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Sex Discrimination Commissioner 
Australian Human Rights Commission 

 
Independent Review of the Workplaces of Parliamentarians and Their Staff 

 
Dear Commissioner Jenkins 
 
Our attached submission outlines information on The Mindfulness Initiative for 
Parliamentarians and its application to Australian Parliamentary Workplaces. 
 
The Mindfulness Initiative, based at Oxford University, supports the training of 
Parliamentarians and their staff in mindfulness practices which address personal health and 
well-being, emotional regulation, and enhanced executive performance. As co-founders of 
the Expert Panel in Australia (listed below) we have been working with The Mindfulness 
Initiative’s All Party Parliamentary Group, to advocate its application in Australian 
Parliaments. (https://www.themindfulnessinitiative.org/mindfulness-all-party-
parliamentary-group.)  
 
We appreciate that your Review has a particular focus on bullying, sexual harassment, and 
sexual assault. As we understand it however, your Review extends also to the issues of 
culture and practical change in these workplaces. Mindfulness training and practice, by 
itself, is not a ‘silver bullet’, but could form a key part of the ‘scaffolding’ which needs to be 
established to support transformation of the culture of these workplaces in the future.  
 
For your consideration, the attached papers provide more background and data on 
mindfulness research, and we trust that the final recommendations might include 
mindfulness training and practice for Australian Parliamentarians and their staff. 
 
Please accept this letter and attached paper as a formal submission to your Review. We 
would be happy to talk further with you or your Secretariat if that would be helpful. 
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Submission to the Independent Review into Commonwealth Parliamentary Workplaces by 
members of the Australian Expert Panel to The Mindfulness Initiative. 

30 July 2021 
 

This submission provides information on The Mindfulness Initiative for Parliamentarians and its 
application to Australian Parliamentary workplaces. While this Independent Review has a 
particular focus on bullying, sexual harassment, and sexual assault. as we understand, it also 
extends to the issues of culture and practical change in these workplaces. Mindfulness training 
and practice could form a key part of the ‘scaffolding’ which needs to be established to support 
transformation to a more open and respectful culture in these workplaces.  
 
The benefits of mindfulness have been well-researched and include cognitive and affective 
processes for improvements in problem-solving and behavioural measures of sustained attention 
and working memory1. Whilst the evidence does not at present support improvements in other 
aspects of attention such as shifting focus, some of the strongest evidence relates to benefits on 
mood and emotions. Numerous studies have shown that Mindfulness Training can increase 
positive affect as well as emotion regulation.2 
 
The Mindfulness Initiative (www.mindfulnessinitiative.org) based at Oxford University, originated 
in 2014 after a Parliamentary Practice Group was established in Westminster and ran initial 
mindfulness training courses for Members of the Commons and Lords. There followed the 
establishment of an All-Party Parliamentary Group which produced the Report, Mindful Nation 
UK in 2015. This report explored the application of mindfulness across four key policy areas, 
education, health, workplace, and criminal justice, though its application goes much broader than 
that. The report and its recommendations were fully adopted by the then UK Government.  
 
Parliamentarians and their staff in Westminster continued undertaking mindfulness training run 
by staff from Oxford University. There are various definitions of mindfulness but in this context, 
we speak about the capacity to pay attention, moment by moment, with an attitude of openness, 
curiosity, and care, without judgement. This definition and this UK Parliamentary work is guided 
by the Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction, or MBSR program, developed by Professor Jon Kabat-
Zinn at the Massachusetts University Medical Centre.  
 
Jamie Bristow, CEO of The Mindfulness Initiative points out in his article, Mindfulness in Politics 
and Public Policy that the benefits of mindfulness for Parliamentarians, fall into four categories, 
namely increases in:  

(a) attention span and ability to absorb and focus on significant amount of information 
daily.  

(b) impulse control in not automatically reacting, but consciously choosing to respond in 
adversarial situations. 

(c) sense of kindness and compassion to self and others.  

(d) metacognition, bringing about a change in their perspective and their relationship to 
thoughts, observing “reactive thoughts as ‘mental events’ rather than ‘…the truth’.3  

 
1Creswell, J. D. (2017). Mindfulness interventions. Annual Review of Psychology, 68, 491-516.  
2 Luberto, C. M., Shinday, N., Song, R., Philpotts, L. L., Park, E. R., Fricchione, G. L., & Yeh, G. Y. (2018). A 
systematic review and meta-analysis of the effects of meditation on empathy, compassion, and prosocial 
behaviors. Mindfulness, 9(3), 708-724 
3 Bristow, J. (2019a). Mindfulness in politics and public policy. Current Opinion in Psychology, 28, 87–91. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2018.11.003 
 



To date, more than 300 Members of the House of Commons and Lords, and their staff have 
undertaken the training and continue to meet in various ways. The application of mindfulness to 
the professional development of Parliamentarians and their staff has spread well beyond the UK 
to some 45 countries across Europe, North America, Asia, and the Middle East. For full background 
on the Mindfulness Initiative and its development amongst Parliamentarians in Westminster and 
beyond, see the attached article by former UK parliamentarian Chris Ruane. Chris had had 20 
years’ experience in the House of Commons as Member for the Vale of Clwyd and is currently 
Chair of The Mindfulness Initiative.  
 
Considering the impact of mindfulness training, Lord Howarth, in the article by Jamie Bristow cited 
above, noted that for Members of all parties, …the weekly mindfulness drop-in group was an oasis 
of trust and friendship—something very important in our adversarial politics. It is a very great help 
for my focus, energy, perspective, and sense of proportion and balance4.  
 
Equally, according to Tim Loughton, MP, the conservative co-chair of MAPPG …there’s an affinity 
(or a connection) among those who’ve been on this mindfulness course and a more considered 
approach to exchanges of differing views” In my view, in an age increasingly dominated by social 
media and publicity often given to the most vocal “enraged” individual or group, “learning to 
disagree better” is a most welcome skill and change.5  
 
In the context of work on the application of mindfulness, empathy and compassion to public 
policy, Dr Lynne Reeder and Peter Yuile, Board members of Australia21, have built connections 
with the Mindfulness Initiative in the UK. Together with Professor Craig Hassed, we have run 
sessions for Parliamentarians in Canberra and the States, to introduce the application of 
mindfulness to their profession. Chris Ruane also has participated in some of these sessions via 
Zoom. 
 
Against this background, an Australian Expert Panel has been established to guide the application 
of mindfulness to the work of Parliamentarians and their staff in Australia. The Panel comprises 
internationally recognised experts. Members of the Panel have been in contact also with 
Australian philanthropists, Martin and Loreto Hosking who have sponsored two new 
contemplative studies centres at Melbourne and Monash Universities, to advance the work of 
consciousness and contemplative studies in Australia. Directors from both these Centres are 
members of the Australian Expert Panel. 
 
The Australian Expert Panel considers that Members, Senators, and their staff in the Australian 
Parliament would gain considerable benefit from mindfulness training and practice. This 
training could contribute to the development of an enhanced workplace culture by delivering 
tangible benefits through a greater ability for more focussed attention; balanced decision-
making; respectful relationships; and stress reduction. 
 
We have attached further background material on the application of mindfulness, and The 
Mindfulness Initiative (https://www.themindfulnessinitiative.org/). 
 
Members of the Australian Expert Panel would be happy to meet with the Commissioner or her 
staff should they require more information. We could arrange also for a briefing by executives 
from The Mindfulness Initiative in the UK if that would be helpful. 
 

 
4 (Bristow, J 2019a) 
5 Nixon, D. (2019, December). Mindfulness and politics. Learning to disagree better. https:// 
www.garrisoninstitute.org/blog/mindfulness-and-politics/ 
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“Be the Change You Want to See”: A Politician’s Perspective
on Mindfulness in Politics

Chris Ruane
Mindfulness All Party Parliamentary Group, United Kingdom

In this article, I share my experiences of mindfulness, starting from my early engagement as
a schoolteacher to my current engagement as a politician in the U.K. Parliament. I outline
the establishment of mindfulness sessions in the U.K. Parliament and the setting up of the
Mindfulness All Party Parliamentary Group (MAPPG). Some benefits of mindfulness in my
personal life and my professional life, and benefits for some of my parliamentary col
leagues, are also discussed. I describe the establishment of a parliamentary inquiry into how
mindfulness could be incorporated into U.K. services and institutions and the publication of
the Mindful Nation UK report. This article also sets out my advocacy for mindfulness to be
introduced in other parliaments as part of a global initiative. I share my vision for the role
that parliamentarians and government institutions can play in employing mindfulness to de
velop policies to promote compassion in action, well being, and human flourishing. I also
provide some recommendations for setting up similar programs. Finally, I discuss how I
would “re vision” the role of mindfulness in the future. I conclude with a postscript of my
early reflections on the role that mindfulness may play in responding to the worldwide
COVID 19 pandemic in 2020.

Keywords: mindfulness, politics, public policy, well being, government

When I was invited to contribute to this special issue by the guest editor, Belinda Khong,
I was initially hesitant. I wondered what I could say about mindfulness in politics and how
that might be helpful. Khong convinced me that my experience and role in introducing mind-
fulness to the U.K. Parliament, and the translation of the benefits of mindfulness into govern-
ment policies to help the nation, could inspire and provide a template for others who may
wish to introduce similar initiatives.

I am a politician, not a scientist, and this article describes my personal journey on this
path my initial foray into meditation and mindfulness with a personal practice, moving
mindfulness into the U.K. Parliament, then to European parliaments, and through a global ini-
tiative, to other government leaders and policymakers worldwide.

The ideas and data appearing in this article have been developed over the past 8 years. They
have formed part of my talks and presentations to politicians in many parliaments around the world.
I have also used the ideas in oral presentations at mindfulness conferences. This is the first time they
have been assembled for an academic journal.

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Chris Ruane, 14 Dyserth Road,
Rhyl, Wales, United Kingdom, LL18 4DP. Email: chris.ruane@mindfulnessinitiative.org.uk
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My Engagement With Mindfulness

My Early Engagement

My first introduction to meditation was as a primary schoolteacher in 1987. The school
was being inspected, and the staff members were feeling very anxious. The principal invited
the school nurse to teach the staff meditation, using techniques of watching the breath and
muscle relaxation. I gained immediate benefit from these exercises and started to use them
with the 9-year-old pupils in my class.

Around 2007, I learned more about mindfulness when I helped my daughter with her
studies on comparative religion, including Buddhism. I became interested in meditation and
mindfulness and started to read more books on these topics and listened to podcasts on the
train journey to and from Parliament.

My Current Engagement

I was a member of the U.K. Parliament from 1997 to 2019 (except for a 2-year period
from 2015 to 2017 when I lost my parliamentary seat). In 2012, I conceived the idea to intro-
duce mindfulness to the U.K Parliament. Due to my lack of connection in the world of mind-
fulness then, I approached Lord Richard Layard, the author of Happiness: Lessons From a
New Science (Layard, 2006), for help in starting mindfulness sessions in U.K. Parliament.
Layard and his colleagues gave me much help and support in these initiatives, which I will
discuss at greater length in this article.

WhyMindfulness?

