
Western Science and Society’s  
construction of mindfulness 

A little background for new MBSR teachers   



Some Questions 



“Mindfulness” as example of tension between 
lived experience and scientific/psychological/ 
commercial ‘object’ification/‘instrument’alization  
●  On one hand, mindfulness is a stance or gesture of inner, 
unquantifiable lived experience 
In Buddhist psychology, antidote to 3 qualities underlying unwholesome attitudes & 
behavior: Greed, delusion & aversion 
Oriented to benevolent stance to others & the world: cultivation of ethical 
Not primarily directed to self: self optimization, "mental health,” postive psych. 
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●  On other hand,  M now characterized as technique or 
program to achieve specific goals (e.g. alleviate depression, 
improve test scores, make better combat soldiers)—
measurable, documentable, manualizable 
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●  On other hand,  M now characterized as technique or 
program to achieve specific goals (e.g. alleviate depression, 
improve test scores, make better combat soldiers)—
measurable, documentable, manualizable 
●  Razor’s edge between “subject(ive)” and “object(ive)”  
(1st vs 3rd person) perspectives 



Bruno Latour: 
Circulatory System of Knowing Phenomena 
 e.g. (1999), Pandora’s Hope. Essays on the Reality of Science Studies 

Articulation and  Knowing of “Scientific Facts”: 
Confluence of circulating human and nonhuman factors 
B. Latour, e.g. (1999), Pandora’s Hope. Essays on the Reality of Science Studies 
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Articulation of “Scientific Facts”: 
Confluence of circulating human and nonhuman factors 
B. Latour, e.g. (1999), Pandora’s Hope. Essays on the Reality of Science Studies 

●  Rejection of traditional phenomenological 
distinction between “subjective” and 
“objective” (1st vs 3rd person) perspectives 
●  Attempts to bridge divide between subjects 
(humanity) and objects (inanimate and 
nonhuman animate world) 
●  Fluid circulation between human experience, 
action and the animate and inanimate world. 







Some measurement consequences of 
making ‘mindfulness’ into “scientific facts” 

●  The need for measurement (and instruments) 
For allies (e.g. sponsors), for autonomization (scientific 

mindfulness experts) 

●  Alters the very definition of ‘mindfulness’? 
Has ‘mindfulness’ already become reified and restrictively 

redefined in the psychological literature? 

a)  Deliberate intention to pay attention to experience  

b)  Clear focus on aspects of active, unprejudiced investigation of 
moment-to-moment experience  

c)  Continuity of precise moment-to-moment awareness of experience  

d)  Assumptions of importance of training cultivation of mindfulness and 
its gradual acquisition  

e)  A marked distinction from typical, everyday modes of consciousness  

f)  Inherent interdependency,  or melding, of mindfulness with attitudes 
of openness, acceptance, kindness, curiosity, and patience 
(underpinnings of “nonjudgmentalness”) 

Some essential qualities of mindfulness in Theravada 
Buddhism (from which MBSR/CT predominantly derive) 
 (e.g. Bodhi, 2010; Feldman, 2015; Gunaratana, 2001, Olendzki, 2011)  



Almost never                       Almost always 
      1       2       3   4   5  6 

●  I drive places on “automatic pilot” and then wonder why I went there.  
●  I snack without being aware that I’m eating.  
●  I forget a person’s name almost as soon as I’ve been told it for the first time. 
●  I break or spill things because of carelessness, not paying attention, or thinking of 

something else. 
●  I do jobs or tasks automatically, without being aware of what I’m doing.  
●  I rush through activities without being really attentive to them. . . . . 

Binge drinking improves “Mindfulness”?? 



So  operationalization and measurement can 
pose serious issues for mindfulness 

●  Transforming 

●  Deforming 

●  Adulterating  

●  Denaturing  



A neuroscientist’s introspective  
search for mindfulness 











Mindfulness as a therapeutic 
agent 

Spiritual Prosac?? 







Usual way of representing data 

Im
provem

ent from
 Pre-Treatm

ent 

Comparisons of Mindfulness Programs With 
Nonspecific Active Controls (Efficacy) 



When the Control Group (average) doesn’t change   

Most recent  meta-analysis study:  
Effect size= 0.3 (Goyal et al, 2014) 



Most recent  meta-analysis study:  
Effect size= 0.3 (Goyal et al, 2014) 



Meta-analysis of all studies only including active placebo control 
interventions  

Comparisons of Meditation Programs With 
Specific Active Controls (Comparative Efficacy) 



HUFFINGTON POST: Some 30 minutes of meditation daily may improve symptoms of 
anxiety and depression, a new analysis of previously published research suggests. 



