
Mindfulness in politics and public policy
Jamie Bristow

A key factor in the popularity of mindfulness training in public

life is the conviction of grassroots advocates seeking to pass on

the benefits they have experienced through personal practice.

In this manner, mindfulness training has found its way into the

realm of government, with parliamentary programmes seeding

ambition amongst politicians to research and employ its

transformative potential at both interpersonal and policy levels.

In a high-stakes, adversarial setting, mindfulness practice

helps elected representatives to cope with specific challenges,

and an inquiry by the UK Mindfulness All-Party Parliamentary

Group has contributed to the emergence of mindfulness

training in numerous policy narratives. By developing a new

kind of familiarity with their own inner lives, a growing number of

politicians are finding a new way to approach political

discourse, and a corresponding enthusiasm for policy that

tackles society’s problems at the level of the human heart and

mind. Some are starting to ask whether mindfulness might be

more than a targeted intervention for specific issues, and may

in fact contribute to the flourishing of society more broadly —

marking an important development from concern with

individual benefits to benefits for the whole.
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Wherever mindfulness training finds popularity in public
life, the necessary conditions usually include an advocate
with astrongdesire toshare thebenefits theyhavepersonally
experienced through mindfulness practice [1] — and an
accompanying sense that those benefits will improve the
functioning of their organisation or institution. In the politi-
cal context, US Representative Tim Ryan (D-Ohio),1

Swedish Member of Parliament (MP) Anne-Marie Broden2

and British MP Chris Ruane3 all risked the ridicule of their
colleagues to establish the first mindfulness initiatives
within national legislatures. The most successful thus far
has been in the British Parliament where, since 2013 , cross-
party groups from both the Houses of Commons and Lords4

have attended eight-week mindfulness courses adapted
from Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT). As
of October 2018 , over 200 politicians had received training,
delivered by Professor Mark Williams and Chris Cullen
from the Oxford Mindfulness Centre. A core group of about
20 attends a weekly drop-in class that provides continued
instruction, and fosters a community of practice within
Parliament. More recently, silent practice days have been
offered twice a year.

Although early courses were held under a promise of strict
anonymity, many participants have since spoken out pub-
licly about the profound effects that their training has had,
both personally and professionally. At a 2016  event in
Parliament on ‘Mindfulness and Social Change’, former
Government minister, and current Member of theHouse of
Lords, Lord Alan Howarth [Labour], said: “For Members
of all parties, this weekly mindfulness drop-in group is an
oasis of trust and friendship – something very important in
our adversarial politics. It is a very great help for my focus,
energy, perspective, and sense of proportion and balance.”

Tracey Crouch MP, Parliamentary Under Secretary of
State for Sport and Civil Society and Conservative Min-
ister for Loneliness, has spoken in the media about how
mindfulness training helped her to tackle depression.5

She is now intent on making her government department
a leader in providing mindfulness training for staff.

1 Time Magazine; URL: http://time.com/458 5109/tim-ryan-age-of-
anxiety/.

2 Kvalitets Magasinet; URL: http://kvalitetsmagasinet.se/
sveriges-riksdag-testar-mindfulness/.
3 Prospect Magazine; URL: https://www.prospectmagazine.co.uk/

politics/stop-think-breathe-vote-mindfulness-in-parliament.
4 Evening Standard; URL: https://www.standard.co.uk/news/politics/

145-mps-sign-up-for-8 week-mindfulness-course-amid-speculation-it-
could-help-with-policymaking-a3 6 6 2526 .html.
5 Huffington Post; URL: https://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/2015/10/

20/tracey-crouch-anxiety-mindfulness-mindful-nation-report-uk_n_
8 3 3 8 048 .html.
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Following the success of the UK programme, British
politicians have been invited to parliaments around the
world to discuss mindfulness training.6 This has influ-
enced a further six national legislatures (including the
French7 and Dutch8 parliaments) to start mindfulness
courses. Politicians in approximately ten further countries
plan similar initiatives.

In October 2017, British MPs and Lords hosted the first
international ‘Mindfulness in Politics Day’. 40 politicians
from 14 countries attended a day of practice led by
Professor Jon Kabat-Zinn, with inquiry and discussion
about the implications of mindfulness for political pro-
cesses and policy-making.9 On the day, Italian MP Mirko
Busto summed up a critical problem in politics identified
by many delegates: “any decision-maker needs a clear
mind, and sometimes when you’re in a stressful and
aggressive environment, you end up losing the point,
losing your clarity of views and doing stuff just because
there is pressure.”  Dutch MP Esther Ouwenhand
described how in the face of this difficulty, “mindfulness
really enables me to stay in touch with what is most
important to me: my own values.”

As their personal practice has developed, British MPs and
Lords from across the political spectrum have had cause
to reflect on how mindfulness practice might impact the
culture of political discourse for the better. Baroness Ruth
Lister [Labour] remarked, “We talk about mindfulness
being helpful ‘out there’, but what about how mindful-
ness could help ‘in here’, in Parliament? What about
mindful politics more generally?” . Amid growing weari-
ness with the old-fashioned politics of antagonism domi-
nant in Westminster, her comments hint at optimism
amongst practitioners for mindfulness as a tool to divert
energy away from bickering and toward cooperation.
Conservative MP and former Education Minister Tim
Loughton detects “an affinity amongst those who have
been through this mindfulness course, and a rather more
considered approach to exchanges of differing views” .10

Some politicians note the way that the attitudes [2]
cultivated through mindfulness practice have begun to
elicit ‘different kinds of conversations’ amongst

colleagues.11 Indeed, in certain corners of Westminster,
a policy language once heavily preoccupied with metrics
of economic performance increasingly admits human
qualities and values as serious matters of business. Others
have commented on how the tone and content of discus-
sions they have within Parliament have shifted to ‘include
more of themselves’. This increased familiarity with inner
experience [3 ] in the act of political discourse represents a
significant, if not profound shift towards less tangible
insights into the human condition, that may offer a key
to some of society’s most pressing problems.

