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Abstract
Objectives In prior studies, mixed results have been obtained regarding the relations between mindfulness, moral judgment, and
prosocial behavior. We conducted two studies to better clarify the connections between mindfulness and several moral variables.
Methods In Study 1, a cross-sectional survey (N = 554) was conducted to test the possible associations between mindfulness, moral
sensitivity, moral identity, and prosocial behavior. In Study 2, a randomized controlled experiment was conducted to examine the
impact of a mindfulness intervention on moral identity and prosocial behavior. A total of 99 participants (n = 49, mindfulness group;
n = 50, wait-list control group), all of whom were undergraduate students on an optional 11-week mindfulness-based self-exploration
course, were recruited via the campus network system.
Results In Study 1, we found that mindfulness, moral sensitivity, moral identity, and prosocial behavior were all positively correlated.
Results of the mediation analysis suggested that dispositional mindfulness had significant effects on prosocial tendencies both directly
and indirectly via the mediator variables of moral sensitivity and moral identity. In Study 2, mindfulness practice was found to
significantly improve the levels of mindfulness and self-compassion in participants but only had a significant effect on willingness
toward prosocial behavior for those participants with existing high moral identity.
Conclusions Study 1 confirmed the predicted links between mindfulness, moral sensitivity, moral identity, and prosocial behavior.
Study 2 suggested that moral identity influences the effect of mindfulness practice on willingness toward prosocial behavior. However,
the underlying mechanisms and causes of this effect require further study.
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In the Buddhist tradition, mindfulness is a richer and more pro-
found concept than is currently understood and applied in psy-
chology (Kang and Whittingham 2010). Developing wisdom,
compassion, and an ethical outlook is the foundational intention
of mindfulness in traditional meditative practice. According to
the Noble Eightfold Path, mindfulness closely interweaves with
morality and ethics. Ethical behavior is the basis for right
mindfulness, which in turn relies on mindfulness (Kang and
Whittingham 2010). Therefore, some scholars have argued that
mindfulness necessarily includes ethical speech and action as part
of a complex set of interrelated processes (Greenberg and Mitra

2015). However, in the current scientific approach, morality and
ethics are no longer formally a part of secularmindfulness, which
is popularly defined as a non-judgmental awareness of present
events and experiences (Kabat-Zinn 2003). This has caused
some scholars to worry that contemporary mindfulness has de-
viated significantly from traditional right mindfulness and thus
may do more harm than good through its current use in numer-
ous secular and clinical mindfulness interventions (Monteiro
et al. 2015). However, other scholars have argued that the secular
conceptualization of mindfulness does not necessarily imply that
morality is irrelevant in different intervention situations
(Krägeloh 2016). It is argued instead that the ethical foundation
remains implicit in the definition of contemporary mindfulness
and the process of mindfulness-based interventions (Baer 2015)
as embodied by instructors throughout the program.

Although the question of whether ethics should be explicitly
incorporated into mindfulness has not been resolved, some em-
pirical studies have suggested that contemporary mindfulness
(and practice) is associated with morality and altruistic
behavior. For example, Baer (2015) posited that mindfulness
interventions, as well as dispositional mindfulness, are associated
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with higher levels of moral reasoning. Pandey et al. (2018) ob-
served a positive association between mindfulness and moral
reasoning, which was mediated by compassion and egocentric
bias. However, other research has shown that mindfulness (as
defined by an awareness of and attention to present events and
experiences) does not lead tomoremoral behavior (Eliseo 2016).
Therefore, further investigation into the potential associations
between mindfulness and morality, both theoretically and empir-
ically, is necessary.

According to Rest’s (1986) four-stage model of moral deci-
sion-making, moral sensitivity andmoral motivation play impor-
tant roles in the process of moral functioning.Moral sensitivity is
the personal capacity to recognize the moral significance of a
situation (Kim 2006), or one’s ability to perceive and discern
moral issues from other issues in that context (Sparks 2015). It
refers to an individual’s ability to achieve moral awareness
(Reynolds 2008) and to examine the possible sequence of a
moral decision pathway, which is viewed as the basis of moral
judgment and conduct, having effects on moral judgment and
prosocial behavior through activating the cognitive structure of
moral identity (Sparks 2015).

Moral identity, according to Blasi’s self-model, is central to
one’s sense of self as a powerful source of moral motivation
(Blasi 1983; Blasi and Glodis 1995). The subjective identity
component of the self plays a more organized and unified role
in leading individuals to behave morally (Blasi 2004a).
Damon and Hart (1992) viewed moral identity as the best
predictor of moral commitment and moral action, an argument
that is supported by empirical research. For example, some
studies have suggested that moral identity can positively pre-
dict the involvement of teenagers in community activities
(Pratt et al. 2003), as well as the prosocial behaviors of young
adults (Kaplan 2017). The above findings indicate that there
are close associations between moral awareness, moral iden-
tity, and moral conduct. In essence, the four-stage model of
moral decision-making and the theory of moral self both un-
derline the importance of awareness and self-understanding in
the process of moral action, which inosculate with some ideas
from mindfulness.

