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Abstract Mindfulness interventions are becoming in-
creasingly popular across a wide variety of clinical
and non-clinical settings where they are often employed
to promote psychological well-being. Mindfulness in its
original context presented in Buddhist practice is used
to systematically understand one’s moment-to-moment
experience, and to gradually develop self-knowledge
and wisdom. Buddhist teachings describe wisdom as
seeing things just as they are - a requisite for the com-
plete freedom from suffering. In psychological writings,
although the construct of wisdom lacks a commonly
accepted definition, direct experiential self-knowledge
is considered to be an essential element of wisdom.
The purpose of this article is to examine the three major
trainings of the Buddhist path, as well as some of the
key Buddhist theoretical constructs, in order to explore
their contribution to the gradual development of experi-
ential self-knowledge and wisdom. In Buddhist tradi-
tions, mindfulness is practised in the context of a moral
and philosophical system, and the mind is described as
a sequence of momentary mental states, each distinct
and discrete, their connections with one another being
causal. We explain how a clear understanding of mind-
fulness within the context of this broader theoretical

framework can be helpful to individuals engaging in
different levels of the mindfulness meditation practice,
and how this understanding can result in more sustained
outcomes for mindfulness interventions. Further explora-
tions are made into how various barriers and motivators
to mindfulness meditation can be better understood by
linking the theoretical aspects with current research lit-
erature on mindfulness.
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Introduction

Mindfulness is a popular mode of therapeutic interven-
tion currently applied in a variety of settings where the
evidence for its effectiveness is growing (Creswell
2017; Gotink et al. 2015; Paulus 2016). Numerous re-
searchers, clinicians and scholars have suggested how-
ever that mindfulness is a richer concept than thus far
understood and applied in psychology, and that the cur-
rent interpretation of mindfulness merely as a clinically-
useful psychological trait risks distorting and significant-
ly limiting the potential contribution of mindfulness to
mainstream psychology (Grossman 2011; Harrington
a n d Dun n e 2 01 5 ; Hy l a n d 2 0 17 ; K a n g a n d
Whittingham 2010). Furthermore, suggestions have been
made to incorporate theoretical concepts derived from
the 2600-year-old Buddhist tradition, which might pro-
vide a better understanding along with more sustained
outcomes for mindfulness interventions (Amaro 2015;
Buttle 2015; de Zoysa 2016; Kudesia and Nyima
2015; Purser and Milillo 2015).
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The ultimate aim of Buddhist1 trainings is to cultivate self-
knowledge and wisdom, where wisdom is defined as Bseeing
things just as they are^ or as the penetrative understanding of
phenomena in their fundamental mode of being (Anālayo
2006, p. 60; Bodhi 2006, p. 55; Ñanamoli and Bodhi 1995,
p.37). Considering the psychological literature, self-
knowledge can be defined as an understanding of oneself in
terms of one’s views, emotions, motives, thoughts and mem-
ories (Markus 1983; Walsh 2015; Wilson 2009). In Buddhist
teachings, self-knowledge also includes understanding the at-
tributes, interconnections, and conditioned origination of
these psychological constructs, as well as questioning some
implicit assumptions that are often made in relation to subjec-
tive experience (as explained later in this article). With respect
to the construct of wisdom, psychological writings currently
lack a commonly accepted definition (Walsh 2015), although
several varieties and subtypes of wisdom have been described
(Baltes and Staudinger 2000; Trowbridge 2011; Walsh 2015).
For example, phronesis and sophia aspects of wisdom are
described as practical knowledge (concerned with living in
the social world) and transcendent wisdom (referred to as
the Bultimate nature of reality^), respectively (Trowbridge
2011; Walsh 2015). There is also widespread agreement that
the construct of wisdom is associated with compassion, self-
knowledge, self-regulation, nonattachment and a deeper un-
derstanding of life (Baltes and Staudinger 2000; Trowbridge
2011; Walsh 2015). A recent cross-cultural and cross-
disciplinary synthesis of wisdom that was conducted by draw-
ing on contemporary research as well as the philosophical and
contemplative disciplines of both the East and the West con-
cluded that self-knowledge – especially direct, experiential
self-knowledge – is essential for wisdom, and that the con-
struct of wisdom is closely linked to virtues such as ethics and
benevolence (Walsh 2015).

The key elements of Buddhist practice involve developing
ethics and benevolence, training to calm the mind and reduce
mind wandering, as well as cultivating wisdom (Ñanamoli
and Bodhi 1994). A calmmind is described as being important
for developing a penetrative understanding of phenomena
(Bodhi 2006; Gunaratana 2011; Nyanaponika 2014).
Buddhist teachings also describe wisdom as being gradually
uncovered through sustained, diligent practice and persever-
ing effort (Gunaratana 2011; Anālayo 2006, p. 252; Dhamma
2005). In other words, gradual training and gradual progres-
sion are described as essential for the untrained mind, with
penetrative understanding arising only after a long stretch of
sustained practice involving many stages of progress
(Dhamma 2005; Ñanamoli and Bodhi 1995, p. 34).

The construct of mindfulness is often defined in the current
psychological literature as the process of directing Battention^
or Bawareness^ to present moment experiences (Creswell
2017; Kabat-Zinn 2013; Nilsson and Kazemi 2016). In
Buddhist teachings however, mindfulness involves not only
the act of paying attention to experiences occurring in the
present moment, but also the process of cultivating wisdom,
and therefore, is often referred to as Bwise-attention^ (Anālayo
2006, p. 59; Ñanamoli and Bodhi 1995, discourse 2, p. 91).
This article discusses how the major components of Buddhist
training contribute toward developing wisdom. We will also
examine how the moment-to-moment experience of an indi-
vidual can be understood in a systematic manner using theo-
retical constructs from Buddhist teachings. Various factors
that can change the flow of experience, and how the training
culminates in enlightenment or the complete freedom from
suffering, will also be described. Further explorations will be
made into how an understanding of the theoretical aspects can
be helpful to individuals engaging in different levels of mind-
fulness meditation, as well as how various barriers and moti-
vators to mindfulness meditation can be better understood by
linking the theoretical aspects with current research literature
on mindfulness meditation.

The Threefold Training

In Buddhist teachings, an ordinary mind is described as
having an innate disposition to constantly engage in
what are known as the eight worldly preoccupations,
namely: seeking gain, honour, happiness and praise,
while escaping loss, dishonour, sadness and blame
(Bodhi 2012, p. 32). This is comparable to the classic
motivational principle in psychology known as the he-
donic principle, in which people tend to approach plea-
sure and avoid pain (Higgins 1997). A mind inclined
this way is described as constantly craving for the con-
tinuation of pleasant experiences (i.e., greed) and for the
elimination of unpleasant experiences (i.e., aversion)
(Bodhi 2012; Rāhula 1974, p. 30; Wallace and Shapiro
2006). Such a mind that habitually reacts, and often
gets entangled in worries and concerns, is described as
a confused, ignorant2 mind that is unable to see the true
nature of existence (Gunaratana 2011; Ñanamoli and
Bodhi 1995).

Therefore, one of the goals of the Buddhist path is to
attenuate (and eventually completely eliminate) greed and
aversion – two major factors that conceal wisdom. The other
goal is to calm the mind through meditation, and use this1 All traditions of Buddhism (Theravada, Mahayana and Vajrayana) have the

common goal of ethical awareness, practising meditation, and developing
wisdom as the path to gaining a penetrative understanding of phenomena
(Kang and Whittingham 2010; Van Gordon et al. 2015; Wallace and Shapiro
2006).

