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A Better You: Becoming a

“One of the many benefits of meditation is that you begin to be able to see trouble coming 

up from inside you before it reaches the surface. This doesn't mean you never get overly 

angry or say a careless word, but it does lessen the chances of those things happening.  Anger, 

depression, resentment—all those things form in your thoughts first, of course, and the 

practice of meditation helps you see them while they’re still tropical storms, before they reach 

hurricane stage.” 

         —Roland Merullo, Lunch with Buddha

Mindful Lawyer
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T he practice of law can be 
stormy, sometimes reach-
ing hurricane stage. Such 
violent weather does not 
serve the lawyer, whether 

acting in the professional role of advisor 
or advocate, and it certainly does not 
serve the clients. How can lawyers calm 
the weather without sacrificing profes-
sional competence? One answer to that 
question not only eases gales but also 
can give the lawyer additional tools and 
increased competence in the practice of 
law. And, it reduces the toll the strain of 
a storm can take on health and content-
ment. 

What is it? Mindfulness.
Mindfulness, which can be a result 

of meditation, has many benefits in 
addition to weathering the storms of 
feelings and thoughts. A recent article 
in The Canadian Journal of Psychiatry1 

listed four components of mindfulness: 
attention regulation, body awareness, 
emotional regulation, and change in 
perspective on the self. Although each 
of those components is neutral in itself, 
when used wisely and toward positive and 
wholesome purposes together, they can 
provide great assistance to lawyers. For 
example, mindfulness can reduce stress, 
enhance problem-solving, and improve 
client service. Not sure how mindful you 
are? You might begin a self-assessment 
by taking a look at the questions on 
the Mindful Attention Awareness Scale 
(MAAS). The MAAS is available many 
places on the Internet and can be found 
with a quick search. Below are a couple of 
the questions from its set of 15: 

•	 I could be experiencing some 
emotion and not be conscious of 
it until some time later

•	 I tend not to notice feelings of 
physical tension or discomfort 
until they really grab my atten-
tion

•	 I find myself preoccupied with 
the future or the past

•	 I snack without being aware that 
I’m eating

The more mindless one is, the more 
he or she will find that these are apt self-
descriptions. 

There are several other ways of look-
ing at mindfulness that may be helpful. 
Consider it to be an attention skill. How 
well can you attend to, pay attention 
to, what is happening inside you (those 
feelings and thoughts mentioned above) 
as well as what is happening around 
you—in this moment right now? Or 
still another way of seeing mindfulness 
comes from Harvard’s Dr. Ellen Langer. 
Her deceptively simple way of describing 
mindfulness is: The process of noticing 
new things.

Ways of examining and conceptual-
izing mindfulness are plentiful, but for 
purposes of helping you assess your-
self, here is one more: Mindfulness is 
the ability to observe yourself, to watch 
yourself thinking, acting, and reacting. 
Can you step back and see yourself as if 
watching another person’s mind, brain, 
and behavior? Are you able to watch 
yourself taking one perspective—and 
then take another? Are you able to have 
patience with not immediately knowing 
an answer, and remain with poise in the 
uncertainty until a good answer or solu-
tion becomes apparent, or is reached? 
Or do you feel uncomfortable with the 
unknown and jump to a quick and per-
haps inadequate conclusion because of 
the discomfort? Are you self-authoring 
or are you always searching for that 
expert or book or technique to rely on 
for solutions to problems? As with all of 
these lenses through which you can look 
at mindfulness, this one too affects not 
only your peace of mind, but also the way 
you interact with opposing counsel (and 
others in the legal system) and help your 
clients. 

Let’s say you want to increase your 
mindfulness. Not everyone is drawn to 
the formal practice of meditation, of 
course. For those who are not, there are 
many other methods for developing or 
expanding mindfulness. The options are 
numerous and seem to grow daily, e.g., 
contemplative photography, focused 
journaling, yoga, in-the-moment walk-

ing or running, writing about your day 
in third-person. At one Colorado Con-
templative Lawyers Society meeting, a 
lawyer explained that his mindfulness 
practice is riding his motorcycle; and a 
lack of mindfulness on the bike may give 
the rider some quick and hard-to-ignore 
feedback! Mindfulness practices are not 
Procrustean or one-size-fits-all. Mindful-
ness definitely is not developed only by 
sitting on a meditation cushion as some 
people may imagine. Knowing what prac-
tice or process works best for you will 
help you to stick with it. Start with these 
three steps. First, have an idea of why 
you want to incorporate mindfulness in 
your life; keeping that purpose in mind 
will guide you past procrastination or 
the times when you would much rather 
be doing something else. Second, choose 
a definition of mindfulness that seems 
most compelling to you—one you can 
use as a touchstone. And then, through 
experimentation, choose your practice.  
The studies about the effects of mindful-
ness are plentiful; it is a popular focus of 
research. For those who want to stay cur-
rent, Mindfulness Research Monthly is a 
valuable (and free) resource. Subscribe at 
www.mindfulexperience.org/newsletter.
php. Reading this research about mind-
fulness each month is another way to 
motivate yourself to stick with the prac-
tice you have chosen. You don’t have to 
take the benefits on faith; science contin-
ues to prove its value. Mindfulness is not 
always easy, but it typically returns your 
efforts many times over. For the sake of 
your health, your personal satisfaction, 
and professional success, why not give it 
a try? D

Stephanie West Allen, non-practicing 
lawyer, is a long-time mediator who speaks, 
writes, and trains on the topics of the neuro-
science of conflict resolution and the benefits 
of mindfulness and attention. She blogs on 
those topics and others related to lawyers at 
idealawg.net and brainsonpurpose.com.
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