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Abstract
Objectives  Mindful attention deployment has been found to have practical benefits for a range of interpersonal outcomes 
including prosocial action and emotion. Recently, theory has posited that contemplative training that incorporates mindful 
attention may enhance intergroup compassion.
Methods  Here, we conduct a selective narrative review, drawing on the Buddhist concept skillful means to ask if mindful 
attention deployment presents an optimal starting point for intergroup compassion and action.
Results  An interdisciplinary theoretical framework is presented, which suggests that mindful attention dismantles common 
intrapsychic challenges to intergroup prosociality. Empirical research is described concerning cause and effect relationships 
between mindfulness and several outgrowths of intergroup prosociality. Specifically, mindfulness promotes basic social 
cognitive processes that allow intergroup prosociality to flourish.
Conclusions  While this research is promising, to date, the science on this topic has been limited to individual-level out-
growths of mindfulness practice. Discussion focuses on the future of mindfulness research in intergroup prosociality and 
calls for an integrative approach situating mindful attention deployment within social (and other) psychological interventions 
to enhance intergroup compassion.
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Nearly every day we encounter other people’s suffering and 
needs (Depow et al., 2021), and decades of research and 
theory suggest that responding prosocially in these circum-
stances is foundational to personal, social, and collective 
well-being (e.g., Weisz & Cikara, 2020). The capacity for 
prosociality is defined broadly herein as emotions, thoughts, 
and behaviors that are enacted to alleviate the suffering of 
others (Goetz, et al., 2010). But prosocial responses are not 
always a given (see Bloom, 2017) and a multitude of situ-
ational (e.g., Latané & Darley, 1970), personal (Penner et al., 
1995), and cultural/societal factors can inhibit them.

Perspectives on the motivated nature of prosociality are 
key to understanding how personal, situational, and societal 
factors constrain and afford kindness toward others. Others’ 

suffering is often painful to observe and may lead to cogni-
tive or material costs for the self. So, people regulate their 
prosocial responses by avoiding compassion-inducing situa-
tions or stimuli (Cameron et al., 2019; Zaki, 2014). One way 
that people regulate prosociality is by enacting it preferen-
tially (Kurzban et al., 2015). In many countries, people are 
divided along social categories (e.g., race, ethnicity, or polit-
ical affiliation), and are more likely to express empathy and 
compassion preferentially toward social ingroup members 
than outgroup members (Cikara et al., 2011). Thus, consid-
erable efforts in the form of social and political movements 
have encouraged scientific and social interest in increasing 
compassion in intergroup contexts to reduce prejudice, dis-
crimination, and conflict.

The science of intergroup prosociality has taken an 
interdisciplinary approach drawing largely from social sci-
ences including psychology, sociology, political science, 
and economics, to name a few (Zaki, 2014). Over the past 
decade, scientists have begun to adopt contemplative prac-
tices and theory into their research designs and interven-
tions to enhance intergroup compassion (e.g., Chang et al., 
2022; Condon & Makransky, 2020; Oyler et al., 2021). For 
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example, most work on this topic has focused on the value 
of compassion-based meditation practices for enhancing 
prosocial emotions, attitudes, and behaviors in constrained 
laboratory contexts (e.g., Kang et al., 2014; Leiberg et al., 
2011; Stell & Farsides, 2016). Despite the importance of this 
research, giving care and compassion to outgroup members 
is often met with psychological resistance from prospec-
tive empathizers and helpers. For example, people may hold 
antipathy toward outgroup members (Galinsky et al., 2005), 
which presents a direct challenge to compassion. People may 
not have encountered similar lived experiences as outgroup 
members, making it difficult to understand their suffering 
(e.g., Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002; Singer et al., 2009). Fur-
thermore, explicit appeals to feel empathy for or to increase 
liking of outgroup members may undermine support for 
political efforts to achieve equality (e.g., Dixon et al., 2010; 
Saguy et al., 2009); perhaps liking and empathizing with the 
outgroup makes it feel as if one has “already done something 
virtuous,” thereby thwarting restorative justice.

Considering the risks of engendering various types of 
psychological resistance in intergroup interactions, are there 
factors that enhance intergroup prosociality in a relatively 
unobtrusive way? The scientifically under-researched Bud-
dhist concept of skillful means (upaya-kaushalya) may offer 
another angle on this question. As it relates compassion, 
skillful means refers to the notion that the behavioral expres-
sions of compassion are context dependent and, accordingly, 
compassion may be achieved through a variety of means 
(see Quaglia, 2022). Thus, compassion is not prescriptive 
of certain actions and what will maximize compassionate 
outcomes will depend on the factors in any given situation. 
We suggest that grounding intergroup prosociality interven-
tions in a mindful quality of attention may serve as a skillful 
means for promoting intergroup prosociality (cf., Berry & 
Brown, 2017), due to the potential of mindful attention to 
unobtrusively dismantle common intrapsychic barriers to 
intergroup prosociality and thereby maximize compassion-
ate outcomes in intergroup contexts.

