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Abstract
Objectives While there is theoretical and empirical evidence for a positive relationship between mindfulness and pro-environmental 
behaviors, so far research into mindfulness-based sustainability trainings with meditation novices yielded underwhelming results. At 
the same time, there is a lack of qualitative research into the mindfulness and sustainability nexus. The objective of this qualitative 
research was to study the potential mechanisms linking mindfulness practices and individual engagement in pro-environmental 
behaviors in a sample of meditators.
Methods This research is based on a reflexive thematic analysis of 13 semi-structured interviews with active meditators, 
analyzed under a constructivist epistemology and experiential orientation to data interpretation.
Results Five themes describe the mindfulness-induced behavior changes experienced by the interviewees: awakening of the 
mind (self-regulation), awakening of the heart (relational capacities), internalizing environmental motivation, eudaimonic 
well-being, and deepening mindfulness. A thematic map displays the multitude of factors mediating the process of change.
Conclusions This study revealed that for those interviewed, the degree to which mindfulness practices can encourage pro-environmental 
behaviors depends on the level of individual commitment towards mindfulness as a lifestyle. Particularly, the integration of mindful 
living principles in form of the informal practice of mindfulness plays a key role to implement behavior change. Yet even though this 
research identified five positive factors for change, the specific context of the interviewee sample combined with general methodological 
drawbacks call for a careful interpretation of the results regarding its applicability to the general population. Overall, this research 
provides valuable insights into the mindfulness-sustainability nexus and shows the potential of qualitative methods to research complex 
intra-individual change processes and long-term behavior change.
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Science shows that to prevent the worst of climate change, 
individuals need to actively change many of their day-to-day 
behaviors, which involves far-reaching changes to their diets, 
energy usage, and transport (Babiker false 2018). Therefore, 
environmental psychologists are paying increasing attention 
to the ways in which pro-environmental behaviors (PEB), 
defined as “behavior(s) that consciously seek to minimize 
the negative impact of one’s actions on the natural and built 
world” (Kollmuss and Agyeman 2002, p. 240), could be 
promoted widely (Gatersleben 2018, p. 158). In a 2-pathway 

model for PEB, Thiermann and Sheate (2020a) outlined 
theoretical arguments why, contrary to the dominant 
perspective, normative reasoning might not be sufficient to 
motivate PEB and that a relational pathway could potentially 
play an important role in building and maintaining PEB. 
Based on these assumptions, it can be argued that a 
promising way to reinforce PEB is the implementation of 
“experiential strategies,” defined as “interventions which 
aim to physically, cognitively, and affectively stimulate 
meaningful experiences in relation to oneself, others and 
nature” (Thiermann and Sheate 2020a, p. 7).

Over the past 30 years, researchers have increasingly 
studied whether mindfulness plays a role in the degree to 
which people actively engage in PEB. Much of this research 
focused on documenting the positive relationship between 
trait mindfulness and PEB (Thiermann and Sheate 2020b). 
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For example, studies showed that those with higher levels 
of trait mindfulness tend to consume more sustainably ( 
Dhandra 2019; Fischer false 2017), eat less meat (Hunecke 
and Richter 2019; Werner false 2020), and more often take 
part in environmental activism (Wamsler and Brink 2018). 
Some researchers also found that individuals who follow an 
active mindfulness practice, such as meditation or other mind-
body exercises, perform more PEB (Jacob et al. 2009; Loy and 
Reese 2019; Panno false 2018) and have a lower environmental 
impact associated with their diet (Thiermann false 2020).

Given that mindfulness training has been shown to increase 
trait mindfulness in individuals, researchers began studying if 
mindfulness-based programs could be used to improve PEB 
performance. First research regarding a specialized 8-week 
program, blending environmental education and meditation 
training, did not show significant changes in quantitative PEB 
measures (Böhme false 2018; Geiger false 2019a; Stanszus 
false 2019). Yet another lab experiment revealed that a group 
of individuals opted for more sustainable product choices after 
a brief mindfulness exercise (Chan 2019). This inconsistency 
in findings indicates that more research is needed to understand 
the link between mindfulness and PEB, and the potential of 
using mindfulness training to promote behavior change. As 
of now, researchers hypothesize that mindfulness-induced 
improvements in PEB evolve over a longer period and take at 
least 1 year of regular practice (Geiger false 2019b; Thiermann 
false 2020). They also suggest that this might happen as a result 
of intermediate changes in individuals’ self-regulation, pro-
sociality, feelings of connectedness with nature, materialism, 
intrinsic values, subjective well-being, and health-related 
behavior changes (Thiermann and Sheate 2020a).

Yet even though qualitative studies could provide insights into 
such pre-behavioral indicators, very few qualitative studies of the 
mindfulness-sustainability nexus exist. This corresponds with the 
general trend in mindfulness research, where in 2019, qualitative 
studies accounted for less than 10% of peer-reviewed publications 
(Frank and Marken 2021). The few qualitative studies relating 
to mindfulness and PEB so far have focused on the effect of 
short-term mindfulness interventions on consumption behaviors 
in meditation-naïve participants, in the therapeutic realm 
(Armstrong 2012), or in a mixed-methods context of the above-
mentioned 8-week blended program (Frank false 2019; Frank 
false 2021). Again, the results of these qualitative studies are 
inconclusive, with mindfulness having improved some of the 
participants’ core competences for sustainability as well as their 
ability to introspectively work with emotional states linked to 
consumption behavior. However, rarely this translated into the 
desired changes in PEB. Quite the contrary, Frank et al. (Frank 
false 2021) reported several counter cases, where mindfulness 
practice reinforced self-confirmative reasons to not consume 
sustainably. Finally, one mixed-methods study found that 
combining mindfulness with outdoor tourism made participants 
more ready to preserve nature (Deringer false 2020).

It remains controversial if and to what extent 
mindfulness can help change PEB. Due to the challenge of 
comprehensively assessing behavioral change processes with 
quantitative methods, this research aimed to use qualitative 
methods to inquire about the pro-environmental motivations 
and behaviors of individuals with an on-going meditation 
practice for a year or more. The analysis was guided by the 
following research question: Have the study participants 
experienced changes in their motivations and performance 
levels of PEB after they started engaging in mindfulness 
practices, and if so, what are the common mechanisms 
mediating these changes?

Methods

Participants

This qualitative study is a follow-up to an online survey we 
carried out with a non-representative sample of 300 individuals 
with varying meditation experiences in the UK (Thiermann 
false 2020). The cross-sectional study, built mostly on 
psychometric scales and frequency indicators, showed that 
the pro-environmental motivations and the diet-related 
environmental impact improved for groups of individuals 
with increasing levels of meditation experience. The survey, 
advertised as a study relating to “personal and planetary well-
being and mindfulness,” was distributed in the year 2018 via 
social-media and meditation-related newsletters; one-third 
of the responses was acquired on the MTurk crowdsourcing 
marketplace. To deepen insights into the differences in 
motivations and PEB of participants, we invited volunteers 
with meditation experience to participate in interviews for this 
qualitative study 1 year after the survey was closed.

The main sampling criteria aimed at finding diversity 
in several aspects: the degree of meditation experience 
and on-going practice, the level (high, medium, low) and 
type (meat eater, pescatarian, vegetarian, vegan) of animal-
protein consumption pattern as an approximate indicator 
for their commitment to PEB. The sample also should be 
diverse in population parameters such as income, gender, 
age, and education. The final sample counted 13 mindfulness 
practitioners from a mixture of secular, yogic, and Buddhist 
backgrounds. As shown in Table 1, the study sample is diverse 
regarding gender, income, education, and age. It includes 
practitioners with as little as 36 lifetime hours of formal 
meditation and as much as over 2500 h. There are examples of 
individuals with high meditation hours who are meat eaters as 
well as vegans. The same is true for those on the lower range 
of formal meditation experience. The interviewees also show 
the full range of carbon emissions associated with their animal-
protein diet (which could range from zero to 90 CO2eq/month), 
without a clear pattern regarding their meditation hours.
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Table 1 summarizes the descriptive data collected from 
the respondents during the survey, as well as a list of all 
PEB they reported during the qualitative interviews. All 
interviewees received pseudonyms for ease of analysis and 
writing, and to ensure confidentiality and anonymity. There 
was no remuneration for the interviews.

