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Abstract
Mindfulness is a psychological technique based on Eastern meditative practices 
that was developed in the late 1970s by Kabat-Zinn at the University of 
Massachusetts. Initially, there was a debate over whether it should be considered 
a scientific technique or labelled as part of the “new wave” practices. Today, 
mindfulness is omnipresent in modern societies but has suffered from 
merchandising and banalization, which has been strongly criticized. Despite some 
limitations regarding methodological aspects of mindfulness research, it is 
considered effective for treating many physical and psychological disorders, and 
even it is recommended in clinical guidelines such the British National Institute 
for Health and Care Excellence. During the last 2500 years, mindfulness practices 
have moved from Northern India across most of Asia, but their mixing with 
Western science and culture at the end of the 20th century is considered a key 
event in recent history. For the first time in human history, due to globalization, 
the wisdom of all contemplative traditions can be shared with all human beings 
and assessed by science. Mindfulness practices, yoga included, are giving birth to 
a new field of knowledge, contemplative sciences, which go beyond mindfulness 
and is devoted to helping humanity to reach higher levels of happiness and 
mental peace.

Key Words: Contemplative sciences; Mindfulness; Meditation; Compassion; Psychothe-
rapy; Wellness

©The Author(s) 2021. Published by Baishideng Publishing Group Inc. All rights reserved.

Core Tip: This paper reflects on the following subjects: (1) The efficacy and expansion 
of mindfulness in modern world-limitations from a scientific and a philosophical 
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perspective; (2) The exciting times we are entering as a consequence of the marriage 
between science and contemplative techniques; and (3) Finally, the consequence of all 
these aspects–the birth of a new field of knowledge, the contemplative sciences, which 
includes mindfulness. They will offer humankind the wisdom of centuries of deep 
knowledge to facilitate the highest levels of happiness and connection imaginable.

Citation: Garcia-Campayo J, López del Hoyo Y, Navarro-Gil M. Contemplative sciences: A 
future beyond mindfulness. World J Psychiatr 2021; 11(4): 87-93
URL: https://www.wjgnet.com/2220-3206/full/v11/i4/87.htm
DOI: https://dx.doi.org/10.5498/wjp.v11.i4.87

INTRODUCTION
Concept and origin of mindfulness
Mindfulness practice involves developing the skill of directing one's attention to 
whatever is happening in the present moment[1]. According to Kabat-Zinn[2], 
“mindfulness is the practice of purposely bringing one's attention to experiences 
occurring in the present moment without judgment”, a skill that can be developed 
through attentional meditation or other training. As noted by Brown et al[3], definitions 
of mindfulness are typically selectively interpreted based on who is studying them 
and how they are applied. Some have viewed mindfulness as a mental state, while 
others have considered it as a set of skills and techniques.

The Buddhist term translated into English as "mindfulness" originates in the Pali 
term sati and in its Sanskrit counterpart smrti, and it is a significant element of 
Buddhist traditions[4]. It is often translated as "bare attention", but in Buddhist texts, it 
has a broader meaning and application and can also be defined as “memory” or 
“recollection”[5]. Sati is one of the seven factors of Enlightenment, and "correct" or 
"right" mindfulness is the seventh element of the Noble Eightfold Path, the main 
teaching in this religion.

Jon Kabat-Zinn started to teach mindfulness in September 1979 at a hospital 
associated with the University of Massachusetts. This was the beginning of 
mindfulness in the West. The program was called the “Stress Reduction and 
Relaxation Program”. He tried to bring his Buddhist practice together with his work 
life as one unified whole in the service of something useful[2]. Some months before, in a 
two-week vipassana retreat, he had experienced a “vision” about mindfulness that 
impressed him. In his own words, in the vision, he saw not only a model that could be 
put in place but also the long-term implications of the implementation of mindfulness 
across the world[1]. During the 1980s, Kabat-Zinn’s main worry was to avoid 
mindfulness being labelled a “hippy” or “new age” practice, and for that reason, he 
eliminated any Buddhist terminology and focused on its medical benefits and the 
importance of being assessed by scientific research[2]. Today, mindfulness has become 
part of modern society’s mainstream way of life[6], and it is considered the next 
revolution in public health[7].

