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Katie:
Welcome to The Body Intelligence Summit. I am Katie Hendricks and I am here with a new friend of mine that I'm delighted to introduce you to in maybe a new way than you have known her. I'm very happy to be having a conversation with Eileen Fisher who is the founder and chairwoman of Eileen Fisher, Inc., the clothing company known for its simple shapes and beautiful fabrics that drape well on everybody.


Eileen ventured into clothing design in 1984 with an original concept of pieces that work together to help women get dressed easily. It has really expanded exponentially all over the globe, and really still defines the company's collections, which are sold in many, many stores in the US, the UK, and Canada. She also has now been creating two green Eileen stores which is part of the company's innovative recycling program.


One of the things I most appreciate about Eileen is her commitment to business as a movement and really about conscious business. So in the spring of 2015, the company announced its belief in collaboration, VISION2020, calls for partnering with other brands to shift the fashion industry. Eileen says, "We don't want sustainability to be our edge. We want it to be universal."

She also founded last year the Eileen Fisher Learning Labs that I've had the opportunity to participate in where employees and the public are invited to embark on journeys of inquiry to explore purpose, mindfulness, and embodiment through a variety of workshops and events. Eileen has received many honors including the prestigious Sustainability Award.


I'm so delighted to be here with you today, Eileen. Thank you very much for making the time to share with us.

Eileen:
Well thank you, Katie. It's my total delight. This is going to be a fun exploration. I'm excited to be with you again.
Katie:
Yeah. I'm excited also. I'm particularly excited. I want to just share with the listeners that when I first met you a couple of years ago, what I was really struck with was your participation in this ongoing evolution of the dialogue between who we are, how we present ourselves in the world, our relationship to sustainability, but also our relationship not only to caring for ourselves, but caring for our larger body, the planet.


I know that you have a very personal connection to embodiment and wisdom of the body, so I'd love for you to share whatever about your journey is coming to you. 

Eileen:
Well, thank you, Katie. What a lovely introduction. I guess where I would start is to say that I was a very uncomfortable person, shy, and as a child I was pretty shut down, kind of called spaced out all the time, that kind of thing. Part of the reason I started design clothing, I think, was because I just was so uncomfortable as a person. And over the years I also am a seeker, so I've always been on a journey of trying to know myself better and unlock my potential. I've done therapy and yoga and mindfulness, and for many years all kinds of different spiritual path, work, that kind of thing. 


About 15 year ago, I started the company 32 years ago, and about 15 years ago, I found myself in a workshop with a woman who was sort of contemplative dance teacher. Her name is Zuleikha. It was a difficult moment in my life. I had recently been divorced. I had two very young children, one with autism, very difficult struggles. Also, the company was in a wild growth phase. So I was a bit overwhelmed and stressed out, and I found myself in this workshop and after five days of doing this movement work, I was just overwhelmed by how ecstatic I felt and how alive and how freed up and how joyful I felt.
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So I wanted to just bring this kind of feeling of being embodied into the workplace. So I brought Zuleikha to teach my employees how to move and be in their bodies and enjoy their lives, and people kind of rolled their eyes and said, "But, Eileen, we have market week next week and we have things to do, and we can't just dance around all day."


So I thought I was sharing something that was just so life-changing and that after a brief period they would all be enlivened and happy and work would be better. But anyway, I wasn't that well-received, but over the years I brought other practices, yoga and mindfulness and different practices into the business. About two years ago I had another very breakthrough moment, and it was again around embodiment, but this time it was something different. I was doing -- I don't know if you know the woman Diane Poole Heller, but she does somatic experiencing work. She does somatic trauma work. 


Anyway, I got in touch with a situation. I came to understand how I was holding some kind of a trauma or shutdown pattern in my body and I was able to kind of release something, and it sort of broke something open for me. It was partly kind of an awareness, but partly, I have a whole story around I'm not supposed to go down this rabbit hole, but it's about my ex-husband actually. And whenever I would see him, we had such a difficult sort of breakup and difficult time in our relationship, and I would just shut down. Just the sound of his voice would trigger me, and I would go into this kind of pattern of freeze, which I know you and I worked on too at the workshop. It was very interesting. 


After doing this work, I didn't expect anything to change, but I saw him a couple of days later and all of a sudden there was no shutdown. My mind worked. I was free. It was like as if the neurological pattern had been shifted and I could talk, I was present. This is now two years since this happened and now we're working together. My adult son has had a lot of difficulties, and I'm able to be with him and not be in a fear state, and not be shut down. 