I have always been very concerned about the mental health crisis. So I asked myself,
“What actions can be adopted to prevent or reduce this significant increase in depression?”
There is growing interest in the benefits of mindfulness in helping people with depression,
and I was keen to promote mindfulness as another treatment option. The challenge was to
find the best vehicle to do so. I have been inspired by the following quote, attributed to Gan-
dhi: “You must be the change you wish to see in the world” (BrainyQuote, n.d.). Having ben-
efitted from practicing mindfulness for 6 years, I was eager to see these benefits translated
into public policy. Being a member of Parliament (MP), I decided that the best place to start
the change that I wished to see was in the U.K. Parliament. I sponsored my first debate on
mindfulness in the U.K. Parliament in December 2012 (Mindful, 2012). From the answers to
the questions I raised in Parliament, I discovered much information that caused me significant
concern. For example, according to the World Health Organization (WHO), “By 2030,
depression will be the leading cause of disease burden globally” (WHO, 2011, p. 1). In Eng-
land alone, the number of prescriptions for antidepressants rose from 9 million in 1991 to 53
million in 2013, then to approximately 71 million in 2019 (BMJ, 2019). This information
spurred me on in my drive to help to reduce the impact of depression and mental ill health
and promote well-being and human flourishing. To do this effectively, I needed the help of
politicians from all sides of the U.K. Parliament. I thought that if they could feel the personal
transformation that mindfulness had brought to me, they, too, might want the personal to
become the political, and they would then press for change.

Mindfulness in Politics: “Be the Change You Want to See”

Planting Seeds: Establishing a Parliamentary Practice Group

In June 2012, I approached Layard to help establish a mindfulness practice group in Par-
liament. He gave me much support and enlisted the help of Mark Williams and Chris Cullen
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from the Oxford Mindfulness Centre (OMC) with the establishment and running of the mind-
fulness course. It was agreed that the course should transcend party lines and politics. We
invited 650 MPs and 750 Peers from the House of Lords to the first session. I also engaged
with MPs at a personal level. I discussed mindfulness from a rebalancing point of view with
some of my colleagues whom I knew to be struggling, emphasizing the personal flourishing
and improved executive functioning that mindfulness could bring.

One of the challenges that we encountered was the issue of confidentiality. Initially, there
was a degree of skepticism and fear of ridicule among some of the MPs. They agreed to
attend the mindfulness course privately. Confidentiality therefore became one of our guiding
principles in the early years. Although confidentiality is still guaranteed currently, the fear of
stigmatization has lessened in recent years, especially with new practitioners. I also empha-
sized that mindfulness is a gentle, nonstigmatizing pathway into the issues of mental health
and human flourishing.

There was significant support for the course. In January 2013, we had a full class of 22
participants. Some ministers (both in government and opposition) expressed interest in
exploring the benefits of developing policies involving mindfulness for their departments or
their parties. With the success of the mindfulness course, I was keen to shape the informal
sessions into a more structured, continuing policy-development program. It was at this point
that Jon Kabat-Zinn offered me some timely advice. Kabat-Zinn was a keynote speaker at the
Centre for Mindfulness Research and Practice Conference in 2013. I had the pleasure of trav-
eling with him. I shared with him my plans to establish the Mindfulness All-Party Parliamen-
tary Group (MAPPG) as an extension of the informal courses that we had been running,
where participants had already completed a full 8-week program, and my desire to take mind-
fulness straight into government and public policies.

On hearing my enthusiasm, or perhaps my overenthusiasm, Kabat-Zinn cautioned
patience and recommended allowing parliamentarians who had completed the course to inte-
grate mindfulness into their daily lives first. He said, “Slow down, Chris. This is a thousand-
year project.” I thought, “Oh no, I will be 1,054 when it finishes!” His advice turned out to be
judicious. We continued as an informal group for another year until approximately 90 parlia-
mentarians had completed the mindfulness course and developed their own practices. There
was by then a nucleus of about 15 politicians who were enthusiastic about taking mindfulness
further.

TheMindfulness Initiative

After the formation of the practice group in 2013, and three follow-up courses, parliamen-
tarians who participated in the courses felt they had sufficient personal mindfulness practice
to try to incorporate mindfulness in public policy. We were aware of the limits of our exper-
tise and looked to the mindfulness community for additional support. Cullen from the OMC
and Madeleine Bunting, then the deputy editor of The Guardian newspaper, contributed their
support by establishing the Mindfulness Initiative in 2014 “to provide research findings on
mindfulness to ministers, MPs and senior policy advisors” (Mindfulness Initiative, n.d.-c).
The Mindfulness Initiative had the support of four leading universities (Bangor, Sussex,
Oxford, and Exeter). These organizations had pioneered world-class mindfulness-based
approaches like mindfulness-based cognitive therapy (MBCT). The Mindfulness Initiative
also had the support of key charities and associations. This gave the Mindfulness Initiative
access to some of the top mindfulness research and researchers in the world. These connec-
tions proved to be invaluable and provided continuing support for our MAPPG and subse-
quently the Mindful Nation Inquiry.
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The U.K. Mindfulness All-Party Parliamentary Group

With the establishment of a thriving practice group and the support of the Mindfulness
Initiative, we were able to move forward with our plans to set up the MAPPG in May 2014
with co-chairs from the three main political parties.

The stated objectives of the MAPPG are as follows:

To review research evidence, current best practice, extent and success of implementation, and
potential developments in the application of mindfulness within a range of policy areas, and to
develop policy recommendations for government based on these findings. (Mindfulness
Initiative, n.d. b, para. 1)

The MAPPG continues to run mindfulness courses in Parliament today and has
trained 286 parliamentarians and 480 members of their staff. A core group of 20 indi-
viduals attends a weekly drop-in class, and silent practice days are offered twice a year
in Parliament.

Mindfulness Sessions and Practices: Introduction of Mindfulness Courses
for Members of Parliament

A senior former parliamentary colleague who worked for many years in the whip’s office
(whips are responsible for discipline within political parties in Parliament) maintained that, af-
ter 20 years in Parliament, MPs “start to go mad.” Luckily for me, I got out in my 20th year
of service! A recent study on the mental health of U.K. MPs (Poulter et al., 2019c) found that
MPs do suffer from a higher rate of mental illness than individuals in similar stressful occupa-
tions, felt that they had not received adequate mental health support, and did not possess suffi-
cient knowledge to access relevant resources. These MPs also felt unable to discuss their
mental health concerns with their parliamentary colleagues. The findings from the study dem-
onstrated a significant need to provide better support for the MPs. This was the backdrop for
our initial mindfulness lessons in Parliament and part of the reason we were able to garner
much support and build a community in Parliament that is still going 7 years on. Although
some parliamentarians may have attended the courses due to personal suffering, I took care
not to frame mindfulness from a clinical perspective. Rather, I emphasized its nonstigmatiz-
ing aspect and promoted mindfulness as a bridge between mental ill health and human
flourishing.

The mindfulness course in Parliament was initially led by Williams and Cullen, two of
the top mindfulness teachers in the U.K. The classes were adapted from the book Mindful-
ness: An Eight-Week Plan for Finding Peace in a Frantic World (Williams & Penman,
2011). Having two renowned teachers from one of the world’s leading universities gave the
sessions significant credibility and integrity.

Briefly, the course comprised eight weekly lessons and included information on the struc-
ture of the brain and the science of mindfulness. We were instructed on the use of the breath/
body as an anchor, body scan and mindful movement to connect and relax the mind and
body, watching thoughts come and go, letting go of thoughts, and lessons on compassion and
self-compassion. Politicians also received lessons on practicing expressions of gratitude,
understanding personal nourishment and depletion, the exhaustion funnel, the negativity bias,
reaction and response, and breaking habitual patterns. The sessions were modified to suit the
MPs’ busy schedules for example, instead of being 2.5 hr long, they were reduced to 1 hr
and 15 min. Sessions were also held in the evening, after the MPs had voted in Parliament.
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Home practice was given each week, with a gradual increase in practice time for the
participants.

Benefits of Mindfulness for Parliamentarians

The Impact of Mindfulness—A Personal Perspective

Mindfulness has helped me significantly in both my personal life and my professional
life. The mindfulness skills I’ve used have dramatically changed my relationship with myself,
my loved ones, my job, and the world in general. The following sections provide some exam-
ples of the benefits of mindfulness for me personally.

Reaction, Response, and Self-Awareness

We were told of a wonderful quote, often attributed to Victor Frankl: “Between stimulus
and response, there is a space. In that space is our power to choose our response. In our
response lies our growth and our freedom” (Goodreads, n.d.). Personally, I found that mind-
fulness has helped me to create and extend that pause between the stimulus and the response
on many occasions. The appreciation of the important difference between an immediate,
uncontrolled reaction and a more considered response has had a dramatic effect on me. My
ability to “hold my tongue” has been enhanced as a result. For example, in Parliament, I used
to have a reputation for heckling and blurting out the first comment or insult that came into
my mind. I was described by the Daily Mail comedy-sketch writer Quentin Letts (2011) as
follows: “On the second bench back, Mr Balls’ parliamentary aide, Chris Ruane, gave the
sort of smile you expect from a knuckle-dragging torturer’s assistant in the medieval dungeon
scene” (para. 10). After practicing mindfulness for a further 8 years, even the Speaker of the
House of Commons commented on the change in my conduct: “The honorable gentleman is
obviously a beneficiary of mindfulness himself. He seems a very calm and phlegmatic fellow
these days, which wasn’t always the case in the past” (Mindfulness Initiative, 2019a; 1:30).

In my view, this mindfulness of speech is an invaluable tool in a politician’s tool-
box. Many a career, relationship, or friendship has been shortened or ended because of
an ill-timed reaction or overreaction. Even a 1-s time lag can make a difference. It cer-
tainly has for me.

My in-the-moment mindfulness practice has also assisted me in developing a finely tuned,
what I call, “hypocrisy-ometer.” Quite often when I am pointing the finger of blame at others,
it tends to turn around and point back at me. Carl Jung expressed the phenomenon more elo-
quently than me when he said, “Everything that irritates us about others can lead us to an
understanding of ourselves” (cited in Mr. Purrington, 2019). I use this alert to gain a greater
understanding of the internal workings of my own mind.

Gratitude and Perspective

Each mindfulness lesson in Parliament starts with listing five things we are grateful for.
As part of my mindfulness practice, I keep a gratitude diary. In difficult times, like losing my
parliamentary seat (twice) or the death of my mother, my gratitude diary was the first practice
I turned to, to give me a sense of balance and perspective. It helped me to recalibrate my neg-
ativity bias and focus more on the positives in my life, drawn from many areas, including
relationships, nature, art, culture, and health. The practice has helped me to pay attention and
notice even the tiniest things like color, shape, form, and shadow during the course of a
day.
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Compassion

The compassion and loving-kindness (metta; O’Brien, 2020) aspects of mindfulness train-
ing helped me in dealing with my constituents’ numerous problems, without the risk of feel-
ing compassion fatigue in myself. Mindfulness has also enhanced my own sense of self-
compassion and helped to reduce negative internal dialogue; for example, when I make a
blunder in a media interview or in Parliament. I can forgive, reframe, and move on so much
more easily than I used to.

Using My Parachute

There is a belief in politics that “there’s nothing as ex as an ex-MP.” One moment you
can question the prime minister and cabinet members and bring about change on the national
and international stages, as well as be a champion for progress and change in your own local
constituency. The next minute you are unemployed.