2 Ignorance (or delusion), in Buddhist teachings refers to individuals’ deeply
rooted mistaken views or lack of wisdom into the true nature of human expe-
rience (Bodhi and Nārada 2012, p. 83; Ñanamoli and Bodhi 1995).
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calmness to conduct an experiential inquiry into the nature
of one’s mind and related phenomena (Anālayo 2006).
These goals are addressed by three major trainings known
collectively as the threefold training of the Buddhist path
[see Fig. 1, section (a)]: ethical conduct, focusing or concen-
tration of the mind, and the development of wisdom
(Ñanamoli and Bodhi 1994; Rāhula 1974, p. 46). Ethical
conduct restrains those actions that can propagate greed
and aversion. Focusing the mind helps the mind to be peace-
ful and calm, while attenuating greed and aversion, as well
as allowing the mind to be receptive to wisdom. Cultivating
wisdom through mindfulness and insightful contemplation
enables one to Bsee things just as they are^ and has the
potential to completely eradicate greed, hate and ignorance
at more advanced stages of the practice (Ñanamoli and
Bodhi 1995; Nyanaponika 2014). First we will briefly dis-
cuss each of the three trainings and examine how they con-
tribute to the development of wisdom, and then explore the
systematic cultivation of experiential self-knowledge and
wisdom in greater detail.

Ethical Conduct

Ethical conduct constitutes abstinence from bodily and verbal
actions motivated by greed, aversion and ignorance, while en-
gaging in bodily and verbal actions that are motivated by gen-
erosity, loving kindness and wisdom (Bodhi 2006; Nārada
2006; Walshe 1995). As explained earlier, the habitual dispo-
sition of an individual is to engage in actions motivated by
greed, aversion and ignorance. Actions motivated this way
are referred to as unwholesome actions (Ñanamoli and Bodhi
1994; Rāhula 1974). Many individuals also engage in actions
motivated by generosity, loving kindness and wisdom howev-
er, especially considering that ethical values are the foundation
of a cohesive social order. Such conduct is referred to as whole-
some actions (Ñanamoli and Bodhi 1994; Rāhula 1974).

In Buddhist teachings, ethical and moral principles consti-
tute five trainings (or precepts) at the most basic level, which
involve refraining from five unwholesome acts: killing, steal-
ing, sexual misconduct, lying, and the use of intoxicants. It
should be noted that these moral principles are virtues that
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Fig. 1 The three major trainings
in Buddhist teachings and the
three classes of wisdom that lead
to enlightenment, the complete
freedom from suffering. Each of
the three trainings as well as the
three classes of wisdom can
enhance, support and mutually
reinforce each other to flourish



have been often recognized across cultures as well as various
religious traditions (Baer 2015; Dahlsgaard et al. 2005;
Trowbridge 2011). Further, these moral principles are ulti-
mately related to compassion and non-harming of other beings
(Amaro 2015; Baer 2015; Bodhi 2006). Engaging in ethical
practises is described as reducing mental proliferations relat-
ing to guilt and remorse, and leading to a calmer mind (Bodhi
2006), thereby directly benefiting an individual’s meditation
practice.

Focusing or Concentration of the Mind

A mind that is calm, composed and collected is considered
necessary to investigate and understand the true nature of hu-
man experience/existence (Nyanaponika 2014; Sayadaw
2002). The Buddha compared an ordinary untrained mind to
the flapping about of a fish taken from water and thrown onto
dry land where the mind often becomes a helpless prey to
one’s own associations and thoughts (Index of Similes
2013). Focusing the mind is described as collecting together
the ordinarily dispersed and dissipated stream of mental states
to induce an inner unification (Bodhi 2006, p. 49; Ñanamoli
and Bodhi 1995).

The two salient features of a concentrated mind are de-
scribed as unbroken attentiveness to a meditation object and
the consequent tranquility of the mental functions (Bodhi
2006, p. 49; Rāhula 1974).When the mind develops unbroken
attentiveness for long periods of time, it achieves states of
mind that are referred to as meditative absorptions
(Nyanaponika 2014, p. 108; Walshe 1995). The experience
of absorption is described as one of intense pleasure and hap-
piness, which surpasses pleasures that arise from the depen-
dence on material objects (Anālayo 2006, p. 166; Brahm
2006). It has been stated, however, that a considerable amount
of meditative development and proficiency are required to
attain these absorptions (Anālayo 2006, p. 76). These peaceful
calm mind-states are also described in other religious tradi-
tions and are recorded throughout history in different cultures
(Benson 1976, p. 82; Deikman 2000; Teasdale 1999).

Developing Wisdom

Developing ethical conduct and focusing the mind have the
effect of attenuating greed and aversion, thereby reducing
mind-wandering and calming the mind. A calm mind devel-
oped this way is described as being capable of cultivating
wisdom or insights that gradually unveil the ultimate truth of
phenomena (Ñanamoli and Bodhi 1995; Rāhula 1974). A
calm mind has been compared to a lake unruffled by breeze,
and a faithful mirror that reflects anything placed before it
exactly as it is (Bodhi 2006, p. 49).

The development of wisdom is described to manifest as
three types or stages in Buddhist teachings [see Fig. 1, section
(b)]. First, one carefully studies the teachings to cultivate in-
tellectual knowledge based on learning. Second, one reflects
on this knowledge and conceptually evaluates the teachings to
critically examine whether the teachings are analytically ac-
ceptable. In the last stage, one moves beyond intellectual or
conceptual knowledge to directly cultivate wisdom through
the practice of meditation – a process that gradually leads
one to a penetrative understanding of phenomena (Kudesia
and Nyima 2015; Sayadaw 1995).

Here we will specifically focus on the first stage of devel-
oping wisdom or the cultivation of knowledge based on learn-
ing. As explained earlier, the practice of mindfulness in the
context of Buddhist teachings involves paying attention to
experiences occurring in the present moment as a means of
cultivating wisdom. Therefore, we will first examine how an
individual’s present moment experience that changes from
moment to moment can be systematically understood using
theoretical constructs described in Buddhist teachings. The
three characteristics (or marks) of existence presented in the
teachings will also be examined in relation to the further de-
velopment of wisdom.

The second and the third stages of developing wisdom
necessitate carefully considering the first stage, although all
three stages could enhance, support and mutually reinforce
each other to flourish (Anālayo 2006; Dhamma 2005). For
example, calming the mind and conceptually evaluating the
knowledge that was accumulated based on learning can help
one to further clarify what was learned, in order to gradually
promote the development of wisdom.

The Stream of Mental and Material Events

In order to systematically understand the moment-by-moment
experience of an individual, it is useful to first gain a clear
understanding of what is meant by the Bpresent moment.^
Referring to the past, present and the future is commonplace
in daily living, and these concepts are often taken for granted.
Everyone will agree that last year was in the past, the next year
is in the future and the current year is the present year. We can
narrow this analysis gradually and talk in terms of past, pres-
ent or future months, weeks, days, hours, seconds, millisec-
onds, and can even continue this division infinitely to smaller
units (Shonin and Van Gordon 2013). We often refer to the
experience of past, present and the future simply as changes
that happen with Btime.^ However, clocks are merely man-
made devices that are used to employ structure to our world
(Shonin and Van Gordon 2013). This leads us to the question:
what then is changing?

The outside world and the universe are constantly chang-
ing. At a macro level, this consists of movement of the planets,
stars and galaxies, as well as the changes that happen in our
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surroundings. At a micro level, atoms and subatomic particles
are continuously changing (Ghatak and Lokanathan 2004).
Internally, our physical bodies are also continuously changing
with the constant occurring of thousands of metabolic reac-
tions (Insel et al. 2013, p. 284). In terms of the material body,
Buddhist teachings describe that the elementary components
that make up the physical body (described as solidity, fluidity,
heat, and motion; Bodhi and Nārada 2012) are similar to the
elementary components that make up the external environ-
ment, and these elementary components continuously move
between the physical body and the environment (Karunamuni
2015; Mendis 1985; Ñanamoli and Bodhi 1995, discourse
140, p. 1089).

The consciousness element or the mind is what is aware of
the existence of all parts of the material body, the material
world outside, our experiences, as well as the consciousness
element itself (Karunamuni 2015). The consciousness element
is described as breaking up and perishing almost as soon as it
arises, and sensory experiences (such as the visual experience
of seeing) are described as strings of momentary formations
(Bodhi and Nārada 2012, p. 29; Mendis 1985; Nyanaponika
2008). Mind-moments are described as following one another
in extremely rapid succession (Bodhi and Nārada 2012;
Mendis 1985). The smallest possible unit of experience or
an Binstance of consciousness^ is described as being millions
of times smaller than the flicker of an eyelid (Bodhi and
Nārada 2012, p. 156). These small units are described as orig-
inating, remaining and passing away, while even during the
‘remaining’ period, experience is described as continuously
changing (Bodhi and Nārada 2012, p. 156). Indeed, research
in neuroscience and psychology have elucidated that we only
experience one thought moment at a time (Shapiro et al. 1997;
Slagter et al. 2007; Potter et al. 2014), and that a thought can
happen within milliseconds (Potter et al. 2014).