Procedures

Our choice of qualitative method was guided by the nature 
of the research question, as well as the limited size of the 
research team. Because the research goal was to better 
understand the (potential) mechanisms of change between 

Table 1  Interviewee data collected during quantitative survey in 2018, 1 year prior to the interviews (Thiermann et al., 2020). List of PEB col-
lected during interviews

Pseudonym Gender Age Education Income Meditation hours CO2eq/
month related 
to animal-
protein diet

PEB

monthly lifetime

Cameron Male 55–64 BA/MA >100K 12 1872 58.4 Low general consumption, reduce meat consumption, 
organic gardening, public transport, reduce packaging

Daria Female 35–44 BA/MA <20K 5 168 16.6 Buy organic/fair-trade/high-welfare, vegetarian diet, 
buy local, composting, pick-up waste, recycling, reus-
able containers, energy efficiency, walking/cycling, 
public transport, educating others, volunteering

Hanna Female 35–44 A-Levels <20K 12 432 7.1 Buy organic/fair-trade/high-welfare, mostly vegan diet, 
low consumption, recycling, public transport, walk-
ing/cycling

Heather Female 65–74 BA/MA 51–100K 16 1536 48.8 Low general consumption, buy organic/fair-trade/high-
welfare, reduced meat and no dairy consumption, 
avoid flying, public transport, biodiversity gardening, 
recycling, wildlife watching, donations to NGOs

Jina Female 45–54 PhD 51–100K 1 36 46.5 Buy organic/fair-trade/high-welfare, reduce meat con-
sumption, food growing, green consumer, buy local, 
reduce packaging, bulk shopping, reusable contain-
ers, pick-up waste, avoid flying, energy efficiency, 
volunteering, wildlife watching, donations to NGOs, 
environmental activism

Judith Female 25–34 BA/MA 21–50K 12 432 7.1 Buy organic/fair-trade/high-welfare, vegetarian diet, 
buy local, green consumer, reduce packaging, recy-
cling, reusable containers, walking/cycling, public 
transport, educating others, volunteering, environmen-
tal activism

Karen Female 45–54 BA/MA 51–100K 2 324 0.0 Recycling, reusable containers, vegan diet, avoids flying 
and pays for carbon offsetting, public transport

Martin Male 45–54 GCSE 21–50K 24 864 70.6 Recycling, public transport, vegan in phases
Marcus Male 35–44 BA/MA 51–100K 12 1152 22.5 Buy organic/fair-trade/high-welfare, pescatarian diet, 

buy local, green consumer, composting, walking/
cycling, avoid flying

Sabine Female 45–54 BA/MA <20K 16 2496 16.7 Low consumption, buy organic/fair-trade/high-welfare, 
vegetarian (increasingly vegan) diet, buy local, bulk 
shopping, food growing, green consumer, reduce 
packaging, energy efficiency, avoid flying, walking/
cycling, public transport, environmental activism

Teresa Female 45–54 BA/MA <20K 16 576 46.6 Buy organic/fair-trade/high-welfare, buy local, green 
consumer, recycling, reduce packaging, energy effi-
ciency/residential solar energy, educate others, volun-
teering, donations for NGOs, environmental activism

Travis Male 45–54 BA/MA 51–100K 4 168 48.0 Buy organic/fair-trade/high-welfare, reduce meat 
consumption, buy local, reduce food waste, recycling, 
reusable containers

Will Male 55–64 GCSE <20K 12 2592 0.0 Recycling, reduce packaging, vegan diet, energy 
efficiency at home, walking/cycling, public transport, 
biodiversity gardening
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mindfulness practice and PEB, the creation of themes helped 
the identification of the commonalities between the expe-
riences of all participants. At the same time, because we 
intended to shed light on the personal experiences and moti-
vations of the participant sample regarding the preceding 
quantitative study and theoretical work, we favored a flex-
ible, experiential, and interpretative approach.

Reflexive TA, as first formalized and then further devel-
oped by Braun and Clarke (2006), delivers on all of these 
objectives. Reflexive TA is theoretically flexible, but not 
atheoretical and purely descriptive such as qualitative con-
tent analysis. While emphasizing researcher subjectivity and 
interpretation, the main goal of reflexive TA is to identify 
patterns in the data and create themes that respond to the 
specific research question. A disadvantage of reflexive TA 
is that as the procedures are simpler and faster than other 
interpretative approaches, it might therefore lose some of the 
idiographic depth an interpretative phenomenological analy-
sis could provide, and lack the theory-building potential of 
grounded theory (Braun and Clarke 2021a). To counteract 
some of these drawbacks, we reinforced the idiographic per-
spective by capturing all factors for change that have been 
named by the participants in a thematic map. In regard to 
the theoretical gap, we acknowledge that our interpretation 
of the data has emerged under consideration of our prior 
empirical and theoretical work (Thiermann and Sheate 
2020a; Thiermann false 2020).

In this case of reflexive TA, we worked under the epis-
temological paradigm of constructivism which assumes 
a bidirectional understanding of the relationship between 
language and experience, and language becomes implicit 
in the reproduction of both meaning and experience (Byrne 
2021). For our analysis, this means that we did not only look 
for recurring information from the interviewees, but also 
gave space to the interpretation of what is meaningful to our 
research question and analysis. We further implemented an 
experiential orientation for understanding the data, which 
aims to “give voice” (Braun false 2022) to the participants 
and analyze their subjective viewpoints in an “empathic” 
way (Braun and Clarke 2021b). This means that we applied 
a reflective view on language and focused on the personal 
understanding and lived experiences of the respondents, and 
how they make meaning of their experiences.

We used a semi-structured interview design and 
sequenced questions with the intention to avoid priming the 
PEB-related responses towards a deliberate mindfulness 
angle. The questionnaire started by inquiring about dietary 
habits and PEB, then explored general well-being manage-
ment strategies and mindfulness practice routines, and only 
the last block of questions explicitly explored the relation-
ships participants may have observed between their mind-
fulness practice and their performance in PEB. Participants 
also were invited to provide any additional comments at the 

end of the interview (see Appendix for all questions). Most 
volunteers were interviewed online via Zoom, with an aver-
age duration of 1 h. All interviews were audio-recorded with 
the permission of the interviewees and later transcribed ver-
batim in an orthographic manner (Braun and Clarke 2013).

Data Analyses

Reflexive TA progresses in six phases during which the 
researcher engages reflectively with the data and the research 
process (Braun and Clarke 2006). For this paper, the core 
of the analytical work was done by the first author of this 
paper, who, in bi-weekly meetings presented and discussed 
the progress with the second author. The role of the first 
author was to work with the data in-depth, while the second 
author focused on questioning the core assumptions of the 
analysis, broadening the reflective process, and verifying 
the theme creation based on the data extracts and codes pre-
sented by the first author. For the first phase, familiarization 
with the data, the first author worked with each interview, 
one by one. They first listened to the full interview without 
taking notes or transcribing, which allowed them to gain a 
comprehensive impression of the person’s meaning-making 
and recall any feelings and thoughts evoked during the inter-
view. Only then, the first author transcribed the respective 
interview and progressed to the next interview.

In the second phase, generation of initial codes, we 
applied mostly semantic but also latent coding strategies 
(Byrne 2021). Semantic coding, by staying close to the sur-
face meaning of the data and the language chosen by the 
participant, allowed us to capture the interviewees’ richness 
in perspectives to support our inductive analysis of the data. 
However, as researchers in the field with prior research in 
this area, we did not operate in a theoretical no-man’s-land—
latent coding allowed us to use our prior theoretical work 
and the insights from the preceding survey study to work 
interpretatively whenever we observed clear references to 
theoretical concepts (examples for such are connectedness 
with nature, informal mindfulness, and more intrinsic vs 
extrinsic types of motivation). Latent coding also ensured 
that we coded and analyzed the data most relevant to our 
research question. Furthermore, the goal of the research 
was not only to explore the mindfulness and PEB factors in 
separation. To highlight the perspectives of the interviewees 
about the role of mindfulness for PEB change and to under-
stand the mechanisms of the process, we also coded when 
we observed relationships between concepts in participant 
speech. Even though we coded interviews sequentially, there 
was an iterative process as concepts became more visible 
over time.

In the third phase, searching for themes, we approached 
in an inductive way after the completion of the initial cod-
ing. We created the themes by, first, bringing all relevant 
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and most dominant single codes and relationship codes into 
an NVivo 12 project map, and manually color coding and 
rearranging the codes while listening to and comparing data 
extracts. In the fourth phase, review of potential themes, the 
nuanced analysis of the quotes in the context of the develop-
ment of the themes supported a reflective process of prior-
itization and re-organization of the codes and relationships. 
This included the addition of some codes and relationships 
which had not been coded originally but were later iden-
tified as crucial in the comparison of individual accounts. 
An example of this is the addition of the codes “sensory 
engagement” and “embodiment” after listening to the data 
extracts stored for the relationship between “formal mind-
fulness practice” and “present moment awareness.” Only 
after studying those extracts again in isolation, we heard 
the nuanced understanding of this connection as related to 
their body and senses. However, because of the increasing 
complexity of the interlinkages between crucial concepts, we 
transferred the content from NVivo 12 into the Gephi 0.9.2 
software to build a thematic map that helps to gain an over-
view of the factors and relationships cited by the participants 
and judged meaningful by our analytical work.

The thematic map in Fig. 1 is the visual end result of our 
engagement with the data across the multiple stages of the 
reflexive TA approach and illustrates how the five analytical 
themes have been identified as groups of interrelated factors 
for change. We stopped the creative process when we found 
that the themes were sufficiently broad to tell one common 
story, as well as inclusive of idiographic variations between 
the different change factors, because not all factors are 
seen as (equally) meaningful by all interviewees. We then 
proceeded to the final phase, naming themes and writing-up, 
for which we chose to use a similar blend of interviewee 
speech and interpretative meaning-making that was central 
in this research process.