When I lost my parliamentary seat in 2015, I was aware that this was a critical pe-
riod for me and that many politicians, upon losing their seats, suffer tremendously. I
used mindfulness practice to negotiate my way from being an MP to being an ex-MP
and to reframe my situation and move on in a positive direction. Kabat-Zinn emailed
me after my election defeat and asked me how I was doing. I replied, “I worked on my
parachute; it opened, and I’m doing fine.” In fact, on reflection, I would say I thrived
during the following 2 years before I reentered Parliament in 2017. I doubt this would
have been the case if I had not practiced mindfulness. Mindfulness helped me transform
adversity into growth.

Experience of Other Parliamentarians

Many of my colleagues and other U.K. parliamentarians have described how mindfulness
practice has benefitted them. Lord Howarth (cited in Bristow, 2019) noted:

For Members of all parties, this weekly mindfulness drop in group is an oasis of trust and
friendship something very important in our adversarial politics. It is a very great help for my
focus, energy, perspective, and sense of proportion and balance. (p. 87)

Another MP and sports minister, Tracey Crouch, shared how the mindfulness practice
helped her to manage her anxiety and depression. Crouch (cited in Packham, 2015)
explained:

[I] suffer from high levels of anxiety, which spiralled into depression. I’d never done medita
tion the first time I practiced mindfulness meditation I was not convinced. The second time I
was a complete convert. . . . [My] doctors had prescribed . . . antidepressants and told [me] to
go for therapy, but [I] found that the combination was not working for [me]. . . . As you get
older, you just have less time to be naturally mindful and therefore actually practicing medita
tion has been helpful in that sense for me. . . . If we can normalize talking about mental health,
then we will normalize talking about ways to deal with mental health conditions, such as
mindfulness.

Crouch’s openness in speaking about her mental health difficulties and how mindfulness ben-
efitted her illustrates how political and public attitudes toward mental health have changed in
the United Kingdom in recent years.

A POLITICIAN’S PERSPECTIVE ON MINDFULNESS IN POLITICS 61

T
hi
s
do
cu
m
en
ti
s
co
py
ri
gh
te
d
by

th
e
A
m
er
ic
an

Ps
yc
ho
lo
gi
ca
lA

ss
oc
ia
tio
n
or

on
e
of

its
al
lie
d
pu
bl
is
he
rs

T
hi
s
ar
tic
le
is
in
te
nd
ed

so
le
ly
fo
r
th
e
pe
rs
on
al
us
e
of

th
e
in
di
vi
du
al
us
er
an
d
is
no
tt
o
be

di
ss
em

in
at
ed

br
oa
dl
y



Other parliamentarians from both sides of politics have spoken about mindfulness having
the potential to change how we debate and conduct ourselves in politics. According to Tim
Loughton, MP, the conservative co-chair of MAPPG, “There’s an affinity (or a connection)
among those who’ve been on this mindfulness course and a more considered approach to
exchanges of differing views” (cited in Nixon, 2019, para. 10). In my view, in an age increas-
ingly dominated by social media and publicity often given to the most vocal “enraged” indi-
vidual or group, “learning to disagree better” (Nixon, 2019) is a most welcome skill and
change.

Politicians come to learn about mindfulness for different reasons. Some do so
because they are experiencing stress; others, because they wish to lead a fuller, more
flourishing life; and yet others wish to improve their performance in Parliament. Other
politicians attended for a specific purpose but stayed on because they found that mind-
fulness benefitted them in other areas of their lives. Cullen used to say in our sessions,
“Mindfulness does not come in through the front door; it comes up through the floor-
boards.” The fruits of mindfulness are many and varied. Jamie Bristow (2019), the
director of the Mindfulness Initiative, summarized the benefits of mindfulness for politi-
cians into four broad categories, namely, the increase in their (a) attention span and
ability to absorb and focus on significant amount of information daily; (b) impulse con-
trol in not reacting but responding in adversarial situations; (c) sense of kindness and
compassion to self and others; and (d) metacognition, bringing about a change in their
perspective and their relationship to thoughts, observing “reactive thoughts as ‘mental
events’ rather than ‘the truth’” (pp. 88 89).

Mindful Nation U.K. Inquiry

The Inquiry and Report

Many politicians who participated in the mindfulness courses now felt moved to use their
personal experience of mindfulness to develop public policies, and they gave their full sup-
port to our Mindful Nation Inquiry. We held eight inquiry sessions in which 80 experts gave
evidence in person or in writing. Questions regarding how mindfulness can be employed ben-
eficially were explored in the areas of education, health care, workplace, and criminal justice
and in the training of teachers of mindfulness to provide the relevant service. As well as the
expertise of the academics, scientists, and practitioners, we heard from people whose lives
had been transformed by mindfulness, from pupils as young as 8 to former prisoners, police
officers, and health workers. Statistics were interlaced with personal stories to produce a
highly accessible but authoritative, well-sourced report with 218 references.

TheMindful Nation UK report was launched in the U.K. Parliament on October 17, 2015.
The speakers included three conservative ministers (including the then secretary of state for
education, Baroness Nicky Morgan). It was especially encouraging that the ministers did not
“speak and run”’ but engaged with participants who had spoken and benefitted from the
course. The launch received wide media coverage, both national and international (Mindful-
ness Initiative, 2015a). In the foreword to the report (Mindfulness Initiative, 2015b), Kabat-
Zinn wrote:

If the unique genesis of this document as a collaborative effort across all parties in Parliament
is recognized and its forward looking recommendations for further research and implementa
tion followed and actualized by government and other agencies, there is no question in my
mind that the repercussions and ramifications of this report in the United Kingdom will be pro
foundly beneficial. Indeed, they will be addressing some of the most pressing problems of
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society at their very root at the level of the human mind and heart. By the same token, it is
hard to imagine that this document will not also serve as an inspiration and model for other
nations and governments to look toward and to take up its recommendations in their own dis
tinctive ways. (p. 10)

In my view, the report provided a good foundation for politicians to call on the government
to expand mindfulness into public policies.

Development and Progress Since the Inquiry

Much development and progress have taken place since the inquiry in 2015. Unfortu-
nately, in this article, I am not able to address many of the interesting developments but will
illustrate the progress made with some notable examples.

In the field of health care, the British National Health Service (NHS) recommends that
patients consider mindfulness courses as part of a range of treatments for mental health issues,
including depression, anxiety, fear, phobias, sleep problems, pregnancy, and anger manage-
ment. Even though mindfulness courses have been available through the NHS for 16 years,
the take-up has been minimal. This will hopefully be overcome when the NHS recommends
MBCT to be part of the Improving Access to Psychological Therapies Services (IAPT) initia-
tive (National Health Service, n.d.). IAPT is an NHS England initiative to provide more psy-
chotherapy to the general population based on new therapy guidelines from the National
Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE). NHS England has also commissioned the
development of a national training curriculum, and NHS Higher Education England has com-
missioned the training of cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) therapists to be able to deliver
MBCT (Kuyken, 2017).

An in-depth mindfulness research project is currently being undertaken by the OMC,
called “My Resilience in Adolescence” (MYRIAD) and funded by the Wellcome Trust. The
MYRIAD project will look at whether and how mindfulness training can be used to prevent
depression and build resilience during early adolescence. The project takes a public health
approach, looking at the whole population of young people, rather than simply those at high
risk (OMC, 2016).

International Outreach of Mindfulness

Wisdom2.0 Europe

In 2014, the Wisdom2Europe conference was held in Dublin, Ireland, bringing together
business leaders, coaches, neuroscientists, and tech entrepreneurs from the international com-
munity who were interested in applying mindfulness and wisdom in business and life. (Wis-
dom2Europe, n.d.). At the conference, I outlined the work undertaken with establishing
mindfulness courses for MPs, the MAPPG, and the Mindful Nation Inquiry. There was sig-
nificant interest in our work, and I received a number of requests to visit other parliaments
and to help set up mindfulness courses in Wales, the Netherlands, and Germany.

International Mindfulness Congress, 2017

In 2016, Bristow and I were invited to speak at a mindfulness conference in Washington,
DC. In Washington, we met Congressman Tim Ryan. He ran as a candidate for the 2020
U.S. Democratic presidential nomination and is the author of A Mindful Nation (Ryan, 2012).
Ryan is an ardent supporter of mindfulness and advocates strongly for the integration of
mindfulness in the United States and internationally (Hughes, 2012).
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As a result of this collaborative work, we convened the International Mindfulness Con-
gress in the U.K. Parliament in 2017. It was a world first, with 40 politicians from 14 coun-
tries meditating together under the guidance of Kabat-Zinn. Delegates from different nations,
including Sweden, Sri Lanka, and Israel, discussed how they might emulate the U.K. example
of bringing mindfulness into public policy and make mindfulness an instrument of positive
change (Mindfulness Initiative, n.d.-d). It was inspiring to see politicians from different politi-
cal persuasions and delegates from countries that practice different religions or no religion
meditating together for their personal benefit and for the benefit of their home countries and,
indeed, the planet.

Global Initiative andMindfulness in Other Parliaments

As a result of the international outreach, a strong network has developed with legislators
and other parliaments globally. Many countries have established programs similar to the
Mindfulness Initiative and set up organizations to support mindfulness training for their politi-
cal leaders. These groups include Initiative Achtsames Oesterreich, Austria; Mindfulness Ini-
tiative, Belgium; Mindfulness Advisory Group, Canada; Initiative Mindfulness, France; and
Mindful Nation, Ireland (Mindfulness Initiative, n.d.-a). In 2015, I was invited to conduct
mindfulness sessions for the parliament in Australia (Aap & Tsvirko, 2015).

The Mindfulness Initiative convenes regular virtual meetings of representatives of these
various national advisory groups in the hope of disseminating best mindfulness practice,
research, and organizational logistics. In February 2020, I chaired these meetings, and I con-
tinue the international outreach work I started in 2014. We now have connections with mind-
fulness advocates in 45 countries, including Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Denmark,
Finland, France, Germany, Iceland, Ireland, Mexico, the Netherlands, Sweden, and Sri Lanka.
We recently reached out to countries in South America and have links with Argentina, Brazil,
Chile, and Peru. In 2018, Bristow and I visited the parliaments of Estonia, Finland, and Swe-
den, meeting with politicians and delivering mindfulness workshops (Mindfulness Initiative,
2019b). We continue to take our mindfulness message to individual countries and to interna-
tional organizations. In 2019 we spoke at a United Nations (UN) conference on mindfulness
and at the Dalai Lama’s Mind and Life Conference in Munich. I also spoke at an Organisa-
tion for Economic Co-Operation and Development (OECD) conference in Paris on well-
being.

From the seeds first planted in the U.K. Parliament in 2012, there are now trees growing
in a global forest of mindfulness in legislatures around the world. My initial hope was to see
change in the U.K. Parliament. I could not have anticipated the cross-pollination of ideas and
practice that has taken place on such a global scale in such a short period of time. It is gratify-
ing to see the transformative power of mindfulness in this manner.

