
By Nickolas Yu, Program Manager -  Staff wellness and Patient & Family-centred care. SLHD. 

Meditation-based Wellness & Compassion 

(MWAC) training and High Performance 



 
 
 
KEY POINTS 
1. High performance is the aspiration, actual performance fluctuates 
 
2. Staff wellness helps sustain high performance 
 
3. In healthcare, one dimension of high performance is 
compassionate care 
 
4. Meditation supports wellness and compassion through cultivating 
Intention, Attention, and Action    
 
5. Use multiple meditations .. MF, Kindness, Compassion, SC, DR 
 
6. Meditation is not a panacea but a little, often makes a difference …  
 
 
6. Life-giving conversations also matter 



What is high performance? 
 
What supports high performance? 
 
What gets in the way? 



What does this image have to do with high performance? 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



What does this image have to do with high performance? 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Leading with Backbone & Heart 



Art Gallery of NSW. Ron Mueck 2002 
Relating in wise & loving ways … 



‘Compassionate care, every patient, 
every time …’ (Susan Pearce) 

 
… a noble purpose …  

 
… an incredibly difficult challenge 



Chaotic 
•Provide structure 

• Help people connect 

•Dialogue for 

understanding and 

common purpose 

Complicated 
•Collect data  

•Seek expert help 

•Analyse then act 

Complex 
•Dialogue for 

understanding 

•Multiple safe to fail 

experiments 

•Act, notice emergence 

•Build on positives 

Simple 
•Just do it 

•Build on success 

•Observe and act. 

Unpredictable, 

Non-linear 

Low structure 

Predictable, 

linear 

High structure 

The Heart of Health: Supporting a compassionate workplace 

Compassion &  complexity…  

Cavanagh 2013 adapted from  

Glouberman and Zimmerman, 2002; Snowdon and Boone, 2007 





 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Meditation is not a panacea but it can help 



The scope of today … 
… and some assumptions … 



High performance 
 

Personal high performance 
 

Team high performance 
 

Organisational high performance 
 

Broader context (social, cultural, eco, political etc)  

High 
performance is 

multi-level 



Our Vision, To Achieve Excellence in Healthcare for All 

Sydney Local Health District 

Positive care experiences 

 

 

 

 

Patient-centred care  

is one key pathway 

Clinical excellence 

 

Excellent use of 

resources etc 

What else? 

High 
performance is 
multi-faceted 



Patient & Family-centred Care Attributes 

Compassion in 
LHD 

agreements 
with MoH 



 

Head  

(noticing + 

appraising)  

 

… seeing 

 

Heart  

(emotional experience, 

resonance + 

motivation to act)  

 

… feeling 

 

Hands  

(action to diminish 

suffering)  
 

… acting 

What is compassion? 

“a deep awareness of the suffering of another coupled  

with the wish to relieve it.”      
Chochinov 2007 

 
 

 

 

“a sensitivity to suffering in self and others,  

with a commitment to try to alleviate and prevent it.”  
Gilbert 2009 

Elements of compassion 

An understanding, a feeling, a motivational state, and an action. 



… but can we have sustainable 
compassionate care without staff 

wellness? 



… what does research say? 



Compassionate care Staff wellness 

Happy worker – Productive worker hypothesis 

 eg Parks and Steelman (2008); Harter, Schmidt & Hayes (2002). 



… so, how can we cultivate staff 
wellness and compassionate care? 



Evidence-based wellness interventions 



Evidence-based wellness interventions 

Meditation 
supports most 
of these skills 

and states 



Evidence-based wellness interventions 



… and how can we cultivate 
compassionate care? 