The awareness of a moral issue is the basis of moral con-
duct, while mindfulness emphasizes the awareness of self-
cognitive schema and emotions, as well as environmental
stimuli and cues. Theoretically, a mindful disposition is posi-
tively associated with moral identity and prosocial behaviors.
If a situation is perceived keenly to entail the harm or violation
of one’s behavioral norms, a person with higher moral identity
is likely to acknowledge that the situation contains moral
content and consider it from a moral point of view, leading
to more ethical judgment and action. This argument is
supported by some preliminary empirical studies. For
example, Ridderinkhof et al. (2017) suggested that more
mindful individuals are more likely to use a principled ap-
proach to making decisions and behaving ethically.

Prior research has also indicated that mindfulness is
associated with moral identity. For example, Ruedy and
Schweitzer (2010) found that it is positively correlated
with the internalization subscale of the self-importance
of moral identity scale (Aquino and Reed 2003) indicating
that individuals high in mindfulness place greater impor-
tance on upholding high moral standards. Other studies
have inferred that dispositional mindfulness has positive
effects on autonomous motivation (Brown and Ryan
2003; Fan 2016). Such findings suggest that mindfulness
training may have the role of animating an individual’s
internalized values. A person with higher autonomous
motivation will hold greater self-determination relating
to their behavior and focus more on attaining their self-
endorsed needs and values (Ryan and Deci 2002). As a
person reduces their egocentric bias and improves their
identification with others through the practice of mindful-
ness, they may also regulate their values and actions to be
more concerned with the welfare of others. This line of
reasoning is supported by some empirical research. For
example, Sánchez-Flores (2017) found that mindfulness
exercises can improve empathic identification with the
position of others. Berry et al. (2018) further established
that empathic concern mediates the relation between
mindfulness and helping behavior outcomes. Chen and
Jordan (2018) concluded that ethical mindfulness, relative
to secular mindfulness, increases the prosocial behavior of
donating money to a charity, and that this effect was
moderated by trait empathy.

The above findings converge to suggested that mindful-
ness, moral awareness, and moral identity may be positively
associated with moral action. However, there were relatively
few extant empirical studies investigating these possible rela-
tions ormaking specific predictions or hypotheses about them.
In the present research, we investigated the relations between
mindfulness, moral sensitivity, moral identity, and prosocial
behaviors—in two studies. In Study 1, a cross-sectional sur-
vey was conducted to test the possible associations between
mindfulness, moral sensitivity, moral identity, and prosocial
behavior. Based on our consideration of the literature, we
posit the following hypothesis. Hypothesis 1: Moral identity
will have a mediating effect on the relation between moral
sensitivity (predictor variable) and prosocial tendencies.
Hypothesis 2: Dispositional mindfulness (predictor variable)
will have a positive effect on the relation between prosocial
tendencies via moral sensitivity and moral identity (as two
mediating variables).

In Study 2, we conducted a randomized controlled experi-
ment to examine the impact of a mindfulness intervention on
moral identity and prosocial behavior. Herein, we postulated
mindfulness training would improve willingness toward
prosocial behavior in people with a higher moral identity
(Hypothesis 3).
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Study 1

Methods

Participants

We recruited 566 undergraduates via the general education
platform of a college located in the Chongqing municipality
of China. Twenty-two participants failed to complete all of the
questionnaire survey, so their data were considered invalid
and removed from the analysis. Thus, the valid response rate
was 96%, comprising 544 participants (201 males, 343 fe-
males) with an age range of 18 to 23 years (M ± SD = 20.41
± 1.37). Of these, 27.2% (n = 148) of the participants identi-
fied as first-year students, 28.7% (n = 156) as sophomores,
27.4% (n = 149) as juniors, and 16.7% (n = 91) as seniors.
None of the participants had any prior meditation experience.

Procedure

The survey was conducted via the general education platform
of a college located in the municipality of Chongqing.
Participants were asked to complete the survey as a self-
assessment of personality. All participants took part voluntar-
ily and did not receive payment.

Measures

Dispositional Moral Sensitivity Questionnaire (DMSQ) Based
on Schmitt et al.’s (1995) Dispositional Sensitivity of Injustice
Questionnaire, Xin and Cen (2008) developed the DMSQ for
use in the Chinese context. Dispositional moral sensitivity is
defined as a tendency toward reflection and the ability to de-
tect and explain moral problems. The DMSQ is a 28-item self-
report questionnaire that encompasses five factors, as follows:
empathic guilt (seven items; e.g., “I would be ashamed if I did
not stand on the side of justice”), punishment (five items; e.g.,
“I hope that those who are unwilling to help others will not get
help from others”), intrusiveness of empathy (six items; e.g.,
“I am quick to become angry when hearing about unfair
things”), frequency of perception (six items; e.g., “I’ve always
found that some people work less and get more for no reason,
and the reverse is also true”), and sympathetic imagination
(four items; e.g., “When I see someone smoking, I often imag-
ine the harm that might be done to those around the smoker”).
The DMSQ has been found to have satisfactory reliability and
validity (Cronbach’s alphas range from 0.60 to 0.87 and test–
retest reliability ranges from 0.74 to 0.85), and a good index of
structural fit (GFI = 0.90; NNFI = 0.90; CFI = 0.90;
RMSEA= 0.05) (Xin and Cen 2008). Items are rated on a 5-
point scale, from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). A
higher total score represents a greater disposition toward

awareness and understanding of moral issues. Cronbach’s al-
pha was .88 in the present study.