Buddhist teachings describe an individual as a psycho-
physical complex where the material body and the mind are
compared to two sheaves of reeds leaning against one another,
each depending on the other (Index of Similes 2013). A per-
son is also described as a continuous flow of mental and phys-
ical phenomena or a current consisting of two intertwining
streams: a stream of material events and a stream of mental
events (Bodhi 2006, p. 58; Bodhi and Nārada 2012;
Karunamuni 2015).

The Flow of Experience

To understand the unfolding of an individual’s moment-to-
moment experience in a systematic manner, the five-
aggregate model of the mind (Karunamuni 2015) is a useful
theoretical resource. This model describes that all experiences
involve the five-aggregates (material form, feelings, percep-
tion, volition, and sensory consciousness), which arise and
pass away continuously.

Sensory consciousness arises when a sense organ, the cor-
responding sense object and conscious engagement come to-
gether (Ñanamoli and Bodhi 1995, discourse 28, p. 283) (see
Fig. 2). As an example, the coming together of the organ ear,
the sense object (e.g., what is heard), and conscious engage-
ment results in auditory consciousness. It should be noted that
even if the organ ear and sound come together, if one’s con-
scious engagement is preoccupied with thoughts or if one has
fallen asleep, one may not hear a sound such as a dog barking
outside.

According to the five-aggregate model, sensory conscious-
ness can arise in six different ways. The first five of these are
the input from the five senses (visual, auditory, olfactory, taste
and tactile sensations), and the sixth is a thought relating to the
past, present, or the future (Karunamuni 2015). Following any
of these six sensory consciousness triggers, various mental
events are generated. These are grouped as feelings, percep-
tions and volition (see Fig. 3). Feelings represent subjective
affective repercussions of an experience, and can be pleasant,
unpleasant, or neutral. Perceptions refer to being aware of
attributes of an object or an event (Anālayo 2006;
Karunamuni 2015). Volition is the reactive or purposive as-
pect of the mind, and represents 50 different mental factors
(therefore, the volition aggregate is sometimes translated as
Bmental formations^; Bodhi and Nārada 2012; Nyanaponika
2014). Themajor element of the volition aggregate however is
expressed in bodily, verbal, or psychological behavior (Bodhi
and Nārada 2012; Karunamuni 2015).

Sensory consciousness can also trigger a series of mental
events or mental proliferations (which are classified under the
aggregate of volition; Karunamuni 2015). The teachings de-
scribe that mental proliferations involve concoctions of pro-
liferations and perceptions, which lead from the originally
perceived sensory data to various associations concerning
the past, present, and the future (Anālayo 2006; Ñanamoli
and Bodhi 1995, discourse 18, p. 203). Mental proliferations
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Bodhi 1995, discourse 28, p. 283)



are described as making one a victim to one’s own associa-
tions and thoughts, where the thought process proliferates and
weaves a net built from various conceptualizations, projec-
tions, and associations, of which the Bthinker^ becomes al-
most a helpless prey (Anālayo 2006, p. 222). The teachings
also describe that frequently thinking or dwelling on a partic-
ular issue produces a corresponding mental inclination, and
thus a tendency to get caught up in ever more thoughts and
associations along the same lines (Anālayo 2006, p. 193;
Ñanamoli and Bodhi 1995, discourse 19, p. 208).

Let us consider some examples of various sensory con-
sciousness triggers and resulting mental phenomena in an in-
dividual who watches television, goes for a walk, has a meal
and goes to sleep. Watching television involves mostly visual
and auditory triggers followed by various perceptions and
feelings. Intentions may also arise (viz., intention to buy a
product advertised). Going for a walk can involve various
visual, auditory, tactile and olfactory triggers. For example,
seeing flowers by the roadside may result in a pleasant feeling.
Seeing many clouds in the sky may result in a thought
(perception) that it might rain soon, and this may result in
mental proliferations. Hearing a car approaching from behind
can result in the volition (intention/behaviour) of moving to
the side of the road. A thought from the past may arise, which
in turn may generate various feelings. When having a meal,
although this activity can involve all six sensory conscious-
ness triggers, most of the sensations may relate to olfactory
and taste experiences. Various thoughts, feelings and percep-
tions can also arise while eating. For instance, something the
person saw during the walk can emerge as a thought-moment.
While what the person saw was a visual sensory trigger during
the walk, it now surfaces as a thought-moment that may even
lead to mental proliferations relating to the future. When con-
sidering sleep, activity of the mind based on the senses is
temporarily halted during deep sleep, although thoughts and
mental events can occur in the form of dreams (Bodhi and

Nārada 2012). Considering the five-aggregate model, the
present moment is experienced either through the five senses
or as thoughts and mental events, whereas the past and the
future are experienced only as thoughts in the present
moment.

Factors Affecting the Flow of Experience

In order to further understand the reactivity of the mind, it is
helpful to consider another important construct presented in
Buddhist teachings. This is the attachment individuals have
towards the five aggregates (Anālayo 2006, p. 203; Ñanamoli
and Bodhi 1995, discourse 109, p. 887; Thanissaro 2010).
Phenomenologically, the construct of attachment can be per-
ceived as having the subjective quality of being fixated on
sensory objects, ideas, feelings or images, with an internal
pressure to acquire, hold, avoid or change (Desbordes et al.
2015; Sahdra and Shaver 2013; Sahdra et al. 2016).3 The
teachings describe that the presence of these attachments in-
fluences how the aggregates are generated (Anālayo 2006;
Bodhi and Nārada 2012) (see Table 1).

If we consider an example where one attaches to the taste of
a specific food item (i.e., attaching to the aggregate of sensory
consciousness which may involve mental proliferations, in-
tentions, verbal and physical behavior), seeing a similar food
item in the future can result in the generation of a pleasant
feeling. However, if the person was unable to obtain the food
after seeing the food, this can result in an unpleasant feeling.
As another example, attaching to a particular view or opinion
(i.e. attaching to the aggregate of perception) can result in a
pleasant feeling about another person who holds the same
view. Further, upon hearing an opposing view, the intentions
to argue, to politely talk to the other person, or to simply walk
away can result. Here the intentions/behavior generated would
depend on this individual’s previously conditioned views, to
which he or she has attached (i.e., on how to behave; as ex-
plained below in terms of conditioning influences). Additional
examples of attachments to the five aggregates, how these
attachments influence the manifestation of the aggregates (fol-
lowing sensory consciousness) as well as examples of whole-
some and unwholesome volition that can result are displayed
in Table 1. It should be noted that wholesome and unwhole-
some volitional responses not only include ethical conduct
(i.e., bodily and verbal actions) but also psychological behav-
iour that is either motivated by greed, aversion and ignorance
(unwholesome volition) or generosity, loving kindness and
wisdom (wholesome volition). For example, proliferating
thoughts leading to resentment and worry represent unwhole-
some volition, whereas reflecting on impermanence, seeing
the conditioned origination of the five aggregates, generating

3 Attachment manifests as craving, and in Buddhist texts, the word Bcraving^
is also often used to denote attachment (Bodhi and Nārada 2012).
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Fig. 3 Sensory consciousness leads to three groups of mental events:
feelings, perceptions and volition. [Note that several discourses explain
‘contact’ as giving rise to feelings, perceptions and volition – described
as: dependent on the sense organ and sense objects, the corresponding
sense-consciousness arises; the meeting of the three is contact (Ñanamoli
and Bodhi 1995, p. 30; discourse 148, p. 1130)]
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thoughts of loving-kindness and practising mindfulness, rep-
resent wholesome volition (Ñanamoli and Bodhi 1995).

