suc-
cess in the office. Convinced of the benefits of combining mindfulness 
and work life, I committed myself to finding a way to bridge the gap. 

 The book you are reading now is the result of that quest. 

 * * * 

 Work life has changed radically over the past few decades. People used 
to be able to focus their full attention on each and every task. Now they 
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attempt to concentrate on work while dealing with a constant stream 
of text messages, e-mails, phone calls, meetings, and deadlines. Faced 
with a relentless flood of information and distractions, our brains try 
to process everything at once. In other words, we try to multitask. 

 But researchers have shown that multitasking is the worst pos-
sible reaction to information overload. According to a McKinsey & 
Company report, multitasking actually “makes human beings less pro-
ductive, less creative, and less able to make good decisions.”  1   In fact, 
numerous studies have found that modern office life is transforming 
competent professionals into frenzied underachievers.  2   

 This should not be too much of a surprise. Many of us are under 
constant pressure, are always on, experience information overload, and 
work in highly distracting environments. I call it the PAID reality.      

 As a result of the mind’s natural tendency to wander and the PAID 
reality, you may not be able to pay attention long enough to read the 
rest of this introduction. Most likely, before you get to the last page, 
your mind will have wandered off to whatever you need to do next. 
Nowadays, due to the PAID reality, we are gradually losing our ability 
to manage our attention. 

 Are we destined to have minds that constantly wander, remain inat-
tentive, and lose focus? 

 Thankfully, the answer is no. It is actually possible to train the brain 
to respond differently to today’s constant interruptions through the 
practice of mindfulness. 

 Simply put, at its introductory level, mindfulness means trained 
attention. Based on thousands of years of practice, mindfulness tech-
niques enable people to manage their attention, improve their aware-
ness, and sharpen their focus and clarity. 

P  A  I  D
PRESSURE ALWAYS

ON
INFORMATION

OVERLOAD
DISTRACTED

 Figure I.1      The PAID reality.  
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  One Second Ahead  is about applying mindfulness techniques to 
daily work life. Based on a program in corporate mindfulness designed 
through our work in The Potential Project, this book provides real-
world examples and lessons from organizations that have implemented 
mindfulness on a large scale. Thoroughly tested in a diverse range of 
industries in North America, Europe, Asia, and Australia, this program 
has resulted in measurable increases in productivity, effectiveness, job 
satisfaction, and much more. 

 In building this program, I brought together business leaders, 
researchers, and mindfulness masters to help develop a way to bridge 
mindfulness and work. After years of development, this program has 
been implemented by companies like Microsoft, Accenture, Roche, 
Nike, American Express, General Electric, Citrix, Google, Sony, Soci é t é  
G é n é rale, KLM, IKEA, Royal Bank of Canada, Ogilvy, Carlsberg, 
and many more. Evaluated by third-party researchers, the quantitative 
results of this training include increased focus and effectiveness, as well 
as enhanced quality of life, reduced stress, and better well-being. 

 On an individual level, the program has helped people quickly and 
easily learn how to improve efficiency and increase self-control. For 
many of them, this has resulted in a distinct one-second edge in critical 
decision-making. Why one second? In today’s business environment, 
one second is a quantifiable advantage. 

 “Speed wins,” we often say. As human beings, we want information 
now; we want to take action in the moment. Whenever we are given a 
choice, we will opt for a service that delivers faster than the competi-
tion. There is a reason Google posts its search times. There is a reason 
we are increasingly turning to analytical tools like big data for near 
instantaneous glimpses at the information that drives our businesses. 

 One second matters. 
 So much so that today we talk of the “speed of business.” How fast 

is that? A millisecond advantage on Wall Street has been estimated to 
be worth $20 billion a year. 

 And from a cognitive perspective, being one second ahead provides 
a clear edge in effectiveness and productivity. It offers the space and 
freedom to choose your distractions and direct your mental energy. We 
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cannot always control what happens in our lives, but we can deliber-
ately and thoughtfully choose our responses to those events. 

