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Introduction 

Commonly, leadership is defined as the ability to make change around a certain cause, a 

cause which is usually close to the leader’s heart and the hearts of his or her followers (Stedham, 

2019). For individuals who want to lead a group of people toward a specific cause, a primary 

question to be considered is “How do I get people to really care about my cause, and how do I 

inspire action on behalf of others and encourage them to work toward this mission?” The 

purpose of this paper is to investigate these questions with specific focus on Mindfulness and 

how it may influence leaders to be more effective by encouraging such behaviors in their 

potential followers. By the end of this research paper, an answer to the following question will be 

revealed: Can the use of mindfulness increase a person’s ability to rally a team around their 

cause and in turn make them a more effective leader? In this paper, we will look at research 

surrounding which traits mindfulness can influence, and which traits can influence a person’s 

ability to rally others around a cause, so that we can discern if there may be any helpful overlap 

which lends itself to answering our primary question. 

How mindfulness leads to increased social and emotional intelligence 

Increased listening skills 

Much research has been done around the results of mindfulness, particularly its effect on 

an individual’s listening skills. In the Journal of Behavioral Medicine, Shapiro, Schwartz, and 

Bonner found that mindfulness practice gives “an important time to focus on cultivating listening 

skills” which “helped students cultivate listening skills and develop new, more compassionate 

perspectives and paradigms to approach their own lives as well as their future patients’ lives.” 
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(1998; p.583, p.594). These “mindful listening skills” give way to other important traits in 

effective leaders such as increased empathy, ethical judgement, and emotional intelligence, and 

are directly related to improved social intelligence, as is defined by Riggo and Reichard in the 

Journal of Managerial Psychology (2008). 

Increased empathy 

Shapiro, Jazaieri, and Goldin evaluated the connection between mindfulness and empathy 

in their article published in the The Journal of Positive Psychology. They argue that “There is 

ample empirical evidence that mindfulness increases compassion and empathy” (2012). In 

conjunction with Shapiro’s earlier study which found that students’ “Scores on the empathy 

measure increased significantly,” it is clear how practicing mindfulness can give way to 

increased empathic tendencies in those who practice, which can help to develop leaders who 

create a grounded vision based on the feelings and needs of his or her followers (Shapiro, 

Schwartz, and Bonner, 2018; p.594).  

Improved ethical judgment 

In the same article written by Shapiro, Jazaieri, and Goldin, the researchers found that 

consistent mindfulness practice “resulted in improvements in moral reasoning and ethical 

decision making,” which is a key trait of leaders who are identified by their subordinates as good 

leaders (2012). By increasing compassion and empathy, mindfulness increases moral reasoning 

by “helping one disidentify with a subjective, ego-centered perspective,” and instead identify and 

relate to the perspectives of others (2012). By allowing individuals to practice shifting from one 

perspective to another, from “subject to object,” they can create a decision-making experience 

for themselves that is less personal and subjective in order to see with “greater clarity and 
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objectivity” (2012). Furthermore, in their research article titled Improving decision making 

through mindfulness, Karelaia and Reb found that “Mindfulness enhances interpersonal 

functioning, empathy, and self-awareness,” and “...increases the social connectedness that 

follows from empathy” (2015; p.28, p.30). The cited increase in social connectedness is a core 

component of developing social intelligence and is crucial for developing the grounded vision 

mentioned earlier. (Riggio and Reichard, 2008). The changes seen in those who practice 

mindfulness suggest greater tendencies toward rational, objective, and relational 

decision-making, which is a key factor in developing trust with followers, as will be covered 

later in this paper.  

Improved emotional intelligence 

As mentioned in the preceding paragraphs, the practice of mindfulness allows individuals 

to respond to situations and act more rationally; however, the accompanying levels of increased 

empathy, listening skills, and ethical decision-making lead to an overall increased in an 

individual’s emotional intelligence by allowing individuals to “modify” their emotional thoughts 

and actions by bringing “more conscious awareness and reflection” to the situation, based on the 

needs of others involved (Shapiro, Jazaieri, Goldin; 2012). By combining increased emotional 

awareness with rational and ethical decision-making, leaders who practice mindfulness are more 

able to act in the interests of their followers and their organizations, relating to a trait named 

benevolence. The importance of benevolence in rallying others around one’s cause will be 

discussed in the next sections of this paper.  



4 

How improved listening skills, empathy, ethical judgement, and emotional intelligence 

leads to increased trust between a leader and his or her potential followers 

In the Journal of Leadership Studies, Mirta Martin states that “Trust is at the root of all 

great leadership,” mimicking many great researchers who support the idea that “The most 

important characteristic for a leader/follower relationship to flourish is trust” (1998; p.2, p.43). 