Interdisciplinary critiques of mindfulness research and 
mindfulness-integrated interventions have dubbed these 
approaches “overhyped” or a fad (e.g., Van Dam et al., 
2018). As such, one potential danger is that mindfulness 
might be applied to situations in which it is ineffective, 
inappropriate, or potentially harmful (e.g., Bodhi, 2011). 
Indeed, mindfulness-based meditation practices involving 
receptive attention to present moment experiences are less 
obviously linked to prosociality on the surface. After all, 
secularized forms of mindfulness meditation typically lack 
explicit instruction in ethics associated with contemplative 
practices (Monteiro et al., 2015).

Going against these current trends in the literature, mind-
fulness may be counterintuitively well-suited at helping 
intergroup compassion to grow, specifically via dismantling 

the factors that engender psychological resistance to inter-
group compassion. We selectively review experimental 
research on mindfulness interventions primarily within the 
domain of social cognitive psychology, and through the lens 
of interdisciplinary theoretical models of compassion (i.e., 
the “empathic attentional set”). In line with this thinking, 
training in mindfulness meditation has been found to have 
a practical benefit for a range of interpersonal outcomes 
including prosocial behavior and emotion, as well as atten-
uated aggression and antisocial behaviors (see Karremans 
& Papies, 2017 for review). Furthermore, a recent meta-
analysis examining the effects of mindfulness training on 
intergroup (and other) prosocial behaviors has found reliable 
small-to-medium mean difference effect sizes as compared 
to active and inactive controls (CI(g) [0.30, 0.62]; Berry 
et al., 2020; also see Oyler et al., 2021). Thereafter, we dis-
cuss the challenges for future research on this topic, includ-
ing more pressing societal hurdles for intergroup compassion 
(Kraus et al., 2012; Piff et al., 2018; Zaki & Cikara, 2015).

A Case for Mindfulness as a Skillful Starting 
Point in Overcoming Psychological 
Resistance to Intergroup Prosociality

How is mindfulness a skillful means for intergroup proso-
ciality? Secular mindfulness practices, which are known 
to enhance mindful attention (Quaglia et al., 2016), may 
present a scalable, implementation approach to improving 
intergroup prosociality. Mindfulness and related meditative 
practices come in many different forms (e.g., Lippelt et al., 
2014). The science of short-term mindfulness has prioritized 
reducing contemplative practices down to their component 
parts for isolating and making a mindful quality of atten-
tion salient in its practitioners (Heppner & Shirk, 2018). 
One impact of this could be increased modularity of short-
term mindfulness interventions that may allow scientists 
and practitioners to add and remove mindfulness skillfully 
in contemplative and social change interventions. As such, 
mindfulness practices may support receptivity to outgroup 
members’ suffering, allowing intergroup compassion and 
kindness to grow, and complement current interventions 
(whether contemplative or not).

Mindfulness: a “Kind” Kind of Attention 
in Intergroup Contexts

Humans are apt to “tidy up” their mental lives by prioritiz-
ing processing social information with efficiency over accu-
racy (e.g., Terrizzi & Shook, 2020). People often automati-
cally cognitively discriminate between those who belong to 
their social groups (“us”) and those who do not (“them”) 
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and develop emotional attachments to these social ingroups 
(Brewer, 2001; Tajfel, 1981). Though there are certainly situ-
ations in which withholding compassion and care from out-
group members is appropriate or correct (described below), 
in an increasingly interconnected and interdependent world 
the consequences of distinguishing between us and them can 
lead to unnecessary and destructive consequences for society.

Theories from developmental psychology (Eisenberg, 
1988), clinical psychology (Barrett-Lennard, 1981; Rogers, 
1975), and social psychological (neuro)science (Batson 
et al., 1987; Decety & Jackson, 2004) propose that how one 
directs attention in social interactions (not merely that one 
is attentive) is critical to the generation of compassion and 
prosocial behavior. Berry and colleagues (Berry & Brown, 
2017; Berry et  al., 2020) have suggested that bringing 
mindfulness into social interactions—whether trained via 
mindfulness itself or compassion practices that incorporate 
mindfulness—is an exemplar of an “empathic attentional set” 
(Barrett-Lennard, 1981) important for generating intergroup 
prosociality (Batson & Ahmad, 2009). Despite concerns about 
the ethical neutrality of mindfulness (Monteiro et al., 2015), 
interventions need not be laden with explicit ethics to promote 
virtuous outcomes. Mindfulness is skillful in that it conducts 
its “inner work” unobtrusively. Deploying mindful attention 
in intergroup interactions can be an act of kindness, whether 
a kind act is one’s intention or not, as it assuages common 
intrapsychic hurdles to compassion in intergroup contexts. 
Figure 1 shows a theoretical framework for mindful attention 
as a skillful means in intergroup contexts.