 Viktor Frankl, who survived a Nazi concentration camp, wrote, 
“Between stimulus and response there is a space. In that space is our 
power to choose our response. In our response lies our growth and 
our freedom.”  3   Despite extreme conditions, he managed to choose his 
response rather than be a victim of his own reactivity. 

 This book gives you that freedom in the office or the boardroom, 
during a sales call or a high-stakes presentation. 

 To be clear, these techniques—as well as the practice of mindful-
ness itself—are not solely about making more money or accelerating a 
career. There is a bigger, more important purpose of mindfulness. 

 After my big failure ten years ago, the first organization that invited 
me to bring in corporate-based mindfulness training was the larg-
est insurance company in Scandinavia. Thomas, the sales director of 
the company, sponsored the program. He initiated the program hop-
ing to improve focus and effectiveness for himself and his staff. He 
experienced that happening—and he also experienced something else. 
Something much more significant. 

 He shared it with his department and me one month into the 
program. His words have stuck with me ever since. He said, “I have 
noticed that we are all becoming more effective and productive, and 
for this I am glad. But I’m also experiencing something more impor-
tant. I feel like we’re becoming better human beings, kinder, gentler 
and happier.” 

 In the end, this is what mindfulness is about: being our best selves 
and realizing more of our potential in everyday life. People who are more 
focused, clear minded, and kind make for better organizations. And 
many better organizations make for a better world. Think of a world in 
which improving performance goes hand in hand with increasing kind-
ness. And a world in which kindness is valued as much as efficiency and 
effectiveness, as much as revenue per share or operating cash flow. 

 It may sound overly optimistic, but I see it happening every day in 
the many organizations we serve around the globe. 

  * * *  
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 Designed for busy professionals looking for a new way of working 
within high-stress, high-paced conditions,  One Second Ahead  has been 
written as a very practical, how-to guide. It includes research-tested 
tools that have been used successfully by some of today’s most respected 
global brands. 

 Although the book will be of great interest to individuals in leader-
ship roles, it has been developed to be highly relevant and applicable for 
people at all levels of an organization. Offering small, bite-sized tech-
niques, the book tackles the most persistent inefficiencies and problems 
in the workday, such as e-mail, meetings, priorities, and planning. Each 
of these techniques is self-contained and easily implemented, providing 
readers with immediate results. 

  One Second Ahead  draws from the wisdom and methods of a sev-
eral-thousand-year-old tradition that today is known as mindfulness. 
While mindfulness has deep roots, its appearance in the broader cul-
ture is a more recent development. Despite the media’s trumpeting of 
the benefits of mindfulness, however, the vast majority of people have 
not made mindfulness part of their daily lives and do not even know 
where to begin. 

 This book aims to change that by starting where busy people—like 
you—need immediate assistance: with the daily tasks that sap energy 
and reduce productivity. Once you have experienced success with these 
tasks, you can explore deeper mindfulness interventions that address 
the development of mental qualities such as presence, patience, kind-
ness, and acceptance. From there, it is an easy step to transforming your 
life through the regular practice of mindfulness and its core tenets: 
sharp focus and open awareness. 

 The first part of the book examines mindfulness in a work-based 
context. This part opens with a chapter that lays the foundation for 
the concept of mindfulness, examines both its benefits and the data 
supporting its efficacy, and provides the most basic understanding nec-
essary to succeed with the work-based techniques that follow. Divided 
into 16 concise modules, the techniques themselves are designed to be 
easily applied to daily work tasks. Integrating mindfulness into the 
core elements of work life, each of these techniques is intended to give 
you immediate benefits in productivity and performance. 
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 In the next part,  One Second Ahead  outlines strategies for replacing 
negative thought patterns that could prevent you from achieving your 
full potential. The mental strategies in this section help rewire the brain 
by cultivating powerful mind qualities, as noted above. Rewiring, or 
retraining, the brain in this way will help you respond mindfully to 
unforeseen problems that crop up in the workplace, rather than revert-
ing to negative, unhelpful habits. 

 Part 3 of the book offers a comprehensive look at the two founda-
tional practices of mindfulness training: sharp focus and open aware-
ness. Together, these two forms of training help develop a balanced and 
high-performing mind. Once you reach this level of understanding 
and commitment, you will find your ability to stay focused, aware, and 
mindful to be exponentially improved. You will also better understand 
how to apply mindfulness outside the office, experiencing greater peace 
and well-being in all aspects of your life. 