Increased listening skills, empathy, ethical judgement and resulting emotional intelligence relates 

to this need for increased interpersonal trust, as trust is influenced by individuals’ perceived 

integrity, competence, and benevolence of another person (Poon, 2013; Stedham, 2019). The 

resulting traits or skills that come from mindfulness practice can have a direct affect on these 

perceived traits, and therefore can be used to increase trust between a leader and his or her 

followers, as will be revealed in the following paragraphs.  

Benevolence 

In the research article Effects of benevolence, integrity, and ability on trust-in-supervisor, 

Poon states that in order for workers to trust their leader, they must believe, or perceive, that the 

leader “1) cares about their interests and well-being; 2) can be counted on to behave in a 

principled, honest, fair, and consistent manner; and 3) has the ability to make a positive 

difference for them” (2013). The improved emotional intelligence, empathy, and listening skills 

that come from practicing mindfulness have a direct relationship to a leader’s ability to 

authentically care for their workers and their wellbeing by better understanding their needs and 

providing resources in a way that supports their professional and emotional intentions or goals. 
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In other words, the benefits that come from mindfulness as were reviewed in this paper, lead to 

an increased perception of benevolence in the individuals practicing.  

Integrity 

The improved ethical judgment seen in those who practice mindfulness is a perfect 

connection to a leader’s need to behave in a principled and fair manner, or in other words, to act 

with integrity. As we’ve seen, these individuals are more able to objectively evaluate the 

situation and worker’s needs before actively, or mindfully, responding to the situation. Also 

relevant is the increased empathy found in mindfulness practitioners. Empathy allows them to 

better evaluate the varying perspectives of a situation involving ethical decisions and account for 

others’ needs properly and with care. This trait can positively affect a leader’s benevolence and 

integrity as perceived by their followers when acted upon accordingly. 

Sarah Waddock, in the Journal of Corporate Citizenship, further argues that mindfulness 

brings about not just integrity, but an even deeper sense of honesty: “Such 

mindfulness—wisdom—brings with it the other important aspect of integrity—honesty—that is 

needed for success” (2001). As was discovered by Laura Reave in her publishing in The 

Leadership Quarterly, honesty ranks as one of the most important characteristics of effective 

leaders as determined by the followers of the observed leaders who were deemed to be 

“effective” (2005). This helps to show that by increasing perceived integrity and its related level 

of honesty, leaders have a better chance of receiving dedication from their potential followers, 

and as a result, have a better chance at rallying others around their cause.  
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Ability 

In the Journal of Applied Psychology, Hülsheger, Alberts, , Feinholdt, and Lang, found 

that “mindfulness training improves cognitive functioning” and works to “decrease emotional 

exhaustion and increase job satisfaction” (2013). This is good news for leaders who are looking 

to gain trust from their followers and need to improve on the “ability” portion of Poon’s recipe 

for gaining trust. According to Hülsheger and associates, mindfulness training can improve 

individuals’ cognitive functioning and job satisfaction, making them more able to execute the 

mission of their followers and create an actual change in the workplace, or another situation in 

which they might be leading.  

Not only can mindfulness improve cognitive function, but that improved function can in 

turn help individuals’ better practice mindfulness so that they can reach even higher levels of 

performance. The group states that mindfulness practice and it’s resulting effects can help to “set 

free resources that may, in turn, lead to even higher levels of mindfulness creating a positive 

upward spiral” (2013). Essentially, the group’s research revealed that mindfulness encourages a 

positive upward spiral in which individuals continuously build their abilities. This fact is 

crucially important for leaders who may need to continuously prove their ability, as would be the 

case in change that takes a long period of time or in leader-follower relationships that have 

existed before and are now being tested by some sort of new organizational change. 

With the “increased self-determination...and a reduction in ego depletion” found as a 

result of mindfulness, leaders who practice mindfulness are more able to make a meaningful 

change for their followers (Hülsheger, 2013). This makes mindfulness a one-stop shop for 

developing the three attributes needed to develop trust with potential followers: ability, 
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benevolence, and integrity (Hülsheger, 2013; Poon, 2013). To further support the importance of 

these three values, Colquitt and Salam, authors published in the Handbook of principles of 

organizational behavior, argue that “Ability, benevolence, and integrity are the most critical 

facets of trustworthiness” because they “foster a sense of trust in the leader by followers” (2009). 

In their article “Foster trust through ability, benevolence, and integrity,” the authors focus solely 

on how these three values lead to the trust needed in order for leaders to be successful. Learning 

that mindfulness can help to develop traits which influence a leader’s perceived benevolence, 

ability, and integrity is big news for leaders who are looking to develop trust with their potential 

followers so that they might be able to rally them around their cause more effectively. 