Results

The 13 adults interviewed for this research varied regard-
ing their personal perspectives on environmental issues and 
exposure to mindfulness practices. Despite their differences 
in the way they understand and practice mindfulness and 
PEB, common patterns of thought and experiences were 
able to be extracted. We created five highly interconnected 
dominant themes with shared observations of mindfulness-
based mechanisms for PEB change. Because reflexive TA 
is a storytelling process in which the story is the interpreta-
tion of a collective narrative based on personal accounts 
and commonalities between cases, the theme descriptions 
frequently give voice to the respondents describing their 
motivations and experiences. The five themes were as fol-
lows: (1) awakening of the mind, (2) awakening of the heart, 

(3) internalizing environmental motivation, (4) eudaimonic 
well-being, (5) deepening mindfulness.

Theme 1—Awakening of the Mind: “Becoming 
Aware of Myself in Context”

According to an often-cited definition of mindfulness 
from the Western psychology perspective, the primary 
goal of mindfulness practices is to cultivate an “awareness 
that emerges through paying attention on purpose, in the 
present moment, and non-judgmentally to the unfolding 
of experience moment by moment” (Kabat-Zinn 2003, p. 
145). Consequently, in the interviews with the participants, 
a greater ability to focus on the present moment and an 
increased awareness of both the internal and external 
experiences emerged as an important effect of the 
mindfulness practice. In the experience of the respondents, 
the growing engagement with formal and informal 
mindfulness practices increased the emphasis they place on 
the physicality of their experience within their bodies.

It sounds more intellectual than it is, it’s not that 
intellectual. The more I can stay in touch with my 
embodied experience, somehow, the rest of it kind of 
flows more? Don’t know if it makes sense, but when 
I’m aware of my body and my breath, I don’t act 
unmindfully that I would therefore regret afterwards. 
It’s more of a sense of integration, the whole of me is 
kind of there, rather than being split off. (Sabine)

We observed that this increased embodiment of experi-
ence, described by researchers as a shift from a top-down, 
conceptual awareness towards a bottom-up, interoceptive 
awareness (Khoury false 2017), became an important factor 
for the way the respondents relate to their PEB (see theme 3). 
Furthermore, in parallel with the development of increased 
internal awareness, the practitioners also reported a stronger 
awareness of their external experiences. This includes a wid-
ening of perspective and environment around them, which 
they saw as the reason to also feel a greater appreciation of 
the natural world.

It’s like, oh, this is such a lovely place to be, when 
you sit and listen, and see and experience the feel, 
it’s a marvelous thing. Whereas before it wouldn’t 
even have occurred to me. (Martin)

The participants experienced this change in awareness 
of the natural world as mediated again by the embod-
ied, sensory experience of it. For example, Martin and 
Hanna explained how they found it easier to stay focused 
when meditating in nature, because they could engage 
their senses, e.g., when hearing and sensing the wind. 
For those with an informal practice, this awareness of the 
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natural world has become an integral part of their practice 
throughout the day:

I stopped and looked and saw the environment I was 
in, but my mindfulness did that, I was able not roam 
around as I used to, but to walk and see a flower, and 
I remember, when I was doing analysis for my own 
practice, I stopped and took time to smell the roses, 
that’s cliché, but if you stop and mindfulness makes 
you stop, then you just [hesitates] - it follows. You 
become aware, you do. But the trick of course is to 
remember to be mindful. Sitting formally and then 

getting up doesn’t do it, that only starts the exer-
cise. You really have to do that every second, every 
second [laughs] oh you know it’s interesting, I feel 
really light-hearted and full of joy now. (Heather)

The enhanced awareness of internal and external experi-
ences that arises from practicing mindfulness consequently 
strengthens the participants’ ability to recognize harmful 
habits as they happen as well as to consider their impact. 
Many of the participants describe how greater awareness 
allowed them to more frequently leave the “autopilot” mode, 
where harmful behaviors are driven by habit. Particularly 

Fig. 1  Thematic map of the factors and relationships between mindfulness and PEB. The color of the codes represents their affiliation to one of 
the five analytical themes
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eating habits were an often-mentioned example of improved 
self-regulation based on mindfulness. Yet the improved self-
regulation and reduction of automatic behaviors also apply 
to behaviors with a negative impact on the environment:

My responsibility, not being so automated, not being so 
detached from everything that comes at a cost. You know, 
that plastic cup, you know, I think it does that because 
you just stop, you’re less distracted and you realize that 
they are not just throw away decisions. (Jina)

We observed that this awareness of repetitive habitual 
actions also opened room for a deeper reflection upon the 
inner mechanisms and root causes for environmentally harm-
ful behaviors. Three female practitioners, Heather, Sabine, 
and Teresa, brought up how mindfulness helped them to 
understand that buying clothes was a way of coping with 
stress and anxiety in their lives:

So I think it made me less wanting stuff. I mean I still like 
to get clothes and look nice, but it’s not like everything. 
So I’m, I think you get to this place because you spend, 
like mindfulness is spending time with yourself, you know 
seeing yourself, and noticing what’s actually going on.
[Interviewer: And then, what happens when you real-
ize what’s going on?]
Well, you realize that like actually, you’re a bit anxious 
about you know, ageing, and going out and buying 10 
new dresses and creams, you know, that’s the symptom 
of that, whereas before, you’d just do it. And now you 
understand like, you know, you get an anxiety about 
something and you might react, whereas before you 
would do the reaction without really knowing why, 
or what’s driving it. [thinks] Because I suppose you 
just sit there and you ask, what’s really going on right 
now, you ask yourself that question. I mean you do the 
following of the breath of course, but a lot for me is 
self-inquiry. (Teresa)

This dialogue exemplifies how mindfulness can help the 
inquiry about the origin of the desire to consume. In the 
experience of these participants, the deeper understanding of 
the root causes of their consumption allowed them to reduce 
their consumption levels. The participants further mention 
that this change in perspective on consumption gave them 
an opportunity to detach from stress-induced cravings which 
participants perceive as liberating. Instead of searching for 
a quick gratification provided by the purchase of a desired 
item, the awareness of the deeper motivation for this action 
allows practitioners to choose a different way to react to 
their needs. For example, Heather shared how mindfulness 
empowered her to change a lifelong approach to automatic 
consumerism. By deciding to not buy anything new for a 
whole year, including Christmas presents, Heather discov-
ered a way to find freedom from early conditioning:

And it came to me when not buying clothes, at the same 
time, it’s interesting because my mother was a tailoress 
and she would make a lot of clothes as a child, and I like 
clothes and looking smart, and have nice clothes, so that 
was interesting that change of a deep important part of 
my life, just changing it. You know, the injunction of 
you always buying clothes and look nice. Now, that’s a 
good thing actually, it’s really empowering that you can 
change, the parental voice, and all sorts of voices, it’s 
classic therapeutic work. (Heather)

A crucial aspect of the increased awareness the par-
ticipants perceived is the recognition that certain habitual 
behaviors do stand in conflict with the deeper values and 
convictions the respondents say they hold.

Yeah, it’s... I know I keep saying it, awareness, aware-
ness, I substitute mindfulness and awareness, they are 
interchangeable for me. If you are aware of something, 
you can choose to ignore it, or do something about it. I 
guess it brings you down to a personal choice how you 
want to live your life. And it’s like people go through 
life unaware of things, taking a lot of things for granted, 
you know people just might jump into their cars and not 
be aware of the impact that the car has on the environ-
ment, or they smoke, or they eat meat. (Will)

As shown in the quote by Will, his regular practice helps 
him to distinguish such moments of cognitive dissonance. It 
also shows that he sees mindfulness as a chance to stop and 
re-evaluate his decisions in line with his inner ethical compass.

In summary, it is not a new discovery that the increased 
awareness of automatic behaviors and congruence with 
internal values plays an important role in the process mediat-
ing between mindfulness and PEB (Fischer false 2017). Yet, 
this participant sample offered additional insights into the 
unfolding of such mindful awareness over time, particularly 
the importance of the increasing embodiment of internal 
experiences and the sensory engagement with external expe-
riences. They described the response to acting in dissonance 
with one’s deeper intentions as an almost visceral experi-
ence (see theme 3). Furthermore, Martin, Hanna, and Teresa 
shared how this increased awareness of inner processes can 
sometimes trigger challenging emotions. Therefore, theme 
2 explores the importance this sample of participants attrib-
utes to the development of certain qualities of the heart, 
such as kindness, compassion towards self and others, and a 
sense of connectedness and interdependence with the world.

Theme 2—Awakening of the Heart: “If Nature Is 
Suffering, I Am Also Suffering”

Even though the interview guide did not prompt the 
participants to reflect on the qualities of the heart, this 
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participant sample unanimously agreed on their centrality 
to the practice of mindfulness and their performance of 
PEB. In Buddhist teachings, the concept of mindfulness is 
taught in parallel to affective qualities such as gentleness, 
kindness, generosity, and tolerance (Grossman 2010). The 
development of a state of mind that involves a blend of 
attention, awareness, and memory is seen as the foundation 
for the successful cultivation of compassion (Tirch 2010). One 
common definition, based on Buddhist writings but also used 
for secular programs, is that compassion (in Pali: karuna) is “a 
sensitivity to suffering in self and others, with a commitment 
to try to alleviate and prevent it” (Gilbert 2014, p. 19). Yet 
while the inseparable relationship between mindfulness and 
compassion is explicit in the Buddhist context with various 
meditation techniques, ethical guidelines, and philosophical 
perspectives designed to foster the development of 
compassion, Western MBI have approached this concept in a 
more implicit way, mostly by encouraging a non-judgmental 
and kind attitude towards any arising experiences during 
meditation (Grossman 2010; Shapiro false 2018; Tirch 2010). 
Surprisingly, despite their varying degree of exposure to 
formal teachings on compassion, all interviewed participants 
except for Karen mentioned compassion in relation to their 
mindfulness practice.