Cultivating compassion from the inside & out Yu (2016) 

 

 

Experiential 

 

Conversational & 

Reflective 

 

Research &  

Sound theory 

 

 

Narrative &  

Creative 

 

Values 

 

Role modelling & 

Leadership 

 

 

Meditation & 

Contemplative 

 

 

Hard wiring 

              INSIDE 

1. Clarify PURPOSE 

2. Build ENERGY 

3. Train ATTENTION 

4. Strengthen SKILLS 

5. Tap COURAGE 

6. Shape the SITUATION 

7. Be SELF-

COMPASSIONATE 

OUTSIDE OUTSIDE 

MEDITATION 









17 000 
 

US Agency for Healthcare Research & Quality 
 

*note research rigour   



Studies have demonstrated … 



Ways that SLHD is supporting staff 
wellness & compassionate care 





Cultivating compassion from the inside & out 

 

Experiential 

 

Conversational & 

Reflective 

 

Research &  

Sound theory 

 

 

Narrative &  

Creative 

 

Values 

 

Role modelling & 

Leadership 

 

 

Meditation & 

Contemplative 

 

 

Hard wiring 

              INSIDE 

1. Clarify PURPOSE 

2. Build ENERGY 

3. Train ATTENTION 

4. Strengthen SKILLS 

5. Tap COURAGE 

6. Shape the SITUATION 

7. Be SELF-

COMPASSIONATE 

OUTSIDE OUTSIDE 

MEDITATION 



Science-based, Practical, Secular (non-religious) 

Meditation-based Wellness & Compassion (MWAC) training 
 

A form of mental & emotional fitness training 



 



 

RPA 

Hospital 

 

Canterbury 

Hospital 

 

Concord 

Hospital 

 

 

Royal Hospital 

for Women 

Weekly program n=100+, already for 2 yrs in some teams, continues to expand  

 

Balmain 

Hospital 

*Success – ↑SW, MF & CC; 300K RCT 

*Sustainability – n=82 facilitators 

*Scale – 7 Sydney Hospitals, 4 NZ 

 

St 

Vincent’s 

Hospital 
 

Sydney 

Hospital/Sydney 

Eye Hospital  

Canterbury 

District, NZ.  



Deep relaxation meditation Mindfulness meditation 

Kindness meditation 
Self-compassion & 

Compassion meditation 

Informal  

(on-the-go) 

practices 

 

, 

Formal  

(‘sitting’) 

practices 

 

. 



• SOAR 

• STUFF 

• DR AAA RR 





RCT 
 

Meditation vs. 
 

Positive psychology vs. 
 

Waitlist 
 

n=240 
Survey data 

Patient/Staff dyads 
Physiological measures 

Qualitative data 
 

300K Templeton grant, 
Headed up by Prof Felicia 

Huppert, ACU & 
Cambridge Uni  

 



SOME MINDFULNESS & 
COMPASSION RESEARCH 



KEY POINTS 
 
1. High performance is the aspiration, actual performance fluctuates 
 
2. In healthcare, one dimension of high performance is 
compassionate care 
 
3. Staff wellness helps sustain compassionate care 
 
4. Meditation supports wellness and compassion 
 
5. A little, often makes a difference …  
 
6. Life-giving conversations also matter 



 

Mindfulness 

•  Positive effects of mindfulness training upon well-being as well as reductions 
in stress and distress (e.g. Good et al., 2015; Keng et al., 2011; Khoury et al., 
2015).  

• Mindfulness appears to enhance capacity to self-regulate emotions, relate 
more flexibly to problematic cognitions regarding self and others, and reduce 
reactivity to stress (Atkins & Parker, 2012).  

 
Mindfulness applications for organisational effectiveness 

 

• Managing staff stress; Improving high potential development 

 

• Enhancing engagement, Reducing burnout; Supporting staff cope with 

organisational change (Hyland et al 2015) 

 
 



Impact of compassion 

Higher compassion individuals show ↑: 

• helping behaviour 

• moral reasoning 

• connectedness & stronger interpersonal relationships 

 

Higher compassion individuals show ↓: 

• Depression; Moodiness & mental illness (Cameron 2003) 

• Within org’s compassion influences an individual’s 

sensemaking about the org, resulting in: 

• ↑ org commitment; > frequent org citizenship 

• ↑ quality relationships  

         (Boyatzis et al 2013; Lilius et al 2012; Lilius et al 2008) 



Receiving compassion 

 

• Manage pain (Lilius et al 2012) 

• Supports change (Huy 2002) 

• Express suffering & grieving (Hazen 2008) 

• Legitimates suffering (Lilius et al 2012) 

• Potential to trigger: 