In examples presented in Table 1, we have specifically
focused on the arising of pleasant and unpleasant feelings,
and volitional responses. It should be noted that following
sensory consciousness, neutral feelings could also arise. For
example, seeing a leaf falling from a tree can generate a neu-
tral feeling. Further, in the examples presented in Table 1,
sensory consciousness may also generate the aggregate of
perception: one may perceive the person who accidentally
dropped the cherished object (first example) as a Bclumsy
individual,^ and someone who disagrees with one’s condi-
tioned view (third example) as being Bunwise.^

Various conditioning factors constantly shape an individ-
ual’s attachments. These can be social influences from friends,
teachers, parents, and spiritual leaders, or factors such as one’s
educational upbringing, books, or media presentations. The
psychological literature abounds with examples of how vari-
ous conditioning influences can affect and shape people’s
likes, dislikes, views and behaviour (e.g., Bargh 2014;
Biegler and Vargas 2016; Blair and Shimp 1992; Galdi et al.
2008; Hofmann et al. 2010). It should be noted that attach-
ments that are shaped by conditioning influences apply to both
wholesome and unwholesome volition. For example, research
has shown that cultural norms and culturally-shaped emotions
have a substantial impact in the domain of morality (Haidt
2007).

The aggregate of volition is the only aggregate that can be
Bwilfully^ changed in the present moment, although as ex-
plained above, these changes happen as a result of various
social and other influences. According to the five-aggregate
model, volition exerts a conditioning influence (see Fig. 3) on
the futuremanifestation of the aggregates (Karunamuni 2015).
Relating to this, Buddhist teachings explain that ultimately
unwholesome volitions result in unbeneficial outcomes, and
wholesome volitions result in beneficial outcomes (Ñanamoli
and Bodhi 1995; The Dhammapada 1996). The way in which
this happens is described as being complex (Bodhi and Nārada
2012; Ñanamoli 2013). However, a few examples can be con-
sidered to illustrate this principle. Unwholesome volitional
activities such as engaging in mental proliferation and rumi-
nation (which, for instance, involves excessively attaching to
an angry thought and repeatedly dwelling on it), has been
shown to increase its intensity, and significantly intensify its
power, resulting in physical and verbal aggression (Anestis
et al. 2009; Bushman et al. 2005; Peled and Moretti 2007;
Vasquez et al. 2013). Further, depressive rumination has been
shown to worsen depressed mood (Gilbert et al. 2005;
McLaughlin and Nolen-Hoeksema 2011; Peled and Moretti
2007). Rumination has also been shown to cause adverse ef-
fects on physiology and physical health (Ayduk and Kross
2008; Brosschot et al. 2006; Thomsen et al. 2004; Querstret
and Cropley 2013).

In terms of wholesome volition, studies indicate that de-
veloping traits such as forgiveness, gratitude, loving-kind-
ness, compassion and acceptance have many benefits
(Fredrickson et al. 2008; Kok et al. 2013; Rosenzweig
2013). Research in positive psychology has shown that al-
truistic behaviour has a positive influence on various psy-
chological outcomes (Nelson et al. 2015; Ouweneel et al.
2014; Weinstein and Ryan 2010). Furthermore mindfulness
has been shown to reduce rumination, significantly reduc-
ing aggressive behaviour, and depressive symptoms
(Borders et al. 2010; Eisenlohr-Moul et al. 2016; Heeren
and Philippot 2011; Heppner et al. 2008; Hwang and
Kearney 2013; Labelle et al. 2010; Peters et al. 2015;
Rodriguez et al. 2014; Yusainy and Lawrence 2015), in
addition to many of its other well-known benefits
(Creswell 2017; Gotink et al. 2015; Paulus 2016).

Different individuals may display different amounts of
wholesome and unwholesome volition towards various stimuli,
and this could also change with changing circumstances and
new conditioning influences. In the Buddhist path, engaging in
wholesome volition is described as being essential for the cul-
tivation of wisdom (Ñanamoli and Bodhi 1995; Nārada 2006;
Sayadaw 2002).

Thought processes have been analyzed in comprehensive
detail in the branch of Buddhist teachings known as the
Abhidhamma (Abhidhamma Pitaka 2005; Bodhi and Nārada
2012). Here, mind-moments involving the five aggregates are
schematically classified into categories and sub-categories,
and these elementary components are described at the mech-
anistic level in terms of their modes of arising, associations,
motivational roots and interrelationships (Bodhi and Nārada
2012).

Three Characteristics of Existence

According to Buddhist teachings, developing a penetrative
understanding of phenomena involves direct experiential un-
derstanding of what are known as the three characteristics (or
marks) of existence (Bodhi 2012; Ñanamoli and Bodhi 1995,
p. 40; Nyanaponika 2008). The first characteristic of existence
is the universal law of impermanence. Impermanence applies
to all five aggregates, and this includes mental phenomena as
well as all material phenomena both animate and inanimate
(Nyanaponika 2008; Shonin et al. 2014a).

While Buddhism does not deny the existence of various
pleasures in the world, the teachings describe the limits of
happiness that can be obtained through worldly preoccupa-
tions (Ñanamoli and Bodhi 1995, discourse 13; Wallace and
Shapiro 2006). This situation is generally described as the
unsatisfactory nature of existence, which is the second char-
acteristic of existence. This unsatisfactory nature of existence
includes bodily or mental pain, old age and death, the condi-
tioned and impermanent nature of happiness, and the limited
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control individuals have in regards to changing circumstances
(Ñanamoli and Bodhi 1995). If one attaches to the continua-
tion or intensification of a joyful experience, then when this
experience inevitably changes, one experiences dissatisfaction
in proportion to the strength of the attachment (Bodhi 2006).
Further, psychological studies have indicated that losses result
in a larger physiological arousal than gains (Hochman and
Yechiam 2011; Yechiam and Hochman 2013).

The third characteristic of existence, which is the non-self
nature, is generally considered an important epistemological
consideration presented in Buddhism, and refers to the reali-
zation that at an ultimate level of analysis (note that two levels
of analyses represent conventional and ultimate levels;
Karunamuni 2015), a self or an BI^ is absent from intrinsic
existence (Anālayo 2006, p. 207; Ñanamoli and Bodhi 1995,
p. 28; Nyanaponika 2008; Shonin et al. 2014a). Rather, it is
due to ignorance (i.e., Bnot seeing things as they are^) that
there is an attachment to the constantly arising and ceasing
(impermanent) aggregates, and regard them to be as Bme^ or
as Bmine.^ The patterns of attachment to the aggregates with a
sense of self are described as occurring in twenty ways (where
each of the five aggregates can be viewed in four different
ways): considering any of the five aggregates to be self, the
aggregate to be inside self, self to be inside the aggregate, or
self to be in possession of the aggregate (Anālayo 2006, p.
210; Ñanamoli and Bodhi 1995, discourse 131, p. 1040). A
meditator is encouraged to use a calm mind developed
through the practice to investigate if a particular aggregate
can be considered as oneself.4 For example, with the aggre-
gate of feeling, one can question if the feeling is self, if feeling
is inside self, if self is inside feeling, or if a self is in possession
of feeling. When analyzing this way, one may realize that an
aggregate such as feeling cannot be one’s self because feeling
arises dependent on conditions and then ceases. This type of
inquiry gradually leads to direct experiential understanding
that there is no unchanging entity that can be regarded as a
self or an ego to be found anywhere in this psychophysical
complex. Even if one considers all the aggregates as a whole
to be a self, this too is merely a perception aggregate (self-
perception) that arises and ceases.

In various discourses, the Buddha describes and analyzes
the six sensory consciousness experiences (visual, tactile, ol-
factory, auditory, taste or thought) to explain the workings of
the mind. For example, in one discourse (known as
Chachakka Sutta; Ñanamoli and Bodhi 1995, discourse 148,

p. 1129), six experiences that can be attributed to each of the
senses (referred to as the ‘six sets of six’), are described along
with a moment-by-moment analysis in terms of reactivity. If
we consider the visual experience, the first item considered is
the organ eye, which cannot be taken as one’s self, as it is
made up of the same elementary components as the external
environment and is constantly changing. The second item
considered is the object (the thing that is seen) that is also
constantly changing and impermanent. Third is the conscious
engagement of the corresponding consciousness, which can
be influenced by various factors, and is arising and ceasing.
The forth is contact, where the organ eye, the visual object,
and conscious engagement come together, which is also con-
stantly changing. The fifth is feeling which is arising and
ceasing (i.e., is impermanent), and finally, the sixth is craving
for the visual object, which is also described as an arising and
ceasing mental condition.

