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What is centeredness?

Centeredness is the ability, acquired through learned 

practice, to apply a set of physical and mental skills 

that help create a state of greater mindfulness. Mind-

fulness is attained by paying nonjudgmental atten-

tion to one’s thoughts, feelings and surroundings, 

and then adjusting one’s thinking, decisions and ac-

tions in a nonhabitual, creative and positive manner. 

Though many people reach centeredness through ex-

ercises in personal mindfulness, including medita-

tion, Bain recommends practicing centeredness in 

the moment, as we move through our professional 

and personal lives. There are three sequential steps to 

becoming centered in the moment: settling into our 

physical bodies, sensing our felt emotions and shift-

ing into a position of neutral observation. The result: 

We are brought into a state characterized by full at-

tention and equanimity. Centeredness is the key to 

replacing automatic reactions with thoughtful, strate-

gic and authentic responses.

Why does centeredness matter?

The concept of mindfulness has been around since 

the Buddha introduced it 2,500 years ago. However, it 

is not inherently religious; mindfulness has increas-

ingly been supported by scientifi c and medical re-

search, beginning in the mid-20th century. Since the 

1970s, Dr. Herbert Benson, a professor at the Har-

vard Medical School and director emeritus of the 

Benson-Henry Institute for Mind Body Medicine at 

Massachusetts General Hospital, has used mindful-

ness techniques as the core of his well-known stress 

mitigation programs. Benson called the physiological 

state evoked by these techniques the “relaxation re-

sponse.” Subsequent studies have shown that mind-

fulness practices are useful in treating eating disor-

ders, addictions, anxiety, depression, pain and 

weakened immune systems.

In recent years, corporations and academic and mil-

itary organizations, as well as the medical community, 

have included mindfulness in training programs, to 

improve listening skills, increase empathy and help 

people cope with stress. Harvard Law School, for 

example, employs mindfulness in its curriculum on 

dispute resolution. The US Marine Corps and the 

Army teach mindfulness and stress resilience 

through an initiative called Mindfulness-based 

Mind Fitness Training. And a number of corpora-

tions, such as First Direct and Taj Hotels, offer 

workplace meditation to employees. Google’s Search 

Inside Yourself program has been well publicized 

and has spawned a best-selling book and a non-

profit organization. 

Centeredness is the ability, acquired 
through learned practice, to apply a set 
of physical and mental skills that help 
create a state of greater mindfulness. 
Mindfulness is attained by paying non-
judgmental attention to one’s thoughts, 
feelings and surroundings.

Recent research conducted by professors at two of 

Singapore’s top business schools, Lee Kong Chian 

School of Business and NUS Business School, and 

London’s Imperial College Business School shows 

a strong positive correlation between a leader’s 

mindfulness and employee well-being. Findings 

show that under leaders who scored high for mind-

fulness, employees had higher performance rat-

ings, fewer instances of negative behaviors, lower 
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example, an unsafe or threatening situation, trigger 

our sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous sys-

tems, which activate the fight-flight-freeze re-

sponse. This sequence occurs in one-twentieth of a 

second (about the time between two heartbeats). 

Settling the body—the first step of centeredness—

helps calm the sympathetic and parasympathetic 

nervous systems and quiets the primitive brain’s 

alarm bells.

Centeredness improves our ability 
to stay levelheaded, cope with job 
stresses, empathize with others and listen 
more deeply.

emotional exhaustion and higher satisfaction with 

work-life balance.

At Bain, we believe that centeredness is essential to un-

leashing our inspirational leadership potential. Cen-

teredness improves our ability to stay levelheaded, to 

cope with job stresses, to empathize with others and to 

listen more deeply—important components of our 

Bain Inspirational LeadershipSM System.

How does centeredness work?

The practice of centeredness has direct and power-

ful effects on the physiological processes within our 

bodies, beginning with our brains.

Our brains 

In the 1960s, Paul MacLean, a neuroscientist and psy-

chiatrist, created the “triune brain” model to describe 

the evolution of the human brain and its functions. 

This widely used model proposes that the human brain 

has three components: the primitive brain, the limbic 

brain and the neocortex. From the perspective of evolu-

tion, each of these structures was added sequentially, 

and each serves a different function.

The primitive brain

The primitive brain (sometimes referred to as the 

reptilian brain) consists of the brain stem and the 

cerebellum, and is located under the base of the 

skull where the spinal column connects (see  Figure 1). 

The primitive brain’s functions are related to physical 

survival and maintenance of the body. The brain 

stem handles breathing, circulation, digestion and 

the execution of the fight-flight-freeze response to 

stressors. The cerebellum orchestrates movement. 

The behaviors of the primitive brain are automatic 

and highly resistant to change. When we are faced 

with stressors, our primitive brains, sensing, for 

Figure 1: The primitive brain
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The limbic brain

The limbic brain sits on top of the primitive brain, 

roughly between the base of the ear lobes and the 

lower ridge of the forehead, at the level of the eye-

brows (see  Figure 2). It includes the hippocam-

pus, which enables long-term memory, and the 

amygdala, which associates events with emotions. 

The amygdala comes into play in social engagement, 

motivation, intuition, empathy, imagination, and 

the mediation and expression of emotions. The sen-

sations recorded by the amygdala yield valuable in-

formation about what is happening to you, which 

can’t be accessed by the earlier-developed primitive 

brain or the later-developed neocortex.