I got really excited about the sort of magic of getting free and what is that, what's that work, and how do we understand it and how can I bring that more out into the world. Again, I can't bring her into my company, though I did try. I always want to share everything that works for me. But I'm interested in how do I bring this into everyday reality. That's very interesting place I am, and that's kind of the birth of the Learning Lab and where I'm sort of going, kind of. I don't know if I'm rambling. 

Katie:
Oh, no, not at all. Your journey, I'm sure, is touching a lot of points for people that they'll recognize.


There were a couple of things I wanted to underline before we talk a little bit about the Learning Lab. One is that it sounds from your description of your childhood that you were not actually full in your body, that you lived perhaps in your visioning and in your dreaming and in your books and that what you first experienced was the actual joy of experiencing being alive, not just having your body as some awkward kind of container for you. So I just wanted to underline line because it sounds like it was a very important shift for you that kind of made sense of having a body.


And then you also touched on something that I think everybody in the embodiment field is really exploring and searching for, which is how can we rewire these old patterns that practically everybody is experiencing one way or another, and that it actually is possible to create an experience of presence that you can sustain? So I so appreciate that you take your own personal experiences on our looking for ways to connect those so that all of life, whether you're in business or in relationship or you're trying to accomplish something, you can feel a sense of connection. 
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Eileen:
That's good. That's right. Oh, man, that's really good. Because I think what happens when I shut down, obviously, is that I don't feel connected. When I go into a fear state, I tense up and I don't actually feel connected. So that's totally true. Actually, you're also reminding me of another story that's interesting to me. 

Katie:
Yeah, please. 

Eileen:
It's kind of another story about embodiment. It's thinking about the patterns that we hold on to and the way we hold them in our bodies. I did another piece of work, and this had to do with my mother. I realized that my mother would -- there were seven children in the family, and she was always kind of burdened. Life was really tough. And at the end of the day, she would really schlump over and say, "Oh, my God, I just did seven loads of laundry. I washed the kitchen floor," on and on. And she just had this kind of body posture of complete kind of schlump. And I came to understand that I actually do that.
Katie:
That you schlump. 

Eileen:
I schlump. I physically kind of carry my mother or I carry this kind of burden state with me at times. And certainly, at the end of the day, sometimes I come home and I sit in the same chair that my mother used to sit in sometimes and I catch myself in this slumped-over position. I go like, "Oh, my God, I had a hard day." And then I realized it's so interesting that if I recognize it and I just kind of shift it, I can change my mindset and actually kind of rewire or reconnect to my source and get more energy. 


To take that one step further, I can now see the subtle thing that happens. So in my daily life, I can watch myself. In the workplace, I'll be in a meeting, and I can just see myself starting to kind of withdraw a little and starting to see my shoulders schlump and I think, "Oh, no, there it goes." And if I can just notice and check in, I can take a deep breath. Sometimes I have to put my pillow behind myself to kind of prop myself up so I can stay more present. But it's like what I wanted to do with Zuleikha. I want to bring her in so she could help me stay alive. I could dance all day. But this is more like I can do this in little subtle ways in the moment. 


So yeah, it's interesting and it's sort of taking me -- I'm just kind of developing the spot as I'm sitting here about how what I'm so excited about now is actually the kind of moment to-moment possibility of being more present in the body, that that feels like the home of it. The way that is it's easy. It's the easiest to be in it.


So I feel like as long as I can remember to come back to my body, I can be in the most difficult conversations now that even a year ago I would have avoided. "Oh, wait, let's have that one in three weeks. I can't feel that right now." And now, I'm just like, "Okay. Send her in. Let's have that conversation." 

Katie:
Oh, beautiful. 

Eileen:
And I just take a deep breath and deal with it, whatever it is. And I just kind of be with what I'm feeling and I try to say what's difficult for me or say that I am confused about that, whatever is coming up. Anyway, I'm going to let you talk. 

Katie:
Well, what I hear you saying -- actually, what I hear you doing is sharing what you're experiencing, which is a demonstration of authenticity that I find very striking. I have not met many heads of companies who are open in this way to sharing the stream of aliveness and making that possible for other people to witness. So there are a couple of things I wanted to point to because I think they're so valuable for our daily embodiment, which is that you are now really out of your experience, you know that your body is your home.
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So rather than your body being a stranger or some kind of alien cage, that it is really is your home, and that when you come back to your body that it's easy for you to change your mind. We have a saying that the quickest way to change your mind is to change your body, and that's what I hear you saying on a day-to-day basis.