In the West, the most practiced technique to initiate train-
ing for a compassionate mind in both secular and Buddhist 
contexts is the loving-kindness meditation, which was also 
mentioned by several of the participants interviewed for 
this study (Quaglia false 2020). Loving-kindness (in Pali: 
metta) is distinct from compassion and involves the desire to 
bring happiness and a positive emotional experience to the 
self, known others, and all beings (Tirch 2010). Travis nar-
rates how this practice helped him to widen his perspective 
beyond the self and include animals and nature:

Absolutely, yeah, yeah. It’s just, yeah, definitely, a lot 
of the loving-kindness meditation include animals in 
them [laughs] and there are a lot of metaphors from 
the training, I remember when you walk on the earth, 
treat each foot step as a kiss on the ground sort’a 
thing, something like that, that stayed with me and 
it’s just, slowing down and really looking at flowers, 
and trees, and birds,... it hasn’t been huge, but I see 
opportunities now to enjoy that much more than I 
used to. (Travis)

This widening of perspective and increasing sense of 
connection with both human and non-human life were 
common threads in the accounts of the participants. Their 
change in perspective tended to emerge out of the greater 
embodied awareness of internal and external experiences 
described in theme 1, combined with the conscious and 
repeated stimulation of warm and kind feelings towards 
the self, others, and nature during loving-kindness and 

other compassion-related practices. Jina and Cameron also 
described this process of widening their perspective as 
steady, subtle, and slow.

In relation to PEB, this broadened perspective of inter-
connectedness is relevant as it helps to reveal the envi-
ronmental impact of daily behaviors. Dietary habits were 
often mentioned to exemplify this shift in perspective, 
such as expressed by Hanna who narrates how her con-
cerns slowly extended from the well-being of animals to 
also include thoughts on personal health and more abstract 
environmental concerns:

So the fact that I didn’t want to be eating animals, 
that was in my awareness, but nothing else really. 
I wasn’t thinking about nutrition, I wasn’t thinking 
about pesticides, yeah. I think it’s kind of, it gives me 
a bigger picture so I think, who actually, what was 
the journey of the food, who was involved and you 
know, how far has it been, and what happened to it 
along the way, that kind of thing. (Hanna)

In Buddhist psychology, the change of perspective 
towards a greater universal connection is central to the 
practice of meditation and essential for the development 
of compassion. Based on the contemplative experience of 
interconnectedness, the regular practitioner is said to ulti-
mately develop an altruistic motivation towards alleviating 
the suffering of all beings, which Buddhists describe as 
an “awakened heart” (in Pali: bodhicitta) (Habito 2007; 
Tirch 2010).

In this sample, it became evident that feelings of 
connection towards other people have evolved with the 
on-going practice of mindfulness, which even motivated 
Cameron, Marcus, and Daria to enroll in mindfulness 
teacher training programs to share their insights with 
others. Yet due to the focus of this study, the practitioners 
were prompted to deepen the exploration of their 
connectedness with nature. A common reflection was that 
meditation encouraged a stronger feeling of being one with 
nature, which for some reached as far as into their physical 
experience, particularly through the breath:

I didn’t have that sense of interconnectedness, that’s I 
guess one of the shifts that happened, seeing myself 
as part of the world and seeing that the trees, you 
know, we wouldn’t be alive without the trees, and 
sitting in the garden, I’m breathing in and out, and 
we’re exchanging molecules at the basic cellular level. 
I never used to think like that, I wonder what is that, 
to think like that, I just didn’t have that approach to 
life. (Sabine)

The relationality with nature also was described as a start-
ing point to developing stronger feelings of compassion. For 
example, Jina explained that “nature has been the window, 
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the doorway to compassion for her,” and that nature is “what 
provides her with access to compassion.” Furthermore, the 
sense of being one with nature also was recurrently named 
as a source for growing compassionate feelings towards the 
environment and the experience of interdependency between 
personal well-being and the well-being of nature:

[pause] ehm [chuckles] hm there is so much to it, I am 
nature, I am all those elements and I am part of nature, 
as I am part of this universe. So, when I look after 
myself, I look after this body, I also have to look after 
my environment. My environment influences me and 
influences everything around me, the people around 
me. And if I want a healthier and happier life, I also 
have to look after what is around me, so nature is not 
something that is separated from me, it is me, and if 
nature is suffering, and animals are also suffering, I 
am also suffering. I am part of this suffering, and I 
do feel deeply in my heart when nature is suffering, 
and animals and trees, it gives me such a good feeling 
when I am in nature, I feel very connected, I feel calm, 
I feel quiet, and I feel part of it, I feel I am nature, so 
I want to be, most of the time I want to be in nature. 
So, if I am not careful, if I don’t protect nature, one 
day we might not have this to enjoy and then it affects 
everything nature gives to us. (Judith)

The feelings of interconnectedness and interdependence 
ultimately increased the participants’ desire for reciprocity 
with nature as the relational subject, which is explored in 
more depth in the next theme.

Theme 3—Internalizing Environmental Motivation: 
“I Can’t Just Walk Past It Now”

The previous two themes outlined how a stronger commitment 
to integrating mindfulness into life both on and off the 
meditation cushion supported the awakening of the qualities 
of the mind and the heart. Through a more embodied presence 
and awareness of themselves in context, the participants 
started to broaden their perspective to progressively include 
others and their environment. Combined with an increasing 
intentionality for kindness and compassion, the participants 
also benefited from an expanded sense of connectedness and 
interdependence, which ultimately strengthened their desire 
to reduce suffering both for themselves as well as other human 
and non-human life. Based on those fundamental changes 
in perspective on the self, this third theme is dedicated to 
documenting the motivational shift for PEB in this sample 
of participants.

A first indicator for a motivational shift is when the 
interviewed practitioners reported the development of 
a conscious intention to avoid causing additional harm 
through their actions, which in Buddhism, Hinduism and 

Jainism is known as the principle of no-harm (in Pali: 
ahimsa) (Howard 2018). While Judith and Will explicitly 
state ahimsa as a guiding principle for their lives, others 
evoke a sense of it through their speech:

Ehm, yeah, there’s a massive, massive difference. 
Before, I thought I was the world and the world 
revolved around me. And now I am a little spec that 
comes and goes, trying not to do so much damage 
while I’m here. (Martin)

While it could be observed that this process seemed to 
start with a primary intention to reduce the suffering of 
animals, the growing engagement with mindfulness practices 
encouraged the practitioners to slowly incorporate the 
whole environment. Further exploration of the participants’ 
environmental motivations revealed that the ethical principle 
of no-harm was experienced to be supported by a deeper 
layer of emotions related to the awakened heart, such as love, 
empathy, and compassion for nature:

The ethical stuff is because I feel things quite deeply, 
so I’m bothered by things, things matter to me, it 
matters to me how people and animals are treated, and 
how we’re treating the earth. (Hanna)

With growing practice experience, the desire to not 
inflict harm on other beings appeared as increasingly 
integrated within the emotional self-concept of the 
participants, which therefore seemed to go beyond a purely 
normative thriving to fulfil a moral codex. Rather than 
feeling obligated, a common experience of the participants 
was a drive to protect the environment because of their 
feelings of love and gratitude for nature. These feelings 
appeared the strongest for those participants who also 
mentioned an established awareness of interconnectedness 
with other beings and nature. The understanding that 
every individual behavior has the potential to ripple out 
and create negative impacts, combined with their strong 
emotional and relational bond, helped them to feel a strong 
responsibility to avoid even indirect suffering. This sense 
of interconnectedness made the participants internalize 
the suffering of the environment, which caused them 
to experience the environmental decision-making as an 
almost visceral experience:

[long silence] I suppose it’s about ehm [silence] being 
connected. If you feel connected, I think, you just don’t, 
it’s quite an instinctive thing, but you don’t want to do 
things which are anti that quality of engage, or you 
know, connected to everything around me. I don’t see 
myself quite as, you know, this is me and the rest of it 
can do whatever, you know, I fight my fights and stuff. 
Just that sense of being part of a whole, I would say, 
that’s a very gut thing, you know. Like last week, I went 
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down to the shop and there was a salad in plastic, and 
I simply couldn’t buy it. It’s just the quality, you know, 
when you are connected to something, you... it’s going 
against that quality of connection, there is a quality of 
irresponsibility, ehm, within all this. (Cameron)

For those participants who reported a strong emotional 
bond with nature, this embodied experience of their deci-
sion-making creates a drive to protect nature described as 
instinctual. They feel that because of their growing engage-
ment in mindfulness, it has become increasingly impossible 
for them to engage in harmful actions. Furthermore, this 
instinctual experience can also serve as an encouragement 
for them to make an additional effort to even benefit animals 
and nature:

I give you an example, sometimes you’re on the beach 
and you walk past something, and I just think, I can’t 
just walk past it now, I would always have to go, no 
matter how inconvenient it is or I don’t have another 
bag or whatever, I’m just gonna have to pick that up, 
even if I have to walk another mile to put it some-
where, I have to do that now and I don’t know if I 
would have put... I think I would have been able to be 
more distracted from that in the past. Whereas now, 
because you’re more present, I can’t walk past that, 
and you can’t just go “oh well”. And that’s not to say 
I never do that, but I find it creates more challenge for 
me now. (Jina)

Jina’s account exemplifies how the awakened heart and 
mind work together to PEB, even those involving effort like 
picking up other people’s trash and walking another mile to 
dispose of it correctly. First, the increased attention to the 
present made Jina notice the waste, and instead of engaging 
in an automated habit to continue walking, she stopped to 
feel the effect of the pollution in her heart. In congruence 
with her heightened sense of love and care for the sea, she 
decided to act and remove the plastic.