To understand the non-self nature at a deeper level, the
teachings further explain that it is not possible to conceive
an object (referring to a visual experience, auditory experi-
ence, etc.) separate from the experience itself (Ñanananda
2007, p. 10). For example, when we experience the visual
sense, the Bseeing^ is the pure visual experience. Any addi-
tional analysis relating to the organ eye being here and the
object being out there, contact between the two have taken
place, etc., are additional thoughts that happen within the
thought stream, and they manifest from moment to moment.
Therefore, ultimately there is nothing outside of the pure ex-
periences of seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting, touch sensa-
tions and thoughts. In this regard, the Buddha’s instructions,
that led to awakening of an ascetic known as Bāhiya, were to
direct bare awareness to whatever that is seen, heard, smelled,
tasted, touched, or cognized.5 This is sometimes expressed as
the subject-object non-duality of experience, or as the non-
existence of a boundary between the observer and the ob-
served (Ñanananda 2007; Pasanno and Amaro 2009, p. 116;
Shonin and Van Gordon 2013).

Enlightenment: The Complete Freedom
from Suffering

Ignorance has been described in Buddhist teachings as a pow-
erful element that distorts cognition, dominates volition, and

4 In terms of the aggregate of material form, the teachings present the similar-
ity between material elements that make up the physical body and elements in
the external environment, where materials in the external environment are
continuously moving to and from the physical body (Anālayo 2006;
Karunamuni 2015; Ñanamoli and Bodhi 1995, discourse 140, p. 1089).
Contemplating this process gradually results in the understanding that there
is no unchanging entity to be found in the aggregate of material form that can
be pinned down and labeled as a Bself.^

5 The instructions given to Bāhiya were: BIn reference to the seen, there will be
only the seen. In reference to the heard, only the heard. In reference to the
sensed, only the sensed. In reference to the cognized, only the cognized. That
is how you should train yourself. When for you there will be only the seen in
reference to the seen, only the heard in reference to the heard, only the sensed
in reference to the sensed, only the cognized in reference to the cognized, then,
Bāhiya, there is no you in connection with that. When there is no you in
connection with that, there is no you there. When there is no you there, you
are neither here nor yonder nor between the two. This, just this, is the end of
stress^ (Bāhiya Sutta Ud1.10. 1994).
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determines the entire tone of our existence (Bodhi 2006, p. 56;
Ñanamoli and Bodhi 1994). Removing ignorance by eliminat-
ing its root causes of greed and aversion, cultivating wisdom
and achieving enlightenment (i.e., gaining a penetrative un-
derstanding of all phenomena) are the goals of the Buddhist
practice (Bodhi 2006; Ñanamoli and Bodhi 1995;
Nyanaponika 2014). These goals are also equated to fully
comprehending what are known as the BFour Noble Truths^
(Bodhi 2006; Nyanaponika 2014), accomplished through the
three trainings described above (i.e., ethical conduct, focusing
the mind, and developing wisdom). The BNoble Eightfold
Path^ (a path consisting of eight items of which mindfulness
is one component) is an expansion of the three trainings, and
encompasses the essential practical components that are de-
scribed as leading one to the complete freedom from suffering
(Bodhi 2006; Nyanaponika 2014).

Enlightenment has also been presented as seeing be-
yond the Bconditioned^ to realize the Bunconditioned^
(Bodhi and Nārada 2012, p. 5; Pasanno and Amaro
2009, p. 66; Sumedho 2011, p. 110). The conditioned
world represents the various lenses through which we
view, judge and analyze phenomena. The unconditioned
refers to perceiving bare phenomena, that are unadulter-
ated by our habitual reactions and projections (Anālayo
2006, p. 60; Bodhi and Nārada 2012; Sumedho 2011, p.
110).

As explained earlier, the stream of experience
consisting of feelings, perception, volition and sensory
consciousness is continuously changing, in response to
various causes and conditions that are also constantly
changing. The commentaries of Buddhist teachings list
five causal laws or factors that can influence the flow of
the aggregates, namely: physical laws, biological laws,
psychological laws, volitional laws and universal laws
(Karunamuni 2015; Mahathera 1933). According to the
teachings, the life process, consisting of the stream of
aggregates arises once again after death (Bodhi and
Nārada 2012; Jayatilleke 1968; Ñanamoli and Bodhi
1995, discourse 38). (Note: Depending on the reader’s
previously conditioned attitudes and views, the continu-
ation of life after death may be considered as implausi-
ble – we address this matter later in this article.)

When life with one physical body ends in one place,
the mental stream of aggregates is described as arising
again elsewhere with a new body as its physical sup-
port, where past tendencies, preferences, abilities and
other characteristics can emerge in a new life (Bodhi
2006; Jayatilleke 1968; Kudesia and Nyima 2015).
According to the teachings, there are thirty-one planes
of existence, and only two (the animal and human
planes) are commonly visible to us (Mendis 1985, p.
29; The Thirty-one Planes of Existence 2005). Among
the various realms where rebirth can take place, the

teachings describe realms of torment, as well as realms
of celestial bliss with long lifespans.6 None of these
realms are said to offer final refuge however, because
life in all planes come to an end; beings in all planes
are described as being composed of aggregates and are
subject to the three characteristics of existence (Mendis
1985; Soni and Khantipalo 2006; The Thirty-one Planes
of Existence 2005).

The Buddha explained that the cycle of birth and death,
called Bthe wandering,^ has been turning through
beginningless time, traveling from one state of existence to
another (Bodhi 2006, p. 8; Soni and Khantipalo 2006).
Being born a human, and encountering the teachings that lead
to enlightenment, are described as rare and extremely fortu-
nate (Ñanamoli and Bodhi 1995, discourse 129; Samsara
2005; The Thirty-one Planes of Existence 2005), while work-
ing towards enlightenment is declared as the highest ideal for
any being to achieve (The Thirty-one Planes of Existence
2005).

The teachings of the Buddha are described as subtle, deep,
going Bagainst the flow of the world,^ and difficult to com-
prehend for most beings who are often intoxicated by greed,
aversion and ignorance, as well as the deep-rooted condition-
ing that they have accumulated through beginningless time
(Bodhi 2006; Ñanamoli and Bodhi 1995, discourse 26;
Bodhi and Nārada 2012). Thus familiarity with the ultimate
goal/aim of the Buddhist practice is considered to be impor-
tant for individuals who wish to carry out the practice at an
advanced level.

Degrees of Training in a Path Towards Wisdom

Some individuals who choose to practice meditation and
mindfulness may bemotivated to carry out the practice aiming
for the spiritual goal of enlightenment. It is understood that a
high level of commitment, perseverance, and patience are re-
quired to complete this goal, which represents the highest
level of the training (Anālayo 2006, p. 36; Ñanamoli and
Bodhi 1995). In addition, it is also the case that different indi-
viduals may be able to utilize different elements of the practice
to enhance their well-being.

6 According to the teachings, the last thought one has at the time of death
influences the life form into which one is born next (Bodhi and Nārada
2012, p. 206). Awholesome last thought is described as resulting in a favorable
rebirth and an unwholesome last thought, in an unfavorable rebirth. Someone
who has engaged in mainly wholesome volitions during their lives is said to
have a higher likelihood of having a wholesome or peaceful thought at the time
of death, although this cannot be guaranteed (Ñanamoli 2013). Working to-
wards enlightenment by engaging in ethical practices, as well as meditation
andmindfulness practices, is described as increasing the likelihood of a whole-
some rebirth, which would facilitate the ultimate freedom or release from the
continuous rebirth process (Bodhi 2006; Ñanamoli 2013).
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For instance, engaging in focusing or concentration medita-
tion, or practices that calm the mind, can be beneficial for indi-
viduals as these practises can counteract the adverse effects of
stress (Benson 1976). By taking into consideration the subjec-
tive accounts of practitioners of different religious backgrounds,
Benson (1976) led to the creation of a widespread meditation
technique to elicit what he termed the Brelaxation response.^His
research showed that meditation was associated with patterns of
physiological change, such as reductions in blood pressure, rest-
ing heart rate, and oxygen consumption, which play a role in
opposing reactions to stress (Benson 1976).

Mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR) is another level
of training, and is a popular application of mindfulness at pres-
ent. MBSR techniques enable one to be aware of one’s
thoughts, in addition to engaging in practices that calm the
mind. These programs emphasize training of attention, where
mindfulness is often defined as Ba means of paying attention in
a particular way; on purpose, in the present moment, and non-
judgmentally^ (Kabat-Zinn 2013). MBSR is also known to
decrease rumination, thereby contributing to well-being (Gu
et al. 2015; Querstret and Cropley 2013), while hundreds of
research studies have validated the many benefits of MBSR
practices (American Mindfulness Research Association 2015).

Engaging in ethical training or wholesome behaviour pro-
motes harmony of the mind while reducing guilt and remorse.
Living up to values has been found to be beneficial in numer-
ous ways including goal attainment, higher overall well-being
and in dealing with stress (Baer 2015). Some mindfulness-
based interventions have successfully incorporated the cultiva-
tion of skilful habits based on ethical values of Buddhist teach-
ings, either directly or through the use of compassion cultiva-
tion training (Avants and Margolin 2004; Cayoun 2011;
Jazaieri et al. 2016; Ruchelli et al. 2014; Shonin et al. 2015;
Singh et al. 2014a; Van Gordon et al. 2014). Studies have also
shown that engaging in mindfulness and meditation may pos-
itively influence ethical behaviour (Gu et al. 2013; Ruedy and
Schweitzer 2010; Shapiro et al. 2012) and may also increase
compassion and empathy towards oneself and others (Birnie
et al. 2010; Condon et al. 2013; Keng et al. 2012; Kuyken et al.
2010; Shapiro et al. 1998; Williams et al. 2011). This is con-
sistent with Buddhist teachings where the three major trainings
are described as enhancing, supporting and mutually reinforc-
ing each other to flourish (Bodhi 2006, p. 10).

Theoretical Foundations for Mindfulness Practices

Several psychological studies have shown that a variety of
factors such as trauma, abuse, early childhood adversities and
other stressors can influence an individual’s mental well-being
(Bisson 2007; Campbell et al. 2009; Kessler et al. 2010;
Wittenborn et al. 2016). However, these factors can distress
or agitate an individual only if they arise as mental phenomena.

As described, thesemental phenomena originate in six different
ways (i.e., six sensory consciousness triggers), and these trig-
gers can result in associated thoughts that lead to prolonged
worrying, grieving, judging and anticipating future problems,
etc. As one becomes proficient in mindfulness practice, one can
see that even the most seemingly powerful anxiety-provoking
thought has the characteristic of arising and ceasing, although
during the time one experiences the thought, it can be some-
what unsettling and even seem overpowering. With practice,
one can become more proficient at noticing a thought as soon
as it arises, without getting carried away by it. Studies have
shown that meditation and mindfulness training enhance the
ability to attend to moment-to-moment changes occurring in
the mind (Atchley et al. 2016; Ellamil et al. 2016; MacLean
et al. 2010; Slagter et al. 2007). As stated earlier, several inves-
tigations have shown that proliferating thoughts related to an-
ger and depression can make these thoughts more intense and
powerful, whereas mindfully observing these mental phenom-
ena makes them less intense the next time they arise.
Approaching feelings this way diminishes the power a feeling
can have over the individual, and enables one to live life with-
out being a victim of one’s own thoughts (Anālayo 2006, p.
222). Related to this, psychological studies have shown that the
ability to decenter from one’s thoughts, feelings, etc., is linked
to better mental health and wellbeing (Bernstein et al. 2015).
Such mindful observations also gradually cultivate a person’s
ability to withstand varied experiences. This is sometimes de-
scribed as Bbeing a master of the pathways of thought,^ where
one is no longer the subject of the mind but its master (Bodhi
2006, p. 38). Notably, neuroscientific investigations have
shown that traumatic stresses can lead to adverse structural
changes in the brain (Bremner et al. 2008; Popoli et al. 2011),
whereas meditation and mindfulness practices lead to healthy
structural changes in the brain (Hölzel et al. 2011; Simon and
Engström 2015; Tang and Posner 2013).

When considering that sensory consciousness results from
the coming together of the sense organ, the sense object, and
conscious engagement, as one develops sharper mindful
awareness, one can observe an unpleasant sensation and no-
tice that one’s conscious engagement is not always on the
unpleasant feeling, but often wanders to other thoughts and
sensations. With mindfulness training, it is also possible to
perceive physical pain as a series of changing and passing
sensations (Jayatunga 2014, p. 149). These pain sensations
are only felt intermittently, and with practice, the burdensome
and overwhelming thoughts such as Bthis is a terrible pain^
can be seen as just another thought moment (aggregate of
perception) that arises and ceases. Through such training,
one becomes able to acknowledge the pain as it is (without
adding burdensome thoughts such as grieving the pain, wor-
rying, and anticipating future pain), as well realize the transi-
tory nature of the pain. A recent randomized study where
subjects were trained in mindfulness and to perceive sensory
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and affective events as Bmomentary^ revealed that mindful-
ness meditation reduces physical pain and this change is as-
sociated with unique neural mechanisms (Zeidan et al. 2016).

The concept of impermanence is also useful for impulse
control when a craving arises. Individuals who have practised
mindfulness are able to watch their cravings objectively with-
out having to act on them, leading to the application of mind-
fulness in emotionally-charged behaviors including addictions
(Singh et al. 2011, 2013a, b, 2014b; Vallejo and Amaro 2009).
Understanding the theoretical basis of meditation and mind-
fulness practices enables one to see that practice-related un-
pleasant feelings, such as struggles in developing the medita-
tion, or any other unpleasant mental phenomena that may
emerge during training (sometimes referred to as Bdark night^
phenomena), are all transient and conditioned.

Individuals who aim for the spiritual goal of enlightenment
would see that all thoughts as well as other mental phenomena
are transient and constantly changing, and observe anything
and everything that is encountered in experience, including
aggregates that one may take for granted and consider to be
unimportant, as part of this process (Jayatunga 2014, p. 170).
This can include the understanding that aggregates employed
to contemplate impermanence (such as attention and percep-
tion) are themselves impermanent and non-self. Each aggre-
gate arises and ceases. Therefore, any analytical thoughts
about the teachings, wisdom that arises based on correct per-
ceptions (i.e., seeing the impermanent, unsatisfactory and
non-self nature of all aggregates), and even doubts about the
practice, are seen as arising and ceasing causally-conditioned
aggregates. One may also realize that at an ultimate level of
analysis, time and space happen as perceptions (i.e., they have
meaning only in the conventional world), and that at this level
of analysis, thoughts do not have an owner. Even thoughts that
used to have a socially-conditioned negative valance (such as
jealousy), can be acknowledged at this point of the training as
conditioned momentary mental phenomena that no longer
have the strength and intensity that they used to have prior
to the practice. Therefore they no longer qualify to be assigned
a negative label. One can observe such thoughts without iden-
tifying with them, and also see that observing as well as un-
derstanding the process (i.e., perceptions of impermanence
and non-self) as part of the arising and ceasing conditioned
process itself, with no agent to be called a Bmeditator^ behind
this mechanism (Jayatunga 2014, p. 124).