Most recent  meta-analysis study:  
Effect size= 0.44 (Gotink et al, 2015 PLOS1) 
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Effects upon nonrecurrence of depression among major depressives with ≥ 3 previous 
episodes 



Effects upon nonrecurrence of depression among major depressives with ≥ 3 previous 
episodes 

What you can honestly tell the 
doctors, your skeptical colleagues or 

participants about benefits of 
mindfulness-based interventions? 



Chronische Erkrankungen als 
existenzielle  Herausforderung:  

Achtsamkeit (MBSR) kann helfen 

●  Eine chronische Krankheit ist entweder „das Ergebnis eines 
länger andauernden Prozesses degenerativer Veränderung 
somatischer oder psychischer Zustände“ oder eine Störung, die 
„dauernde somatische oder psychische Schäden oder Behinderung 
zur Folge“ hat.  

     (Waltz, 1989) 

Arthritis     Asthma 
Bluthochdruck    chronischen Atemwegserkrankungen  
chronische Magen-Darmerkrankungen  Colitis 
Depression    Diabetes 
Demenz     Epilepsy 
Herz-Kreislauf-Erkrankungen   Krebs 
Multiple Sklerose    Niereninsuffizienz  
Parkinson    Schizophrenie 
Schmerzsyndromen   medikamentöse Nebenwirkungen 



45% der Bevölkerung leidet unter einer 
oder mehreren chronischen Krankheiten 

Anderson et al. (2004) “Chronic Conditions,” Robert Wood 
Johnson Foundation and Johns Hopkins University  

Mit dem Alter wird's nicht besser! 



MBI’s help  people with chronic conditions of  
many kinds better to cope with their illness 
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MBSR/MBCT for Wellbeing 

MBSR/MBCT for Wellbeing 



Effects also seem to last  
(0.5-3 year follow-ups) 
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Post-Intervention 



MBSR for MS Quality of Life 



MBSR for MS Quality of Life 



MBSR for MS Wellbeing (average) 

MBSR for MS Wellbeing 



Effect 
Size  

(All p’s<.0005) 

Post-Intervention 

Effect 
Size  

(All p’s<.03) 

6-month Follow-up 



MBSR for MS Wellbeing 
6 MONTHS LATER 

MBSR for MS Wellbeing 
6 MONTHS LATER 



Effect  
Size  

MS patients 2.5 years later 

Effect 
Size  

(All p’s<.03) 





MBSR/MBCT for Wellbeing 



Evidence of physiological benefits  
of MBSR and other MBI’s 

p < .05 



p < .05  

Control 

MBSR 



Immune system benefits 



●  18 MBSR vs. 17 controls (38 years) 

●  Not randomized 

●  No one is sure what these increased 
density measures mean 



Recent evidence that even brain structures 
change in density after 8-weeks of MBSR 

Cortical arousal  & 
responsiveness; 

Regulation of emotion 

Conscious experience of self 

Regulation of emotion & cognition 

Significance of stimulus for  self 



Can long-term meditation slow  
aging effects on the brain? 

•  Medit 

!  Control 
integration of emotion and cognition Body Awareness and empathy 



1.  Various notions of mindfulness, but each provides some focus upon legitimizing 
and validating aspects of the inner lives & experience of human beings.  

2.  Mindfulness programs appear mildly more effective than mere nonspecific 
psychosocial support control interventions (which often also, themselves, 
appear to produce beneficial effects) 

3.  MBI's, in general, are as effective as clinically established psychotherapeutic 
interventions 

4.  Scientific pursuit of contemplative practices is all very new, and progress is 
possible (especially if we don‘t overemphasize current knowledge and create 
empty bubbles).  

5.  To progress, we need to resist the corrupting elements of current science (e.g. 
pressure to publish positive results, to publish prolifically and quickly, to 
massage our data so it looks much better than it is).  

6.  +1st person: self awareness of our own hindrances, strengths, motives & limits 
as we participate in fabrication of mindfulness. 

Early experiments in 
transportation 