Three components involved in the empathic attentional 
set overlap conceptually with common outgrowths of mind-
fulness, which are critical in intergroup interactions. First, 
one must “open [them] self in a deeply responsive way to 
another person’s feelings” (Barrett-Lennard, 1981, p. 92). In 
many social contexts, people do not bring much awareness 

to what they are doing (Killingsworth & Gilbert, 2010). The 
default mode of processing social information entails speed 
and efficiency (e.g., Raichle et al., 2001), and people rely on 
stereotypes to predict interaction partners’ psychological pre-
dispositions, social goals, intentions, and behaviors (Rothbart 
& Taylor, 1992). When in a mindful state, one intentionally 
receptively focuses on the present and this attentional pres-
ence brings clarity to one’s awareness of psychological phe-
nomena (e.g., thoughts, emotions, visceral experiences, Varela 
& Depraz, 2003). Thus, one may notice habitual, conditioned, 
and automatized mental processes as they arise and override 
them (e.g., Papies et al., 2012). This is important for inter-
group prosociality as automatized social cognition is central 
to decisions to withhold compassion and kindness from social 
outgroup members (see Saucier, 2015 for review).

Second, several theories converge to suggest that before 
engaging in prosocial acts, humans first take on the “inter-
nal frame of reference” of the other person (Rogers, 1959, 
pp. 210–211). This process—also referred to as mentaliz-
ing or perspective taking in social cognitive and affective 
(neuro)science (Zaki & Mitchell, 2013)—entails adopting or 
imagining the sensory, motor, visceral, and affective states 
of others through bottom-up cognitive processes (de Waal, 
2008; Decety & Jackson, 2004; Gallese, 2003; Zaki, 2014). 
Awareness of one’s emotional responses, when confronted 
with aversive personal events, serves as a starting point for 
identifying and understanding suffering in others; it allows 
one to infer or to imagine how similar aversive experiences 
feel to others (Singer et al., 2009). This presents a serious 
hurdle to intergroup prosociality, as people are less accu-
rate at identifying emotions across social and cultural lines 
(Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002). A poor or absent understand-
ing of outgroup members’ mental lives may stymie prosocial 
action or lead to patronizing or ineffective care (e.g., van 
Leeuwen & Täuber, 2011). Additionally, past research has 

Fig. 1   Theoretical framework 
and outgrowths of mindful 
attention deployment in inter-
group prosociality. Note: Solid 
lines indicate cause and effect 
relationships with empirical 
support from more than one 
published study. Dashed line 
indicates ambiguous effects of 
mindfulness training
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revealed that it may be more beneficial for an individual to 
stay within their own perspective in intergroup interactions, 
suggesting that perspective taking as a strategy for improv-
ing intergroup relations should be recommended with cau-
tion, as less positive behavior toward outgroup members may 
be triggered (Vorauer et al., 2009).

Mindfully attending to one’s own inner experiences may 
prepare one to understand and take on the experiences of 
outgroup members without the overlay of explicit appeals 
that may lead these efforts to backfire. Entering a state of 
mindfulness is most often achieved by focusing attention 
on and/or openly monitoring one’s own somatic, cognitive, 
and emotional experiences (Baer, 2009; Lippelt et al., 2014; 
Hölzel et al., 2011). Individual differences in and training in 
mindfulness have been shown to correlate with and enhance 
self-reported awareness of one’s somatic and mental pro-
cesses (also called interoceptive awareness; Bornemann 
et al., 2014; Creswell et al., 2007).

Third, when taking the internal frame of reference of the 
other person, one must do so “with the emotional components 
and meanings which pertain thereto as if one were the per-
son, but without losing that ‘as if’ condition” (Rogers, 1959, 
pp. 210–211). Social psychology and social neuroscience 
have unpacked this tenet of the empathic attentional set to 
include the important interrelationship between emotion regu-
lation and self-relevant cognition. Specifically, for success-
ful prosocial action, one ought not to become overwhelmed 
by the emotions of others so that they are unable to discern 
between their own and others’ suffering. The phenomenologi-
cal features of this way of attending to others’ pain manifest 
in feeling concern for others and have been referred to in psy-
chological science as an empathic concern (or compassion) 
(Batson and Ahmad, 2009; Batson et al., 1987). Empathic 
concern is contrasted against empathic distress, a self-oriented 
emotional response to an affected person. Although both these 
emotions can promote prosocial behavior, empathic concern 
is more reliable (Batson et al., 1983; Toi & Batson, 1982) and 
perceived by non-dominant group members as a more genuine 
motive for helping when expressed by dominant group mem-
bers (Johnson et al., 2008).

Related to this, there appears to be an advantage of mind-
fulness and compassion trainings regarding emotion regulation 
(e.g., Desbordes et al., 2012; see Hölzel et al., 2011 for review). 
Regulating one’s affective responses that occur when witnessing 
another person in need is necessary for prosocial action (Bat-
son et al., 2015; Zaki, 2014). Specifically, some physiological 
arousal in response to others’ suffering may be important for 
the enactment of prosocial behavior (Decety & Jackson, 2004). 
One’s subjective experience (i.e., cognitive appraisal) of this 
physiological arousal in empathic contexts, however, can take 
on many different forms (e.g., empathic concern, personal dis-
tress, moral outrage; Goetz et al., 2010). Intergroup interactions 
are perceived as threatening and are accompanied by higher 

physiological arousal (i.e., cardiovascular threat responses) 
(Mendes et al., 2002), and so may include physiological over-
arousal that hinders prosociality. “Being present” with one’s own 
physiological arousal and accompanying emotional responses 
may catalyze compassionate responses, rather than personal dis-
tress (or attendant emotions less associated with prosociality) 
(Condon & Feldman Barrett, 2014).