Five Facets of Mindfulness Questionnaire—Chinese Short
Version (FFMQ-CS) The Five Facets of Mindfulness
Questionnaire (FFMQ) developed by Baer et al. (2006) is a
measure of dispositional mindfulness incorporating five fac-
tors: observing, non-reactivity to inner experience, acting with
awareness, describing in words, and non-judgment of experi-
ence. A total of 39 items are rated on a scale of 1 (never) to 5
(always). The FFMQ-CS is the Chinese short version of the
original FFMQ, as revised by Hou et al. (2014). In the FFMQ-
CS, four items are used in relation to each factor, based on the
original FFMQ (observing: 15, 20, 26, 31; describing: 2, 7, 27,
32; acting with awareness: 5R, 8R, 13R, 38R; non-judgment:
10R, 17R, 25R, 30R; non-reactivity: 19, 21, 24, 33). A higher
total score represents a more mindful disposition. The FFMQ-
CS has been found to be a reliable and valid measure of mind-
fulness in the Chinese population. Cronbach’s alpha was .60
in the present study.

Moral Identity Scale (MIS) The 16-itemMIS was developed by
Xu and Ma (2014) based on Aquino and Reed’s (2003) Moral
Identity Measure. Xu and Ma (2014) retained the dimensional
structure of the original instrument but added two items (“I’d
like to be friends with someone who has these characteristics”
and “I don’t want to have any relationship with this kind of
person”) fromWan’s (2008) earlier revision of the scale. They
also revised the 10 moral traits to include Chinese character-
istics as salience-inducing stimuli in order to better measure
moral identity in the Chinese context and improve the cultural
adaptability of the scale. These 10 traits are credibility, respon-
sibility, filialness, care, fairness, honesty, authenticity, respect,
incorruptness, and helpfulness. Participants are prompted to
envision a person with these moral traits and respond to state-
ments about those traits on a scale from 1 (completely
disagree) to 5 (completely agree). Cronbach’s alpha was .88
in the present study.

Prosocial Tendencies Measure—Revised (PTM-R) The 23-item
PTM-R is a Chinese revision of the Prosocial Tendencies
Measure developed by Carlo et al. (2003) to investigate
prosocial behaviors in adolescents and young adults from
the USA. The six factors of the PTM-R (emotional, altruism,
dire, compliant, public, anonymous) have been found to pro-
vide a reliable and valid measure of different prosocial ten-
dencies in the Chinese context (Kou et al. 2004). Cronbach’s
alpha was .85 in the present study.

Data Analyses

The descriptive statistics (M and SD) and Pearson correlations
between the dependent variables were computed using SPSS
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21.0. Structural equation modeling procedures using LISREL
8.80 were employed to test the fit index of the hypothesis
model. The parcel technique (Little et al. 2002; Sass and
Smith 2006) was implemented by compositing each compo-
nent score of each scale as observed indicators to estimate the
latent variables for the DMSQ, FFMQ-CS, MIS, and PTM-R
measures, respectively. The fit of models is considered to be
good when the GFI value, CFI value, and NNFI value are
above 0.90 and the SRMR value is below 0.08 (Hu and
Bentler 1999). Subsequently, we performed a mediation anal-
ysis using the PROCESS bootstrapping plugin (Model 4) for
SPSS developed byHayes and Preacher (2013) based on 5000
resamples with 95% bias-corrected standardized bootstrap
confidence intervals simulated for each model.

Results

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics (M and SD) for the
four variables and the correlation coefficients. As predicted,
dispositional mindfulness, moral identity, moral sensitivity,
and prosocial tendencies were all positively correlated with
each other (r = .11 to .44, p < .001).

First, a structural equation model was estimated with moral
sensitivity as a predictor, moral identity as a mediator, and
prosocial tendencies as the outcome variable (Hypothesis 1).
The results suggested a good fit to the data: GFI = 0.92, CFI =
0.94, NNFI = 0.92, SRMR= 0.065. Themediating effect anal-
ysis showed that moral sensitivity had a statistically signifi-
cant effect on moral identity (b = .21, SE = 0.05, p < .001),
which, in turn, significantly affected prosocial tendency
(b = .31, SE = 0.03, p < .001). The 95% bias-corrected confi-
dence interval [0.03, 0.10] for the size of the indirect effect
excluded zero, indicating that the indirect effect through moral
identity was statistically significant, as shown in Fig. 1.