How increased trust encourages potential followers to rally around a leader’s cause 

Once an individual is better able to develop their benevolence, ability, and integrity 

through increased empathy, emotional intelligence, increased listening skills, and improved 

ethical judgement brought on by mindfulness, he or she is better able to create an environment in 

which trust can grow and actually encourage others to follow that person’s mission. In their 

article titled "The Ethics of Charismatic Leadership: Submission Or Liberation?" Jane Howell 

and Bruce Avolio argue that "It shall be an organization operating with the highest principles of 

integrity...in an environment of trust, which will nurture growth and development of employees 

so that they become stronger, more autonomous, and more serving of their fellow men and 

women” (1992, p.45). By developing a trusting environment in which leaders and followers can 

interact with openness and integrity, organizations are more able to engage employees 

authentically and around a cause that serves everyone involved. In this way, “stronger” 

followers, or followers who believe and act strongly in favor of the mission, are able to be 
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developed. This type of involvement is crucial for helping to rally teams around an individual’s 

or organization’s mission in a way that catapults the vision forward through intentional 

supporting behaviors. As was also mentioned by Martin, “It is essential for values congruence 

and trust to exist for the transformation process to take place” (1998, p.42), confirming that the 

values of ability, benevolence, and integrity must be present so that trust can emerge between a 

leader and his or her followers, so that all parties can become more dedicated to a common 

purpose and a common desired change.  

Simon Sinek further argues the need for these positive values in leadership in his book 

Start with why: How great leaders inspire everyone to take action. He states that “Trust begins to 

emerge when we have a sense that another person or organization is driven by things other than 

their own self-gain” (2009, p.84). Simon speaks of benevolence, or the quality of being 

well-meaning as defined by Poon, as a critical factor in developing trust in a group so that it 

might take the action needed to make the desired change happen. Through the increased 

emotional intelligence and empathy that mindfulness has been proven to bring about, leaders are 

more able to create a grounded vision that reflects the needs and wants of their potential 

followers; this is a way in which leaders are able to exemplify their trait of integrity. A 

group-focused mission was also mentioned by Sinek as a key component to encouraging others 

to believe and act in favor of the shared vision. He states that in order to accomplish this an 

organization must be “...a company that was the champion for the common man.” (2009, p.94). 

By keeping the followers’ interests in mind and working on their behalf, a great leader can get 

better results in rallying a team. By making sure that “Everything they did made people feel like 

they were in it together” and creating a shared purpose, leaders can find the “why” that “attracts 
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people who believe the same thing” (Sinek, 2009; p.88, p.89). Sinek’s statements exemplify how 

benevolence, integrity, and ability affect an environment of trust and encourage individuals to 

willingly and with zest follow the vision of the leader.  

John P. Kotter, a renowned change leadership expert, confirms the importance of trust in 

enacting change in his article "Winning at change." He states that leaders “need to draw on 

reserves of energy, expertise, and, most of all, trust” (1998, p.3). By creating a reciprocal 

relationship between leader and follower where both parties exhibit benevolence, ability, and 

integrity, trust emerges and provides the most necessary component of true change which 

encourages leaders and followers to act.  

Howell and Avolio write about the same type of relationship between followers and a 

leader who enacts real change when they speak of “leaders who inspire extraordinary 

performance in followers as well as build their trust, faith, and belief in the leader” (1992; p.43). 

In this case, leaders are able to encourage their followers to also exhibit traits of trust, including 

ability, benevolence, and integrity. This step is needed in order to get followers on board with the 

new behaviors necessary for making change happen -- to develop “strong” followers who act 

alongside the leader in extraordinary ways (1992, p.45). The authors argue that “Since followers 

have trust and faith in their leader, they will rally behind the leader's decision,” citing one of the 

most important factors in answering the question guiding this paper: How can one rally people 

around his or her cause? Trust in a leader is critical in doing exactly that, and as has been 

revealed in this paper, mindfulness leads to traits which help individuals develop trust in their 

interpersonal relationships. 
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Conclusion 

The first step for a leader who wants to enact change is building a following and 

encouraging their followers to behave according to their cause. This step is often a challenge for 

individuals, which leads them to ask the question: How do I get people to rally around my cause? 

Through the research in this paper, it has been revealed that mindfulness can help individuals 

rally others around their cause and in turn become an effective leader. This becomes 

possible when leaders first focus on developing personal traits including listening skills, 

empathy, ethical judgement, and emotional intelligence through the practice of mindfulness 

exercises and the institution of mindfulness-based habits. Once an individual has improved these 

personal traits, they are more able to increase their potential followers’ perceived levels of their 

benevolence, integrity, and ability. This creates an environment in which interpersonal trust can 

grow and flourish between leader and followers, and among follower groups themselves. In this 

environment where trust is present, potential followers are more likely to act in accordance with 

the cause or vision encouraged by the leader, because followers are more likely to believe that 

the cause is in their best interest, that their leader can actually execute the change desired, and 

that their leader is capable of making decisions that reflect the best interests of all parties 

involved. If individuals are looking to rally a group a people around their cause, mindfulness is 

the perfect place for them to start.  
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