Consequently, a common observation among mindfulness 
practitioners was that doing things for the environment made 
them feel “good,” also often expressed as feeling “right.” In 
the nuance of the descriptions, the participants experienced 
a sense of feeling right as distinct from righteousness as the 
satisfaction of following a moral prescription. Rather, this 
form of feeling right seemed to stand for a behavioral deci-
sion that is in harmony with the participants’ emotional and 
relational experience and does not go against the gut instinct 
described above:

It feels like it’s the right thing to do. It comes from 
nearly 10 years now of, ehm, I went to Bangor Univer-
sity for the mindfulness course... it seems that, ehm, 
when I was younger, I was maddened and ran around. 
I think I’m motivated by... [thinks] it just feels right, 

by a deep sense of this is the right, wise, kind thing 
to do. That would be my motivation. […] I feel very 
content, and happy, and good, in a deep way, not in a 
huh [loud shout] way, it’s like, yeah [whisper] quiet, 
it’s an internal knowing, like everything just clicks 
together. (Heather)

In the experience of those who share a deep relational 
connection with nature, the PEB no longer feel as effort-
ful as before they engaged in mindfulness. Corresponding 
with the self-determination theory (Pelletier 2002), it could 
be noted that with growing levels of reported relationality, 
feelings of guilt and obligation subside and make space for 
feelings of care, reciprocity, and well-being. However, this 
does not completely resolve the conflict of values that often 
are associated with impactful behaviors:

Well, flying [is important]. I really just tried to cut that, I 
didn’t fly anywhere in two years, but I am actually going 
to visit my brother, with his new baby, in Switzerland in 
a few weeks’ time. It just feels like a priority to do that, 
to support him and his family. But generally, I take more 
holidays in the UK. And we do have a car, but I use it 
very little. We have this on-going conversation, should 
we get rid of it completely, but then we have very elderly 
mothers and three adult children, so we use it a little bit. 
I kind of, that’s my aspiration to not have a car. (Sabine)

Other interviewees reported similar moments of internal 
conflicts, such as Daria and Markus, who do like to travel by 
plane because they enjoy visiting different countries. Karen pays 
for carbon offsetting when traveling by plane for work. Teresa 
opts for a diet high in animal-protein products due to her health 
condition, and Jina refrains from adopting a strictly vegan or 
vegetarian diet because she also feels supportive to small-scale 
family farms in her rural area. Within the descriptions of such 
internal conflicts, it became apparent that the participants make 
a conscious effort to bring awareness to those difficult decisions. 
They seem to approach environmentally harmful actions with 
a high level of reflection and counterbalancing of their diverse 
values and priorities, even if the final decision may end up being 
in detriment of the environment. Another impediment to their 
motivation to maintain their PEB is the negative influences of 
stress, for example, caused by work:

I would like to be more consistent with it [reducing 
animal-protein diet] but again with working, it comes 
and goes. (Martin)

As further elaborated on below, the mindfulness-induced 
motivation for PEB is connected to an increased state of 
calm and “being” in the present moment. The stress-related 
loss of this connection has been described as immediately 
harmful to following the intention to act in a more healthy 
or pro-environmental way.
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Consequently, the mindfulness-induced process of grad-
ual internalization of their pro-environmental motivations 
for most interviewees seems to start on the individual level, 
and later expand outwards. In Heather’s account, it can be 
traced how she experiences the inner agency:

Compassion starts with me, and from that, others. 
Otherwise, you give your energy away and you are 
always campaigning, and telling people,… just keep-
ing my quiet and do it yourself. Really, and then you 
can sustain that. I think if each of us kept quiet and 
did... we could sustain it, sustainability of an attempt 
to keep well. I think that’s very important; I think it’s 
your intention, in all sorts of things in life. (Heather)

This form of inner agency is nourished by the above-men-
tioned feelings of interconnectedness, which the practition-
ers understand to make every personal action important. This 
inner agency is described as a continuous evolution that they 
understand as particularly meaningful when accompanied by an 
intention to work on themselves with an attitude of compassion 
and self-acceptance, rather than a harsh sense of obligation. 
Generally, this inwardly directed agency is compared to a grow-
ing sense of responsibility for the wider impact of their actions. 
This can at times feel burdensome to the committed practi-
tioners because they are aware that their actions alone might 
not change the course of the ecological crisis. Nevertheless, 
there was great determination and endurance in their PEB and 
increasingly, a motivation to also inspire others through their 
own behavior. Particularly for those who reported strong feel-
ings of connectedness with nature, such as Jina, Sabine, Daria, 
and Judith, an outward-directed sense of agency becomes 
increasingly prominent, for example, in the form of environ-
mental activism and volunteer work (see Table 1):

I do really believe that my mindfulness practice has partly 
brought me to this tipping point much quicker, and just 
talking about it and exploring what is that relationship 
and what does it mean, really emotionally brings that up 
for me and makes me realize how much more important 
it is to act, and not be passive within that. (Jina)

At the same time, because the participants feel that this 
sense of outward-directed agency is fueled by an awakened 
heart rather than moral prescriptions, they also feel less divi-
sive towards those who do not care for the environment. They 
describe that working for environmental change has become 
“less stressful and less driven by urgency” (Teresa), and that 
they feel more accepting of others and their priorities:

Some of my friends have been involved in meditating 
in front of Barclays bank, and you know, if I do get 
involved with that, I’m not going to do it from the side 
of anger and hatred, but trying to come from that no 
blame, we’re all in this planet together, and we want to 

live good lives, but kind of seeing that actually, we can 
have really good lives, and better lives, if we have this 
concern, but it’s not sort of judgmental and blaming, if 
you know what I mean. So that’s more like how it was 
towards myself and other people, there has been this 
shift there, if that makes sense. (Sabine)

At the end of the interviews, all participants had the oppor-
tunity to reflect on what they believed to have come first into 
their lives, their environmental awareness or mindfulness, and 
to elaborate on the relationship between those concepts. All 
participants confirmed that they believe in a positive impact of 
mindfulness on environmental awareness. In some cases, envi-
ronmental awareness clearly arose after the participants started 
practicing mindfulness (Martin, Markus, Travis), even though 
Markus and Travis attribute much of this awareness to living 
with partners who care. The rest of the group reported to always 
have cared about the environment. However, they also declared 
that mindfulness has helped in clarifying and strengthening 
their feelings and commitment towards the environment. Jina, 
Markus, Sabine, Will, and Daria also shared their belief that the 
individual process of mindful “awakening” (Heather) to envi-
ronmental issues could reach scale. For example, even though 
nature was always very dear to her, Daria has recently graduated 
from a mindfulness teacher training because she believes that it 
is a way to make others more aware of the beauty and value of 
nature and encourage them to care more. The interviews also 
revealed how the meaning of the expression “environmental 
awareness” changes for mindfulness practitioners:

I guess some people are aware, but they don’t care, 
and that’s the scary part, that they don’t care, particu-
larly when it’s the politicians who have the power and 
money to change things.
[Interviewer: In the way you have described aware-
ness, do you think they are aware in the sense of what 
you meant?]
Yeah that’s a really good point, I think they know 
about it, but they don’t care, they are not aware in that 
mindful sense. You know, Donald Trump should start 
meditating [laughter]. (Will)

We observed that the participants conceptualize environ-
mental awareness as something that goes beyond a purely 
intellectual knowing, and that it contains an intention of 
responsibility and care that arises when one feels more con-
nected with the natural world.

