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ScienceDirect
Despite the growing popular and scientific interest in

mindfulness and other forms of meditation, there are important

gaps in our understanding of the full range of contemplative

practices and the manner in which specific forms of meditation

may contribute to well-being. In this article, we discuss the

relationship between mindfulness and other forms of

meditation, such as those related to prosocial qualities,

cognitive insight, and meaning and purpose. We propose that

mindfulness plays an important role as a foundation for other

contemplative practices. We also discuss the importance of

worldview as a variable in mindfulness practice and raise

questions that may guide future research in this area.
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Mindfulness meditation and other forms of contempla-

tive practice have played an important role in the world’s

religious, philosophical, and humanistic traditions since

antiquity [1–4], and are increasingly being incorporated

into contemporary medical and psychotherapeutic con-

texts [5–8]. Although the philosophical views and practi-

cal concerns of these traditions vary widely, they share the

perspective that the mind can be trained through con-

templative practice, and that doing so can help bring

about a state of optimal well-being.

Contemplative practices may thus be defined as efforts

that promote human flourishing by training the mind.
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Contemplative methodologies are thus concerned with

more than treating psychopathology and alleviating suf-

fering, and although they may incorporate physical move-

ment and social interactions, they emphasize mental

training and psychological transformation as their primary

means and objective.

Research over the last few decades has focused on a

relatively narrow band of contemplative practices, and

in particular on the topic of mindfulness [9–14]. Although

recent research has extended the field in new directions

by studying compassion-based meditation [15–20], we

have yet to investigate the full range of contemplative

practices and the manner in which they may bolster well-

being.

A fertile area of future scientific study of mindfulness is

thus the relationship between mindfulness and other

forms of contemplative practice. In a prior work, we

outlined three families of meditation practice — the

attentional, constructive, and deconstructive families —

based on their cognitive mechanisms and concomitant

psychological outcomes [21]. The attentional family is

primarily concerned with regulating the scope and stabil-

ity of attention while strengthening a heightened aware-

ness of present-moment experience. Practices in the

constructive family aim to strengthen healthy, or virtuous

psychological qualities. The deconstructive family elicits

self-knowledge and insight through reflection and self-

inquiry. To date, few scientific studies have investigated

mindfulness meditation in relation to other forms of

contemplative practice. In this short article, we outline

preliminary suggestions and important questions to spur

interest in this area.

Mindfulness as the foundation of
contemplative life
Mindfulness practices, according to the three-family tax-

onomy mentioned above, fall most clearly into the atten-

tional family, insofar as they are typically described in

relation to attention-related psychological processes and

present-moment awareness [5,8,22]. In contemporary set-

tings, mindfulness is typically taught as a series of stand-

alone exercises, yet in traditional contexts these practices

were embedded within a complex constellation of world

views, social relationships, ethical frameworks, and aes-

thetic considerations.

In particular, mindfulness and related forms of meditation

were viewed as foundational practices of the
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contemplative life, and were employed as precursors to

other styles of contemplative practice, such as those that

fall into the constructive and deconstructive families

mentioned above. In Buddhism, for instance, meditations

that aim to stabilize present-centered awareness are typi-

cally practiced in preparation for analytical meditations

that generate insight into the nature of the self (see

below) or alongside practices that strengthen virtuous

qualities, such as kindness and compassion [23–25]. Sim-

ilarly, as noted by Pierre Hadot in his landmark work on

Greco-Roman philosophical schools, attention-related

practices were similarly used by the Stoics and Epicur-

eans to cultivate a heightened awareness of the present,

and were practiced alongside philosophical inquiry and

reflections on important virtues [4].

These historical considerations suggest that mindfulness

practice may best be thought of as a foundational practice

for the contemplative life, and that the psychological

processes it strengthens may be integral for other forms

of meditation, as well as for the cultivation of virtue and

for self-inquiry and other forms of contemplation. It may

also be that mindfulness helps to consolidate the insights

gleaned from other practices. Future scientific research

might explore whether mindfulness practices do indeed

facilitate other aspects of the contemplative life, and, if

so, the precise mechanisms through which this occurs.

Pioneering initiatives like theReSourceproject (Singer and

Engert, this issue) and the Healthy Minds Initiative have

begun to investigate these and related topics [26]. Both of

these projects include a range of contemplative practices,

including mindfulness meditation as well as practices

related to prosocial qualities and cognitive insight. They

also offer a variety of methods to practice contemplative

skills. The ReSource project, for instance, features dyadic

practices in which contemplative skills are honed through

interpersonal relationships [27]. The Healthy Minds Ini-

tiative contains similar interpersonal exercises, as well as

active practices in which contemplative skills are carried

out in the context of daily life activities.