EFFICACY OF MINDFULNESS
In the last 20 years, meta-analyses have demonstrated the utility of mindfulness for 
increasing psychological and physical wellbeing in healthy adults in general[8] and in 
specific environments such as the workplace[9] or school[10]. As a treatment, it has 
demonstrated efficacy in the treatment of mental disorders[11], some relevant studies 
are summarized in Table 1.

Mindfulness seems useful across all age ranges from, for example, adolescents[12] to 
middle-aged military veterans[13].

Regarding medical conditions, meta-analyses confirm the efficacy of mindfulness in 
treating cancer in general[14] and more specifically in treating breast cancer[15], pain[16], 
hypertension[17], diabetes[18], rheumatoid arthritis[19] and many other disorders.

Overall, the maximum efficacy of mindfulness as a treatment has been found in 
treating recurrent depression[20], and this is the reason the British Clinical Guide 
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Table 1 Efficacy demonstrated of mindfulness as treatment in different mental disorders

Mental disorder Ref.

Hofmann et al[39]

Blanck et al[40]

Depression and anxiety

Godfrin et al[41]

Sancho et al[42]Subtance and behavioural addictions

Glasner et al[43]

Hodann-Caudevilla et al[44]Schizophrenia

Chien et al[45]

National Institute for Health and Care Excellence[21] recommends mindfulness, 
considering it the psychological treatment of choice.

However, some authors[22] have argued that published data about the efficacy of 
mindfulness may be oversized and that the authors of mindfulness studies may be 
biased and more focused on positive outcomes than on negative outcomes. In this 
sense, the harshest criticism of the scientific evidence regarding the benefits of 
mindfulness was the paper of Van Dam et al[23], which described the relevant 
methodological limitations in the research on this technique. This article was 
responded to by prominent researchers in the field[24], who affirmed that those 
limitations are commonplace for all psychological therapies and, even more important 
in our opinion, that mindfulness, as part of a contemplative tradition, was not 
developed specifically for treating human disorders but was created to improve 
human wellbeing and flourishing, and this is the point I would like to emphasize in 
this article.

LONG JOURNEY OF MINDFULNESS IN THE WEST
Mindfulness, as the core teaching of Buddhism, has travelled a long journey from its 
original homeland in Northeast India. Early on, it travelled to the island of Sri Lanka; 
centuries later, it spread to the river basins of southeast Asia, then to monasteries in 
the mountains of China, Korea and Japan, and on to the hidden kingdoms of the 
Himalayas. Across the centuries and these countries, mindfulness had to adapt to the 
characteristics of the people who lived there and incorporated their wisdom. However, 
the last stage in this journey, the growth into Western countries, has produced 
unparalleled consequences. According to the prestigious British historian Toynbee[25], 
the arrival of Buddhism in the West was the single most important fact during the 20th 
century, as it allowed meditation to become part of mainstream Western culture.

As a consequence, mindfulness has had to be assessed by science and demonstrated 
to be efficacious in different environments. At present, mindfulness has moved from 
its traditional settings of peaceful Buddhist monasteries and is now practiced in 
developed and secularized cities inhabited by people eager for pragmatic results. 
People who transmit these teachings are no longer venerable old meditation masters 
followed by groups of disciples but are instead university lecturers holding degrees in 
psychology or medicine. Mindfulness is used not to obtain freedom from the cycle of 
birth and death but to liberate people from the strains of stressful relationships, mental 
diseases and the worries of daily life.