Theme 4—Eudaimonic Well‑Being: “Being Instead 
of Doing”

The theme of well-being was a prominent discussion point 
during the interviews, because most participants started to 



 Mindfulness

1 3

engage in mindfulness with the intention to improve their 
psychological and/or physical health. Generally, the inter-
viewees shared that they observed changes in their well-
being and that they enjoyed life more since they practiced 
mindfulness. As presented earlier in theme 1, the awakening 
mind allows the practitioners to live their lives in a more 
experientially rich way, thanks to stronger present-moment 
awareness and embodiment of internal and external experi-
ences. A recurrent expression in relation to this is that the 
participants intend to spend less time in the “doing mode” 
and more time in the “being mode.” Throughout the progres-
sive shift towards spending more and more time being in the 
present moment, the participants recognize that nature has 
become an important source of joy and well-being for them. 
As previously discussed in themes 1 and 2, the awakening 
mind and heart enable the practitioners to take in more of the 
environment on the sensory level, and therefore, to establish 
an experiential connection with nature. Therefore, all inter-
viewees reported that they increasingly enjoyed spending 
time in nature, and that the search for the beneficial effects 
of nature has become more intentional:

And I suppose it’s also the antidote to that, I notice 
how stressy and massively overthinking and ruminat-
ing and rushing life can be, and nature feels like it 
provides the opposite of that to me. Maybe there is a 
lot of language, a lot of non-classic cognitive think-
ing, it’s just an emotional sensory experience of being 
present with things I find really beautiful. And I crave 
that, I crave more of that now that I get older. (Jina)

Such beneficial interactions with nature also seemed 
to strengthen the participants’ appreciation of nature, and 
therefore, their wish for reciprocity in this relationship. Par-
ticularly those participants who feel very interconnected 
with nature experience their personal well-being as no 
longer separated from planetary well-being.

I just think it’s the best possible lifestyle, it’s good for 
me, for my health, for the animals and the environ-
ment. It’s a win-win situation around living that sort of 
lifestyle. It sort of comes back to, I think it’s a Hindu 
lifestyle called ahimsa, such as not doing harm to any-
thing or anyone. Just moving through life as peacefully 
and calmly as possible. (Will)

In line with this understanding of their well-being as 
interconnected, they have an intention to live a lifestyle that 
is both healthier and more pro-environmental.

Therefore, the engagement in PEB appears to be an inte-
gral part of a general attitude of kindness and their aspiration 
to live a more ethical life:

What I’m thinking is, when someone wanted to experi-
ence greater well-being, I wouldn’t say to them just prac-

tice mindfulness, I would say look at the ethics in your 
life, look at your friendships too, to me, that’s part of it. 
So yeah, my well-being has hugely improved, hugely, 
but it’s one of a number of changes I’ve made. (Sabine)

The tendency of the committed mindfulness practition-
ers to aspire to a more ethical and meaningful life, or in 
the words of Heather, the “good life,” leads us to another 
aspect that had a strong presence throughout the interviews: 
an eudaimonic perspective on well-being, and therefore, an 
understanding of happiness as decoupled from consumption. 
Instead, their consumption seems to be oriented along the 
guiding principle of need satisfaction:

So, that would be my default position, not, I mean I 
understand you have to make money, but that’s not how 
I approach things. What is the kind and wise thing to 
do here, and from that question, almost asking yourself 
not what you want, for me, but what do I need in my 
life to sustain my life every day, as I get older, what do 
I need, and I need to be aware of what I eat. When you 
say what do I need, it becomes manageable, sustainable, 
and everyone can do it. Everybody knows, deep down, at 
the human level we know what we need. We need to be 
cared for, we need to belong, we need to thrive. (Heather)

The practice of mindfulness helped the practitioners to 
become more aware of their needs, and to recognize the 
importance of non-material need satisfaction. As Sabine 
reflects on the mindfulness-induced changes in her life, she 
describes how she and other fellow mindfulness practitioners 
slowly started simplifying their lifestyle:

Well, I think that if you really get into mindfulness 
practice, you really start doing, it’s like you can’t 
avoid this sort of more spiritual aspect of that, really. 
And may be some people do, I’ve got friends who are 
mindfulness teachers and they sort of teach people 
who work in the city, and there is nothing wrong with 
people working in the city, but my sense is that peo-
ple I meet who had those sort of jobs, for example, 
like me but may be more extreme than me, they start 
seeing that that kind of living doesn’t nourish them 
that well, and all the planet. Does that make sense? 
So that people start, I’ve made this journey, and I’ve 
seen other people doing it too, that the kind of aware-
ness starts to expand and you realize that you actually, 
a simpler way of living is more satisfying and that 
consumption, and rushing about doing lots of things, 
is actually not necessarily the most satisfying way to 
live. And that simplicity implies taking better care 
of resources we have, just sort of, they are intercon-
nected, I’m not sure I’m explaining it very well, but 
it’s this journey that I’ve kind of gone on. And I see it 
in other people, too. (Sabine)
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In congruence with the principles of eudaimonic well-
being, the participants seem to understand PEB as one aspect 
within a wider lifestyle concept where need satisfaction and 
simplification are central to feeling more in harmony with 
oneself and the planet.

Theme 5—Deepening Mindfulness: “Taking 
the Practice Off the Cushion”

All respondents reported to a varying extent that they set 
aside time to practice formal, non-moving meditation, for 
example, by applying body scans or paying attention to 
their breath. Table 1 offers an overview of the time each 
respondent meditates per month and has practiced over 
their lifetime. Yet as can also be seen in the same table, 
not necessarily the individuals with the least meditation 
experience are those with the lowest performance in PEB. 
Jina, Daria, and Karen are individuals who despite being at 
the lower end of the formal practice range, actively engage 
in effortful and impactful PEB such as choosing local holi-
days, reducing animal-protein consumption, and engaging 
in environmental activism. And even though Martin medi-
tates the most hours per month, he has the highest meat 
consumption levels despite his awareness of its negative 
environmental impact. Therefore, contrary to the common 
assumption that formal meditation should be associated 
with increased PEB, the interviews showed that another 
factor related to practice was central to the participants’ 
performance of PEB: their commitment to mindfulness as 
a way of living. For example, Sabine recalls a period when 
her commitment to the practice started to deepen:

When I was 19, I went to medical school, briefly, it 
didn’t work out well for me and I had a very diffi-
cult year. I went to see that clinical psychologist who 
taught me this very simple mindfulness breathing 
practice, so I sort of used some meditation, you know 
they are not the same, but they kind of are as well. So, 
I didn’t have a sense of trying to live in the moment, it 
was just this technique at age 19 that I found helpful. 
It’s not until really 10 years ago that I saw potential 
for changing my life much more deeply by commit-
ting more deeply to it, and that’s when I got involved 
with the Buddhist movement. I think there also was 
a deepening of commitment with the practice, that I 
just thought I’m not gonna just do it occasionally as a 
quick fix on myself, it doesn’t really work that well, I 
mean it helps, but when you really commit to practic-
ing every day, and really bring it into your life, that’s 
when you start feeling a lot more benefit, and I started 
to see that in myself, yeah. (Sabine)

Such committed mindfulness practitioners like Sabine 
make a clear distinction between practicing mindfulness 

as a self-help technique targeting immediate improvement 
of every-day suffering, versus taking the step to integrate 
mindfulness-based principles into one’s lifestyle which she 
sees as a way to support long-term well-being and meaning.

We further observed that this conscious deepening of 
the commitment towards mindfulness enabled three major 
change factors in support of PEB. Individuals with explicitly 
high commitment to mindful living principles (Cameron, 
Sabine, Jina, Daria, Judith, Heather, Sabine, and Will) also 
reported motivation and curiosity to learn more about the 
practice. For example, they actively engaged in studying 
mindfulness-related concepts through literature and expert 
talks, which often happen to relate to Buddhist content and 
interpretation of the practice. This encourages a familiari-
zation with those Buddhist cultural and ethical principles 
which call for a more respectful treatment of animals and 
nature, e.g., by practicing vegetarianism.

We also identified a change in the social environment of 
participants who regularly participate in meditation-related 
events, such as meeting with a local group or taking a retreat. 
The strengthening of the ties with other people and institu-
tions where environmental principles are followed might help 
to create favorable social norms regarding PEB. For example, 
Jina mentioned how she was inspired by the serving of deli-
cious vegetarian and vegan dishes at meditation retreats and 
continues to eat more of those in the period after the retreat.

Finally, the third observation is that with a growing 
commitment to mindfulness, the desire to cultivate a mind-
ful state extends beyond the formal meditation time and 
into the daily life which results in an increasing engage-
ment with informal mindfulness practices. A widely 
agreed definition of informal mindfulness practice does 
not yet exist, but it has been described as “weaving mind-
fulness into existing routines through engaging in mind-
ful moments and bringing mindful awareness to everyday 
activities, such as mindful eating or mindfully washing the 
dishes” (Birtwell false 2019, p. 90). Or, as Ellen Langer 
defines (non-meditative) mindfulness, “the process of 
actively noticing new things” (Harvard Business Review 
2014, p. 2). Informal practices such as mindful dishwash-
ing have been shown to increase state mindfulness, life 
satisfaction, and positive affect and to decrease negative 
affect, depression, and anxiety compared to control groups 
(Hanley false 2015; Shankland false 2020). While for some 
respondents like Hanna and Martin, the maintenance of a 
mindful state throughout the day still poses a challenge; 
for people like Cameron, Heather, Jina, Judith, and Sabine, 
the informal practice constitutes an important part of their 
regular mindfulness practice. With the presence of a strong 
informal practice, an increased environmental awareness 
permeates the attitudes and behaviors. Mindfully being in 
nature and mindful eating were repeatedly mentioned as 
opportunities for informal practice:
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Yes, definitely, even the way I eat, I try to eat mindful 
when I am eating, cooking, even when I am buying, I 
am trying to be mindful. I am really there when I am 
buying, I am buying and not thinking of anything else, 
and I hold the values within myself, my values of con-
servation and respect for the food, and I am grateful. 
Those values of gratitude for the food, I bring those 
values when I am buying and cooking. (Judith)

While mindfulness programs recommend both formal 
and informal mindfulness practices, the ability to culti-
vate a mindful state of awareness is universal to all human 
beings, independent of formal training (Shapiro false 
2018). Daria recognized that she had practiced informal 
mindfulness long before learning formal meditation:

And oh, and then I actually, I’ve been a massage thera-
pist and body worker as well for 14 years, and I think 
we also did some mindfulness meditation training 
within that, you know you just sit and center yourself 
before you give a body work session. I think there is 
just all these layers of it, growing up in nature, the 
acting training, the body work training, but I’d say the 
formal practice, yeah didn’t start until 10 years ago 
with my first retreat, when I saw oh, I’ve been doing 
this all my life, I just didn’t have a name for it. (Daria)

Daria’s account shows that she was able to conceptualize 
her earlier experiences of paying attention to nature and her 
body after she learned about mindfulness, but that the labe-
ling of her practice was not necessary to gain the benefits 
from being mindful.