Most important to this emotion regulatory response, con-
templative trainings are thought to reduce or partially suspend 
habitual self-relevant cognition (Brown et al., 2016). Self-rel-
evant cognitions are characteristic of the human default mode 
of information processing (Killingsworth & Gilbert, 2010), 
and these cognitions can support the creation and maintenance 
of conceptual boundaries between self and others that can 
hinder prosociality (Fennis, 2011). Mindfulness should, and 
largely does improve clarity of attention directed inward to the 
self (e.g., Bornemann et al., 2014). When mindful, however, 
our orientation to the self is altered. Rather than becoming 
attached to mental phenomena and how they relate to oneself 
autobiographically (e.g., Metzinger, 2003; Trautwein et al., 
2014), a first-person perspective is favored and mental pro-
cesses (e.g., thoughts, emotions, visceral responses) are seen as 
transient (Brown & Cordon, 2009; Olendzki, 2005). Relevant 
to intergroup relations, mindfulness may allow one to interrupt 
or override the social categorization process as it arises (e.g., 
Berry & Brown, 2017), as this process is typically marked by 
ignoring the cognitive complexity of outgroup members and 
using cognitive shortcuts to assume about their predisposi-
tions and intentions to inform social interactions (Park & Judd, 
1990). As such, mindful attention may allow empathic concern 
to grow in social contexts where it is most limited.

In summary, the phenomenological experience of mind-
fulness, which is encouraged in a variety of contemplative 
trainings, may present a skillful starting point for overriding 
common challenges to intergroup prosociality. To support 
the foregoing theoretical framework, experimental evidence 
is presented suggesting that mindfulness promotes positive 
(1) intergroup social cognitive processes and encourage 
(2) empathy and (3) empathic concern as mechanisms for 
increasing (4) intergroup prosocial behavior.

Basic Intergroup Social Cognitive Processes

Social Identity

Individuals are motivated to enhance and maintain their self-
esteem by perceiving the social groups to which they belong 
as distinct from and better than outgroups (Tajfel, 1982). 
Humans develop emotional attachments to their social 
groups called social identities that “go beyond mere cogni-
tive classification” that divides “us” from “them” (Brewer, 
2001, p. 255). Because people derive self-esteem from the 
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relative standing of one’s social ingroup compared to out-
groups, even participants randomly assigned to inconsequen-
tial groups in the lab are apt to feel more socially connected 
with the other members of their group and allocate more 
resources to them (Tajfel, 1978). Though higher prosocial 
orientations can buffer against harming outgroup members 
(Aaldering et al., 2018), in zero-sum contexts, privileg-
ing one’s group members “de-privileges those who do not 
belong to it” (Ricard, 2015, p. 277).

Consistent with the thinking that mindfulness reduces self-
relevant cognition, Pinazo and Breso (2017) asked whether 
participants assigned to an 8-week mindfulness training 
vs. a waitlist control group would show lower deleterious 
outgrowths of social identification. The mindfulness train-
ing in this experiment (study 2) involved cultivating focused 
and open attention to one’s present experiences, and in later 
weeks expanded this quality of attention to be deployed in 
social contexts (i.e., compassion, gratitude, and personal 
responsibility). Group favoritism was measured by the num-
ber of participants from one’s intervention group versus the 
other one admitted to a room with limited space. Results 
indicated lower group favoritism after meditation training. 
Furthermore, participants self-reported lower social distance 
between themselves and outgroup members. This is impor-
tant because social categorization and psychological distance 
are usually preconditions for intergroup neglect and conflict 
(Mackie et al., 2000; Tajfel, 1982; Tajfel et al., 1971).

Causal Attributions

Attribution is the process by which people make inferences 
about the causes of one’s own or others’ behaviors and 
attitudes (Gilbert, 1998; Heider, 1958). In general, people 
give more weight to others’ stable dispositions instead of 
situational factors when determining the causes of others’ 
behavior, an error called the correspondence bias (see Gil-
bert & Malone, 1995 for review). For example, if a friend 
fails to return your text message, you might label them as 
“indifferent” about your friendship or inherently “ill-man-
nered” and fail to consider that they were dropping off their 
child at school and forgot to respond to you. In three experi-
ments, Hopthrow et al. (2017) found that participants who 
completed a brief mindful raisin-eating task, as compared 
to inactive and closely matched active controls, showed a 
reduction in the correspondence bias. More germane to this 
review, attributional biases are often exacerbated in inter-
group contexts (e.g., Pettigrew, 1979), and incipient research 
suggests that the effects of mindfulness practice might 
allay intergroup attributional biases. An experiment tested 
whether mindful attention would negate linguistic inter-
group bias (Tincher et al., 2015). Participants were randomly 
assigned to a brief mindfulness training or a control condi-
tion involving absorption in personal thoughts. Thereafter, 

participants were given pictures of a person engaging in 
harmful or helpful behavior and asked to make a linguistic 
description (forced multiple choice) about what caused the 
behavior ranging from concrete to abstract. The researchers 
found that abiding in a mindful state reduced the tendency to 
make concrete attributions about outgroup members’ helpful 
behaviors and abstract attributions about harmful behaviors.