This new model of understanding mindfulness has been severely criticized as the 
so-called “McMindfulness” movement[26]. Critics have called out the indiscriminate use 
of mindfulness decontextualized from the original Buddhist teachings from in which it 
originated and its employment in different settings. Mindfulness meditation has 
become so popular that many products and merchandising practices use this name. 
For example, the trendy fitness apparel company Lululemon is now advertising 
mindfulness clothing for men. There are also products called Mindful Meats and 
Mindful Mints, and Sherwin-Williams sells a paint colour they call Mindful Gray[27]. 
Mindfulness is said to be a $4B industry. More than 60000 books for sale on Amazon 
have a variant of “mindfulness” in their title and tout the benefits of mindful 
parenting, mindful eating, mindful teaching, mindful therapy, mindful leadership, 
mindful finance, mindful nations, and mindful dog owners, to name just a few[28].
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This oversimplification also occurs in scientific research: There is a danger that the 
wisdom of Eastern contemplative traditions might be reduced to a matter of gaining 
certain skills such as attention, memory or emotion regulation. Alternatively, based on 
materialistic premises, the efficacy of mindful practices could be reductively explained 
exclusively on the basis of neurophysiology[5].

UNBELIEVABLE HISTORICAL PERIOD IN WHICH WE LIVE
The beginning of the 21st century is probably one of the most fascinating periods in 
human history. Many masters of contemplative traditions are teaching mindfulness as 
a way to reach a wider range of people. Most long-term mindfulness instructors 
embrace spiritual teachings, as mindfulness is not able to provide answers to the 
deepest questions of existence.

Today, online technologies and cheap travel around the world have facilitated a 
level of globalization that makes it possible to receive teachings from great masters 
from different countries. This was impossible centuries ago, and a disciple had to 
choose one only master and remain with that master for years. Now, the immediate 
interchanging of ideas and the dissemination of teachings considered secret for 
generations are accelerating human knowledge acquisition. In addition, the marriage 
of science and contemplative wisdom allows us to examine the impact of traditional 
meditative techniques and the changes they produce in the human brain and body.

CONTEMPLATIVE SCIENCES
In his 1930 book “Civilization and Its Discontents”, Freud advocated for the need for a 
new and secular science of psychotherapy as a pragmatic alternative to the traditional 
healing techniques offered by religions. Since then, Western psychology/psychiatry 
has operated separately from religion[29]. However, in recent years, robust research has 
confirmed the therapeutic and wellbeing potential of qualities such as love, 
compassion and altruism[30-33]. For this reason, conventional psychology is moving 
towards contemplative science, which has always been considered non-scientific 
knowledge. Recent studies have confirmed, for instance, that Tibetan monks can 
voluntarily self-generate high-frequency gamma synchrony[34] and that mindfulness 
meditation increases thickness in the prefrontal and insular cortex[35]. Yoga, a group of 
physical, mental, and spiritual practices originated in ancient India, has also 
demonstrated a great efficacy in improving mental well-being[36], and is considered a 
relevant component of the contemplative sciences. These and other research studies 
have placed meditation at the axis of contemplative science and have emphasized 
brain neuroplasticity.

These developments in the field of psychology gave birth to the so-called 
contemplative sciences movement some years ago. Many experts believe that 
mindfulness has demonstrated to be effective and that a wider theoretical frame is 
necessary. Davidson et al[37] coined the term “contemplative neuroscience”, which 
describes the emerging field arising at the intersection of meditation research and 
neuroscience. It includes any kind of meditation, yoga, mantra recitation, intensive 
breathing or healing movement[38]. This new science fulfils the dream of visionary 
pioneers in psychiatry and psychology, such as Carl Gustav Jung and Ken Wilber, and 
is connected to some aspects of transpersonal psychology. Several universities across 
the world have developed courses on or departments for on contemplative sciences or 
similar disciplines, some examples including Brown University (Providence, Rhode 
Island), the University of San Diego (San Diego, California), Naropa University 
(Boulder, Colorado) or the University of Mary Washington (Fredericksburg, Virginia) 
in the United States and Ottawa in Canada.

CONCLUSION
Future of mindfulness
I envision the future of mindfulness and related disciplines like a millennial wisdom 
tree with two main branches. In the first, mindfulness will develop with an 
instrumental aim. Its objective will be to relieve the mental and physical suffering of ill 
people and to increase the wellbeing of healthy persons in everyday life and in every 
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challenging environment they live in. However, in addition to mindfulness, there will 
be a second branch, contemplative sciences. This branch will be devoted to allowing 
humanity to experience the highest level of everlasting happiness that humankind can 
enjoy, regardless of external circumstances, which is linked to understanding the 
ultimate reality.
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