
Cyberwork

O
ne of the interesting elements 
of my work in the field of using 
technology in mental health is 
watching the trends in society 
regarding attitudes to it, and 

this is particularly relevant to the workplace. 
From the early ages of mobile technology 
developing in the 1980s, with Gordon Gekko 
screaming into his brick of a phone in the film 
Wall Street,1 through to the arrival of private 
computers in the 1990s, each time getting 
smaller and smaller, and to the current 
practice of carrying a smartphone, laptop, 
tablet and – increasingly – wearable 
technology. The trend in the early 2000s 
has been to get the latest device and wait for 
it to increase our capacity to remain on top 
of things.

We can now access an enormous wealth of 
information wherever we are. WiFi access has 
moved out of the office to our train journeys 
and our coffee shops, and has become part of 
our holiday destinations. Even with no WiFi 
available, we get the best deals for 3G and 4G 
mobile data access to ensure we are never out 
of touch. It takes a strong work ethic to decide 
to have a week off technology, and even then 
we spend time worrying about the avalanche 
of catching up to do upon our return. 

In the early part of this decade, I have 
watched information overload become an 
additional stress. Whereas the great hope was 
that continual access would mean managing 
our time better, the flexibility that remote 
access to the internet has given us actually 
means that we are never switched off, rather 
than being in control of our down-time. 
The brain gets exhausted by the constant 
skimming of information available to us, the 
next email arrival pinging from our phones, 
and the barrage of news from around 
the world as events take place, often 
live via Twitter.

But as we move into 2015, I am seeing 
a shift in this trend. Mindfulness in the 
workplace is becoming popular to help us 
recover the balance that we had, before 
access to all these devices became part of 

our daily routine. At a recent conference at 
the Microsoft headquarters in London, the 
keynote speaker talked of his intentionally 
seeking to spend time within natural 
environments, and how he is teaching his 
children the value of harnessing the power we 
have over the off button. There is a trend to 
move away from the demanding notification 
alerts we receive – and to take the view that 
those alerts are useful but not essential to our 
wellbeing. Since Google themselves appointed 
a Head of Mindfulness, Chade-Meng Tan, 
it has become downright fashionable to 
demand time and space to pay attention 
to our emotional fitness as much as our 
physical fitness.

Being mindful at work also helps us deal 
with conflicts and move away from the trigger 
responses to what happens in the office. 
Perhaps your colleague has really ticked you 
off with their demand that you give an instant 
response to the email they sent five minutes 
ago. Tan points out that it takes effort to turn 
that angry response to demands on your 
precious time, into a positive channelling of 
emotions to a win-win situation. By reframing 
the response to the demand from anger to 
appropriate indignation, we can address how 
we can both manage the response to the email 
and lose the underlying anger the situation 
has created. Tan says, ‘the difference between 
[anger and indignation] is power. Anger arises 
from powerlessness; indignation arises from 
power. So it’s about how we help people 
reduce fear and increase positive power.’2

By giving our devices our constant 
attention, we set ourselves up to be angry 
about not being in control. By choosing both 
our up-time and down-time intentionally, we 
can create space to deal with the demands of 
what communications need our attention in 
a positive manner. 

Next time someone is screaming at you for 
a response to an email at 1.15pm, gently point 
out that taking your lunch break under a tree 
in the park is likely to yield a more fruitful 
response upon your return at 2pm than were 
you to attempt it while moving between 

meetings in the lift on your tablet. You don’t 
have a gun to your head to take the tablet to 
the park – so be mindful of your choices 
around your access to technology, and where 
you lay the frustration in having made them.