Second, we tested Hypothesis 2 using a structural equation
model with dispositional mindfulness as a predictor, moral
sensitivity, and moral identity as a mediator, and prosocial
tendencies as the outcome variable. The results suggested a
good fit to the data: CFI = 0.93, NNFI = 0.91, SRMR= 0.068.
We then tested the effect of dispositional mindfulness
(FFMQ-CS) on moral sensitivity, moral identity, and

prosocial tendencies, using the chain intermediate model
(Model 6) of the bootstrapping procedures. FFMQ-CS had
significant effects on moral functioning both directly and in-
directly, as illustrated in Fig. 2. FFMQ-CS had significant
indirect effects on prosocial tendencies through the mediating
variables of moral sensitivity (indirect effect = 0.04; effect size
(ab/c) = 0.18) and moral identity (indirect effect = 0.14; effect
size (ab/c) = 0.61). FFMQ-CS had a significant direct effect
on prosocial tendencies (b = .22, SE = 0.04, p < .001). Theme-
diation analysis showed that moral identity (indirect effect =
0.14; effect size (ab/c) = 0.61) was an important mediator var-
iable between dispositional mindfulness and prosocial
tendencies.

Study 2

Methods

Participants

Participants were 99 undergraduate college students (mindful-
ness group, n = 49; control group, n = 50) who had a mean age
of 18.90 years (SD = 0.92). The sample was 76% female (n =
75). All of the students provided their informed consent for
participation in the study upon arrival at the psychology lab-
oratory. Of these, 49 participants were randomly assigned to
the mindfulness intervention group and divided into two
smaller parallel classes (class 1, n = 24; class 2, n = 25). The
remaining 50 participants were assigned to the wait-list con-
trol group. However, eight experimental participants and five
control participants failed to complete the post-intervention
assessment. Six experimental participants and five control par-
ticipants failed to complete the follow-up assessment. In total,
35 mindfulness participants and 40 control participants com-
pleted all three assessments (see Fig. 3 for the procedure flow
chart). A G*Power analysis indicated that we needed 86 par-
ticipants to achieve 80% power (to detect a small effect, f =
0.25). We over-recruited as many undergraduates (N = 99) as
possible, to allow for attrition.

Table 1 Means, standard
deviations, and the correlation
matrix for moral identity,
mindfulness, prosocial
tendencies, and moral sensitivity

M ± SD Mindfulness Prosocial tendencies Moral sensitivity

Moral identity 3.73 ± .55 .39** .44** .19**

Mindfulness 3.48 ± .37 .34** .11*

Prosocial tendencies 3.34 ± .44 .38**

Moral sensitivity 3.17 ± .49

**Correlation significant at the 0.01 level (two-tailed)

*Correlation significant at the 0.05 level (two-tailed)
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Procedures

This study was conducted in the psychology department at
Chongqing University of Arts and Sciences in China. All eth-
ical standards were adhered to and no adverse events were
reported throughout the course of the study. We recruited
undergraduate students attending an optional course on
mindfulness-based self-exploration (MSEC) via the campus
network system. All participants were informed that the ques-
tionnaire survey would be conducted three times (i.e., before,
during, and after the course, to quantitatively measure teach-
ing effectiveness for reflection work), and that we hoped that
all students would participate and provide accurate responses.
It was emphasized that participation was voluntary and entire-
ly independent of students’ course grades. A battery of assess-
ments (pre-intervention, post-intervention, and follow-up)
was administered. The follow-up assessment was conducted
4 weeks after the intervention via e-mail and a remuneration of
RMB 15 per participant was paid.

Mindfulness-Based Self-Exploration Course The course
consisted of 11 weekly sessions, with a duration of 150 min
per session. It included preparation and a summary session, as
well as the pre-intervention and post-intervention assess-
ments, respectively. The MSEC was developed according to
the authorized curriculum guide of the mindfulness-based
stress reduction (MBSR) program, with some integration of
components from mindfulness-based cognitive therapy
(MBCT) (Segal et al. 2004) and mindful self-compassion ap-
proaches (Germer and Neff 2013).

The first class of the 11-week MSEC was an introduction,
in which an overview of the course, explanation of the possi-
ble risks and benefits of the program, and a brief history of
mindfulness were provided, and the pre-intervention assess-
ment was conducted. The sessions from the second to the sixth
week mainly followed the authorized curriculum guide of the
MBSR program (from class one to class five). In the seventh
week, we began with an introduction to self-compassion
(20 min), followed by the practice of compassionate body
scanning (40 min) and self-compassion writing practice
(30 min) according to the mindful self-compassion course
developed by Germer and Neff (2013). The remaining time
(about 60 min) was mainly allocated to group discussion and
home practice arrangement. The theme of the eighth week was
self-acceptance meditation, which explored how to accept dif-
ficult situations/emotions with an attitude of allowing, self-
compassion, and “doing nothing.” The formal practice includ-
ed sitting meditations on emotion (40 min) and compassion
outreach meditation from self to others (30 min), as well as
group discussion and home practice arrangement (80 min).
The theme of the ninth week was mindful communication,
which aimed to cultivate an awareness of self-other connec-
tions with an attitude of compassion and mindfulness. The
formal practice included mindfulness observation face to face
in pairs (15 min), mindfulness talking and listening with each
other (40 min), mindfulness conversation and responding
(20 min), as well as group discussion and home practice ar-
rangement (80 min). The tenth week was a silent meditation
over 2 h, including sitting meditation (40 min while attending
to breath, body, sounds, and thoughts and emotions as