 If you want to take your training deeper and experience the full range 
of benefits that mindfulness offers, the last chapter in Part 3 includes 
a training plan for systematically implementing mindfulness on a day-
to-day basis. Along with this plan, the chapter answers common ques-
tions about the daily practice of mindfulness—the how, when, and 
where. The chapter then concludes by discussing how mindfulness can 
be introduced into an organization. This includes advice and tips on 
how to start an organization-wide program based on experience with 
hundreds of companies that have successfully incorporate corporate-
based mindfulness training. 

 Each of these parts focuses on providing you with readily applicable 
skills, as well as increased clarity and insight. At its core, this is a practi-
cal resource: one that delivers immediate results. But it is also an inspir-
ing guide to working, thinking, and living better. 

 I have organized this book in such a way that you will have the 
opportunity to experience the benefits of mindfulness straight away. 
Although practice before theory may seem contradictory, very simply, 
in my experience, busy people are keen to get tools that can imme-
diately help them in their day-to-day work life. This is a common 
criticism of books on mindfulness: too much mysticism and theory 
before the basic helpful, prescriptive information is reached. With this 
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structure, I put the most immediate, practical, information up front. 
Once you experience success in the daily tasks that define your work 
day, my hope is you will look to embrace the broader implications of 
mindfulness and deepen your understanding of its application. 

 To help with this evolution, I have incorporated a number of special 
features and practical tools throughout the book, including 

Tools and techniques for implementing mindfulness at work to  ●

enhance focus,  clarity and results
Guidelines and reflections to change how you think about peo- ●

ple and things in the workplace towards being more calm, clear-
minded, creative and kind
Simple yet detailed step-by-step instructions for systematic mind- ●

fulness training
Vignettes and real-world stories to help illustrate key lessons and  ●

stimulate thought
Guidelines for a 10-minute-per-day mindfulness program guaran- ●

teed to reshape your life both at work and at home 
A link to a training app that will enhance your learning and  ●

training

 This book is inspired by the thousands of people who have used 
these techniques and strategies and started daily mindfulness train-
ing. Hearing their stories of personal transformation and success is the 
main reason why I wrote this book—to share these methods with a 
wider audience. In these pages, I will share some of their stories with 
you. Please note that all of the stories are real, although some of the 
names have been changed to respect privacy. 

 Although there is a logical progression throughout  One Second 
Ahead , it is also designed so that you can pick and choose the sections 
that are of most interest to you. This means you can jump from Part to 
Part or Technique to Strategy and pull out what you need, when you 
need it. 

This book is written from a singular point of view. However, it 
includes the collective insights, wisdoms and experiences of myself, 
my co-authors and our colleagues at The Potential Project. Therefore, 
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when you read “I” know that it is a reflection of a collaborative effort to 
bring the benefits of mindfulness to workplaces around the globe.

 For example, if you picked up the book because you are curious 
about how mindfulness can be applied to everyday work life, start with 
Part 1. However, if you want to dive right into more advanced mind-
fulness training, you can jump to Part 3. If you are in a leadership role 
and planning to introduce a mindfulness program to your peers and 
reports, you may want to go straight to the second half of the final 
chapter. 

 Regardless of how you choose to use this book, I hope it will be 
of long-lasting benefit to you. By practicing the book’s methods only 
a few minutes a day, you can develop more effective mental habits, 
allowing you to thrive in even the most competitive, high-pressure 
situations. Most important, however,  One Second Ahead  is intended to 
empower you—and busy people like you—by providing a road map 
to improving performance through greater focus, awareness and clarity 
of mind.      



PART I

Workplace Techniques

With the rise of the Internet and the growth of mobile 
devices, how and where we work has shifted. We no lon-
ger need to go to work—work comes to us. Even if we do 

go into the office every day, work-based problems can find us night or 
day, in a restaurant or at the ballpark.