As it relates to centeredness, the limbic brain senses 

emotional stimuli and initiates the primitive brain’s 

alarm sequence. The sensors for the limbic brain 

are spread throughout the body. We not only have 

neural tissue in our heads, but also in our hearts 

and intestines, which transmit information via the 

nervous system directly to our limbic brains (see  
Figures 3 and 4). The pace of research in neuro-

cardiology and neuroendocrinology has accelerated 

over the past 20 years. In 1991, Dr. J. Andrew Ar-

mour, a professor at the University of Montreal and 

a pioneer in the field of neurocardiology, showed 

that the heart has neurons that actively communi-

cate with the amygdala. More recent studies suggest 

the heart brain has about 40,000 neurons. Similarly, 

in 1998, Dr. Michael Gershon, a professor at Colum-

bia University, proved the existence of an enteric or 

gut brain, which has an estimated 100 million neu-

rons, about one-thousandth of that in the cerebral 

brain. Like the heart brain, the gut brain communi-

cates directly with the amygdala as part of the limbic 

brain system.

Thus, the old folk sayings about following your heart 

and listening to your gut contain wisdom that has been 

validated by neuroscientifi c studies. Many neuroscien-

tists today regard the human body as having three 

physical brains—one in the head, one in the heart and 

one in the gut. By ignoring or suppressing information 

generated by all of our brains, we severely limit our 

ability to fully understand emotional situations. In-

stead, we react with patterns of unconscious, condi-

tioned behaviors, such as lashing out in anger, stomp-

ing out of the room and becoming paralyzed to any 

action at all. Sensing our felt emotions—the second 

step of centeredness practice—helps us recognize and 

pay conscious attention to this embodied information. 

Settling into our bodies and sensing our emotions help 

lay the groundwork for accessing the breadth of better 

choices that could be offered by our neocortex.

Figure 2:  The limbic brain 
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Figure 4:  The limbic brain system: Neural tissue 
in the intestine

Figure 3: The limbic brain system: Neural tissue 
in the heart

In 1991, Dr. J. Andrew Armour, a pro-
fessor at the University of Montreal 
and a pioneer in the field of neuro-
cardiology, showed that the heart has 
neurons that actively communicate 
with the amygdala. More recent studies 
suggest the heart brain has about 
40,000 neurons. 

In 1998, Dr. Michael Gershon, a pro-
fessor at Columbia University, proved 
the existence of an enteric or gut brain, 
which has an estimated 100 million 
neurons, about one-thousandth of that 
in the cerebral brain. Like the heart 
brain, the gut brain communicates 
directly with the amygdala as part of 
the limbic brain system
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stimulus to automatic response. The third and final 

step of centeredness practice—shifting into a mode 

of neutral observation—creates this space and en-

gages our rational executive brains in generating a 

considered and hopefully more positive response.

Bain’s centeredness exercises

Each of the three steps of centeredness will allow 

you to interact more proactively with your physiolo-

gy, addressing each aspect of your triune brain in 

succession (see  Figure 6).

• Step 1: Settling into your body signals to your prim-

itive brain that you are safe and mitigates the automatic 

fi ght-fl ight-freeze response. To practice this, fi rst, bal-

ance yourself, creating physical stability in your body. 

Second, ground yourself to fi rmly connect yourself 

to the earth. Third, breathe deeply to bring atten-

tion to your center of gravity and to calm yourself.

• Step 2: Sensing is the ability to notice the physical 

information that your limbic brain (especially the 

heart and gut brains) transmits in reaction to emo-

tional stimuli, such as a tight chest, shortness of 

breath and butterfl ies in your stomach. Sensing 

enables you to name the emotion connected to 

that physical sensation, and identifying the emo-

tion allows you to begin managing your response. 

By sensing, you are gaining access to and using 

your limbic brain system, rather than allowing it to 

operate entirely on autopilot.

• Step 3: Shifting is the mental process of creating 

distance between your emotions and actions through 

a change in perspective, in essence adopting a position 

of neutral observation. Neutral observation occurs when 

you move back and step up from the emotions you 

noticed and named while sensing. This shift is the 

circuit breaker that allows your neocortex (the executive 

brain) to enter the process and control your responses.

Figure 5: The neocortex

The neocortex

The neocortex, or the executive brain, constitutes 

five-sixths of our overall brain matter. Housed un-

derneath the crown of the head and behind the fore-

head, the neocortex is what makes us uniquely hu-

man (see  Figure 5). The neocortex enables us to 

speak and interpret language, solve problems and 

make decisions and plans for the future. In modern 

cultures, this is the part of the brain we prize the 

most. That said, the fullest expression of human na-

ture does not ignore or suppress our primitive or 

limbic brains, but rather includes and balances 

them with the evolved functions of our executive 

brains. Learning how to notice and name our emo-

tions from the clues given by our limbic systems 

gives us an opportunity to react thoughtfully and 

create space for our executive brains to function. We 

insert a “circuit breaker” in the chain reaction from 
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Figure 6: Bain’s centeredness exercises 

Settle: 1) Balance Settle: 2) Ground

Settle: 3) Breathe

Step 1: Settle
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FEAR
JOY

ANXIETY

Figure 6: Bain’s centeredness exercises (continued)

Sense: 1) Notice Sense: 2) Name

Shift: 1) Move back Shift: 2) Step up

Step 2: Sense

Step 3: Shift
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Bain Inspirational LeadershipSM is a service mark of Bain & Company, Inc.

Learning and practicing each of these three steps 

will allow you to wisely choose your course of action 

and guide your behaviors in situations of stress or 

emotional intensity. Furthermore, these three steps 

will enable you to bring your full set of inspirational 

leadership skills to bear in your everyday life. 
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