Mindfulness as a basis for prosocial practices
Three forms of contemplative practice that are also

worthy of scientific interest are those related to firstly,

prosocial qualities like appreciation, kindness, and com-

passion, secondly, self-knowledge and insight, and

thirdly, purpose and meaning in life. Research suggests

that all three areas are important contributors to psycho-

logical well-being [28–30], and practices that strengthen

these qualities are found in a variety of spiritual and

humanistic traditions [3,4,31,32]. The relationship

between these qualities and mindfulness practice, how-

ever, has received little scientific attention.

Prosocial virtues are among the most widely studied

phenomena related to well-being. Extensive research
www.sciencedirect.com 
has shown that the quality of interpersonal relationships

is a major determinant of psychological wellbeing [29,33]

and that qualities like compassion and gratitude are

associated with more caring relationships [34]. Recent

research is also beginning to demonstrate that such quali-

ties can be strengthened through contemplative practices

like meditation [15,35–38].

An important area of future research is the relationship

between this style of practice and mindfulness medita-

tion. On this topic, one recent study showed that self-

reported present-centered awareness was increased by

both mindfulness and prosocial contemplative practices,

indicating that some of the effects of mindfulness practice

may be shared by other forms of meditation [39]. This

same study showed that both mindfulness and prosocial

practices decreased perceived stress during the Trier

Social Stress Test, but that only the prosocial practices

decreased the physiological stress response.

These preliminary findings raise important questions. For

instance, are prosocial qualities strengthened more effec-

tively when preceded by, or paired with, mindfulness

practices? Similarly, are mindfulness-related skills like

meta-awareness and the regulation of attention strength-

ened by other forms of contemplative practice, and to

what degree? At present, we do not yet understand the

differential and synergistic impact that these two styles of

contemplative practice have within and across

individuals.

Mindfulness and insight
Another important family of contemplative practice con-

cerns the cultivation of self-knowledge, insight, and wis-

dom, which we have referred to elsewhere as the

‘deconstructive’ family of meditation [21]. This style of

practice combines the attentional capacities of mindful-

ness practice with self-inquiry and contemplation. One

example of a deconstructive practice is Buddhist analyti-

cal meditation, which aims to generate insight into the

dynamics of cognitive and affective processes that ease

suffering and enhance well-being [40]. In this style of

practice, one might examine the relationship between

self-concept and emotion, for instance by observing the

experience of anxiety and noting how the automatic

thoughts and visceral sensations associated with the emo-

tion are constantly changing, and not intrinsically tied to

the self.

Although a few pioneering studies have investigated

deconstructive practices [41–45], systematic efforts to

study this family of practice are lacking. In addition,

new research on the psychological and neural dynamics

of insight is also emerging [46,47], yet the forms of insight

that are being studied are quite different from those

gained through contemplative practice.
Current Opinion in Psychology 2019, 28:60–64
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There are many important questions concerning this

family of practice. As noted above in relation to prosocial

forms of meditation, this form of practice also engages,

and thus likely strengthens, the same attentional pro-

cesses targeted by mindfulness meditation. However, it is

not clear whether deconstructive practices can be fruit-

fully engaged with no prior training in mindfulness, or if

mindfulness and attentional processes themselves might

be more effectively strengthened by deconstructive prac-

tices. It is also unclear how deconstructive practices and

the cultivation of insight bolster psychological well-being,

and the mechanisms through which this takes place.

Thus, given the growing scientific interest in the self

and self-related processes in both clinical psychology and

cognitive science [48], and also the historical importance

of self-inquiry and self-knowledge across a range of

contemplative traditions, the phenomenon of contempla-

tive insight and the deconstructive practices that generate

insight are both worth candidates of scientific

investigation.

Mindfulness and the cultivation of purpose
and meaning
A third area of practice that is worthy of scientific inves-

tigation is the role that contemplative practices play in

strengthening purpose and meaning in life, and how

mindfulness practices may contribute to this process.

Purpose and meaning and life are one of the most robust

predictors of psychological well-being [49,50]. Practices

that strengthen meaning and purpose are found in many

of the world’s contemplative traditions. One common

practice in this family is the contemplation of one’s

own mortality. In this practice, one may alter one’s

perspective by projecting oneself into the future and

imagine that one was reflecting back on one’s current

pursuits, or rehearse one’s own death to bring awareness

to the fragility of life. Similarly, one may reinterpret

challenges and obstacles in life as though one were living

one’s last day. Such practices typically function to reorient

the mind toward one’s most deeply held values and

beliefs and are found in a range of contemplative tradi-

tions, including both Buddhism and Greco-Roman phi-

losophy [23,51–53].