I also wanted to underline that you're in the process that I think all of us are on in our evolutionary journeys of now noticing the subtleties and being ready to open to the next possibility of connection rather than retreating and protecting yourself. I'm curious about how what I call transparency, your easy openness to share about just what's going on for you, I'm imaging that that's had an influence on the culture of your company, and I'm wondering about that, if you have anything to say about that. 

Eileen:
Yeah. I do have to honestly admit that my ease around it is fairly new in terms of the level I'm going to about it, where I'm much more kind of emotionally vulnerable and more willing to share. I've always been open and authentic. Authentic -- that's kind of a hard to say about yourself. But in some way that I think has kind of it has helped people to feel safe, I think, that I just am who I am or something.


In terms of the business, for example, I was always easy to say, "Oh, well, we did that wrong," or "We made a mistake there," or "I screwed up or something like that." I think that makes other people feel like, "Whoa, okay." But I'm just thinking -- I'm coming back to your question about how does – like something new is happening that's deeper than it was around this idea of sharing what we're really feeling. And I see it happening more in my -- right now I know it's happening in my immediate circles, the people that I really kind of work with on a daily basis.


I'm trying to think is it me or there's another thing happening that's part of it. Actually, we hired this consultant from Brazil. I think I might have mentioned him before. His name is Marcelo Cardoso. He is amazing and he is a leadership consultant. He does embodiment work right in the middle of the leadership team. 

Katie:
Oh, how exciting. 

Eileen:
It's very exciting. It's like we stopped and what are feeling now kind of thing. I think it's making everyone -- everyone is getting more vulnerable, and I think what's happening is I think the company's work is deepening, the kind of sense of purpose and the sense of sharing and understanding and connection to each other and just things like what's concretely manifesting as the depths of our sustainability work and the caring I think around workers and employees and how we connect. I just think it's all getting richer and deeper and better, and I think that also, I'm hoping, will, spill out more into the rest of the world and to change in business and those kinds of things. Anyway, it's all a little grand.
Katie:
Well, there is that sense we all run into of don't get too full of yourself. We call it the upper limit problem. And I'm imagining that having this shared connection and sense of the valuing of presence and the valuing of caring for each other, I would guess that it's also showing up in your heightened creativity with each other and probably also in the difference in decision-making that there may be some new kind of culture that is evolving that really involves more of calling on the wisdom of the body and Body Intelligence impulses and people sharing and everybody pausing rather than just plowing ahead and running over other people. 
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Eileen:
Yes, yes. That's good. Right now, I'm kind of laughing inside because I'm thinking that sometimes people feel we pause too long or we take too long with that. This can be another thing, another side of it. But I actually do think that we are -- I can feel it in a leadership team now for sure that we are pausing and we are thinking deeper about the choices that we're making. And instead of barreling forward and saying we have to grow, grow, grow or open another store here or another store there, we're kind of stopping and going like, "If that's really what we want to do, what's most important now? How do we spend the money? How do we understand the picture better? Do we want to get all of our employees on board with the purpose and embodiment work? And do we want to invest in that before we invest in three more stores. Or how are we thinking together about that?"

Yeah, I think we're more thoughtful, more feelingful. Right now, we're in the process of hiring some people, and I think it's really interesting to look at the experience of, like for example, I'm interviewing people who have much more background than I do in terms of leaving companies. And I can notice myself being threatened and almost shutting down during some of the conversations I'm missing. Some of what's happening and realizing and sort of waking up and going like, "Oh, no, I'm afraid." I'm afraid there's someone who might wow, you really take this company somewhere. And then I have to ask myself, are they going to take this company somewhere great? Or is this fear genuine? Maybe they're going to just make it move too fast or what's the right -- and not just noticing but what really I think we're saying is just noticing and being willing to say, "Whoa, I noticed that I was afraid in that conversation with that potential candidate." 


And I am just looking at that and maybe we need to see that person again because I may have shut down and not given her enough of a full -- may not listened as fully as I could have. So just being willing to actually even share that, that I'm not sure whether I was open enough. 