Recommendations for Setting Up Mindfulness Programs

When my colleagues and I first set up the group running the mindfulness courses in the
U.K. Parliament on an informal basis, we had good support from various individuals and
institutions. Over the years, as we refined these programs into more formal programs and
took mindfulness into the public arena and policy areas, we felt that our experiences would
be helpful to others wishing to set up similar programs. We hope that our recommendations
can serve as a resource so that other interested parties may benefit from our experiences and
understand how we met and overcame challenges. Next, I summarize some important recom-
mendations and tips in the hope that it will help others traveling on a similar pathway.
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First Steps

It is important to assemble the best mindfulness advocates and practitioners in the country
in order to avail the resources, knowledge, and experience to implement the programs. Mind-
fulness centers of excellence and leading mindfulness researchers and teachers should be
invited to provide ongoing support. It is also important to assess the level of interest and cur-
rent implementation of mindfulness programs in parliaments, health care, education, workpla-
ces, criminal justice systems, emergency services, and armed services. It is strongly
recommended that a working relationship be established with a university and/or think-tank
that has invested in mindfulness research or expertise, ideally one with a strong national or
international reputation this is important for building initial and continuing credibility over
time as policy initiatives are introduced.

Tips for Establishing a Teaching Program

• Identify a legislator who will advocate for mindfulness teaching within the
institution. Ideally, there should be one champion for each of the main po-
litical parties.

• Encourage all-party participation. Mindful leadership development works
best as an open and nonpartisan process, so advocates should initiate early
discussion of the project across the political spectrum.

• Employ a well-qualified and experienced mindfulness teacher, ideally one
who is preeminent in their field. This is perhaps the single most important
decision in setting up a program. The practice should be as “normal” as
possible, without the trappings of spiritual meditation—that is, candles,
incense, mantras, and so forth. Even mindful movement, mindful walking,
and sitting cross-legged may prove a significant barrier in the early
sessions.

Tips for Sustaining a Program

• Maximizing attendance at the initial mindfulness practice meeting is
crucial.

• Reliable funding should be sought to guarantee the availability of ongoing
free training and support.

• Confidentiality must be maintained—the position of politicians as public
figures means that a formal guarantee of this condition should be ensured.

• Media coverage of mindfulness programs in political institutions can exert
discouraging influence on politicians and should not be undertaken lightly,
if at all.

• Aspects of mindfulness practice are enhanced by the experience of regu-
lar, ongoing group learning, so this should be nurtured wherever possi-
ble. In the U.K. Parliament, a weekly drop-in session has become a
valuable resource for developing a mindful community over the past 4
years.

• Mindfulness training can be extended to all members of a legislative
institution—politicians’ staff, institutional staff, civil servants, and
bureaucrats.
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Course Content

Introductory lessons should focus on the science of mindfulness, acknowledging it as a
secular practice with some nonsecular origins. The course should be tailored, in terms of
length and content, to the specific needs and timetables of busy politicians.

Policy Initiatives

Related policy initiatives should be developed outside of teaching and practice time. Prac-
tice and policy groups should be kept separate, even if they are composed of the same people.
Think-tanks, charities, and other respected advocacy groups have also been found to be of
great help in establishing and supporting mindfulness within politics.

I would like to point out that these are general recommendations for consideration
within a country. Each country will have its own religious, cultural, historical, and legal
experience and backdrop. This must be taken fully into account when drawing up a
strategy.

Looking to the Future: Revisioning Mindfulness

As my colleagues and I continue to bring mindfulness practices from the personal to the
political, from the national to the global, I wish to share my visions for mindfulness looking
to the future, and I hope that these visions will be taken up by individuals, leaders, and institu-
tions worldwide.

Recognizing the Size of the Problem and Securing Sufficient Resources

Looking to the future, I hope that politicians and policymakers will truly recognize the
scale of the mental health problems that are sweeping the world. We are being engulfed by a
tsunami of mental ill health. This is having a massive effect on individuals, families, com-
munities, and economies around the world. Thus, my overall vision is that equal priority will
be given to mental health and physical health.

Improving the Quality of Mindfulness Research and Training

As the health burden of depression, stress, anxiety, and many other mental health
conditions increases, so, too, has the demand for mindfulness. It is important that the
popularity and spread of mindfulness do not get ahead of the evidence. The quality of
training for teachers of mindfulness is equally important. With the massive increase in
demand for mindfulness, there is a plethora of training emerging, again of mixed qual-
ity. This poses a real threat to the reputation of mindfulness. There are some concerns
expressed that “McMindfulness” is appearing and that mindfulness is being commodi-
fied and commercialized. I share this concern. Mindfulness should be taken forward
into public policies on the back of quality, evidence-based research and quality training.
Both need to be improved.

Communicating Findings onMindfulness Research

Equally important in improving the quality of research on mindfulness is making
the results of this research accessible. My vision is that there will be a balance with
accessibility, reliability, and credibility. The mindfulness research community can look
at ways of making the research findings more accessible to the general public so that
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laypeople can make sense of these results for themselves. Equally, we need to ensure
that the findings are communicated to the public without the media sensationalizing
aspects of the results.

Improving Accessibility to Mindfulness

Currently, mindfulness is not readily accessible across the social spectrum in many
countries around the world. A 2012 survey by the National Center for Complementary
Medicine found that meditators were more likely to be White, college educated, slim,
and female compared with the rest of the population (American Mindfulness Research
Association, 2017). My vision is that mindfulness will be made available in commun-
ities that are keen to learn about mindfulness. This can be achieved by training more
mindfulness teachers within those communities so that the teachers can then conduct
programs on mindfulness for their people.

Moving the Bell Curve of Well-Being

In the past 30 years, there has been renewed interest in well-being by politicians world-
wide, and many nations are developing innovative approaches to improve our well-being. My
vision is for this momentum to continue and for well-being policies involving mindfulness to
continue to rise up the political agenda. I hope that our global parliamentary mindfulness pro-
grams will help to open the hearts and minds of politicians and policymakers to the wider
field of well-being and assist them in pursuing the noble aims of reducing human misery and
promoting human flourishing.

Mindfulness in Education

The provision of skills and training to reduce mental illness and promote human flourish-
ing will require the introduction of well-being programs in education globally. Integrating
mindfulness into well-being programs would have the dual effect of promoting well-being
and learning. My hope is that research programs like the MYRIAD project will demonstrate
the benefits of mindfulness for children and young people’s learning and that mindfulness
will be available across schools in the United Kingdom and internationally. Perhaps then, a
fourth “R” could be added to the three “R”s reading, (w)riting, (a)rithmetic, and resilience.

Mindful Leadership

In the past 20 years, we have witnessed numerous international crises, including ter-
rorism, the near collapse of the global banking system, and the current COVID-19 pan-
demic. More existential threats are on the horizon, for example, climate change and the
threat of nuclear war. Even potential benign advances, such as artificial intelligence
(AI) and robotics, if mishandled, could have a major impact on economics, the social
fabric, and political stability. Our leaders need all the mental tools at their disposal to
navigate these difficult times. Education is not just for the young. I hope that leadership
programs around the world will incorporate aspects of mindfulness training, along with
positive psychology, neuroscience, and positive human values such as discernment,
attention, awareness, compassion, and empathy in order to equip our current and future
leaders with the intellectual, social, and emotional skills to guide this planet through
these dangerous times in human history.
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Reducing the Stigma of Mental Ill Health

Depression and anxiety have caused great suffering for many people. This suffering is of-
ten exacerbated by stigma and discrimination. Thankfully, in many countries, the attitude to-
ward mental ill health is changing. In the United Kingdom, this has been helped by
leadership in many fields. Princes William and Harry have spoken candidly about their strug-
gles with their mental health after the death of their mother, Princess Diana (BBC, 2019).
Individuals in business and politics, including four MPs, have openly shared their struggles
with mental illness (BBC, 2012). I believe that mindfulness has an important role to play in
reducing the stigma that comes with mental health issues. I hope that mindfulness does not
become a purely clinical intervention but will form a bridge so that the public, policymakers,
and politicians can appreciate mental health as part of a continuum from mental ill health to
human flourishing.

Postscript

This article was largely written prior to the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. The
past 5 months have seen the world turned upside down. The virus has spread rapidly to
virtually every country. We are acutely aware of the physical impact of COVID-19,
given its extensive media coverage. Attention is now turning to the impact of the pan-
demic on mental health. The WHO and the UN published figures showing that distress
is up by 45% in the United States and 60% in Iran (Kelland, 2020). The report high-
lighted the impact on health workers’ mental health, with 47% of health workers need-
ing psychological support in Canada (Kelland, 2020). This impact is now gaining the
attention of leading international political and health organizations, which have issued a
clarion call for immediate, global action.

As well as the physical and mental impact of COVID-19 on a country’s population, there
is also a significant impact on economics, politics, and society. Fear is a powerful force that
can spread quicker than a virus. We have witnessed its impact at an individual and group
level, for example, when people fight over toilet paper or when whole shelves are cleared of
food in supermarkets. Governments and leaders around the world are attempting to address
the potential harm fear can do to their population and their countries. In the United Kingdom,
Her Majesty, the Queen offered these words of advice on meditation as an antidote to the
hard times that people were experiencing: “And though self-isolating may at times be hard,
many people of all faiths, and of none, are discovering that it presents an opportunity to slow
down, pause and reflect, in prayer or meditation” (Holden, 2020). According to mindfulness
teacher Tara Brach, the Chinese government has advised its citizens to use mindfulness to
help them stay calm in the midst of the crisis (Brach, 2020).

Universities, health care systems, private companies, and mindfulness organizations have
answered the UN and WHO call for action. Some examples of the provisions of such services
in the United Kingdom are as follows:

• Headspace is making its mindfulness app freely available for the unemployed,
health workers, and educators in various countries.

• The British NHS has listed mindfulness on its website list of the top 10 tips for
coping with stress during the pandemic (National Health Service, n.d.).

• The Mindfulness Initiative, for which I volunteer, has pulled together many of the
best mindfulness practices available for health workers and the general public
(Mindfulness Initiative, 2020).
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• The OMC has transferred its parliamentary mindfulness lessons online and
extended the service to MPs’ staff. Other countries are now looking at providing
online services for their politicians. The OMC has also established free mindful-
ness classes for stressed NHS workers.

Conclusion

As I write this article, we are still in the midst of the pandemic, with no guarantee of a
vaccine. The full economic cost of the pandemic is rising and could have untold social and
political consequences that will produce much anxiety and fear. Political, religious, and racial
intolerance are also increasing in many parts of the world.

I conclude as I started, by reminding readers that I am not a scientist but a politician who
has been active in politics for 35 years. I had felt a sense of unease or dis-ease within myself,
the communities I represent, my nation, and many nations around the world. People appeared
to be moving further away from the positive qualities of human nature. Mindfulness, for me,
represented a pathway with which I could help myself and my nation. Initially, I wanted to
conclude with a humorous statement, but COVID-19 seems to have drained the humor out of
me. Nevertheless, the pandemic has not dampened my optimism. We need to connect and
reconnect on an individual and societal level. The global threats we face and will face
whether it be terrorism, banking crises, the pandemic, or climate change need to be
addressed at the level of “human heart and mind,” as Kabat-Zinn often pointed out. I believe
mindfulness has an important role to play in achieving this. This is my hope and dream for
humanity.
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Mindfulness: developing agency in urgent times 2

Humanity’s future may depend upon strengthening  
our agency.
 
Multiple interconnected crises call for skilful response at 
a global scale - but our capacity for intentional action 
in our collective best interest is underdeveloped and 
increasingly undermined.
 