Progress in the Path: Barriers and Motivators

Mindfulness is a skill that can be gradually cultivated with
effort. Individuals in the general population appear to have
different degrees of mindfulness, attachment, greed and aver-
sion (Baer et al. 2008; Sahdra et al. 2010, 2015; Van Dam et al.
2015). Therefore, it can be assumed that some individuals may

find it relatively easier to train in mindfulness, and it is also
possible that a threshold level of mindfulness may be necessary
for an individual to begin the practice more formally.7

In Buddhist teachings, attention directed in order to carry out
an experiential inquiry into the nature of the mind and other
related phenomena is often referred to as Bwise-attention,^ or
attention that results in insight or wisdom (Anālayo 2006, p. 59;
Ñanamoli and Bodhi 1995, discourse 2, p. 91). BWise
attention^ is employed to monitor the mind and become aware
of various mind states including the presence of greed and
aversion that can motivate one’s intentions and behaviour.
Wise attention also enables one to cultivate wisdom, such as
to see the arising and ceasing (impermanent) nature of the
aggregates, as well as their conditioned and non-self nature
(Anālayo 2006, p. 59; Bodhi and Nārada 2012, p. 90).
Mindful attention has been described as following an inverted
U-shaped curve, demonstrating that as meditators gain experi-
ence in the practice, there is an increase in activation in terms of
attention, but in expert meditators no such increase is seen, as
mindfulness becomes an effortless process (Buttle 2015).
Expert meditators no longer identify with attention, but realize
attention is also an arising and ceasing conditioned aggregate.

The non-self nature of experience is sometimes expressed as
Bemptiness^ and this concept often leads to the erroneous per-
ception of nihilism (Morgan 2015; Shonin et al. 2014a).
However, when taking into account the experiences of individ-
uals who come to deep states of peace and calm through the
practice of mindfulness, Bemptiness,^ is presented as purity,
freedom and contentment (Amaro 2003; Chah 2007; Ekman
et al. 2005; Hagen 2013; Ricard 2008; Rinpoche et al. 1998).
Further, two studies which conducted phenomenological anal-
yses of participant experiences following interventions that in-
cluded the concepts of impermanence and non-self, reported
participants experiencing emptiness as a positive and inviting
prospect (Shonin and Van Gordon 2015; Shonin et al. 2014c).

As a result of engaging in wholesome volition, one begins
to see the true nature of phenomena (such as the impermanent
nature of the five aggregates and their conditioned origina-
tion), which gradually leads to non-attachment with respect
to the five aggregates (Bodhi 2006; Bodhi and Nārada 2012;
Thanissaro 2010). Several studies have indicated that nonat-
tachment is a positive construct8 associated with qualities such
as greater levels of pro-social behavior, cognitive flexibility,
acceptance, non-reactivity, self-compassion, subjective well-
being and mindfulness (Ju and Lee 2015; Lamis and Dvorak

7 In one mindfulness intervention, individuals who discontinued the study had
significantly lower baseline levels of dispositional mindfulness (Van Gordon
et al. 2014). In another study, an individual had to undergo a preparatory
treatment phase of CBT that addressed life coping skills, before being success-
fully treated using a meditation intervention (Shonin et al. 2014b).
8 Rather than being aloof, indifferent, uncaring or unengaged (which can be
common misconceptions about nonattachment), the nonattached individual is
genuinely caring, engaged and responsive to the present situation without
falling into self-aggrandizement or self-degradation (Sahdra et al. 2010, 2016).
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2014; Sahdra and Shaver 2013; Sahdra et al. 2010, 2015,
2016; Shonin and Van Gordon 2015). It should also be noted
that in Buddhist training, attachment itself is not something
one tries to reject or annihilate, but something that is reflected
upon and understood as a condition in nature (Sumedho
2011). In other words, one is not compelling oneself to give
up things still inwardly cherished, but is instead changing
one’s perspective on them. It is also interesting to note that
in Western psychology, Battachment security^ or Bsecure
attachment^ is considered ideal or optimal, whereas in
Buddhist teachings, the inclination to find security in the eight
worldly preoccupations, (which can involve the acquisition of
material goods, financial security, relationships, power, fame,
etc.), are seen as Billusions of security^ (Sahdra and Shaver
2013) because these conditions are constantly changing.
Instead, wisdom into the nature of phenomena is identified
as a more reliable source of security.

Understanding mindfulness within a broader theoretical
framework can also be useful in addressing various barriers
to the meditation practice. One of the identified barriers in the
research literature is having unresolved issues relating to the
phenomenological concepts of meditation (Gleig 2012;
Mensah and Anderson 2015; Sears et al. 2011; Williams
et al. 2012). Also there have been some reports of adverse
effects related to meditation (Shonin et al. 2014d). Although
such experiences are rare, a poor understanding by some aca-
demics and clinicians as to what exactly constitutes an effec-
tive mindfulness practice has been reported as a possible con-
tributing factor (Shonin et al. 2013, 2014d). Mindfulness may
also be perceived by some non-Buddhists as a religious prac-
tice that violates their own religious beliefs, although this does
not appear to be a major barrier in the population groups that
have been studied thus far (Bowen et al. 2015; Mensah and
Anderson 2015; Williams et al. 2012).

Practitioners of mindfulness have been found to report sig-
nificantly higher levels of eudaimonic well-being than non-
practitioners (Brown and Ryan 2003; Garland et al. 2015;
Hanley et al. 2015). Eudaimonic well-being or happiness is
described as a durable form of happiness that is not dependent
on circumstances, and involves peace, wisdom and content-
ment (Brown and Ryan 2003; Dambrun and Ricard 2011;
Hanley et al. 2015; Ryan and Deci 2001). This is in contrast
to hedonic happiness, which is dependent on stimuli either
from the environment, interactions with other people, or vari-
ous kinds of physical and mental activity such as being praised,
acknowledged, respected, and loved (Dambrun and Ricard
2011; Ryan and Deci 2001; Wallace and Shapiro 2006). In
Buddhist teachings, hedonic happiness is considered as merely

providing fluctuating and transitory satisfaction, and is de-
scribed as an unstable, limited form of happiness (Bodhi
2012, p. 32; Wallace and Shapiro 2006). Further, hedonic hap-
piness is described as insatiable; it is often the case that soon
after obtaining something one wants, one becomes discontent,
and longs for more and more (Dambrun and Ricard 2011;
Wallace and Shapiro 2006). This is in line with the hedonic
adaptation principle in psychology, where it has been described
that the experience of pleasure is by nature fleeting and depen-
dent upon circumstances (Brickman et al. 1978).

Hedonic and eudaimonic well-being also appear to be
linked to how one conceives oneself. Exaggerated importance
given to the self or self-centered psychological functioning
(i.e., perception of a self that is a permanent, independent
and solid entity) has been found to be associatedwith pursuing
hedonic pleasures or fluctuating happiness (Dambrun and
Ricard 2011; Dambrun et al. 2012). In contrast, selfless psy-
chological functioning that is less dependent upon circum-
stances but is related to a person’s inner resources and abilities
to deal with any experience that is faced in life, predicts
eudaimonic happiness (Dambrun and Ricard 2011; Dambrun
et al. 2012). Additionally, hedonic and eudaimonic well-being
appear to differentially affect genetic expression. Hedonic
well-being is significantly associated with up-regulated ex-
pression of stress-related proinflammatory genes, whereas
eudaimonic well-being is associated with decreased expres-
sion of these genes (Fredrickson et al. 2013). Further, inner-
peace associated with eudaimonic happiness has been found
to be a robust predictor of mental health (Dambrun et al. 2012;
Fredrickson et al. 2013).

Understanding a conscious being as a conditioned series of
events that are continuously influenced by preceding causes
and contributing conditions, can free one from having static,
rigid views of oneself and others. Such understandings can also
facilitate the use of compassion, non-violence, and wisdom to
address various confrontations and social issues, and to com-
prehend such situations without being clouded by biases, as-
sumptions and social conditioning. Studies have shown that
mindfulness is linked to cognitive flexibility, or one’s ability
for open inquiry into self-deceptive cognitive processes,
preconceived ideas, and stigmatization of others (Brenner
2009; Garland et al. 2015; Moore and Malinowski 2009).