• Vulnerability 

• Recovery & org reengagement 

• Commitment 

• Positive relationships  

• Supportive behaviours towards others  

    (Dahl & O’Connor 2015) 



Witnessing compassion 

 

• Elation (Haidt 2003; Lilius et al 2012) 

• Promotes org virtuousness which may amplify org 

performance (Cameron et al 2004) 

• Compassion satisfaction and positive prosocial identity 

(Grant et al 2008) 

• Openness to receiving help from others, less stress 

(Cosley et al 2010) 

• Work connectedness ... org commitment, lower turnover, 

org citizen (Lilius et al 2012) 

 
Research compiled by O’Connor* and Dahl (2015). 



Self-compassion   
• ↑ SC are correlated with higher levels of WB (Barnard & Curry, 

2011; Neff, 2011; Pisch & Huppert, 2015), ↓ depression & anxiety, 
↑ life satisfaction, ↑ social connection & ↑PA (Neff et al, 2007).  

• Longitudinal studies …  change in SC is associated with change in 
subjective well-being (Birnie et al, 2010; Shapiro et al, 2005).  

• Experimental studies have shown that ↑ self-compassion was 
associated with ↑ PA (Shapira & Mongrain, 2010), and ↑ 
motivation to change for the better (Breines & Chen 2012). 

• KM practice results in: ↑ PA, ↓NA & psych distress, ↑ flexible 
thinking, self-acceptance, ↑self-esteem, ↑purpose in life, 
positive relationships, ↑social support received, & ↓illness 
symptoms (e.g. Fredrickson et al., 2008; Mongrain et al., 2011; 
Shonin et al., 2014). 

• The SC element of MF training may be even more important than 
the awareness element (e.g. van Dam et al., 2014). 



• Self-compassion has been shown to be the active ingredient in the 
effect of mindfulness training on the prevention of depression 
relapse (Kuyken et al., 2010).  

• In experimental studies it has been shown that increased self-
compassion was associated with increased positive affect (Shapira 
& Mongrain, 2010), and increased motivation to change for the 
better (Breines & Chen 2012).  

• Kindness meditation practice results in: increased positive affect, 
decreased negative affect and psychological distress, more flexible 
thinking, self-acceptance, increased self-esteem, increased 
purpose in life, positive relationships, increased social support 
received, and reduction in illness symptoms (e.g. Fredrickson et 
al., 2008; Mongrain et al., 2011; Shonin et al., 2014).  



Meditation supports healthcare performance & wellbeing 

• Enhancing the resilience of nurses and midwives: Pilot of a 
mindfulnessbased program for increased health, sense of 
coherence and decreased depression, anxiety and stress. 
Maralyn Foureur, Karyn Besley, Geraldine Burton, Nickolas 
Yu, Jackie Crisp (2013). 

 

• Mindfulness: creating the space for compassionate care. 
Larissa Blewitt, Karyn Wang, Helena Nguyen, Anya Johnson, 
Kreshma Pidial, Nickolas Yu (2015). 

 

• The effects of a structured mindfulness program on the 
development of empathy in healthcare students. Sue Dean, 
Maralyn Foureur, Chris Zaslawski, Toby Newton-John, 
Nickolas Yu, Evangelos Pappas (2017).  

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.5172/conu.2013.45.1.114
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.5172/conu.2013.45.1.114
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.5172/conu.2013.45.1.114
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.5172/conu.2013.45.1.114
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.5172/conu.2013.45.1.114
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/industrial-and-organizational-psychology/article/mindfulness-creating-the-space-for-compassionate-care/57D0EF93C4A2436C996617486DDFF53A


How and why does meditation training 
support wellness and compassion? 



1 
… it helps us cultivate self-awareness, a 

crucial aspect of leadership … we become 
better company for ourselves (and others) 

 
 
 
 
 we see and understand more clearly our motivations, aspirations, concerns, triggers 



Prof. Paul Gilbert 





n=10 

9 600 



8.25 seconds 

IBM 



47% 



3 
___ 

 
1440 

.002 
(A fifth of one percent) 





2 
 

… it helps us recharge and replenish 



Stretch zone 



Relaxation is a 
side-effect of 
meditation 



Kaufer (2014), Molecular Psychiatry 







3 
 

… it helps us see things more clearly 







Exhibit A: 
 
lifeiscle 
arerande 
asierw 
ithpun 
ctuati 
on. 