This paper opens a dialogue on the contribution of 
evidence-based mindfulness training to individual 
and collective agency.
 
Beyond a ‘nice to have’ wellbeing benefit in the 
workplace or an alternative to prescription drugs, 
we’ll discuss how cultivating the innate capacity of 
mindfulness and its essential qualities such as attention 
regulation, receptivity, meta-cognition, cognitive 
flexibility, embodiment, emotion regulation and kindness 
could be foundational in responding to the complex 
challenges of the 21st Century. 



Mindfulness: developing agency in urgent times 3

Copyright © 2020 The Mindfulness Initiative
Sheffield, S1, United Kingdom
The Mindfulness Initiative is a Charitable Incorporated Organisation,  
registered number: 1179834 (England & Wales)

Writing: Jamie Bristow & Rosie Bell
Research: Jamie Bristow, Rosie Bell & Dan Nixon

Bristow, J., Bell, R., Nixon, D. (2020). Mindfulness: developing agency in urgent times.  
The Mindfulness Initiative. https://www.themindfulnessinitiative.org/agency-in-urgent-times/

Contents

Introduction 4

1 Perception: gathering and processing information 7
 1.1 Reclaiming attention 7
 1.2 Increasing receptivity 9
 1.3 Building cognitive resilience 12

2 Understanding: making sense and making decisions 15
 2.1 Integrating two modes of mind 16
 2.2 Broadening perspective and meta-cognitive awareness 17
 2.3 Connecting to what’s most important 18
 2.4 Making sense together 19

3 Doing: living together in the world 23
 3.1 Interrupting automatic behaviours and choosing in the moment 23
 3.2 Doing and the paradox of ‘being mode’ 24
 3.3 Collaborating better 26

Closing reflections 29

Acknowledgements 30
Appendix 1 – Further reading & listening 31
References 37

Please support our work
The Mindfulness Initiative doesn’t receive any public funding and in order to retain its neutral and 
trusted advisory position in the sector cannot generate revenue from competitive products or 
services. As such, we are entirely dependent on philanthropic gifts for sustaining our work. If you 
find this discussion paper helpful, please consider making a contribution.

Visit www.themindfulnessinitiative.org/appeal/donate to make a one-time or recurring donation 
- alternatively, get in touch.



Mindfulness: developing agency in urgent times 4

Humanity has reached a precipice:1 our species could have the potential to thrive for countless 
generations, but the transgression of planetary boundaries2 and a host of interrelated threats 
from authoritarianism to runaway technology place even the near future in jeopardy for billions 
of people. Lessons must be learned and profound collaboration achieved if we are to find a 
collective path forward within a closing window of opportunity.3 However, the accelerating 
complexity of modern life presents us with a crisis of agency, even as our power to cause 
catastrophic damage gallops ahead.4 The daunting challenges we face necessitate a step-
change in human maturity throughout society5 - which will however continue to sound like a 
new-age fantasy without investment in the psychological and cultural resources required to 
bring it about.6 This paper explores the case for evidence-based mindfulness training as one 
such resource.

Even the most optimistic scenarios facing humanity will render life as we know it unrecognisable 
more quickly than we think, demanding a commensurate upgrade in our human capacities. 
In particular, exponentially developing technologies will revolutionise almost every industry 
worldwide within the coming decades. Leading figures in science and technology such as Elon 
Musk and Stephen Hawking7 have called for international collaboration on an unprecedented scale 
to mitigate the consequent risks. In 21 lessons for the 21st Century, the historian Yuval Noah Harari 
advises us that “for every dollar and every minute we invest in improving artificial intelligence, 
it would be wise to invest a dollar and a minute advancing human consciousness... If we are not 
careful, we will end up with downgraded humans misusing upgraded computers to wreak havoc on 
themselves and on the world”.8 

Faced with such collective challenges, what might it look like to “advance human 
consciousness”? This document begins to answer that question by positioning mindfulness, 
a type of awareness with particular qualities, as one of many natural capacities of mind and 
heart that can be cultivated through training, and that helpfully shape and colour our conscious 
experience. However, the body of quantitative evidence for mindfulness-based interventions 
exists predominantly in the clinical setting. This therapeutic weighting and the siloed nature 
of scientific disciplines has produced an instrumental and fragmented picture of mindfulness 
in popular understanding. While acknowledging the advancement in this field, this discussion 
paper consciously reaches beyond the comfort zone of clinical studies, offering new 
frameworks for thinking about mindfulness as a foundational capacity. Its relevance to many 
areas of human difficulty attracts the criticism that mindfulness is being peddled as a panacea. 
But we will ask whether this widespread relevance in fact points toward a fundamental 
common factor. Through a narrative account of the deeper patterns and mechanics of 
mindfulness practice, we’ll consider it not as a topical cure for society’s ills, but a way of being 
in relationship with the world which supports agency: our individual and collective capacity 
for intentional action.9

Each of the three chapters that follow focuses on a dimension of human agency served by 
mindfulness. For the purposes of explanation these faculties will be examined one by one, 
but this is not to evoke a shopping list of separate items which happen to receive a boost from 
training the mind. Our abilities to notice and attend to what is most important, to interpret 

Introduction
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1
Perceiving: 
gathering and 
processing 
information

2
Understanding: 
making sense and 
making decisions

3
Doing: living 
together in  
the world

Reclaiming attention

Increasing receptivity

Building cognitive resilience

Integrating two modes  
of mind

Broadening perspective and  
meta-cognitive awareness

Connecting to what’s  
most important

Making sense together

Interrupting automatic 
behaviours and choosing  
in the moment

Doing and the paradox  
of ‘being mode’ 

Collaborating better

that information and its implications, and to act well on the basis of that understanding are 
profoundly interdependent, each creating (and limiting) the conditions for the other. This 
formulation of agency is in part indebted to Jordan Hall and Daniel Schmachtenberger’s threefold 
model of human sovereignty.10 

Some clarifications
The mindfulness field elicits accusations of magical thinking when drawing inferences about 
the effects of individual practice on societal concerns.11 Let us be clear then: at no point will we 
claim that mindfulness alone will solve the world’s problems. Nor will it render limitless our free 
will irrespective of the social structures that constrain and condition us. Mindfulness training is 
not a silver bullet but rather an activator of important capacities within the wider ecosystem of 
intentional action.12 These capacities are innate, available and already part of human experience.

This paper cannot do justice to every live debate about mindfulness, and we only hope to 
advance the discussion by contributing a particular narrative. This account considers the potential 
fruits of committed on-going mindfulness practice, rather than attempting a robust scientific 
review of immediate outcomes from eight-week mindfulness courses. For the purposes of this 
paper, we are agnostic about whether the most common forms of teaching mindfulness are the 
best way to deliver the benefits we describe or whether further adaptations that more directly 
develop personal and social agency would be desirable. As explored in our recent Fieldbook for 
Mindfulness Innovators, the sector must always seek a healthy balance between innovation on the 
one hand, and evidence-building and maintaining teaching standards on the other.13 

The chapters are arranged as follows:
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Box 1: Mindfulness courses and types of practice

Although many ‘self-help’ books and apps are now 
available, some with an emerging evidence base of their 
own, most of the research into mindfulness has tested 
in-person teaching. A typical mindfulness course includes 
weekly sessions over 6-12 weeks. Participants learn a 
number of practices to develop different capacities and 
modes of perception. 

An important distinction can be made between practices 
that develop ‘focused awareness’ (FA) - the ability to  
pay attention to one thing at a time - and those that 
develop ‘open monitoring’ (OM)45 - the ability to rest  
within the flow of life and avoid being overwhelmed by 
subjective experience. Some practices blend either FA  
or OM with the cultivation of a specific quality, like 
kindness or compassion.

Mindfulness courses combine formal practices, informal 
practice instruction, psycho-education content and the 
process of ‘inquiry’, which is the teacher-led exploration 
of participant experiences to facilitate embodied learning. 

Informal practice is the cultivation of moment-to-moment 
mindfulness throughout life.

The components of mindfulness courses vary  
depending on their context and desired outcomes,  
but those that adhere closely to academic evidence  
tend to share core elements. Most of the 5,000+ peer-
reviewed research papers on mindfulness concern the 
eight-week course Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction 
originally developed in the late 1970s by Jon Kabat-
Zinn and its many adaptations like Mindfulness-Based 
Cognitive Therapy (MBCT), Mindfulness-Based Pain 
Management (MBPM) or Mindfulness-Based Relapse 
Prevention (MBRP). Some leading pioneers in the field 
have developed a framework for defining Mindfulness-
Based Interventions (MBIs) wherein some fixed structure 
(the warp) can be interwoven with novel elements 
depending on its application (the weft).46 Other courses 
eschew this approach entirely and have established new 
curricula from first principles, although most of these are 
not yet supported by empirical research.

Widening domains of experience 
Beyond its implications for the bandwidth of perception, mindfulness might be said to 
open up new classes of relevant information as we negotiate life. Perhaps most significantly, 
practitioners cultivate greater intimacy with a felt sense of the body,47 an arena of perception 
often subordinated within thinking-dominated culture. This rich source of signal is not merely 
epiphenomenal, but an essential component of good understanding.48 Notions of ‘touching in’ 
and ‘staying in touch’ take on literal significance, as practitioners restore trust and connection 
with sensing as a legitimate way of knowing the world.

Mindfulness can likewise make more information available to us in relationship, by facilitating 
better active listening,49 empathy50 and ‘emotional intelligence’ (EI or EQ),51 which is the ability 
to perceive, process and regulate emotions.52 Empathy, broadly defined, names the capacity to 
pick up on and share the feelings of another. Mindfulness training has been linked with significant 
increases in empathy in both adults53 and children.54 The benefit of mindfulness to self-control 
may in part result from being able to more clearly identify one’s own emotional content,55 and 
heightened EI partly explains how mindfulness practice fosters more satisfying relationships56 
and facilitates more constructive management of workplace conflict.57 

* “Being mindful is the 
simple act of drawing 
novel distinctions. It leads 
us to greater sensitivity to 
context and perspective, 
and ultimately to greater 
control over our lives.” 
Ellen Langer, Mindful 
Learning (2000).

Allowing for novelty
Mindfulness-based interventions enlist the concept of “beginner’s mind”, emphasising 
perpetual willingness and capacity to learn, in contrast to being blinded by prior experience.58 
Harvard Professor Ellen Langer, whose study of the subject has extended over 30 years, even 
defines mindfulness as “consciously looking for what is new and different and questioning 
preconceived ideas”.* Beginner’s mind is particularly important when we consider the role 
of perception as a condition for problem-solving. Solutions to problems we can’t yet answer 
must be allowed to emerge from what we don’t yet know – but we habitually ignore the natural 
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only allow an individual sufficient freedom from overwhelm to enact measures that reduce the 
difficulty.* For instance, by choosing a healthier digital and media diet, as Williams suggests.

Mindfulness-based stress reduction is popularly associated with benefits to the busy workplace, 
and critics commonly denounce what they see as a displacement of responsibility for suffering 
from the employer to the employee.89 But acquiring tools for relieving distress does not preclude 
addressing its structural causes. Stress is an insidious burden on all dimensions of agency, 
in all areas of life, not least activism and other types of civic engagement.90 Here therefore, 
mindfulness practice could contribute to a necessary cognitive foundation for effective and 
sustainable action and mitigate activist burnout.91

Chapter summary

• Attention is a foundational condition for perception, and shapes our world.