Fig. 1 The mediating effect of
moral identity on the relationship
between moral sensitivity and
prosocial tendencies

Fig. 2 The chain mediating effect
for dispositional mindfulness on
moral sensitivity, moral identity,
and prosocial tendencies
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“events” in consciousness), walking meditation (15 min), a
compassionate body scan (40 min), and group discussion.
The last week consisted of a summary (120 min) and post-
intervention assessment (30 min), in which each participant
shared their experience of the course with the whole group.

The MSEC course retained the basic structure of the MBSR
program and adhered to the authorized curriculum guide. The
key difference between this course andMBSRwas the extended
practice of self-acceptance and self-compassion meditation.
These topics were covered as two separate themes inmore detail.
Logistically, the main body of the MSEC course comprised two
modules. The first was designed to cultivate mindful awareness
of the self (including classical breathing awareness practice),
static and dynamic body awareness practice, and thoughts and
emotions meditation. The second module was formulated to cul-
tivate awareness of self-other connections encompassing an atti-
tude of compassion, equal or in the perspective of common hu-
manity underlined by self-compassion, including self-
compassion practice and mindful communication practice.
Compassion is viewed as embodied and embedded in the inter-
personal social context involving the welfare of both the self and
others (Khoury 2019). It has been suggested that compassion is
not only associated with higher levels of perceived self-other
similarity to weak or vulnerable others (Oveis et al. 2010) and
greater motivation toward prosocial behavior (Batson 2011), but
also with higher levels of moral identity and greater moral flex-
ibility. Hence, we postulated that this integration of mindful self-
compassion into the MBSR program was appropriate.

MSEC Facilitator The facilitator of the MSEC was a doctor in
applied psychology (the first author of the present paper), who
was qualified to facilitate the program. He had previously
completed an 8-week MBSR course with an MBSR teacher
from Taiwan, a 5-day teacher-training curriculum program of
MBCT with an MBCT teacher from Italy (including supervi-
sion), a 5-day silent meditation with a Chan master from
Taiwan, and a 3-day continuous training program on accep-
tance and commitment therapy with a certified teacher from
the USA. In addition, the facilitator had completed a doctoral
dissertation on the topic of mindfulness and self.

Measures

FFMQ-CS The psychometric information regarding this rating
scale is presented in relation to Study 1, above. Cronbach’s
alpha was .60 in the current study.

MIS Likewise, the psychometric information on this rating
scale is detailed above, with regard to its use in Study 1.
Cronbach’s alpha was .88 in the present study.

PTM-R The psychometric information pertaining to this mea-
sure, too, is given above in relation to Study 1. Cronbach’s
alpha was .85 in the present study.

Chinese Interpersonal Reactivity Index (C-IRI) The
Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI) developed by Davis

Fig. 3 Flow chart of the
randomized controlled
experimental intervention study
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(1983) is a well-validated measure of empathy, and, similarly,
the C-IRI has been confirmed to be a good measure of em-
pathic ability in the Chinese context. It comprises four sub-
scales, as follows: fantasy, which relates to the participant’s
emotional and behavioral involvement in fictional works such
as novels, television, and movies; empathic concern, which
corresponds to the affective experience of feeling compassion
for the misfortune of others; perspective taking, which mea-
sures an individual’s cognitive ability to comprehend an-
other’s point of view; and personal distress, which relates to
one’s feelings of anxiety or discomfort when aware of the
anguish of others. The C-IRI items are rated on a 5-point
Likert scale with seven items in each factor. The construct
reliability of the C-IRI subscales range from .59 to .75, and
the test–retest reliability of the subscales ranges from .59 to
.78 (Rong et al. 2010). In the present study, the total score of
the C-IRI was used for all analyses. Cronbach’s alpha was .63,
.76, and .78 at the pre-intervention, post-intervention, and
follow-up assessments, respectively.

Prosocial Scenarios Following previous studies (e.g., Nelson
and Norton 2005), willingness to help others and frequency of
helping were used as an index to measure the effect of mind-
fulness practice on prosocial behavior through reference to the
following moral scenario:

Lilly is a volunteer at a college. She has engaged in one-to-
one voluntary activities to care for a left-behind child.
Unfortunately, her father suffered a broken leg last week, so
she has had to give up this voluntary activity and come back
home to help take care of her father. If she drops out of this
voluntary activity, the child she was paired with will be left
unattended. Therefore, Lilly hopes some other college stu-
dents would like to help care for the left-behind child.

