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Mindful Association Combats Negative Influences

By Adrienne Keith

 

Traffic is bad. Rain is coming. Law practice is challenging work. These are common mental associations for attorneys in
King County.

With this month's theme of "Association," I encourage readers to re-associate their responses to some stressors with new
attitudes and practices. Doing this could enhance your professional and personal life, even under extremely challenging
circumstances.

In a word, I'm advocating "mindfulness." While mindfulness can include acting in a considerate manner, I'm using it as a

term of art to describe a "skillful use of attention to both inner and outer worlds."1 In other words, it's using your attention to
notice and then shift your emotional associations to internal and external experiences.

Attorney Lish Whitson's remarks at a continuing legal education presentation last September identified some consequences
of approaching law practice in something other than a mindful manner. In his presentation on professional civility and the

ethics of arbitration, Whitson relayed findings regarding the effects of certain negative emotions from Buddha's Brain: the

practical neuroscience of happiness, love & wisdom.

The book by Rick Hanson explains why, for counsel and their clients, letting anger and stress go unchecked can result in a
less-than-optimal outcome. "In the moment" of anger, lawyers and their clients can become cognitively inflexible, and even

shut down their ability to learn. Prolonged stress and anger can lead to lasting negative changes in the brain.2 As a regular

practice, keeping a rein on your brain — in other words, remaining mindful — can not only improve the outcome of a
current case, but future cases as well.

As the author of Buddha's Brain reminds us, we come to our practices as human beings. Our biological systems evolved
thousands of years before we took to our desks to earn our living as rational counsel. We humans, like other creatures,
have developed certain traits because they help us pass on our genes. One pernicious trait from our evolutionary past is

that our brain pays disproportionate attention to, and changes more in response to, negative experiences.3

Given the nature of legal work, in which lawyers are nearly always called in because of negative circumstances, we have to
contend with not only our own biological disposition to notice negative experiences, but also with our professional obligation

to do so. In other words, we work in an environment that reinforces our focus on potential negative outcomes. I believe this
is one of the biggest challenges of law practice.

What's a lawyer to do? In short, honor another core human trait and associate. Join with others, whether it's in a

professional partnership, a continuing legal education experience, a bar association like the KCBA, or another enjoyable
activity that involves face-to-face interaction with another human being. The benefits of this kind of association include
social connection, social learning and enhanced empathy, all of which positively affect the brain.

Even for extremely extroverted lawyers, I also encourage you to pay attention to your mental associations using a
mindfulness practice. I credit Debra Synovec, attorney and mediator, and Karen Bonnell, ARNP, M.S., with summarizing the

key aspects of a mindfulness practice in their Northwest Alternative Dispute Resolution Conference presentation.4 In a

mindfulness practice, you: cultivate awareness, let go of judgment, and train the mind in a mindfulness or meditative

practice.5 Because of the mind-body connection, meditative exercises are extremely effective at building associations

throughout large parts of the mind.6

For those interested in another mindfulness technique, Buddha's Brain offers a practical exercise to rewire neural
associations so that our minds are not held hostage by the negative experiences that come along with life. Briefly, the

exercise asks an individual to pay particular and lengthy attention to the rewarding aspects of the experience; as a result,

the positive experience is "imprinted" into memory and it is then carried around at an unconscious level.7 This techniques
works for both positive and negative imprinting, so be careful of what you keep in mind, else otherwise pleasant thoughts

may inadvertently take on a negative cast.8

Law practice is a profession of association in which we are connected to clients, to each other, to the bench and to those in
our personal lives. Because these connections are interdependent, there are many potential benefactors when we choose

to live more mindfully.
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We can't stop the waves of stress, bouts of rain or snarls of traffic, but we can learn to keep some mental distance from
them so that we "surf" the stressors rather than feel knocked down by them.

Adrienne Keith has served as the KCBA ADR Section co-chair for 2010–011. She is a collaborative family law attorney who

practices in the Maple Leaf neighborhood under the business name of "Keith Law and Mediation." Her business has been
called "Keith Law and Meditation" on more than one occasion. She can be contacted at Ak@KeithLawAndMediation.com.
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