Over thousands of years, however, our brains have evolved to handle 
a very different kind of work. Humans historically survived through 
physical labor as hunters, farmers, and even for a period, as industrial 
workers. During this time, people were self-sufficient and tasks were 
clear: kill an animal, gather firewood, plow a field. Even on the pro-
duction lines of Henry Ford and Frederick Taylor, the work was well 
defined—hammer x number of bolts in y hours.

In all of these cases, there was a singular focus to the work and a 
clear demarcation between field, forest, factory floor, and home. This 
means our brains aren’t naturally wired to operate effectively in our 
new reality. To help visualize the shift, see Figure PI.1.

Today’s information-driven work environment is frequently hectic 
and often ambiguous, with the lines between work and home becom-
ing more and more blurred by each new productivity app. It’s not hugely 
surprising, then, that the World Health Organization predicts work-
related stress, burnout, and depression to be among the world’s most prev-
alent diseases by 2020, joining perpetual killers like stroke and diabetes.1

At the very least, we face a challenge. On the one hand, we have an 
exciting, stimulating, and complex work life. It’s fast paced, dynamic, 
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and filled with possibility. On the other hand, we have a brain built for 
simpler times. Thankfully, there are things we can do to better man-
age the challenges of today’s work life to stay one second ahead of the 
demands and responsibilities of our information-laden existence.

Part I of the book examines different techniques designed to help 
you face today’s fast-paced reality with energy, enthusiasm, and bal-
ance. Presented as bite-sized, self-contained modules short enough 
to read during your commute or lunch break, each of the following 
16 Techniques deals with ways to optimize your mental resources and 
well-being while facing specific challenges in the workplace. The more 
techniques you implement in a meaningful way, the greater benefit 
they’ll be to you and the people you work with.

To lay the necessary foundation for applying these Techniques, 
Part I opens with a concise chapter that defines mindfulness, exam-
ines both its benefits and the data supporting its efficacy, and explains 
the most basic skills needed to implement mindfulness in an office 
environment.

Bear in mind, though, these techniques are just one very practical 
facet of the much bigger and broader tradition of mindfulness. The 
real key to mindfulness and a mindful life is in the daily practice, as 
defined and presented in Part III. My sincere hope is that once you 
experience success with these quick, hands-on workplace techniques, 
you’ll be encouraged to embrace the deeper meaning of mindfulness 
and establish your own daily practice.

In the meantime, let’s get started by exploring what it really means 
to get one second ahead.

Figure PI.1 Work-life has changed.



     CHAPTER 1 

 Mastering Your Mind—First Steps   

   Jacob was a senior manager in a European financial services com-
pany. Like most of his counterparts, he was always “on”—con-
nected to the office in one way or another, all day, every day. Day 

in, day out, he dealt with a steady stream of e-mails and an overloaded 
calendar of meetings. When he did have a free moment, he would 
often be interrupted by someone phoning with yet another urgent mat-
ter that needed his immediate attention. 

 When I first met Jacob, he told me that he didn’t feel in control of 
his life. He felt like he was always trying to catch up, always overloaded 
with external forces—people and tasks—dictating his day-to-day real-
ity. He felt he was living on autopilot without a clear sense of purpose 
and direction. 

 Sound familiar? 
 Like many of us, Jacob longed for a greater sense of control. A friend 

of his had recently been to one of my workshops and suggested Jacob 
give me a call. In our first meeting, he committed to undertake a four-
month program based on the tools, techniques, and strategies presented 
in this book. During that time, we met for ten one-hour sessions and 
he dedicated ten minutes a day to mindfulness training. Though it 
was specifically designed as a convenient, user-friendly program, it was 
still a significant investment of time considering his already busy work 
schedule. 
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 After the four months had gone by, I asked Jacob what he’d gained 
from the program. 

 His answer: “One second.” 
 At first, his response took me by surprise. Four months of effort 

and daily training to gain only one second? That seemed like a meager 
return. 