After reading this scenario, participants were asked two
questions—“How willing would you be likely to be to help
the paired child?” and “How many times would you be likely
to help the paired child?”—which were both answered accord-
ing to a scale of 0 (very unwilling/zero times) to 7 (very
willing/seven times). The mean score of the two questions
was calculated and used to represent willingness toward
prosocial behavior in the subsequent data analysis.

Self-Compassion Scale—Short Form (SCS-SF) The Self-
Compassion Scale (SCS; Neff 2003) is a 26-item self-report
measure designed to assess self-compassion in six domains—
self-kindness, self-criticism, common humanity, isolation,
mindfulness, over-identification—using a Likert-type scale
ranging from 1 (rarely) to 5 (almost always). The total score
represents an individual’s overall level of self-compassion.
The condensed 12-item SCS-SF was developed based on the
original SCS, and supports the same six-factor structure, as
well as the single higher-order factor of self-compassion (Raes
et al. 2011). The SCS-SF can be effectively and efficiently

used as an economical alternative to the full SCS and is highly
correlated with the long-form version (r ≥ .97 for all samples).
In the present study, the total score for the SCS-SF was used
for all analyses pertaining to hypotheses testing. Cronbach’s
alpha was .80, .75, and .50 at the pre-intervention, post-inter-
vention, and follow-up assessments, respectively.

Data Analyses

Data were analyzed using SPSS 21.0. First, we carried out an
independent samples t test to check the homogeneity of par-
ticipants in the experimental group and the control group.
One-way repeated measures analysis of variance (ANOVA)
was carried out to test the effect of the 11-week mindfulness
practice, using the data from the pre- and post-intervention
and 4-week follow-up assessments.

Results

The results in Table 2 show that there were no significant
differences between the control and experimental groups for
any of the variables at pre-intervention. The one-way repeated
measures ANOVA revealed that the mindfulness course in-
creased participants’ mindfulness, as reported through the
FFMQ-CS, in comparison with the control group, F (1,
73) = 3.91, p = .05, η2 = .05. The mindfulness course partici-
pants also reported increased self-compassion. The interaction
effect between group and time point (pre-intervention and
post-intervention) was significant, F (1, 73) = 4.12, p = .04,
η2 = .05. The simple effects analysis showed that self-
compassion in the mindfulness group increased significantly
at post-intervention, compared to the control group, F (1,
73) = 4.69, p = .03, η2 = .06, although there was no difference
at pre-intervention. However, compared to participants in the
control groups, mindfulness practice did not improve the
scores for prosocial tendencies (PTM-R), moral identity
(MIS), empathy (C-IRI), or willingness to help others.

Study 1 revealed that the factors measured through the
FFMQ-CS had a significant indirect effect on prosocial ten-
dencies via the mediator variable of moral identity, suggesting
that mindfulness practice can improve prosocial behavior in
people already high in moral identity. Therefore, we analyzed
the data for participants in both the mindfulness and control
groups with higher moral identity scores (M ≥ 45.56; n = 42,
in total; ncontrol group = 27) to explore the effects of a mindful-
ness intervention on people with a higher moral identity. One-
way repeated measures ANOVA showed that the interaction
between group and time was significant, F (2, 80) = 3.26,
p = .05, η2 = .08. The simple effects analysis showed that will-
ingness toward prosocial behavior in the control group de-
creased significantly at post-intervention and follow-up, F
(1, 2) = 9.57, p < .001, η2 = .33. However, willingness toward
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prosocial behavior in the mindfulness group did not decrease
significantly, F (1, 2) = 0.76, p = .47, η2 = .04 (see also Fig. 4).

Discussion

The two studies reported here investigated the relations be-
tween mindfulness and some important moral variables.
Results from Study 1 indicate that dispositional mindfulness
is positively correlated with moral sensitivity, moral identity,
and prosocial tendencies. We further found that dispositional
mindfulness influences prosocial tendencies both directly and
indirectly via the mediator variables of moral sensitivity and
moral identity. Study 2’s results suggest that the specified 11-

week mindfulness intervention significantly improved the
levels of mindfulness and self-compassion for the whole ex-
perimental group, but only had a significant effect on willing-
ness toward prosocial behavior for those people with above-
average scores for moral identity at the first assessment.

Our findings from Study 1 suggest that dispositional mind-
fulness is directly associated with prosocial tendencies, as well
as indirectly associated with moral identity. This process may
be associated with the functions and attitudes that implicitly
underlie mindfulness (such as decentering and self-compas-
sion). It has been posited previously that mindfulness can
result in decentering or psychological distancing from one’s
thoughts and emotions (Kabat-Zinn 2011), which may in-
crease the psychological resources that are available to recog-
nize the presence of a moral issue and help an individual apply
moral self-schema to justify a particular behavior in a given
situation. Other prior studies have suggested that adolescents
with higher levels of self-compassion might experience higher
levels of relatedness in social situations, which, in turn, leads
them to be more likely to engage in prosocial behaviors (Yang
et al. 2019). The findings from Study 2 support this assertion
by showing that mindfulness practice significantly improves
self-compassion. Taken together, these research findings con-
verge to suggest that the involvement of mindfulness in the
process of moral cognition is beneficial. The development of
morality first depends on acquiring a firm sense of self and
self-awareness, as well as learning moral rules and norms
(Sparks and Hunt 1998). In social contexts, non-judgmental
observing and larger attentional capacities may increase the
awareness and understanding of the needs of others and thus
allow for greater responsiveness to the needs of others
(Condon 2017).