Attitudes

A central concept in social psychology, attitudes are (often-
times mutable) evaluations of objects that organize cognitive, 
affective, motivational, and behavioral responses toward those 
objects (Schwarz & Bohner, 2001). In intergroup interactions, 
harboring biased attitudes against outgroup members (e.g., prej-
udice) is associated with lower empathy and helping behavior 
toward them (e.g., Avenanti et al., 2010; Gaertner et al., 1982), 
higher pleasant affect at their misfortune (Cikara, 2015; Cikara 
et al., 2011, 2014), and even full-blown conflict (see Zaki & 
Cikara, 2015 for review). Much of contemplative science on 
changing deliberate (explicit) intergroup attitudes has focused 
on multimodal forms of meditation that integrate compassion 
and loving-kindness practices alongside mindfulness (Berger 
et al., 2018; Parks et al., 2014; see Oyler et al., 2021 for review). 
Though this research is important to establish the benefits of 
meditation practice, it is difficult to identify the active ingredi-
ents in change with such intervention designs. Namely, with 
multifaceted meditation interventions, it is unclear if the effects 
are based on mindfulness-based practices, compassion-based 
practices, or some other non-specific factor. Furthermore, rely-
ing on participants’ self-reporting of attitudinal biases is sus-
ceptible to deliberate censoring for reasons of social desirability 
and self-presentation (Schwarz & Bohner, 2001).

Psychological theory suggests that social cognition often 
operates outside of deliberate awareness (i.e., implicit cogni-
tion; Greenwald & Banaji, 1995). Even when people endorse 
egalitarian attitudes and object to prejudice, implicit attitu-
dinal biases may have downstream consequences for biased 
intergroup behavior (Devine, 1989). Lueke and Gibson 
(2015) found that among self-identifying White individu-
als, brief mindfulness training, relative to a narrative control, 
predicted lower implicit race bias toward Black individu-
als. Follow-up analyses indicated that mindfulness reduced 
implicit bias because of attenuated automatic activation of 
conditioned Black/bad associations. Thus, mindful attention 
may interrupt the activation of implicit associations alto-
gether, removing the need to override these responses.

Empathy

Empathy includes a family of processes that entail adopt-
ing the mental states of others. Though cognitive/affective 
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manifestations of empathy are associated with prosocial 
behaviors (see Weisz & Cikara, 2020), these forms of empa-
thy are not always reliable in skillful moral decision-making 
(Bloom, 2017; Decety, 2021) and intergroup interactions 
(Stürmer et al., 2006). What is more, mindfulness does not 
always enhance all forms of empathy (e.g., Berry & Brown, 
2017; Lim et al., 2015; Ridderinkhof et al., 2017; Winning & 
Boag, 2015). As previously mentioned, it may be more ben-
eficial for an individual to stay within their own perspective 
in intergroup interaction situations (Vorauer et al., 2009).

Edwards et al. (2017) conducted a factorial design experi-
ment that brings clarity to the role of mindfulness and empathy 
in intergroup prosociality. Young adult participants either were 
assigned to actively take the perspective of an older adult or 
were assigned to a control condition. The hypothesis was that 
perspective taking would counterintuitively increase implicit 
age bias, because people often “coordinate” their own perspec-
tive with stereotypical understandings of outgroup members. 
Participants were also assigned to either a mindfulness con-
dition or a control condition. Consistent with their hypoth-
esis, mindfulness buffered the effects of perspective taking on 
negative implicit age bias, presumably because mindfulness 
allowed one to “flexibly connect” with their own perspec-
tive with less influence from stereotypes. Consistent with our 
theoretical framework, this study supports the contention that 
mindfully focusing attention on oneself may create an optimal 
starting point for intergroup compassion.

Empathic Concern

When confronted with another person’s suffering, people 
may adopt a self- or other-oriented motivational/emotional 
focus. Personal distress is a self-oriented emotion that can 
lead to emotional withdrawal or escape from a person’s pre-
dicament or lead them to help to reduce their own negative 
affect (e.g., Batson et al., 1987). Empathic concern (also 
called compassion) is an other-oriented emotional response 
to others’ suffering, and concerns motivation and often 
an act to reduce their suffering (e.g., Batson et al., 2015; 
Decety, 2021). In three recent experiments, Berry et al. 
(2018) found that mindfulness trainees, relative to attention-
based, relaxation, and inactive controls, wrote more comfort-
ing emails to ostracized strangers and then included them 
more in an online game. Empathic concern mediated the 
effect of mindfulness training on helping behavior (Berry 
et al., 2018). Furthermore, in these studies, the target of 
mindfulness trainees’ empathic concern and helping behav-
ior was a stranger. Lack of familiarity with an affected per-
son is a common cognitive division between self and others 
that reduces prosociality (e.g., Stinson & Ickes, 1992).