• We typically underestimate the many distractions that capture our attention. These  
can take the form of outdated adaptive drives, the legacy of evolution within us. But  
they increasingly come from the booming attention economy that manipulates and 
amplifies these drives, in ways that alienate and overwhelm us, capturing our agency. 
Mindfulness alone cannot protect us. However, it can strengthen the capacity to  
attend to what matters.

• Besides reclaiming attention, mindfulness has implications for its ‘bandwidth’.  
Mindfulness training emphasises awareness that is open, allowing, curious and  
kind; it cultivates an ‘internal climate of friendliness’ towards experience. Practising  
these qualities, grounded in a deepening relationship with the body, can radically 
broaden receptivity – supplying more and better information with which to make  
sense of the world.

• Likewise aspects of practice such as acceptance and turning towards difficulty can help 
to maintain openness to important information, including uncomfortable truths from 
which we might otherwise recoil. Acknowledging what is taking place is a precursor to 
appropriate response, and openness to change can require tolerance for discomfort.

• Mindfulness practice can help develop the cognitive resilience needed to function 
effectively in the information age. It can mitigate the harmful effects of stress and enhance 
working memory - both of which are vital to our ability to retain important information, 
make independent choices and take appropriate action.  

* “The more complicated the world gets and the more intrusive it becomes on our own personal psychological space and privacy, the more important it will 
be to practice nondoing. We will need it just to protect our sanity and to develop a greater understanding of who we are… It is very likely that meditation 
will become an absolute necessity in order for us to recognize, understand and counter the stressors of living in an age of ever-accelerating change, and to 
remind ourselves of what it means to be human. ” – Prof Kabat-Zinn, Full Catastrophe Living (1990)
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Chapter summary

• While an increasingly complex and sensitive world demands quantum leaps in individual and 
collective understanding, it is being undermined by factors such as information overload, 
declining trust in media and public institutions and a deteriorating ‘information ecology’ (the 
public commons wherein ideas are exchanged and truth negotiated). Intensified by social 
media, cultural and political polarisation both radically oversimplifies complex issues and 
hardens us against each other; disastrous for collective problem-solving.

• This chapter explored two distinct ways of understanding the world – one in which the 
mind seeks out patterns in the environment and intuitively relates them to deliver the 
world as a coherent, dynamic “whole”, and another in which we process the world into 
“chunks”, in service of discrete, goal-driven problem-solving. 

• Dominance of this second mode in Western culture had led us to pursue societal goals 
in mutually inconsiderate siloes, ignoring their interdependency with increasingly 
catastrophic results.

• Mindfulness can help us better integrate these two modes of understanding, helping 
practitioners to bring online a whole-istic worldview more supportive of effective agency 
amid dynamic complexity.

• The kind of understanding that can underpin collective agency at the scale humanity now 
requires must integrate radical plurality. Mindfulness equips us with flexibility to take 
new, wider, and different perspectives, inviting us to loosen identity with our individual 
thoughts, and view them as mental events (‘de-centering’).

• Mindfulness grounds understanding in the body, an invaluable source of insight and access 
to deepest values. Some mindfulness courses explicitly support participants to identify 
and orient towards what is most important to them.

• Today’s big problems are many orders too complex for individuals to solve, and we  
need to find ways to distribute understanding and discern collectively. Mindfulness 
practice can support the cognitive infrastructure required to handle complexity in teams 
and can reduce barriers to collaboration. Training methods are evolving to increase focus 
on the interpersonal.

• The qualities that constitute interpersonal mindfulness can support better collaboration in 
political discourse. 
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& Teasdale emphasise in Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy for Depression, “Being mode is not a special 
state in which all activity has to stop. Doing and being are both modes of mind that can accompany any 
activity or lack of activity.” The authors don’t contrast being mode with doing per se but with doing of 
a particular flavour, which they call ‘driven-doing’: default striving to close the gap between how things 
are and how we want them to be, when that approach is unfruitful or even detrimental.* 

Being mode facilitates the greater engagement that underpins purposeful action. Far from 
encouraging docility, anecdotal accounts credit committed mindfulness practice with an 
increased level of responsiveness that can be life-changing.176

Just stopping doesn’t sound much like positive action until we realise that we’ve been going in the 
wrong direction. Misaligned actions can effectively cancel out each other’s effect. What matters 
then is not the total magnitude of actions, but instead their level of congruence regarding a 
particular aim. Learning to pause, to be still and discern the most appropriate next step can 
actually enable or speed up the overall progress towards a goal. 

Researching the direct link between mindfulness and real-world action brings methodological 
challenges, however. Furthermore, it is far from certain that mindfulness as it is most commonly 
taught, with clinical influences and a primary focus on the individual, will be sufficient to elicit 
direct action upon pressing societal issues. Members of the Mindfulness and Social Change 
Network, especially proponents of ‘social mindfulness’ who include inquiry into cultural and 
relational context in their interventions, suggest that training courses need to evolve in order to 
do so.177 Nonetheless, early studies have observed that even without explicit ethical components, 
existing mindfulness courses made prosocial behaviour more likely immediately after training 
and promoted “compassionate helping” whilst reducing prejudice and retaliation.178 Studies have 
found that participants who had just completed a mindfulness training course were significantly 
more likely than a control group to offer help to someone in need,179 a result that authors attribute 
to increased intention to alleviate discomfort but which could also indicate overcoming behaviour 
relating to automaticity180 such as the ‘Bystander Effect’.181  Some studies have also linked high 
mindfulness scores with more ethical decision-making,182 lower levels of cheating in a laboratory 
task183 and more environmentally responsible behaviour.184 

A mindfulness course generally combines mindfulness practices and mindful inquiry into 
participant experience with psychoeducation content specific to the primary intended outcome, 
such as reduced stress (MBSR) or addictive behaviour (MBRP). If, for instance, civic engagement 
or consideration of global challenges is the primary desired outcome, then the psychoeducation 
component might be tailored accordingly (although with great care and deep literacy in theory 
and practice of existing programmes; see Fieldbook for Mindfulness Innovators)185 and grounded in 
existing approaches from the wider psychology literature on ethics, values, virtues and character 
strengths.186 For instance, one such programme that includes explicit ethical components was 
found to increase ‘personal growth’ and the likelihood of charitable giving, whilst maintaining 
roughly equivalent stress reduction to MBSR.187 Adaptations such as these may help to more 
directly encourage sustainable behaviour or actions that address social inequalities.188 ** 

* For example, one is likely to feel frustrated or even angry when interrupted whilst trying to complete a routine chore as quickly as possible in order to get 
it out of the way.  But if we accept that the chore has to be done and approach the activity in being mode, then the activity exists for its own sake in its own 
time and an interruption is treated as something that presents a choice about what to do at that moment rather than as a source of irritation. See Segal, 
Williams & Teasdale. Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy for Depression (2013) page 74.

** In most contexts there are limitations on what can ethically be included in transformative interventions for them to satisfy the requirement of relative 
‘liberal neutrality’, particularly where public money is used. In a paper titled ‘The Ethics and Politics of Mindfulness-Based Interventions (MBIs)’, public 
health ethics researcher Andreas T. Schmidt defines this as the concern that: “…public policies should not aim to promote particular conceptions of the good 
and in justifying institutions and public policy we should only rely on reasons acceptable to people with differing (reasonable) conceptions of the good”. 
Schmidt goes on to say that for interventions like mindfulness to be accepted in society, it’s vital they can theoretically support us to “pursue conceptions 
of the good—more or less—whatever those conceptions are”. As such, mindfulness courses could equip and support people to ask big questions about 
themselves and their place in the world, but in most applications, they cannot jump in with any answers.189
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beings as primarily economic units is also undermining our shared agency. As a result it has perhaps 
never been harder to provide effective leadership or galvanise collective response. Again we 
must emphasize that the systemic issues at play here won’t be solved just through psychological 
capacity-building like mindfulness and compassion training. However it must by now be clear that 
we require all the help that we can give ourselves to pull together more effectively. 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, qualitative feedback from participants in mindfulness-based 
programmes points strongly to positive effects upon interpersonal relationships.199 Participants 
in one clinical study, which identified improved relationships as one of four major themes, 
described greater emotional closeness with friends and family, better communication, relating 
more constructively, reduced anger and increased empathy.200 Preliminary studies have directly 
explored the impact of training upon interpersonal relating,201 leadership skills,202 interpersonal 
forgiveness,203 discrimination,204 retaliation,205 and conflict resolution.206 

Previous chapters have considered the contribution of mindfulness to emotional intelligence, 
empathy and listening, cognitive flexibility and perspective-taking, values-awareness, emotion 
regulation and reduced reactivity - all mutually beneficial qualities that interact to support better 
social bonds.  Also important in this relational ecosystem are the effects of mindfulness practices 
on anger and aggression, and their role in cultivating compassion. 

Anger and aggression
Anger is part of a normal emotional spectrum and may be productive in certain circumstances.207 
Philosophers dating back to Aristotle have considered righteous indignation a moral virtue.208 
However, aggressive or impulsive expression of anger can also be highly destructive for 
individuals and groups,209 leading to feelings such as fear and blame, thoughts of revenge, and 
increased incivility210 that can sink collective agency.

Studies link dispositional mindfulness to lower aggression,211 anger212 and workplace hostility,213 
particularly through reduced rumination214 and use of dysfunctional regulation strategies.215 
Appropriate anger regulation likely contributes significantly to the improved relationship 
satisfaction associated with mindfulness training.216 There is also evidence that mindfulness 
buffers against the “physiological effects of relationship conflict” such as raised cortisol and 
cardiovascular activity.217 Initial trials of mindfulness interventions have found reductions in anger 
across diverse populations including cardiovascular patients,218 schizophrenic patients,219 those 
with autism220 or intellectual disability,221 psychotherapists in training,222 police officers223 and the 
prison population.224 

Empathy and compassion
Compassion takes the understanding and resonance of empathy further toward action through 
the ability to tolerate one’s own emotional reaction and a motivation to relieve another’s 
suffering. Empirically, empathy and compassion are linked to an increase in helping and pro-
social behaviour, deeper feelings of intimacy, lower aggressiveness and reduced antisocial 
behaviour.225 Both are trainable capacities that could be vital to our ability to connect with each 
other and relate productively within teams and across divides.226

By, for example, regulating attention, reducing automatic judgement, encouraging perspective-
taking and engaging a receptive attitude towards others, mindfulness training promotes 
the conditions necessary for both empathy and compassion, and a number of studies have 
demonstrated correlation and causation.227 There is evidence that mindfulness training helps 
participants to cope with empathic distress, or rather tips their responses towards empathic 
concern instead of distress, thereby enabling compassionate behaviour.228 
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* Affect is a psychological 
term for any experience of 
feeling or emotion
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The role of explicit prosocial components in mindfulness courses

Many mindfulness interventions tested for their impact 
on prosocial affect* have included some explicit 
kindness, compassion or ‘social and emotional learning’ 
elements. A recent meta-analysis showed that effects 
were comparable regardless of whether or not courses 
included explicit prosocial content, but it is also widely 
suggested that whilst mindful awareness provides a 
necessary foundation it is only the first step towards also 
training the heart.229 One large and unusually  
robust trial that directly compared three-month training 
modules in ‘presence’ (attention & embodiment), 
‘affect’ (care, compassion & emotion regulation) and 
‘perspective’ (metacognition & perspective-taking) 
found that the affect module was required for broad 
changes in prosocial qualities230 and provides evidence 

that disambiguating these different types of mind-
heart cultivation might help to develop more targeted 
interventions. A burgeoning field of innovation and 
inquiry is exploring mindfulness courses that have 
explicit compassion components like Mindfulness-Based 
Compassionate Living231 and ‘mindfulness-informed’ 
compassion-focussed trainings such as Compassion-
Focussed Therapy232 and Mindful Self-Compassion.233 
234 Again, we are agnostic as to whether standard 
mindfulness courses (such as MBSR and MBCT) 
sufficiently develop prosocial affect relative to those 
programmes that make this an explicit aim and priority. 
We simply make a case here for training the heart and 
mind through practices that take mindful awareness as  
a foundational proposition.