Table 2 Descriptive statistics at
the pre- and post-intervention and
follow-up assessments

Group Pre-
intervention

Post-
intervention

Follow-up Fa (1, 73) Fb (2, 80)

M ± SD M ± SD M ± SD

Self
compassion

Control 37.80 ± 7.10 38.57 ± 5.52 40.75 ± 4.31 4.12*
Mindfulness 38.67 ± 10.25 41.37 ± 5.64 41.91 ± 4.10

Mindfulness Control 62.77 ± 5.06 61.50 ± 6.86 61.62 ± 5.65 3.91*
Mindfulness 62.45 ± 8.39 66.60 ± 10.93 66.31 ± 9.11

Prosocial
tendency

Control 74.57 ± 8.88 74.77 ± 8.55 76.82 ± 8.08
Mindfulness 74.28 ± 8.25 75.91 ± 10.64 77.91 ± 10.92

Empathy Control 95.47 ± 7.01 94.47 ± 9.82 93.72 ± 8.90
Mindfulness 96.00 ± 8.79 94.02 ± 10.87 94.85 ± 10.11

Moral identity Control 46.32 ± 4.90 45.85 ± 5.27 46.77 ± 5.23
Mindfulness 44.68 ± 5.37 45.00 ± 6.64 46.60 ± 5.96

Prosocial
willingness

Control 5.91 ± 1.17 5.00 ± 1.45 4.88 ± 1.65 3.26*
Mindfulness 5.82 ± 1.26 5.45 ± 1.54 5.30 ± 1.44

aF-test for pre- and post-intervention assessments (all participants)
bF-test on participants with higher moral identity scores in the mindfulness and control group

*p < 0.05

Fig. 4 The effects of an 11-week mindfulness intervention onwillingness
towards prosocial behavior
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In Study 2, an 11-week mindfulness course significantly
improved levels of mindfulness and self-compassion in par-
ticipants. However, this improvement in mindfulness was not
found to be associated with increases in prosocial tendencies
(PTM-R), moral identity (MIS), empathy (C-IRI), or a will-
ingness to help others overall. These findings are also consis-
tent with previous studies. For example, Galantino et al.
(2010) observed no significant changes in empathy levels after
a mindfulness meditation intervention for healthcare profes-
sionals when assessed using the IRI. Birnie et al. (2010) found
MBSR to be successful at increasing participants’ levels of
self-compassion but that this occurred in the absence of sig-
nificant changes in empathic concern. As Birnie et al. (2010)
inferred, this observation might be associated with the differ-
ent components of mindfulness and what the IRI specifically
measures. For instance, some items in the personal distress
subscale of the IRI imply that an individual high on this scale
may feel overwhelmed or paralyzed in the face of strong emo-
tion. In contrast, mindfulness training aims to strengthen the
acceptance of a non-rigid attitude when experiencing emotion.

The analyses of Study 2’s data showed that willingness
toward helping others in the control group decreased signifi-
cantly over the three time points of assessment, whereas will-
ingness toward helping others in the mindfulness group did
not decrease over time. The decrease found in the control
group may be due to factors relating to the time of testing in
this study. The post-intervention assessment was conducted
near the end of a semester and the follow-up was conducted
during the winter vacation and close to the Spring Festival, the
most important traditional festival in China. In other words,
willingness toward helping others in the control group may
have been influenced by some external and important events,
such as preparing for final exams and celebrating the Spring
Festival. However, willingness toward helping others in col-
lege students with higher moral identity in the mindfulness
group did not appear to have been influenced by these poten-
tial factors.

One possible explanation for this finding is that mindful-
ness practice maintained willingness toward helping others at
a relatively stable level for those college students with higher
moral identity, such that it was not influenced by external
psychosocial factors. Given our results from Study 1, as well
as the existing finding that the relation between mindfulness
and moral reasoning is fully mediated by compassion and
egocentric bias (Pandey et al. 2018), it is reasonable to pro-
pose that mindfulness training is an effective and easy way to
facilitate prosocial behaviors in people with higher prosocial
traits, such as moral identity. This is perhaps unsurprising,
because mindfulness emphasizes non-judgmental awareness,
whereas many prosocial behaviors are more motivated by
one’s level of internalization (Winterich et al. 2013).
Although the importance of moral identity may be somewhat
stable, to some extent, the sense of moral identity may be

constructed “moment to moment” (Monin and Jordan 2009)
and might be more or less activated by particular situations
(Aquino et al. 2009). If this is the case, mindful awareness can
provide an important “reminder” of the moral self, thus im-
proving moral awareness or moral sensitivity in people with
higher moral identity. However, the current data cannot eluci-
date whether mindfulness practice improves the awareness of
self-responsibility or self-consistency, or improves the acces-
sibility of the moral self-schema in consciousness, or has an
effect on negative emotion regulation for those people with a
higher moral identity. This is a question worthy of further
study.