Because mindfulness may attenuate self-relevant cognition, it 
may be particularly effective in enhancing empathic concern in 
intergroup relations. Evidence from two experiments has found 

that brief mindfulness trainees, compared to attention-based 
control trainees, feel more empathic concern (but not personal 
distress) for racial outgroup members in social pain (Berry et al., 
2021a). Future work will do well to experimentally manipu-
late the race of the empathy target, as strong inferences cannot 
be drawn from this study about mindfulness training effects in 
intergroup relations. Although there are limitations to this study 
design, it is noteworthy that participants were self-identifying 
White individuals—members of an empowered majority group. 
Thus, it could be inferred that brief mindfulness training pro-
motes compassion and helping in an intergroup context.

Intergroup Prosocial Behaviors

Intergroup Contact Intentions

Health and social psychological perspectives on behavior 
change indicate that one’s commitment to or intention to 
engage in a behavior is a precursor to engaging in that behav-
ior (e.g., Theory of Reasoned Action/Theory of Planned 
Behavior; e.g., Fishbein & Ajzen, 1977). Two studies have 
found that multidimensional meditation practices increase 
readiness for intergroup contact (Berger et al., 2018) and 
result in greater contact intention (Parks et al., 2014).

(Costly) Monetary‑Related Prosocial Behavior

Helping can be financially costly (Cameron et al., 2019), 
and people are motivated to avoid these costs (see Zaki, 
2014 for review). Mindfulness may be well suited for 
overcoming these motivational challenges. One experi-
ment found that brief instruction in a focused attention 
form of mindfulness practice, relative to active and inac-
tive controls, predicted lower discrimination in how much 
participants entrusted same race and other race interac-
tion partners with their money (Lueke & Gibson, 2016). 
In another experiment, Frost (2017) found that a focused 
attention mindfulness meditation, relative to a waitlist 
control, reduced parochial giving in a public goods game. 
Interestingly, monetary helping seems to be mutable to 
mindfulness only in more motivationally challenging con-
texts; contrary to the findings presented here, Berry et al. 
(2020) found effect sizes comparing mindfulness training 
to various controls on monetary-related prosocial behavior 
largely clustered around zero in social contexts in which 
the social identity of the help recipient was unknown.

Aversive Racism and Helping Behavior

Explicitly endorsing racism and negative intergroup atti-
tudes is aversive to dominant group members (called 



2477Mindfulness (2023) 14:2471–2484	

1 3

Aversive Racism, Dovidio & Gaertner, 2000). But because 
people still harbor racist attitudes, they rationalize the 
presence of situational features (e.g., bystanders, task 
complexity, task duration, and/or danger) as reasons for 
not helping outgroup members (e.g., Kunstman & Plant, 
2008). These rationalizations exacerbate the gap in prefer-
entially helping ingroup members over outgroup members 
(Saucier et al., 2005). In a recent experiment by Berry 
et al. (2021b), female graduate students and community 
adult participants were randomized to receive four days 
of focused (mindful) attention training or a structurally 
equivalent sham meditation training (cf., Zeidan et al., 
2015). Interestingly, mindfulness trainees were more help-
ful to racial outgroup members in the “crutches simula-
tion” used by Condon et al. (2013) and Lim et al. (2015). 
Furthermore, these effects generalized outside of con-
strained lab contexts, as mindfulness trainees who were 
initially lower in trait mindfulness reported helping racial 
ingroup and outgroup members more frequently in a daily 
diary measure.

Challenges and Future Considerations

As a receptive, psychological state that can be trained 
(e.g., Quaglia et al., 2016) and situationally manipulated 
(Heppner & Shirk, 2018), this literature review suggests that 
mindfulness dampens intrapsychic boundaries to intergroup 
prosociality, including social categorization (Pinazo & 
Breso, 2017), biased causal attributions (Tincher et al., 
2015), and implicit intergroup attitudes (Lueke & Gibson, 
2016). What is more, even short-term training in focused 
attention forms of mindfulness create a flexible frame of 
reference to take the perspective of outgroup members 
(e.g., Edwards et al., 2017). These trainings also promote 
higher empathic concern (Berry et al., 2021a), intentions for 
intergroup contact (Berger et al., 2018; Parks et al., 2014), 
and prosocial behaviors toward social outgroup members 
(Berry et al., 2021a, b; Frost, 2017; Lueke & Gibson, 2016). 
Despite the promise of this foregoing research, there are 
many questions left to test if mindfulness is indeed a skillful 
starting point for intergroup prosociality that complements 
existing efforts.

Dispositional Moderators

Like most interventions, mindfulness practices are not uni-
formly beneficial for everyone. The benefits of mindfulness 
training for empathic understanding (Ridderinkhof et al., 
2017) and prosocial behavior appear to be partially depend-
ent on individual differences in social goals and prosocial 
orientations (see Condon, 2019; Poulin et  al., 2021 for 

reviews). Though the research on dispositional moderators 
of mindfulness training in intergroup contexts has yet to 
begin, future research might focus on whether mindfulness 
can reduce the influence of defensive intergroup attitudes 
such as racism and social dominance orientation on inter-
group prosociality (e.g., Pratto et al., 1994).