Katie:
But that's an example to me that you're noticing and you're being willing to say something without justifying it and giving a rational explanation. That's really an example of Body Intelligence in action and letting it reverberate through the business.


I really appreciate you sharing these examples because my sense is that it is revolutionary in a sense that you're inviting and welcoming the whole person and for people to find their way rather than to be led by somebody. It's kind of a whole organism that you're evolving, which leads me to ask about the Learning Lab because I'm guessing that this is connected to your vision, and I'd love to hear about what's happening there and what you're up to with it. 

Eileen:
Yes, yes. Okay. I want to talk about the Learning Lab, but you triggered something because I'm thinking about our connection and the work around fear and the fear melters, and how much aware even since the workshop I did with you, how much aware I am of my fear and how much I'm noticing the subtle tension in my body, like, again, a minute-to-minute basis.
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And just like I noticed my shoulders go up to my ears a lot of times, or I noticed it in my abdomen, my tummy or sometimes like, just a second, it's like, ooh, what was that, and it's like, oh, I'm afraid of this conversation, oh. I don't know why I just had to finish saying that because I was in a meeting in my mind somewhere, so I was thinking about that. Anyway, I like your question about the Learning Lab, so I appreciate you giving me the space to talk about it because it is the real passion for me. 

Katie:
Thank you. 

Eileen:
It's very exciting. It's very exciting. 


I'm trying to think of the birth of the Learning Lab for a second. It came about I think that I wanted to -- first of all, I just wanted to share with the employees a lot of things that I have been experiencing that kind of the life the dance moment. I wanted to give them more deeper experiences to get towards more freedom and more their full potential and purpose and all of that.


But also I wanted to share with my customers. For many years, my customers have said, "Your clothes have changed my life," and I'm like, "Oh, I really want to help you change from the inside out." So I feel some kind of passion like that to share this kind of inside things that really, really bring more fulfillment and joy and energy and that kind of things. 


So Learning Lab, its idea is really a place and you saw, I think, I'm proud of this beautiful place on the Hudson River. It's about in general just exploring new ways. It's called a Learning Lab because it's all about learning and exploring sort of new ways to just to live, to be, to love, I'd like to do the workshop on love and work, and to be in connection, how do we be together better.


At the heart of it, what we found is we've been exploring what is it we really want to share, what really is the essence of the Learning Lab, and what we're coming to lately is the embodiment, is the foundational aspect of everything that we are preparing to do there and have been doing but are preparing to do more of. For example, when we do purpose work, there's always been a sort of experiential embodiment peace. I'll talk about that if we have time. But every program that we do, the teachers and the practices will all include some way of experiencing what we're trying to learn together through the body. 

Katie:
Yes. That's very exciting. Part of the application that I think is so rich is that any aspect of life can be enriched by embodiment. I hear you saying something that I think people have difficulty with at first, which is that this is a practice, that it is forgetting and remembering, and forgetting and remembering. And then as you do remembering and come home to yourself again and get present and open your breathing and recognizing your fear and all of those different practices give you the confidence that you can get more and more and more embodied and that you can do it, I can do it, that we can all do it.

To me, I also love that you call it a Learning Lab, a laboratory. Gay and I call our relationship a living laboratory, that we are in the process of learning, and one thing I want to appreciate about you which I believe I see in your company is the commitment to a lifetime of learning, to being in your life as a laboratory. The fact that you are living that out into your company and into the wider community I think really speaks to your participating in the evolution of business, and it's one of the reasons I wanted to invite you into this summit because we think of these things as separate and that we compartmentalize ourselves and our experience, and I see you creating a sense of connection and unity and being able to be a whole person throughout your day.
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Eileen:
Wow, I try hard and I'm flattered to hear you say that. 

Katie:
Well, it actually shows up. It's not something that -- I'm not flattering you. I'm reflecting back to you that from the very beginning -- I want to bring your clothes in for a moment too, because you were talking about you want people to be really experiencing their aliveness from the inside out, and I think that your choice of design and fabric and color and draping allows any person who tries on your clothes to feel at home in themselves. 