A related issue pertains to the content of the integrated
mindfulness course, the MSEC. As described earlier, the con-
tent of the MSEC was an integration of existing MBSR,
MBCT, and SCS courses, organized as two main modules:
the practice of self-awareness and awareness of self-other con-
nections with an attitude of compassion. We contend that this
integration was appropriate and significant to understanding
our findings.

First, the MSEC did not include any explicit ethical or
moral educational components. Instead, we emphasized com-
passion (including self-compassion and compassion for
others). The results indicate that the course improved self-
compassion and willingness toward prosocial behavior, but
not moral identity or empathy. This implies to some extent
that the explicit discussion of morality or ethics is not obliga-
tory or prerequisite in improving prosociality. Chen and
Jordan (2018) found that a short-term (8 days, 10 min a day)
ethical, relative to secular, mindfulness intervention can in-
crease prosocial behavior (as assessed, in their study’s case,
through the amount of money donated to a charity). Equally,
the current study revealed that an 11-week secular mindful-
ness course had the same benefits for people with higher levels
of moral traits. Thus, the length of engagement in mindfulness
practice may be an important factor in changing the implicit
attitudes and explicit conduct of individuals. Indeed, this may
be why veteran mediation masters always advise on the need
for practice, practice, and more practice.

Second, the current 11-week mindfulness program was not
found to improve empathy, but it did improve prosocial will-
ingness. This is consistent with existing research findings. For
example, Lim et al. (2015) concluded that mindfulness-
enhanced compassionate behavior does not stem from an in-
crease in empathic accuracy, as assessed using a rapid test of
emotion recognition ability (Emotion Recognition Index;
Scherer and Scherer 2011). Thus, there may be different
mechanisms or paths for how mindfulness relates to prosocial
behaviors in comparison to empathy. This is an additional
question worthy of further study, and we suggest that the
effects of ethical mindfulness and secular mindfulness (such
as that taught during the MSEC program) should be compared
with regard to the effects on prosocial behavior.
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Limitations and Future Research Directions

The current research has some limitations. Study 1 may have
suffered from common method bias due to the use of multiple
self-reported rating scales (Podsakoff et al. 2003).
Furthermore, as all the participants had no meditation experi-
ence, there could have been semantic understanding devia-
tions for some key words and terms frequently used in mind-
fulness measures (e.g., “paying attention,” “awareness,” “ac-
ceptance,” “judging”).

For Study 2, an inherent limitation concerns the wait-list
control designs. A wait-list design is a weak experimental
design that has some risk of expectation bias. Some interven-
tion effects could have resulted from non-specific factors such
as quality of therapeutic alliance and relationship, empathy,
and so on. A related limitation pertains to the supervision and
evaluation of the process of mindfulness intervention, as we
did not have a suitable environment to carry out some after-
class practices (e.g., formal sittingmeditation) with the college
participants. The completion rates and timing of the mindful-
ness practice as it occurred after class may not meet the re-
quirements of the curriculum guide, and this may also have
influenced the results.

Another limitation is the finding that the 11-week mindful-
ness course did not improve the levels of altruistic traits, such
as prosocial tendencies, moral identity, or empathy. One pos-
sible reason for this may be that such traits represent relatively
stable facets of disposition that are not easy to change in
adults. For example, moral identity has been described as a
trait-like individual difference (Blasi 2004b) and as an altru-
istic personality (Maxwell 2011), with unified personal values
and a sense of moral self, associated with the generation a set
of “other” oriented tendencies and moral schemas. Thus, it is
more entrenched. Another possibility is that the measures used
here were not adequate and/or not sensitive to change. Self-
report measures may only grasp a small part of our essence of
moral identity (Hardy and Carlo 2011), and explicit and im-
plicit moral identity processing is associated with different
attitudes and behaviors, which can predict different moral ac-
tions (Perugini and Leone 2009). Therefore, more sensitive
assessment techniques may be needed in future research to
assess the possible changes in moral identity and empathy.

A related limitation concerns the means of scoring for the
scales. As most previous studies have done, we computed the
total score of each scale according to the suggestion of the
original without any conversion or standardization, which
may have an impact of precision of the instrument (Stucki
et al. 1996). For example, Medvedev et al. (2017) suggested
the total interval level FFMQ score converting from the ordi-
nal level would be more appropriate for assessing mindfulness
as a higher-order construct. However, there were no more
empirical psychometric studies addressing this issue for the
additional scales, such as the C-IRI, the DMSQ, and the

FFMQ-CS, used in this study, for which is worth extending
study in the future, following Medvedev et al. (2017). In ad-
dition, the selection of a sufficiently large sample of heteroge-
neous participants will be an important consideration for
forthcoming intervention studies. Therefore, further study is
needed by providing better experimental environments and
more effective monitoring of intervention processes, as well
as more reasonable choices of participants.
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