Parochial Prosociality

Humans are a prosocial species (e.g., Brown et al., 2012), 
but we often reserve prosociality for known or socially close 
others (Kurzban et  al., 2015) Specifically, people show 
higher prosociality toward social ingroup members than 
outgroup members, referred to as the “empathy gap” or paro-
chial empathy (e.g., Cikara et al., 2014). Over and above 
empathy itself, parochial empathy predicts lower altruism 
and higher harm toward social outgroup members (Bruneau 
et al., 2015, 2017). Thus, it is the empathy gap, rather than a 
mere lack of empathy itself, that portends challenging inter-
group relationships.

Various mindfulness trainings have been found to 
close this empathy gap in prosocial behaviors elicited 
by laboratory-based tasks and simulations (Berry et al., 
2021a; Frost, 2017; Lueke & Gibson, 2016). Yet in a 
study with real-world measures captured by daily diary 
methods, both four-day mindfulness trainees and sham 
mindfulness trainees showed parochial helping behaviors 
toward racial ingroup members (Berry et  al.,  2021b). 
Social groups are often socially and physically insulated 
from each other, limiting opportunities for meaningful 
intergroup contact (see Piff et al., 2018 for review). This 
finding is inconsistent with our theoretical framework but 
could have a variety of explanations. For example, four 
days of training in mindfulness may not be potent enough to 
reduce parochial prosociality. Researchers should consider 
the appropriateness of mindfulness practices in bridging 
the empathy gap in real-world contexts. It is noteworthy 
that multidimensional meditation practices can increase 
intergroup contact intentions (Berger et al., 2018; Parks 
et al., 2014). Identifying the active ingredients in these 
contemplative trainings may provide insight about whether 
and how mindfulness compliments interventions that reduce 
parochial contact—for instance, mental simulation of a 
future helping episode (i.e., episodic simulation; Gaesser 
et al., 2020).

Intergroup Antipathy

Valuing the affected person’s welfare is a necessary precon-
dition to feeling compassion for them and enacting prosocial 
behavior (e.g., Batson et al., 2007). Intergroup relations are 
embedded within historical and cultural contexts includ-
ing intergroup moral violations (e.g., slavery, colonialism). 



2478	 Mindfulness (2023) 14:2471–2484

1 3

Explicit appeals to empathize with outgroup members, as 
exemplified by perspective taking or other compassion-
enhancing forms of conflict resolution, are effective only 
insofar as one is receptive to the person and their predica-
ment. Thus, efforts to reduce conflict by directly increas-
ing compassion may be difficult to implement when there is 
pre-existing antipathy toward the outgroup (Galinsky et al., 
2005), such as when holding racially prejudiced attitudes 
(Avenanti et al., 2010), intergroup competition over limited 
resources (Cikara et al., 2014), or intractable conflicts (see 
Klimecki, 2019 for review).

Mindfulness practices reduce hostile and retaliatory atti-
tudes and actions. Several studies have found that short-term 
training in mindfulness can reduce retaliatory responses to 
social rejection (Heppner et al., 2008) and provocation from 
a stranger (DeSteno et al., 2018) or supervisor (Liang et al., 
2018). In an experiment by Kirk et al. (2016), participants 
were randomized to receive an eight-week Mindfulness-
Based Stress Reduction course (Kabat-Zinn, 1990) or a 
structurally equivalent health intervention. After training, 
participants played the Ultimatum Game in which an osten-
sible other participant offered a portion of their money ($20 
total) to the participant. The participant either accepted or 
declined the offer and declining meant that neither party 
would receive any money. Mindfulness trainees relative 
to controls were more likely to accept very unfair offers 
(between $1 and $3 out of $20).

The place of mindfulness training in ameliorating inter-
group conflict marked by antipathy is yet to be tested. 
Although mindfulness may dampen existing hostilities and 
open individuals to the humanity of outgroup members, 
anger and outrage at moral violations are important emo-
tional responses to inequity that can motivate restorative 
justice (van Doorn et al., 2014). Conflict resolution interven-
tions that promote liking and harmony between groups can 
backfire and delegitimize the needs of disempowered groups 
(Dixon et al., 2010). So, mindfulness may produce similar 
unwanted consequences. On the contrary, an experiment 
by Berry et al., (2018; study 3) found that brief mindful-
ness training compared to an active and inactive control did 
not affect anger felt toward perpetrators of social exclusion. 
Instead, participants’ emotional focus was that of concern for 
the victim which led to socially restorative behaviors (i.e., 
inclusion and comforting).

Is Intergroup Compassion Always Virtuous?

Group membership is necessary to human survival (Brewer 
& Caporael, 2006), as it allows for reciprocal exchange of 
tangible resources that fulfill basic physiological needs 
(De Dreu et al., 2014) and psychological resources that 
fulfill the psychological need to belong (e.g., Baumeister 

& Leary, 1995). Just as resources are shared with members 
of the ingroup, it may also be an adaptive advantage to 
engage in competition with the outgroup via defensive 
attitudes, neglect, withholding care and kindness, and even 
aggression (Cikara et al., 2011; Tooby & Cosmides, 2010). 
Thus, intergroup prosociality is not always appropriate or 
correct. For example, it would be counterproductive to 
indiscriminately behave prosocially toward an outgroup 
who had committed acts of violence against one’s ingroup. 
Future research should test if mindfulness practice would 
encourage these distinctions in these more challenging 
contexts.