Chapter summary

• A third dimension of agency must prevail for us to act, intentionally and effectively. Despite 
a common misconception of mindfulness as somehow passive, practice in fact helps to 
restore intention as a driver of action – allowing us to know what we are doing, when we 
are doing it. Reduction in automatic behaviour and harmful reactivity are central to the 
efficacy of mindfulness training.

• We know that mindfulness practice helps individuals to act consciously and creatively 
more of the time. In the context of human survival on a planetary scale, however, effective 
action has to be collective. While in the past Western belief has held that human beings 
are governed by self-interest, we can tip the scales in favour of collaboration through 
practices that specifically cultivate innate, prosocial qualities.

• Evidence shows that mindfulness practices can decrease impulsivity, anger and 
aggression. Coupled with practices that cultivate compassion, this can help to reduce 
some of the blocks that inhibit collaborative working.

• Mindfulness training has also been shown to increase the empathy and compassion we feel for 
those around us, enabling more compassionate behaviour and responses to those in distress.

Human beings have progressively widened the circle of empathy and compassion that we feel  
for others,235 from family and tribes to ever more distant and different humans and animals.236  
To maintain this trend amid the fragmenting and alienating disruptions to which our societies  
are subject, it is vital that we more consciously develop our capacity to see and stay open to 
others when they are in distress.237 We can as yet only imagine what depth of personal resource 
will be required of us to bear witness and respond to future crises. There is every imperative 
therefore to cultivate these capacities in more stable times - and mindfulness training can be a 
robust foundation.
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Closing 
reflections

Our proposal then is both modest and ambitious. We say that the natural human capacity of 
mindfulness can support our collective efforts to figure out what to do, based on an adequate 
understanding of appropriate information, and do it. It’s modest because this basic formulation 
of agency is an assumption on which we already operate. It’s ambitious however because as we 
have seen, owing to an array of confounding forces both within the human mind and body and 
our cultural environment, this is harder to achieve than we may know. 

As the clock ticks down on irreversible climate change and multiple interconnected crises, 
activating individual and collective agency is not a lifestyle extra - it is a matter of survival. The 
challenges ahead are grave but crisis can precipitate intelligent and adaptive development.  And 
at this time, anyone with a serious care for our future would do well to look beyond customary 
perspectives and problem-solving strategies that may be an ill fit for complexity. Recognised as 
an innate, foundational capacity, mindfulness has the potential to become both a core part of a 
collective vision for society, and a way to help make that vision a reality. That such a potentially 
powerful instrument of transformation has already gained such appeal in governments, 
workplaces and communities238 is unusual if not unheard of - a  strong case for investing energy in 
fulfilling its potential.

Every available means will be required to steer humanity away from its precipice. But whether or 
not global society is fortunate enough to escape worst-case scenarios, accelerating change will 
continue to present us with existential questions. As the ‘fourth industrial revolution’ advances, 
bringing with it increasing automation and escalating AI, it will be ever more necessary to retell 
our stories of purpose and value around qualities that are innately human. Indeed it has been 
suggested that we are entering the age of humanics rather than robotics: “an age that integrates 
our human and technological capacities to meet the global challenge of our time.”239

How will we rise above the tensions brought about by radical change, to live into this future 
well, and with meaning? From all quarters we are called urgently to a better understanding of 
ourselves, each other and our role in shaping the world. Tools are available, if we wish, to begin at 
once: to reclaim and reorient attention towards what matters, reflect more wisely, and act from a 
place of collective purpose. Great possibility waits very close to where we are, and in developing 
mindfulness we mobilise a powerful foundational capacity for agency in urgent times.
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Appendix 1  
– Further reading  
& listening

The following texts, videos and podcasts have been influential on the thinking of the authors 
and we include them here for transparency and general interest. However, these references 
are unlikely to be properly representative of the diverse ideas and people working in the space, 
and we do not agree with or endorse everything contained within them. They should not be 
considered formal recommendations from the Mindfulness Initiative but merely personal 
suggestions for further enquiry.

1. The mind and the world it creates
2. Meaning and the meta-crisis 
3. Bildung / psychological development / moral, civic and systems education 
4. Metamodern thought
5. Mindfulness and training ourselves for change

The mind and the world it creates 

RSA Animate: The Divided Brain - Iain McGilchrist, RSA, 2011 [Video]
In this new RSA Animate, renowned psychiatrist and writer Iain McGilchrist explains how our ‘divided brain’ has 
profoundly altered human behaviour, culture and society. 

Divided Brain, Divided World: Why The Best Part Of Us Struggles To Be Heard - Jonathan 
Rowson, Iain McGilchrist, RSA, 2013 [PDF]
“The discussion and reflections that follow feature an inquiry into a singularly profound, complex and fascinating 
thesis about the relationship between our brains and the world. Through this inquiry, I attempt to illustrate what 
a mature discussion about the social and political relevance of neuroscience might look like.” 

How To Do Nothing: Resisting the Attention Economy - Jenny Odell, 2019 [Book]
Nothing is harder to do these days than nothing. We find every last minute captured, optimised, or appropriated as 
a financial resource for the technologies we use daily. We consume algorithmic versions of ourselves, submit our 
free time to numerical evaluation, and maintain personal brands in digital space. After the American presidental 
election of 2016, Jenny Odell felt so overstimunated and disoriented by information, misinformation, and the 
expressions of others, that reality itself seemed to slip away. How To Do Nothing is her action plan for resistance. 
Drawing on the ethos of tech culture, a background in the arts, and personal storytelling, Jenny Odell makes a 
powerful argument for refusal: refusal to believe that our lives are instruments to be optimised.

The Patterning Instinct - Jeremy Lent, 2017 [Book]
In 1405, Admiral Zheng set off from China with the greatest armada in history, leading three hundred 
magnificent ships on a thirty year odyssey to distant lands as far afield as Africa. Later that century, Columbus 
landed in the New World with three barely seaworthy boats. Zheng’s armada, for all its grandeur, left virtually 
no imprint on the world while Columbus changed the entire course of history. Why? The Patterning Instinct 
provides a new answer to this question with a simple but compelling theme: Culture shapes values, and those 
values shape history.
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TAWAI - Bruce Parry, 2017 [Feature documentary]
Tawai is a word the nomadic hunter gatherers of Borneo use to describe the connection they feel to their forest 
home. In this dreamy, philosophical and sociological look at life, Bruce Parry (of the BBC’s Tribe, Amazon & 
Arctic) embarks on an immersive odyssey to explore the different ways that humans relate to nature and how 
this influences the way we create our societies.

Corona: A Tale Of Two Systems. Part One - Bonnita Roy, Emerge, 2020 [Web article]
Huddled in our homes, we are experiencing two very different kinds of systems. One at risk of collapse, the 
other ancient, resilient and based on pro-social values and collective intelligence.

The World We Create: From God to Market - Tomas Björkman, 2019 [Book] 
In The World We Create, Tomas Björkman takes readers on a journey through history, economics, sociology, 
developmental psychology and philosophy, to illuminate where we have come from and how we have reached 
this breaking point. He offers new perspectives on the world we have created and suggests how we can achieve 
a more meaningful, sustainable world in the future.

Inside-out sustainability: The neglect of inner worlds - Christopher D. Ives, Rebecca Freeth & 
Joern Fischer, 2020 [Open access academic paper]
In the context of continuing ecosystem degradation and deepening socio-economic inequality, sustainability 
scientists must question the adequacy of current scholarship and practice. We argue that pre-occupation with 
external phenomena and collective social structures has led to the neglect of people’s ‘inner worlds’—their 
emotions, thoughts, identities and beliefs. These lie at the heart of actions for sustainability, and have powerful 
transformative capacity for system change. 

Meaning and the meta-crisis 

The War on Sensemaking - Daniel Schmachtenberger, Rebel Wisdom, 2019 [Video]
What can we trust? Why is the ‘information ecology’ so damaged, and what would it take to make it healthy? 
This is a fundamental question, because without good sensemaking, we cannot even begin to act in the 
world. It is also a central concern in what many are calling the “meaning crisis”, because what is meaningful 
is connected to what is real. Daniel Schmachtenberger is an evolutionary philosopher - his central interest 
is civilization design: developing new capacities for sense-making and choice-making, individually and 
collectively, to support conscious sustainable evolution.

We Can No Longer Save The World By Playing By The Rules - Tomas Bjorkman, Emerge, 2019 
[Web article, talk transcript]
Especially in times of crisis, the systems we live in need to learn to organise in new, more complex and deeper 
ways, or they will break down.

The Politics Of Waking Up 1: Power And Possibility In The Fractal Age - Indra Adnan, Emerge, 
2019 [Web article]
In this series for Emerge Indra Adnan, founder of the Alternative UK, will be exploring what is emerging in 
politics at this crucial moment in human history. 

Why We Need Collective Intelligence During Global Collapse - Jordan Hall, 2017 [Podcast]
We are facing a potentially apocalyptic scenario for our world for three main reasons. We have become very 
powerful as a species, but we are not wise enough to handle that power. The second factor is our relationship 
to ourselves. Our governments, our peacemaking methods and our relationship to the rest of humanity are 
not well suited to the pace of change in our world today. Finally, we have an immature relationship to our 
technology, from mobile phones to nuclear weapons. All these three factors can create catastrophic and 
potentially existential outcomes for the whole humanity.
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Ep. 1 - Awakening from the Meaning Crisis - Introduction - John Vervaeke, 2019 [Video]
Part 1 of John Vervaeke’s lecture series on how cognitive science, existential philosophy, Buddhism, Hellenistic 
philosophy and psychedelics can be used to address the meaning crisis. John Vervaeke, PhD is an award-
winning lecturer at the University of Toronto in the departments of psychology, cognitive science and Buddhist 
psychology. In this series Vervaeke will give the history of the meaning crisis, how it is affecting society today, 
and then give an account on how we can address this problem. 

Bildung / psychological development / moral, civic and  
systems education

Bildung in the 21st Century: why sustainable prosperity depends upon reimagining 
education - Jonathan Rowson, CUSP, 2019 [PDF]
Bildung is a Germanic term with English and Greek roots and Nordic and American fruits. It describes a sense 
of fulfilling one’s nature or purpose in response to the challenges of a particular historical and societal context. 
Bildung entails a dynamic world view that values independence of mind and spirit grounded in ecological and 
social interdependence. The premise of this essay is that we need to reconsider Bildung today because the 
challenge of ‘understanding’ in Understanding Sustainable Prosperity is pivotally important. The complexity of 
the world is overwhelming the complexity of our minds, and addressing that challenge is fundamental to our 
attempts to create a viable and desirable future. 