 But then he explained, “Previously, when something happened, I 
reacted automatically. Every time an e-mail came in, I read it. Every 
time I received a text, I answered it. Whenever a thought or emotion 
popped into my head, I paid attention to it and allowed it to take my 
focus away from what I was doing. I was a victim of my own automatic 
reactions. The four months of training have given me a one-second 
mental gap between what happens and my own response. It feels like 
I’m one second ahead, so that I can choose my response rather than 
being a victim of my automatic reactions. I can’t always control what 
happens in life, but I’ve developed the freedom to choose my response 
to it.” 

 Jacob’s story clearly describes what millions of busy people experi-
ence every day. 

 But one second? What can change in one second? 
 Everything. 
 One second is the difference between catching the train or being late 

for work. It’s the difference between making a yellow light or running 
a red. It’s the difference between a close call or a catastrophe. 

 In the Olympics, one second separates winning gold and being 
immortalized from coming in last and being forgotten. 

 In our low-latency world, speed is a factor in any competition—
sports, politics, and especially business. This is more true now than 
ever before. With today’s high-frequency trading, millions of dollars 
can change hands in a millisecond. That’s one-tenth the time it takes 
to blink. As the speed of business approaches the speed of light, one 
second is the difference between performance and  high  performance. 

 For Jacob, one second gave him the freedom to control his thoughts, 
his actions, and, more profoundly, his life. 

 This chapter aims to jump-start your transformation toward gaining 
that one-second advantage in your own life. Together, we’ll examine 
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our natural cognitive tendencies, the effect these tendencies have on 
productivity, and some simple—but very powerful—rules for increas-
ing mental effectiveness.  

  Who Is in Control? 

 Life is about results. Results come from our actions. Our actions come 
from the choices we make. Our choices come from the thoughts we 
think (see Figure 1.1).      

 Our thoughts are the foundation for everything we want to achieve 
in life. Thus, our ability to manage our mind becomes critically impor-
tant. We are best able to manage our thoughts when our mind is clear, 
calm, and focused. This is true in all aspects of life, but especially true 
in the workplace. 

 According to scientists, however, on average our mind is wander-
ing almost half our waking hours.  1   We are constantly thinking about 
events that happened in the past, or might happen in the future, rather 
than attending to what’s happening right now. This limits our ability 
to achieve meaningful results. 

 Does this apply to you? Here’s a quick test to find out.  

   1.     Set a timer for 45 seconds.  
  2.     Focus your attention on one thought—an e-mail, a meeting, or 

something else.  
  3.     Focus your full attention on this one thing and nothing else.  
  4.     Do not pay attention to any other thoughts or sounds until the 

time is over.    

 Were you able to maintain focus on one thing? If you are like most 
people, you likely experienced that, during those brief 45 seconds, your 
mind wandered off to a variety of thoughts. Don’t worry—you’re per-
fectly normal. 

MIND ACTIONSCHOICES RESULTS

 Figure 1.1      Results come from your mind.  
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 If you can relate to this experience, then you probably recognize that 
sometimes—or possibly often—your mind has a mind of its own. In 
other words, it can be difficult to control your mind and what you pay 
attention to. But if it’s true that our thoughts shape our future, and we 
are really not in control of our thoughts, it raises an important ques-
tion: Who’s making the decisions in our lives? 

 For many of us, this question is becoming tougher to answer. The 
natural tendency for our mind to wander has worsened over the past 
few decades. Before the advent of the desktop computer, smartphones, 
and the Internet, it was easier for people to give their full attention to 
each task at hand. But within a relatively short span of time, we’ve gone 
from handling a typewriter and a telephone to juggling e-mails, texts, 
tweets, spreadsheets, reports, deadlines, and much more—all at the 
same time. We have mountains of evidence, as well as stacks of reports, 
articles, and books, outlining the detrimental effect that our recent 
digital immersion has had on focus and productivity.  

  Welcome to the Attention Economy 

 Work life has changed radically over the past few decades. We used to 
have working conditions where our attention could more easily focus 
on the task at hand. We are now experiencing distractions and infor-
mation overload all the time. Our cell phones, tablets, e-mails, texts, 
and the like place constant demands on our attention. According to the 
former director of the Accenture Institute of Strategic Change, Tom 
Davenport, “Understanding and managing attention is now the single 
most important determinant of business success.”  2   

 We are living in an “attention economy” where the ability to man-
age our attention and the quality of our attention is key to our success. 
But in the digital age, where our ability to pay attention at will is under 
siege, we have a problem. 