Concern About Social Consequences of Intergroup 
Bias

Deficits in intergroup prosociality may persist because 
people lack explicit awareness of the racial biases (Devine, 
1989; Dovidio & Gaertner, 2000; Wilson & Brekke, 1994). 
Theory on prejudice reduction has suggested that becoming 
aware of biases is not enough to reduce them, and one must 
also be aware of and motivated to avoid the social conse-
quences of their biases (Plant & Devine, 2009). Including 
mindful attention alongside interventions that bring aware-
ness to the consequences of bias (e.g., stereotype replace-
ment and counter-stereotypic imaging (Devine et al., 2012) 
could show potential in reducing defensive responses to 
learning that one is biased.

Social Class and Power Asymmetries: Intergroup 
Harmony is a Two‑Way Street

Power asymmetries are defined by social class systems in 
which one group has more power or subjective and/or objec-
tive social status than the other (Piff et al., 2018). Moreover, 
power asymmetries are a common feature of intergroup con-
texts that constrain intergroup prosocial action (see Zaki & 
Cikara, 2015 for review). A mounting problem in the United 
States and other countries, power asymmetry in income ine-
quality, for example, which limits access to education, pub-
lic services, objective wealth, careers, and attendant indices 
of asymmetry in social status and power (Piff & Robinson, 
2017), has been growing over the last century (Piketty & 
Saez, 2003). People in power will “dig in their heels” to 
maintain it (Pratto et al., 1994; Sidanius et al., 2001), and 
the costs are lower empathy (Hudson et al., 2019) and less 
redistribution of resources for those less fortunate (Brown-
Iannuzzi et al., 2015).

Perhaps one of the greatest challenges in power asym-
metries is that the upper class holds more economic and 
social resources, and paradoxically are proportionally less 
willing to redistribute these resources (Kraus et al., 2012; Piff 
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et al., 2010). Currently, there is no experimental evidence that 
mindfulness reduces motivation to hold onto power. Correla-
tional research, however, indicates that undergraduates and 
working adults higher in the disposition to deploy mindful 
attention in everyday life had smaller financial desire discrep-
ancies (Brown et al., 2009) controlling for current financial 
status. That is, they had less of a gap between their current 
financial situation and what they desired in the future. Future 
research should examine if practicing mindfulness will atten-
uate the desire to maintain power.

To date, contemplative science has largely focused on 
the effects of mindfulness and other meditation practices 
for dominant group members in promoting intergroup 
prosociality. Failing to study non-dominant group mem-
bers’ responses to mindfulness-induced changes in domi-
nant group members’ attitudes and behaviors presents a 
serious gap in our understanding. While people may show 
kindness to outgroup members because they feel empathy 
and concern for them (Johnson et al., 2008; Stürmer et al., 
2006), prosocial responses might be motivated by dominant 
group members’ wanting to appear unprejudiced (Richeson 
& Shelton, 2003) or to establish dominance over outgroup 
members (Schneider et al., 1996). Likewise, non-dominant 
group members may hold resentment toward dominant 
group members (Shnabel & Nadler, 2008) and may not trust 
that dominant group members are well-intentioned (Kunst-
man et al., 2016), or may fear rejection by dominant group 
members (Shelton & Richeson, 2005).

Researchers should consider incorporating mindfulness 
into intergroup dyads for three reasons. One, a growing num-
ber of studies have found that dominant group members pro-
vide more kindness and care toward outgroup members after 
receiving a mindfulness intervention. Two, research assumes 
that intergroup prosociality shown by dominant group mem-
bers in studies of mindfulness are skillful. Including the voice 
of non-dominant group members in our science can inform us 
about whether intergroup prosociality is wanted, genuine, and 
effective at promoting mutually beneficial outcomes for non-
dominant group members (e.g., cooperation). Three, there are 
interactive benefits in intergroup dyads that may be amplified 
by mindfulness. Positive intergroup attitudes in power asym-
metric dyads are increased when low-power groups (e.g., 
Mexican immigrants) give their perspective and communi-
cate about the challenges they face and high-power groups 
(e.g., White Americans) listen and summarize these chal-
lenges (Bruneau & Saxe, 2012). Mindfulness might intensify 
these effects by increasing other-oriented social cognition 
among dominant group members and reducing defensiveness 
among non-dominant group members.

Over the past two decades, research on mindfulness and its 
positive outgrowths has exponentiated (Brown et al., 2015). 
Mindfulness is a multibillion-dollar industry (Poulin et al., 
2021), with growing public, corporate, and political interest 

in its practice (Ryan, 2012; Van Dam et al., 2018). Scientists 
have begun testing the efficacy of affordable mindfulness-
based smartphone applications for interpersonal well-being 
(e.g., DeSteno et al., 2018; Lim et al., 2015). Recent research 
has uncovered the psychological benefits of mindfulness 
interventions for intergroup relations. While this work is 
important, research on integrating mindfulness into inter-
group interventions should skillfully consider boundary 
conditions, adverse effects, and questions that challenge the 
notion that mindfulness benefits intergroup relations.
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