Finally, take advantage of the current trend 
by introducing mindfulness in the workplace! 
If the behemoth that is Google is benefitting 
from using a Buddhist approach to their 
workplace functioning, it is likely that we can 
all take a lesson from that and promote a Zen 
attitude at work rather than a Wall Street one. 
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K
eira was deeply unhappy with the 
way her boss was treating her. 
She felt victimised and unfairly 
treated, but couldn’t see any way 
out. She had dropped hints to 

her boss but found her unapproachable and 
uninterested; Keira now found herself 
frequently unable to work due to stress-
related illnesses and she was also starting 
to engage in counterproductive workplace 
behaviours out of anger and resentment. 
Called in to her employee counselling service 
due to the amount of sickness leave she had 
taken, she confessed to her concerns – and 
was surprised when mediation was offered. 

Mediation has long been used as a standard 
tool for conflict management in large-scale 
workplace disputes (such as between unions 
and employers), but it is slowly becoming 
recognised as an effective tool for one-to-one 
disputes at work too. Some companies are 
starting to build ‘mediation clauses’ into 
contracts, personnel handbooks and 
employee manuals.1 

South East Employers is one of nine 
not-for-profit regional employers’ 
organisations which represent the interests 
of local authorities and public sector bodies 
in England and Wales. They believe that 
workplace mediation can be particularly 
effective for resolving issues such as 
communication issues, personality clashes, 
unresolved or ongoing grievance issues, 
perceived discrimination, harassment or 
bullying, differences of working style or 
approach and inappropriate use of power, 
status or position. The process works, they 
say by ‘encouraging the parties to speak to 
each other and reach a mutually acceptable 
agreement that will sort out their problems’.2 

Mediation involves an impartial third party 
(the mediator) bringing together the 
individuals in conflict or dispute and helping 
them to come to an agreement about moving 
forward. According to the University of Central 
Lancashire’s (my own university) mediation 
policy, ‘Mediation is based on the principle of 
collaborative problem-solving, with a focus on 
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the future and rebuilding relationships, rather 
than apportioning blame.’3 The mediator, then, 
is specially trained and is not there to judge or 
even to tell those involved what they think 
should be done.

Mediation achieves this by providing a 
safe and controlled outlet for both parties to 
express their feelings and concerns, without 
emotional reactions interfering with the 
process; without mediation, it is common for 
anger or other strong feelings to get in the 
way of any resolution. The impartiality of the 
mediator facilitates each party seeing the 
viewpoint and perspective of the other and 
thus allows new solutions to be developed. 

Mediation generally involves an initial 
meeting between the mediator and each of the 
parties involved in the dispute, followed by a 
single or several joint meetings. The purpose of 
the joint meetings is to allow both voices to be 
heard, to explore all the issues expressed, to 
come up with resolutions (that often involve 
compromise and concessions all round) and 
to consolidate agreements reached. 

The benefits of mediation are outlined in 
a 2006 journal article by Kristina E Berggren 
from the University of Rhode Island.1 She 
explains that mediation is fast, reactive and 
can benefit both employer and employee just 
as much (especially since resolution often 
relies on non-monetary solutions such as 
apologies or changes in working conditions). 
Mediation often prevents conflict escalating 
to more costly litigation, tribunals, legal 
action, job quitting and other personal 
consequences for the health and wellbeing 
of the affronted party. 

It is important, however, to be aware 
of some of the problems with mediation, 
especially from the point of view of a 
workplace counsellor. Often, both the manager 
and the employee can feel very uncomfortable 
with the idea; the manager because they can 
feel defensive, as if they are going to be under 
attack, and the employee because they feel 
they that the onus of proof is on them. 

Mediation has to be well managed, too, 
if it is to be successful, and poorly trained 

mediators might not have enough control 
over a meeting. For example, one person may 
dominate, interrupt, intimidate or not allow 
the other party to express their views. 
Inexperienced mediators might also miss 
nuances of difficult behaviour, such as ignoring 
or refusing to talk, which can be expressions 
of defensiveness, vulnerability or hurt.

But, when undertaken by trained and 
experienced facilitators, mediation can 
transform conflict, stress and possible legal 
action, into an amicable situation which sees 
both parties moving forward with differences 
reconciled. For Keira and thousands of others, 
that has to be worth trying.
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