In summary, as previously observed by Sedlmeier and 
Theumer (2020), the reasons and timelines for starting and 
continuing the practice of mindfulness vary from individual 
to individual. However, it was noticeable that in this sample, 
the degree of commitment to mindfulness and the engage-
ment in informal mindfulness practices became a crucial fac-
tor for the transformative influence of mindfulness in their 
lives. This understanding of mindfulness as a lifestyle rather 
than a relaxation technique has weaved itself throughout all 
presented themes and helps to recognize the processes which 
link mindfulness and PEB. This concludes the presentation 
of the five themes which we created to describe the rela-
tionships between mindfulness and PEB in this sample of 
diverse participants. In the following, a thematic map helps 
to summarize and visualize these findings.

Thematic map

The thematic map (Fig. 1) is based on the codes we attrib-
uted to the interview transcripts while looking for answers to 
the research question. The map presents all the factors that 
were crucial to the relationship between mindfulness and 

PEB in this interviewee sample, and which lay the founda-
tion of the five themes. The color of the codes represents 
their affiliation to one of the five highly interconnected 
analytical themes. The size of the codes and their labels 
is proportional to the number of connections inserting into 
the same code. Therefore, larger codes are central connector 
points in the relationships between mindfulness and PEB, 
as experienced by this sample of participants. The colors of 
the relationships are defined by the two codes they are con-
necting, showing that transitions between themes are fluid 
and not sudden.

Because this thematic map has been created based on our 
coding strategy and the answers to a set of limited questions 
from the non-representative sample of individuals, it cannot 
be claimed that this thematic map is comprehensive regard-
ing the number of factors and relationships between factors. 
Certainly, had those interviewees been asked questions with 
a different focus, or had other people been interviewed, or 
had the transcripts be coded by another research team, or 
had we used a different qualitative method for analysis, the 
thematic map would most likely include other factors and 
exclude some of those presented. It also must be acknowl-
edged that despite our efforts to present five overarching 
and generalized themes to describe the commonalities of the 
change processes, each individual has been following their 
own trajectory of change, where different factors come into 
play at different times, in diverse order and with varying 
degrees of importance.

Discussion

While so far, qualitative research into mindfulness-based 
sustainability education showed inconclusive results (Frank 
false 2021), this research with active participants points 
towards a positive relationship between the engagement with 
mindfulness practices and PEB. The participants interviewed 
for this study confirmed that the practice strengthened their 
commitment to PEB. They further emphasized that changes 
in PEB were gradual and slow, and emerged as a small part 
of the broader changes provided by the continuous engage-
ment with the practice, such as a change in their well-being 
and social environment. Because of the many limitations 
of this study, no claims of causality between mindfulness 
practices and PEB improvements can be made. However, 
our reflective and interpretative approach enabled us to trace 
the five most important mechanisms for a positive change 
as experienced by the sample of participants interviewed 
for this study.

Theme 1 describes the improvement of self-regulatory 
skills through mindfulness practice as an important mecha-
nism for mindfulness-based PEB change. So far, the self-
regulation aspect has already received much attention for 
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the theory and research around mindfulness and behavior 
change (Schuman-Olivier false 2020). This research showed 
that particularly the physical aspects of embodiment of expe-
rience and the sensory engagement with the environment are 
important for this improved self-regulation. Furthermore, 
the combination of mindfulness with nature exposure might 
accelerate the creation of a bond between the participants 
and nature due to their increased awareness of the proven 
positive effect of nature on their well-being (Fabjański and 
Brymer 2017), and therefore arising feelings of gratitude 
and reciprocity. Furthermore, meditation programs for West-
erners have historically focused on building self-regulation 
skills long before transitioning towards loving-kindness and 
compassion practices (Condon and Makransky 2020). Yet 
this research supports the observation that “warm mindful-
ness,” infused with self-compassion, supports emotion regu-
lation processes more effectively than just teaching “cool 
mindful acceptance” (Schuman-Olivier false 2020).

This becomes evident in theme 2, which identified rela-
tional capacities as the second enabling mechanism for PEB 
change. Kindness and compassion arose as crucial factors 
for advancing the practice and for creating a sense of inter-
connectedness which motivated participants to transcend 
their own interests and become more pro-environmental. 
The degree to which an individual has already developed 
their relational capacities as an adult has much to do with 
their socio-emotional upbringing (Eisenberg false 2015); in 
regard to relationality with nature, this includes the degree 
to which individuals were previously exposed to wilder-
ness and other natural environments (Chawla 2020). This 
explains why for some of the interviewees, mindfulness 
practices helped to discover nature’s importance for them, 
while others already felt strongly connected to nature since 
early childhood.

This hints at the possibility that nature could function as 
a “relational starting point” for developing a long-lasting 
sense of compassion (Condon and Makransky 2020). Con-
don and Makransky (2020) postulate that in the context of 
the highly individualistic culture dominating the Western 
world, meditation has more often been used as a tool for 
individual self-help rather than to build the inner capacity 
that is needed to relate to others in an inclusive and uncon-
ditional way. Future research could study if a more inten-
tional inclusion of nature in classical mindfulness programs 
would facilitate the development of relational capacities of 
participants, as well as their connectedness with nature and 
motivation to engage in PEB.

From the experiences of this interviewee sample, self-
regulation skills and relationality with nature arose as indis-
pensable foundations on which pro-environmental moti-
vations and behaviors can grow. Based on these, theme 3 
describes the mechanism of internalization of motivation 
through mindfulness, meaning that behavioral decisions 

become more self-determined and regulated purely by the 
individual’s drive to act in congruence with their internal 
values and beliefs. Schuman-Olivier false (2020) argue that 
these motivational changes due to mindfulness have so far 
been underestimated in their role in behavior change and 
need further research. Indeed, the interviewees describe 
environmental carelessness as increasingly counterintuitive 
because it goes against their profound awareness that their 
own well-being is interdependent with the well-being of the 
planet. This sense of self-determination is promising for 
the creation of long-lasting PEB change, because it persists 
independent of any externally imposed normative framework 
(Pelletier false 2011). This change in motivation also helps 
to put in perspective the findings by Frank false (2021) that 
mindfulness tended to decrease the individuals’ feelings of 
guilt when not acting pro-environmental. While this could 
be read as an adverse effect of the practice, we interpret 
these results in the sense that to support long-lasting PEB 
and positive spillover towards a broadly pro-environmental 
lifestyle, it is fundamental that guilty feelings make way to 
deeper feelings such as love, connection, responsibility, and 
respect. The maintenance of negative feelings such as guilt, 
combined with worry and a sense of helplessness are thera-
peutically unhelpful coping strategies and in the long run 
could lead to compassion fade and climate anxiety (Clayton 
and Karazsia 2020; Markowitz false 2013).

On the contrary, theme 4 reveals that increased eudai-
monic well-being is another mechanism of change experi-
enced by the study participants. The interviews revealed that 
for this sample of participants, PEB and well-being form a 
positive feedback loop which is reinforced by the practice 
of mindfulness. The well-being improvements induced by a 
regular mindfulness practice and greater ability to maintain 
a sense of “being” instead of “doing” seems to encourage 
lifestyle changes in the participants’ lives which also ben-
efit the environment. In return, the chosen simplicity of a 
more pro-environmental lifestyle enhances feelings of sat-
isfaction and purpose in life, a relationship that has not only 
been shown in the interviews with participants but also in 
quantitative studies (Giacomantonio et al., 2022). This is 
in congruence with the mindfulness-to-meaning theory by 
Garland et al. (2015) who argue that mindfulness contributes 
to a reorientation towards the pursuit of eudaimonic well-
being. Ever more, environmental psychologists reinforce that 
eudaimonic forms of well-being are most compatible with 
the goals of a sustainable society (Kasser 2017; Venhoeven 
false 2016). The positive effect of mindfulness practices on 
PEB therefore could be related to such a shift in perspective, 
which is a process that can hardly be achieved over the few 
months in which mindfulness programs are typically deliv-
ered to meditation novices and evaluated.