Eileen:
Yeah. Nice. So there's no restriction, move through life with ease, hopefully at least at bare minimum, the clothes don't stop us. All of our patterns from the past, all of our stuff and our fears and our attention, but at least our clothes don't add to the problem by restricting us. So I do think that that's kind of was my entry point, so it is all connected. I think it's all connected. Yeah. Yeah. 
Katie:
Yes. We still have some more time. Are there other stories or examples or things that are out there on the horizon for you that you'd like to share? 
Eileen:
Yeah. Well, I'm thinking for a second about purpose because I was also thinking of just another story or another moment of awareness. And I was mentioning before that we're doing these workshops around purpose, and that one of the things that we do in the purpose workshop is to actually embody our purpose, so we kind of imagine that we are our purpose and speak as if we are our purpose. 


In doing that, I came to understand my purpose. In some way, I still can't fully articulate my purpose, although I feel I'm in it right this very second. So what's happening for me is that I'm kind of having this experience of kind of -- the experience of purpose so of the sense of kind of rightness when I'm doing the right thing or I'm in the right place. So I have this little thing that I do is I sit in my purpose chair every morning. It's a stool in my kitchen and I call it my purpose chair because I sit there and it helps me -- I just feel right in that chair and sometimes I ask myself should I do this today, does this matter; what really matters today, and it helps me to just sort things. 


One story around my purpose chair, I may have told you this one because I love this story, but a couple of years, maybe a year and a half or two years ago, about two years ago now, and I had come back from two back-to-back conferences, and then I had a third one that I was suppose to just appear at for a couple of hours and it was a sustainability conference, so it was a company conference. There were 25 people from my company on the sustainability, people involved in sustainability. 

So I was tired after coming back from these two conferences, and I was just going to go and show up, drive there, it was two hours away, show up for couple of hours, kick it off, let everyone know that I was really passionate about this topic. And then I was going to go home because I really needed a break. 


I sat on my purpose chair that morning and I said, "Oh, my God, this is where I need to be. I need to do this." And I went upstairs, packed my bags for four days and went to that conference, and I was so energized by that work, by our teams and the work that they were doing. And at that time, I realized that my voice mattered there, that if I say yes to VISION2020 or what we're trying to do, then, wow. I always think of myself as kind of a little shy and invisible and on the side there, but if I step up and say yes, we can do this, I give permission to the teams and it's just amazing.


And I don't get credit for the incredible work that they've all been doing. But the fact that I sort of threw my own weight behind it and said yes, of course, I realized my own power and I realized that my voice mattered and all kinds of things like that. But the work that continues to come out of that is so profound. I'm just so pleased. Again, it's not about me. It's about what the teams were doing any way. I don't know if it would have been different, but I know that I find myself talking about it all the time, and my name is on the door so that matters. 
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Katie:
Yes, it does matter. It also sounds as if you're deepening your own sense of not your being the authority, but you're claiming your authority and your value and you're speaking that in a way that I'm guessing really ignites that ability for others because we know that feelings are contagious, we know that we have mirror neurons and that we do influence each other.


And what I hear are many, many different doorways that you've been describing to us today of the power of embodiment, and because it lives in you, actively lives in you, I imagine that's an ongoing invitation to everybody who has anything to do with you, whether it's your name on the clothes or their coming to a Learning Lab, that you're sharing in my opinion a new kind of leadership that is a kind of a being with a walking alongside of and in some ways a followship rather a leadership. I wanted to appreciate you for creating and co-creating with your company and with your team, something that I think has value at so many levels for us as a community but also as a global community. 

Eileen:
Right. Oh, right. I appreciate that and I would just like to kind of humbly say that I feel still at the beginning of this journey, that I feel that of all the work that I've done that this last year or two on this embodiment piece, it feels like it's really breakthrough work and I'm just out of my mind to learn more and to share it.


I'm grateful to you, Katie, because your work really affected me and all of this embodiment work is really affecting me. I'm just honored to be a part of this summit and honored to be involved with you and everyone doing this work because I think this is how we're going to really change the world. I really, really do. It's very, very profound. 

Katie:
Well, that is a wonderful high note to pause our conversation for now. I won't say we're ending it, I say we're just pausing it for now. I just want to appreciate you so much for letting yourself think out loud and wonder out loud with us about something that's so vital really to all of us is becoming more and more embodied and being present so we can actually care for each other, care for the planet and to keep growing because I really hear that's your passion.

Eileen:
Right, right. That's totally true. Thank you. Thank you, Katie. Wonderful!
Katie:
Thank you. 

Eileen:
Excellent. Okay. 

Katie:
All right! I want to thank all of our listeners for being here while I'm talking to Eileen Fisher, and I want to be sure to ask you to join us for our next session. Thank you so much.
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