Exhibit A: 
 
lifeiscle 
arerande 
asierw 
ithpun 
ctuati 
on. 

Exhibit B: 
 
Life is clearer 
 and easier 
with 
punctuation. 
 
What is the difference? 



… also, it takes a lot of energy to keep 
fighting, running and ignoring tricky 

STUFF (Sensations, thoughts, urges, feelings) … 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

MF is also 
about being 

with 



 
 

4 
 

… it helps us strengthen connections and 
relationships characterised by  

openness, warmth, trust and respect 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

5 
 

Meditation helps cultivate open-mindedness (eg 
PTC), open-heartedness (eg PA, DT)  

… resilience & creativity  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 





Taste test … 
‘experiments’ 

 
5’ers 

Breathing Space Meditation (MM) 
Heartspace Meditation (CM) 

Self-compassion Meditation (SCM) 



Informal meditation … 
 
5’ers 



Mindfulness meditation 
 
 
 

Noticing the STUFF  
 

&  
 

relating to it with Openness, 
Interest & Friendliness / 

Kindness 



Kindness & Compassion meditations  



 
 
 
KEY POINTS 
1. High performance is the aspiration, actual performance fluctuates 
 
2. Staff wellness helps sustain high performance 
 
3. In healthcare, one dimension of high performance is 
compassionate care 
 
4. Meditation supports wellness and compassion through cultivating 
Intention, Attention, and Action    
 
5. Use multiple meditations .. MF, Kindness, Compassion, SC, DR 
 
6. Meditation is not a panacea but a little, often makes a difference …  
 
 
6. Life-giving conversations also matter 



Stretch zone 

1. High performance is the aspiration, actual performance fluctuates 



Relaxation is a 
side-effect of 
meditation 



Kaufer (2014), Molecular Psychiatry 



Understand the emotional motivation systems 
 

Personal, Workplace, Social 

Cultivate balance 



Compassionate care Staff wellness 

Happy worker – Productive worker hypothesis 

 eg Parks and Steelman (2008); Harter, Schmidt & Hayes (2002). 

2. Staff wellness helps sustain high performance 



Evidence-based wellness interventions 



 

Experiential 

 

Conversational & 

Reflective 

 

Research &  

Sound theory 

 

 

Narrative &  

Creative 

 

Values 

 

Role modelling & 

Leadership 

 

 

Meditation & 

Contemplative 

 

 

Hard wiring 
 

              INSIDE 

1. Clarify PURPOSE 

2. Build ENERGY 

3. Train ATTENTION 

4. Strengthen SKILLS 

5. Tap COURAGE 

6. Shape the SITUATION 

7. Be SELF-

COMPASSIONATE 

OUTSIDE OUTSIDE 

MEDITATION 
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nickolas.yu@sswahs.nsw.gov.au. Cartoons: N.Yu & S.Williams 

 

Cultivating compassion 

3. In healthcare, one dimension of high performance is compassionate care 

 

mailto:nickolas.yu@sswahs.nsw.gov.au


4. Meditation supports wellness and compassion through 
cultivating Intention, Attention, and Action  





Deep relaxation meditation Mindfulness meditation 

Kindness meditation 
Self-compassion & 

Compassion meditation 

Informal  

(on-the-go) 

practices 

 

, 

Formal  

(‘sitting’) 

practices 

 

. 

5. Use multiple meditations .. MF, Kindness, Compassion, SC, DR 



 
3 

___ 
 

1440 

.002 
(A fifth of  

1%) 

6. Meditation is not a panacea but a little, often makes a difference … 



DEDICATION 



Nickolas Yu, Program Manager -  Staff wellness & Patient 

& Family-centred care 

Sydney Local Health District 

Nickolas.yu@sswahs.nsw.gov.au 

 

Guided meditations: App ready late 2017 

 

In the interim … 

www.slowcoachsydney.org             Password: slowcoach 

THANKYOU 
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