 How big is this problem? Researchers studying the mind’s natu-
ral tendency to wander calculated that on average our mind wan-
ders 46.9 percent of the time.  3   In other words, while we are at work, 
53.1 percent of the time our mind is on task. The rest of the time it is 
off task. From a human resource perspective, there is a lot of potential 
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to be developed here. Even just a small increase in “on-task” time could 
have a significant improvement in many aspects of work, including 
productivity, customer service, safety, teamwork, and anything else 
that would benefit from more focused attention. 

 Attention is indeed a new variable of performance in business. 
Traditionally, business productivity has been enhanced through time 
management, goal setting, prioritization skills, and general qualifica-
tions. Attention, in the digital age, is becoming a new enabler of busi-
ness performance. Welcome to the attention economy. 

 Researchers have found that the brain has a default way of reacting 
to the relentless flow of distractions in the digital age: it tries to attend 
to it all at the same time. It defaults to multitasking. And who wouldn’t 
love to be able to get more accomplished by doing multiple tasks at the 
same time? Some companies even include “good at multitasking” as 
a requirement in job descriptions. But when we try to multitask, the 
research shows, we take more time, make more mistakes, and use up 
more mental energy. 

  Multitasking Is a Myth 

 Most of us carry around the powerful illusion that we can pay atten-
tion to more than one thing at a time. We think we can drive a car 
while talking on the phone, participate in a meeting while checking 
e-mails, or engage in a conversation while writing a text message. To be 
clear, we can do many activities without paying attention, that is, with-
out conscious thought. For example, we can walk and talk at the same 
time. Experienced drivers can handle many of the elements of driving, 
such as changing gears and turning the wheel, on autopilot. 

 But from a neurological perspective, we’re not capable of focusing 
attention on two things at the same time. When we think we are mul-
titasking, what we are doing in reality is  shift-tasking : shifting attention 
rapidly between two or more things. For example, when talking on the 
phone while driving, for a second, we’re aware of traffic, and then the 
next second, of the phone. Sometimes we switch so quickly between 
tasks we have the illusion we’re paying attention to both at the same 
time, but in actuality, we aren’t.  



8  ●  One Second Ahead

  The Noncomputational Brain 

 The term “multitasking” comes from the computer industry and 
describes a computer’s ability to process several different data sets in 
parallel. Computers today have no trouble running an Excel spread-
sheet, playing a video, sending and receiving e-mails, and scanning for 
viruses all at the same time. This highlights a big difference between a 
computer and a human: a computer has several processors, all operat-
ing at the same time, while a human has only one brain and a singular 
attention. 

 When we have many things we have to get done, many of us try to 
be efficient and effective by doing more than one thing at a time. The 
reality is, as amazing and powerful as our brains are, we’re not capable 
of focusing our attention on two things at the same time. 

 In the context of multitasking at work, researchers have found that 
“multitaskers are masters of everything that is irrelevant, they let them-
selves be distracted by anything.”  4   Perhaps you’ve experienced losing 
track of what you are doing even when you have a simple task and clear 
intentions. For example, say you want to send your mother a gift for 
her birthday, so you go online to search for something she would like. 
While searching for books in Amazon, you find a couple books to add 
to your own wish list. Then you notice a link in one of the book’s com-
ments to an article that looks interesting. You hit that link and start 
reading, and find a link to a cool video on YouTube. An hour later, you 
catch yourself still watching videos and have completely lost track of 
what you started out to do. 

 Studies have shown that multitasking lowers people’s job satisfac-
tion, damages personal relationships, adversely affects memory, and 
negatively impacts health.  5   Many of these studies have demonstrated 
that multitasking reduces effectiveness because it takes longer to 
complete tasks and leads to more mistakes. This is because when we 
switch our focus from one task to another, it takes time to make the 
shift. Depending on the complexity of the new task, that can take 
anywhere from a few seconds to several minutes. This phenomenon 
is called  shift-time . Shift-time saps our mental energy and taxes our 
productivity. 