Preparing for a Confusing Future Complexity, Warm Data and Education - Nora Bateson, 
Medium, 2018/2020 [Web article]
Putting the world back together now from the fragmented, decontextualized and silo-ed bits it has been broken 
into is a challenge that rests on the possibility of intergenerational collaborative exploration. To form and find 
interconnections will require humility and a new kind of attention to interdependent processes in complex 
systems. New sensitivity will be needed, new perception, new language, new ideas. If the human species is to 
continue, the way in which we consider ourselves in relation to each other, and the environment must evolve.

The Meta-Crisis is a Human Development Crisis: Education in a Time Between Worlds - 
Zachary Stein, Emerge Podcast, 2019 [Podcast]
Zak is a writer, educator and futurist working to bring a greater sense of sanity and justice to education. We 
chat about why the meta-crisis is fundamentally an educational crisis, a metamodern vision for the future of 
education, the difference between education and schooling, how to build an education system that can prepare 
humans for an unknowable and rapidly changing future, the postmodern erosion of ‘teacherly authority’, the 
relationship between education, passion, curiosity, and eros, and the possibility of education becoming a 
collective movement of soul-making.

A Larger Us - Alex Evans, The Collective Psychology Project, 2019 [PDF]
We’re poised between two futures. One’s the breakdown scenario. Climate chaos, extinction, scarcity, 
inequality, tribalism, collapse. This paper’s about how we get to the other one: the breakthrough scenario. 
A future of safety, restoration, and flourishing, for us and for the world. Whether we make it there depends 
primarily on what goes on inside our minds. Whether we’re able to manage our mental and emotional states, 
at a moment of extraordinary turbulence. Whether we reach for the right stories to explain what’s happening at 
this moment in history. Whether enough of us see ourselves as part of a Larger Us instead of a them-and-us, or 
just an atomised “I”. Our future depends, in other words, on collective psychology.
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The Nordic Secret: A European story of beauty and freedom - Lene Rachel Andersen & Tomas 
Björkman, 2019 [Book]
How do societies go through major technological, economic and structural changes peacefully? The Nordic 
Secret explores how Denmark, Norway and Sweden went from poor feudal agricultural societies to rich 
industrialized democracies thanks to the German educational concept of Bildung. The book also investigates 
the close relationship between Bildung and contemporary developmental psychology, i.e. the concepts of 
“ego-development” and “transformative learning”. The Nordic Secret concludes with a discussion about what 
we can learn from this positive transformation and how to apply it in the current global crises.

Education in a Time Between Worlds: Essays on the Future of Schools, Technology, and 
Society - Zachary Stein, 2019 [Book]
Our world is currently undergoing major transformations, from climate change and politics to agriculture and 
economics. The world we have known is disappearing and a new world is being born. The subjects taught in schools 
and universities today are becoming irrelevant at faster and faster rates. Not only are we facing complex challenges of 
unprecedented size and scope, we’re also facing a learning and capacity deficit that threatens the future of civilization.
Also - If education is not the answer you are asking the wrong question - ZS, 2019 [PDF]

Metamodern thought

The beauty of a both/and mind: How can we find our way out of the impasse that  
stymies action on the really big issues of the day? - Michael Edwards, openDemocracy, 2018 
[Web article]
...Any civil society or democracy worthy of the name needs both/and thinkers to animate its institutions. 
Otherwise separation will be permanent. That doesn’t mean that everyone agrees on every issue, but it does 
require some agreement on how disagreement should be handled—as an invitation to deeper dialogue instead 
of a prelude to further fractures. This is exceptionally challenging because it runs counter to the realities of 
modern politics, media and knowledge production, but the other options are much, much worse: a slide into 
authoritarianism, enforced artificial unity, or permanent division. Faced by these ‘beasts,’ there’s beauty in a 
both/and mind.

David Foster Wallace: The Problem with Irony - Will Schoder (2016) [Video]

What is Metamoderism? - Metamoderna [Web page]
Metamodern philosophy enters the scene only once the Internet and the social media have become 
truly dominant factors in people’s lives and when many of us no longer partake directly in the production 
and distribution of industrial goods. It is a worldview which combines the modern faith in progress with 
the postmodern critique. What you get then, is a view of reality in which people are on a long, complex 
developmental journey towards greater complexity and existential depth. 

The Listening Society & The Nordic Ideology: A Guide to Metamodern Politics Books  1 & 2 - 
Hanzi Freinacht [Book]
As we move from the industrial age and its nation state to an internet age with a globalized postindustrial 
market a question presents itself: What is the next major developmental stage of society after the liberal 
democracy with a balance between capitalism and welfare state? In this book Hanzi Freinacht offers a 
compelling answer to this question. We are reaching the limits of modern society and we must work to achieve 
a metamodern society, that is, a society which goes beyond modern life and its institutions. The metamodern 
society of the future is a listening society; a society more sensitive to the inner dimensions of human beings.
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Metamodernity: Meaning and hope in a complex world - Lene Rachel Andersen (2019) [Book] 
Technological development, climate change and globalization are challenging the national institutions and 
modes of governance we created during the industrial era. Our old knowledge and general understanding of the 
world do not provide sufficient answers anymore. In order to maintain meaningful lives, social calm and liberal 
democracy, we need to upgrade our meaning making to match the complexity of the world we are creating. 
Metamodernity is an alternative to both modernity and postmodernism, a cultural code that presents itself as an 
opportunity if we work deliberately towards it. 

What is Metamodern? - whatismetamodern.com (artistic / aesthetic movement) [Website]   
The central motivation of metamodernism is to protect interior, subjective felt experience from the ironic 
distance of postmodernism, the scientific reductionism of modernism, and the pre-personal inertia of tradition.

Introduction: Metamodernism - Dennis Kersten & Usha Wilbers (2018) [Academic article]
This special issue on Metamodernist literature in English comes at a moment when the academic debate about 
the concept is beginning to emerge and take shape. As these five essays demonstrate, the “Metamodernism” 
label—and its relationship to the supposed demise of Postmodernism and resurfacing of Modernism—
sometimes yields clashing interpretations.

Mindfulness and training ourselves for change

Mindfulness In A Digital Era - Dr. Saki Santorelli, WGS, 2018 [Video]

Defining Sovereignty - Jordan Hall, 2018 [Video] 
Sovereignty as a concept is crucial to help people improve their lives and adaptability. Jordan Greenhall helps 
to define the term along with the pillars that make up the concept. These pillars include accurately perceiving 
the world, making sense of those perceptions, making good choices based off of those perceptions, and finally 
acting on them.

Mindfulness for All: The Wisdom to Transform the World - Jon Kabat-Zinn, 2019 [Book]
In the fourth of these books, Mindfulness for All (which was originally published as Part VII and Part VIII of 
Coming to Our Senses), Kabat-Zinn focuses on how mindfulness really can be a tool to transform the world--
explaining how democracy thrives in a mindful context, and why mindfulness is a vital tool for both personal 
and global understanding and action in these tumultuous times. 

Foreword: Seeds of a necessary global renaissance in the making: the refining of 
psychology’s understanding of the nature of mind, self, and embodiment through the lens 
of mindfulness and its origins at a key inflection point for the species - Jon Kabat-Zinn, 2019 
[Academic article]
Foreword to the special edition of the 2019 Current Opinion in Psychology special edition  
on Mindfulness.

The road beyond McMindfulness: What can we learn from 22 articles on mindfulness and 
social change? Michael Edwards, openDemocracy, 2020 [Web article]
Over the past few years there’s been increasing interest in exploring one particular kind of practice called 
‘mindfulness’ - “the basic human ability to be fully present, aware of where we are and what we’re doing, and 
not overly reactive or overwhelmed by what’s going on around us.” It seems clear that strengthening these 
capacities is a useful thing to do for individuals, but can mindfulness also play a role in promoting broader social 
change? What can the articles we’ve published tell us about the answers to that question?
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How mindfulness can help the shift towards a more sustainable society - Christine Walmsler, 
2017 [Web article, The Conversation]
It is obvious that we must do something about our carbon emissions and the increase in floods, windstorms, and 
heatwaves that threaten our environment – but we don’t seem to know what. It is becoming clear, however, that 
the problem can’t simply be solved by new technology or new governments alone. We also need to develop new 
social practices and encourage a broader cultural shift towards more sustainable living and climate action. 

Mindfully Facing Climate Change - Bhikkhu Analayo, 2019 [Book]
In Mindfully Facing Climate Change, Bhikkhu Analayo offers a response to the challenges of climate change that 
is grounded in the teachings of early Buddhism and mindfulness meditation. Based on employing the teaching 
of the four noble truths as its main framework, it places facing climate change within the context of the eightfold 
path and provides detailed meditation instructions on how to build up mental resilience and balance.

Active Hope: How To Face The Mess We’re In Without Going Crazy - Joanna Macy and Chris 
Johnstone, 2011 [Book]
Active Hope is about finding, and offering, our best response to the crisis of sustainability unfolding in our 
world. It offers tools that help us face the mess we’re in, as well as find and play our role in the collective 
transition, or Great Turning, to a life-sustaining society.

Mindful of Race: Understanding and Transforming Habits of Harm: Transforming Racism from 
the Inside Out - Ruth King, 2018 [Book]
“Racism is a heart disease,” writes Ruth King, “and it’s curable.” Exploring a crucial topic seldom addressed 
in meditation instruction, this revered teacher takes to her pen--to shine a compassionate, provocative, and 
practical light into a deeply neglected and world-changing domain profoundly relevant to all of us. In her 
newest publication, Mindful of Race, Ruth King invites us to: Tend first to our suffering and confusion, listen to 
what it is trying to teach us, and direct its energies most effectively for change. 

The Inner Work of Racial Justice: Healing Ourselves and Transforming Our Communities 
Through Mindfulness - Rhonda Magee, 2019. [Book]
When conflict and division are everyday realities, our instincts tell us to close ranks, to find the safety of our own 
tribe, and to blame others. This book profoundly shows that in order to have the difficult conversations required 
for working toward racial justice, inner work is essential. Through the practice of embodied mindfulness--paying 
attention to our thoughts, feelings, and physical sensations in an open, nonjudgmental way--we increase our 
emotional resilience, recognize our own biases, and become less reactive when triggered.

The Mindfulness and Social Change Network [Website]
We are a global community exploring the potential for secular mindfulness training and practice to contribute 
to more sustainable, caring and socially just societies. We believe the human capacity for mindful awareness is 
vital for effective responses to social, economic and environmental challenges; and that mindfulness practice, 
courses and communities need to be responsive to the social and political context of individual stress, wellbeing 
and change.

Social Mindfulness: A Guide to meditation from Mindfulness-Based Organisational 
Education - Mark Leonard, 2019 [Book] 
‘Social Mindfulness’ explains how we create a sense of self in relationship to others. Mindfulness practice 
enables us to diffuse the sense of a separate self and work with others in the service of collective interests. The 
book acts as a support to Mindfulness-Based Organisational Education (MBOE) as well as explaining the 
theory that underpins ‘social mindfulness’.
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