Buddhist teachings are described as Bgoing beyond all
views,^ because views represent thoughts that are based on
an individual’s conditioning (Anālayo 2006, p. 161; Ñanamoli
and Bodhi 1995, discourse 22; Walshe 1995, p. 67–90).
Attaching and clinging to one’s own view often lead to argu-
ments and disputation (Anālayo 2006, p. 163). The Buddha
advised not to cling even to his teachings merely as a view to
argue about, but to see his teachings as being useful to cross
the river (i.e., to reach enlightenment), just like one would not
cling to a raft after using it to cross a river (Index of Similes
2013). The Buddha also encouraged one not to accept any

0 Rather than being aloof, indifferent, uncaring or unengaged (which can be
common misconceptions about nonattachment), the nonattached individual is
genuinely caring, engaged and responsive to the present situation without
falling into self-aggrandizement or self-degradation (Sahdra et al. 2010, 2016).
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teaching just because it was handed to them by tradition, from
any other means or even out of respect for the Buddha himself,
but to examine everything very critically the way a goldsmith
carefully analyzes gold by scraping, rubbing and melting
(Bodhi 2012; Nimitta Sutta AN3.100 1998).

Some readers can feel uncomfortable with ideas such as
rebirth. However, this discomfort springs as a result of one’s
deeply conditioned attitudes and views. This is related to the
psychological phenomenon known as cognitive dissonance
(where people feel reluctant to accept evidence that run
contrary to their established predispositions; Festinger 1962),
as well as the phenomenon of confirmation bias (which is the
tendency to search for and favour information in a way that
confirms one’s pre-existing beliefs or hypotheses; Nickerson
1998). Relating to the issue of rebirth, thousands of young
children who report memories of previous lives have been
extensively researched. In these investigations, it has been
possible to trace the previous-life individual, as well as verify
details provided by the child using autopsy records, identity
cards, medical records and other attainable printed documents
such as birth and death certificates (Barker and Pasricha 1979;
Cook et al. 1983; Haraldsson and Samararatne 1999; Mills
et al. 1994; Shroder 1999; Stevenson 2000a, 2006; Tucker
2005, 2008, 2013). Interestingly, additional analyses have
shown that various phobias, food preferences and unusual
play habits etc., which the children display, nearly always
correspond to activities, habits and experiences (i.e.,
representing different types of attachments) of the previously
deceased person (Cook et al. 1983; Stevenson 1990, 2000a, b;
Stevenson and Keil 2005; Tucker 2005, 2008, 2013, p. 209). It
should be noted that over 2500 cases of rebirth have been
investigated (Tucker 2008), and these cases are reported from
all over the world, including American families, most of
whom say they had no belief in past lives before the children
started reporting their memories (Tucker 2013, p. 164).

Suggestions have been made that transmission of life may
happen in the way information is transmitted over long dis-
tances via radio waves (Dhammika 1991). Others have indi-
cated complex mechanisms (Lanza 2009; Penrose and
Mermin 1990). Detailed explanations relating to numerous
causal laws governing the transmission of life are provided
in Buddhist Abhidhamma teachings. These descriptions in-
clude rebirth-linking, life-continuum and death consciousness
(Bodhi and Nārada 2012).

While different individuals can utilize various components
of the practice to different degrees to enhance their well-being,
individuals who become interested in pursuing a spiritual goal
may be able to benefit from numerous meditation practices (as
well as strategies of dealing with various barriers or hin-
drances to meditation) that are presented in Buddhist spiritual
texts, many of which are practices currently not utilized in
standard mindfulness programs. Additionally, individuals
with different dispositions and inclinations may benefit from

different types of meditation practices (de Zoysa 2016;
Punnaji 2016; Van Dam et al. 2015).

The culmination of wisdom in Buddhist teachings (i.e., the
end of the spiritual practice or enlightenment) is described as
clearly seeing the three characteristics of existence (Bodhi
2006, p.58; Ñanamoli and Bodhi 1995, p. 40). These three
characteristics apply for all possible instances of each aggregate
category whether past, present, or future, internal or external,
gross or subtle, inferior or superior, near or far (Anālayo 2006,
p. 203; Ñanamoli and Bodhi 1995, discourse 35, p. 329). It
should be noted that developing wisdom is not about
Bbecoming a wise person,^ and attaching to wisdom. It is about
the experiential understanding that even the construct of
wisdom is merely an arising and ceasing causally-conditioned
aggregate. In other words, wisdom is not an end in itself but
merely the means to end suffering. With the cultivation of
wisdom, one gradually develops equanimity towards all expe-
rience, and as a result, one is not shaken by the vicissitudes of
life that relate to the eight worldly preoccupations (Desbordes
et al. 2015;Walshe 1995, p. 511–521). Further, in expert med-
itators, all the Bboundless qualities^ (love, compassion, sympa-
thetic joy and equanimity) are described as manifesting effort-
lessly (Anālayo 2006, p. 276; Desbordes et al. 2015).

The progress in a path to wisdom is a gradual one, and
various supportive practices that are conducive for this progress
are listed in the teachings (Dhamma 2005). These include fre-
quently contemplating and attempting to understand the teach-
ings through one’s experiences in daily living, discussing the
teachings, putting forth effort to practise meditation, as well as
cultivating qualities such as gratitude, patience, forgiveness,
compassion, self-control and generosity (Dhamma 2005; Soni
and Khantipalo 2006; The Dhammapada 1996). It has been
stated that it is impossible to measure exactly the progress
one makes in the practise during a day of training, just as a
carpenter cannot measure the extent to which the handle of a
tool has worn out during a day of use (Index of Similes 2013).
Nevertheless, just as after repeated use a carpenter will realize
that the handle has worn out, so will a meditator, after repeated
practice, notice a difference. It is said that once mindfulness is
well-established, every moment is filled with the potential for
awakening (Anālayo 2006, p. 252).

Summary and Conclusion

Many of the major problems in our modern world point to the
need for wisdom (Walsh 2015). This need is reflected in the
words of a former president of the American Psychological
Association: Bif there is anything the world needs, it is
wisdom. Without it, I exaggerate not at all in saying that very
soon there may be no world^ (Sternberg 2003, p. xviii).

This article explained that mindfulness in Buddhist teach-
ings is practised in the context of a moral and philosophical
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system with the goal of lessening and ultimately eliminat-
ing greed and aversion that conceal wisdom. Wisdom is of
major importance in Buddhist psychological teachings
where comprehensive guidance for carrying out an expe-
riential inquiry into the nature of the mind and other re-
lated phenomena is provided. Wisdom represents a pene-
trative understanding of all phenomena or Bseeing things
as they are,^ and the teachings describe wisdom as ulti-
mately leading to the Bcomplete freedom from suffering.^
The theoretical background required for the development
of wisdom is presented as the Four Noble Truths in
Buddhist teachings. The Noble Eightfold Path, which is
also the fourth Noble Truth, includes mindfulness as one
of eight essential components for developing wisdom and
achieving the complete freedom from suffering.

According to the research literature, having unre-
solved issues relating to the phenomenological concepts
of meditation is one of the barriers that prevent individ-
ua l s f r om engag ing in med i t a t i on p rac t i c e s .
Incorporating theoretical concepts as presented in this
article has the potential to effectively address this barri-
er. Having a clear understanding of mindfulness within
the context of a broader theoretical framework can en-
able one to better understand what is meant by the
Bpresent moment,^ how various mental phenomena orig-
inate following input from the six sensory consciousness
triggers, and the conditioned nature of experience,
among other insights. This article also explained that
individuals can utilize different components of the prac-
tice to different degrees, and that having a clear under-
standing of mindfulness within its original context can
be helpful for meditation practice at any level of the
training. Indeed, the incorporation of such a theoretical
approach will be an important step in mindfulness inter-
ventions given that research findings have shown
theory-based health promotion interventions to be more
effective than aetheoretical approaches (Dishman and
Buckworth 1996; Glanz and Bishop 2010). Learning
the theoretical underpinnings of meditation can also be
helpful for those who instruct/teach meditation.

Taken together, the factors discussed above could en-
hance individuals’ self-efficacy to engage in mindfulness
practices, empowering them to manage their mental
well-being effectively. A better understanding of mind-
fulness within the context of its broader theoretical
framework can also result in more sustained outcomes
for mindfulness interventions.
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