Theme 5 provides insights into mindfulness practices them-
selves as a mechanism of change. Contrary to the common 
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perspective in the mindfulness and sustainability discussion, 
the results of this study show that the transformational poten-
tial of mindfulness in this sample appeared the greatest once 
an individual decided to integrate mindful living principles 
into their daily life. Based on these findings, the lifetime hours 
of formal meditation are not directly relevant to the relation-
ship between mindfulness and PEB, which explains why it is 
difficult to yield positive results in intervention studies with 
meditation-naïve individuals. Rather, the point of deepening 
the relationship with mindfulness varies from individual to 
individual—for some, this might never happen and for others, 
it can be sudden even after a first mindfulness training or medi-
tation retreat. Also, even though in this sample, everybody was 
familiar with the concept and practice of mindfulness, some 
people might live a life fully congruent with mindful living 
principles without having conceptualized it as such or ever 
heard of mindfulness and its associated practices.

Furthermore, because the results show that the informal 
practice of mindfulness plays an important role for changing 
behaviors, future mindfulness research should focus on further 
studying the concept, purpose, and effect of informal mind-
fulness. For example, popular mindfulness scales such as the 
Five Facets Mindfulness Questionnaire include specific items 
referring to the quality of presence in daily activities, particu-
larly within the facets “observing,” “acting with awareness,” 
and “non-reactivity” (Baer false 2006). Many of them read 
like descriptions of informal mindfulness practice, raising the 
question if a high level of dispositional mindfulness could be 
equated with a constant engagement in informal practice. Con-
ceptual clarification and delineation between the two concepts 
could potentially improve their assessment in separate (sub)
scales. This crucial role of informal mindfulness and/or dispo-
sitional mindfulness for individual PEB change also supports 
studying alternative experiential strategies for behavior change 
that do not require the effortful and time-intensive learning of 
formal meditation skills. A variety of experiential strategies 
have the potential to support PEB by increasing dispositional 
mindfulness in peoples’ lives. For example, cognitive mindful-
ness has been found positively related with sustainable con-
sumption (Helm and Subramaniam 2019). But also cognitive 
behavioral therapy, acceptance and commitment therapy, com-
passion training, nature exposure strategies, body work, and 
engagement in artistic and creative activities could potentially 
strengthen the mental skills and relational capacities that this 
study revealed as an important foundation for PEB.

In summary, we were able to create five insightful themes 
which make a case in favor of the positive influence of mind-
fulness practices on PEB. However, in its nuance, PEB only 
improved meaningfully when the practices came accompanied 
by a deeper commitment with mindfulness as a way of living. 
This invites us to think about alternative hypotheses which 
could explain the transformations experienced by the partici-
pants interviewed for this study. Almost all interviewees had 

exposure to Buddhist readings and teachings, social circles, 
and practices. It is possible that prior to engaging with the 
practices, the participants already held values which are com-
patible with the cultural and ethical context of Buddhism, and 
therefore, the mindful lifestyle and an eudaimonic understand-
ing of well-being. This might explain why they maintained 
their interest in the practices, because they support the general 
changes of their social environment which is more in line with 
their values. It might therefore not be the mindfulness practice 
per se that changed their PEB performance, but the change 
in social norms associated with the life that comes with the 
practices. This is in line with research showing that interven-
tions that appeal to social norms are some of the most effec-
tive to change PEB, particularly when they are descriptive 
(“focusing attention on what others do not do”) (Farrow false 
2017, p. 7). This is common in Buddhist environments, where 
practitioners aspire to do no harm and to lead by example. 
Nevertheless, even if the mindfulness practices only provided 
an entryway into a new lifestyle that is more in line with the 
values and social preferences of this sample of interviewees, it 
is unclear if and how these people would have found access to 
living their values more fully without engaging in the practice. 
In summary, we are left to wonder if the practices (and the 
associated change in social environment) would be able to 
truly change someone’s values, or if those with less altruistic 
and ecocentric values are the people who quit the practice or 
stay with a purely secular and “cold” approach to mindfulness 
as a relaxation technique. Future research could study more 
in-depth which role the mindfulness-induced change in social 
environment plays for changes in PEB performance.

Another hypothesis to consider is that due to the dominant 
discourse in their new social environment and the teachings 
associated with mindfulness practices, the participants inter-
viewed for this study think they behave more pro-environ-
mentally because they feel so strongly about their relationship 
with nature, but that their behaviors have not actually changed. 
Because of our choice of an experiential analysis approach, we 
have no way to assess the actual level of behaviors and must 
believe that they responded truthful when comparing their per-
formance before engaging in mindfulness and today. Yet, even 
though pro-environmental intentions and motivations are cru-
cial to initiate PEB, they are not in themselves sufficient to pro-
duce a real reduction in environmental impact (Di Giulio false 
2014). Furthermore, an issue associated with actual behavioral 
performance is that of self-confirmatory narratives discussed 
by Frank false (2021). As presented above in quotes regarding 
the inner conflict associated with difficult environmental deci-
sions, it could well be that the participants more full-heartedly 
allow for exceptions taken “with awareness” and ultimately use 
the practice of self-compassion to assuage feelings of guilt or 
are able to accept that such feelings are part of being human. 
Future qualitative research should therefore ensure to take a 
closer look at the nature of such inner conflicts, when PEB 
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win versus when they lose, and the general quality of the par-
ticipants’ reflections about the environmental issues associated 
with their behavioral decisions. Because sustainability issues 
involve a high degree of complexity, it remains to be seen if the 
more intuitive approach to PEB of this sample also provides 
the necessary degree of critical self-reflection and flexibility to 
adapt to new, and potentially opposing, evidence. In general, 
future research regarding the influence of mindfulness prac-
tices on PEB could move towards an approach that assesses to 
what extent mindfulness can support the development of key 
competencies for PEB, rather than focusing on the existence 
of specific behaviors (Fischer and Barth 2014).

Limitations and Future Research

The findings of this study must be read in the context of the 
limitations encountered by this research, especially within 
the three major areas of bias: in the sample, methodological 
bias, and researcher bias. First and foremost, the participants 
in this sample were self-selected on multiple occasions, when 
signing up for the survey, entering their contact details for 
further research, and following the invitation to the inter-
views. This indicates a high level of interest in mindfulness 
practice, and/or the broadly communicated research subject 
“personal and planetary well-being.” Therefore, it is impos-
sible to generalize from this sample to all participants. Fur-
thermore, some of the PEB might be associated with broader 
lifestyle questions, and mindfulness being just one other fac-
tor rather than the driver for behaviors (Geiger false 2019b). 
For example, both Karen and Will ascribed themselves to 
the “gay community” and the “vegan movement,” which 
in and of itself might imply a certain progressiveness that 
favors both PEB and mindfulness practices. This also was 
highlighted by Frank false (2019) who showed that mind-
fulness-related discourses can vary widely between different 
social contexts. Because most of the participants have some 
degree of influence from Buddhist contexts, they might have 
developed a similar narrative of how mindfulness affects 
ethical behaviors. To explore this further, discourse analysis 
would have been an appropriate complementary data analysis 
method which leads us to the methodological limitations of 
this study. As suggested by Frank false (2019), a greater plu-
rality of qualitative approaches could have helped to counter-
balance the weaknesses of reflexive TA and the experientially 
oriented methodology. Instead, this study builds heavily on 
self-reported beliefs and personal experiences, which means 
that it can hardly be generalized beyond this very specific 
sample. Additionally, the use of semi-structured interviews 
invites further bias due to the flexible interview guide, which 
may limit the consistency of information provided during 
interviews and reduce the ability to compare between par-
ticipants (Newton 2010). Because the choice of research 
goals, questions, and methodology are researcher-driven, 

we therefore need to acknowledge the limitations related to 
us as the researcher team. As environmental researchers with 
personal (though different) mindfulness practice experience, 
the research question focused on mechanisms of PEB change 
which might have underestimated the potential for adverse 
effects of the practices. Because of the extensive theoretical 
and analytical work prior to this research, a potential con-
firmation bias could have transpired throughout the entire 
research process, despite our best efforts. The best strategy 
to avoid such biases is to work in multidisciplinary research 
teams (Van Dam false 2018); however, resource constraints 
lead us to work in different roles, with the main author doing 
most of the analytical work and the second author working 
in a questioning and supervisory role.

Looking ahead, this study leads us to emphasize the com-
plexity of the relationship between mindfulness and PEB. We 
believe that the growing number of studies looking at only a 
handful of mediators are doomed to yield small effect sizes 
and provide little explanatory power to really understand 
how these concepts are interrelated, and how mindfulness 
could be instrumentalized in favor of behavioral interven-
tions. Future research should therefore take into account the 
multitude of factors and their fluid dynamics over a longer 
period of time, for example by applying methods recently 
developed in mental health research of therapeutic change 
processes (Hayes false 2019; Hofmann false 2020). Finally, 
this study underlines that the combined exploration of mind-
fulness and sustainability continues to be promising to bet-
ter understand the personal sphere of behavior change. Yet 
to gain wide social support for an effective transition to a 
more sustainable system, it is crucial and urgent to find new 
strategies, mindfulness and beyond, with which the power 
of people’s inner dimensions, including values, worldviews, 
mindsets, emotions, and identities can be leveraged for sus-
tainable development.
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