As noted above with practices that aim to strengthen

prosocial qualities and those that generate insight, mind-

fulness practices may play an important role in the

cultivation of purpose and meaning. One important ques-

tion pertains to the beneficial role that mindfulness

practices themselves might have on purpose and mean-

ing, versus the effect that contemplative practices that

directly target these phenomena might have. It might also

be that mindfulness practices might strengthen well-

being differently when paired with elements of pur-

pose-oriented practices, or when one style of practice

precedes and supports the other. Thus, given the central

role that purpose and meaning play in psychological well-
Current Opinion in Psychology 2019, 28:60–64 
being, and the growing evidence that mindfulness prac-

tices also bolster various aspects of human flourishing,

research that examines the relationship between these

areas may shed light on practices that strengthen these

important qualities.

Reintroducing the sacred: mindfulness and
spirituality
Another important area of potential scientific investiga-

tion is the role that worldview and perspective may play in

moderating the effect of mindfulness and other contem-

plative practices. Traditional forms of mindfulness prac-

tice are typically embedded in a distinct worldview, and

the practices themselves both reflect and reinforce these

perspectives. Note, for instance, the following passage by

the sixteenth century Catholic saint, Francois de Sales:

“If the heart wanders or is distracted, bring it back to the

point quite gently and replace it tenderly in its Master’s

presence. Even if you did nothing during the whole of

your hour but bring your heart back and place it again in

Our Lord’s presence, though it went away every time you

brought it back, your hour would be very well employed.”

(quoted in Huxley, 1947) In this short passage, we find an

instruction to bring the wandering mind back to the

present moment that is commonly taught in Mindful-

ness-Based Stress Reduction classes, and also in the

writings of Buddhist meditation teachers, Stoic philoso-

phers, and psychologists like William James.

We can also see from this passage that contemplative

practices reflect distinct worldviews. For a practitioner of

Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction, the act of returning

to the present moment may be understood as a pathway to

healing or self-growth. For a Christian contemplative, it

could be experienced as a return to the presence of God.

A Buddhist meditator might experience it as an opportu-

nity to gain insight into the transitory nature of condi-

tioned experience, and for the Stoic, it could be a moment

of self-mastery.

Mindfulness and related practices are thus linked to

unique perspectives, worldviews, and contexts. These

variations suggest that there is no single ‘correct’ or ‘pure’

way to practice mindfulness. They do, however, indicate

that cultural, religious, and philosophical context may be

important variables to consider when conducting

research, since the worldview and perspective that

informs these practices may play an important role in

how they affect an individual.

The inclusion of a ‘transcendent’ or ‘spiritual’ perspective

in mindfulness research studies — although challenging

— is thus a potent area of scientific investigation. One

might, for instance, investigate whether those with a

Christian belief system benefit from mindfulness prac-

tices that are contextualized within a Christian world-

view, versus within a secular, stress-relief paradigm.
www.sciencedirect.com
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Similarly, a study of the varying motivations that prompt

people to practice mindfulness, for instance by examining

the effect of practicing with a motivation of compassion

for others versus a motivation for one’s own healing or

growth. This may shed light on the manner in which one’s

worldview informs motivation, and whether these moti-

vations moderate the impact of mindfulness practice.

Studies of this nature may yield important insights regard-

ing the role that worldview and motivation play in con-

templative practice. Indeed, adopting a worldview that

serves as a regular reminder of one’s spiritual purpose may

itself have important behavioral and biological conse-

quences independent of any specific mindfulness prac-

tice. Building on theoretical discussions and novel models

that incorporate transcendent dimensions of mindfulness

[14,54,55] by investigating this sort of claim is both

tractable and, we believe, important.

Conclusion
Mindfulness and the training of attention support a broad

range of contemplative practices. In the same way that

mindfulness research has yielded valuable knowledge

regarding the benefits of training the mind, expanding

the scope of scientific investigation to include other forms

of meditation, and the relationship between different

forms of practice, may also advance our understanding

of psychological well-being, and how it can be cultivated.

In this article, we have offered a few preliminary sugges-

tions to guide future research and to spur the develop-

ment of new contemplative interventions. Expanding the

scope of research in new directions holds great potential

for the further development of contemplative science.
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