The potential benefits of mindfulness in the workplace
and for leadership have already been discussed at length,
and are increasingly being tested [4,5]. But a number of
challenges associated with the life of an elected repre-
sentative are particularly addressed by mindfulness prac-
tice, and hence seem to underpin its growing appeal:

! Attention [6 ] – Legislators must absorb a colossal
amount of information each day — whether from
multiple briefing papers, 24-hour newsfeeds, social
media, marathon debates in the Chamber or distressed
constituents. Some state that improvement in their
ability to concentrate helps their performance.

! Impulse control [7,8 ] – Forever in the public eye and
placed in adversarial situations, politicians often men-
tion ‘responding, not reacting’ as a key learning from
their course. They report improvements in self-regula-
tion which help them to behave in ways they won’t
later regret.

! Kindness [9] – MPs have suggested that mindfulness
practice increases their empathy with the public and
constituents. Some also observe how self-care trans-
forms their coping response when they have made
public mistakes or felt overwhelmed [10]. At the
Mindfulness in Politics Day, conservative Member
of the Finnish Parliament and former minister Lenita
Toivakka said that she hoped mindfulness would cul-
tivate “what [she] misses in politics in Finland, and
globally, and that’s kindness, or ‘heartfulness’” .

! Meta-cognition [11] – A core dimension of mindfulness
practice, emphasised in MBCT, involves thinking
about thinking; bringing about change in perspective
on thoughts and on self. Politicians regularly report that
mindfulness helps them to maintain ‘perspective’.
They note that observing reactive thoughts as ‘mental
events’ rather than ‘the truth’, enables them to identify
less with obstructive beliefs. Tim Loughton’s “more
considered approach to exchanges of differing views”
captures a related sense that participants can accept
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6 Daily Mail; URL: http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3 22478 8 /
Australian-politicians-offered-free-mindfulness-meditation-classes-
former-British-MP-Chris-Ruane-stop-getting-stressed.html.
7 Le Parisien; URL: http://www.leparisien.fr/politique/a-l-assemblee-

nationale-les-deputes-s-essaient-a-la-meditation-29-05-2018 -
7742553 .php#xtor=AD-148 1423 554.
8 Euro Scientist; URL: https://www.euroscientist.com/from-mindful-

nation-to-mindful-europe/.
9 The Guardian; URL: https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/

2017/oct/13 /politicians-meditate-commons-mindfulness-event.
10 In a speech given at the 2016  ‘Mind & Matter’ conference in
London.

11 Lord Andrew Stone in meeting of the Mindfulness All-Party Parlia-
mentary Group, 2016 .
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challenges to their ideas without feeling as if their
identity is under attack — and thus avoiding descent
into conflict. In Wales, a mindfulness course has been
specifically developed to help policymakers consider
their own objectivity and biases,12 with research in
progress.

Motivated by their personal experience, UK politicians
began to inquire into the science of mindfulness and its
potential implications for policy. In April 2014 they
formed an All-Party Parliamentary Group on Mindfulness
(MAPPG); a cross-party mechanism for MPs and Lords to
conduct inquiries and develop policy ideas. Their admin-
istration and activities are provided by The Mindfulness
Initiative; an external, non-profit policy institute.

In 2014, The MAPPG began a twelve-month inquiry into
the current practice and future potential for mindfulness
in public life [12]. Eight hearings focused on the policy
areas of health care, education, criminal justice and the
workplace. Findings and recommendations were pub-
lished in the first ever policy review of mindfulness,
Mindful Nation UK [13 ]. Three government ministers,
including the Secretary of State for Education, spoke at its
launch in Parliament.

Throughout this process of inquiry, and through visits to
programmes in their local constituencies, some MPs have
become passionate advocates of mindfulness-based
approaches within government policy. One such is Nic
Dakin MP, who in a parliamentary debate on Mindful-
ness in Education, recently said “I was one of a host of
MPs and [Lords] who did a mindfulness course in Parlia-
ment. It was transformative . . . These are gifts of the
mind and the body . . . and the best time to learn these
skills is at school” .13 Clarification may be prudent here —
mindfulness is best (though not always) understood as a
capacity of mind — occurring naturally to a greater or
lesser degree. While there’s a great deal of enthusiasm for
mindfulness, political advocates do recognise that inno-
vation and research is still on-going to determine just how,
when and where it’s most appropriate for individuals to
intentionally cultivate this capacity through training [14].

Despite rapid growth in scientific interest in mindfulness-
based approaches, the 2014 inquiry revealed a nascent
evidence base (the exception being robust evidence in
mental health care). Accordingly, most of the report’s
recommendations concerned innovation, trials and
research. Encouragingly though, specific health recom-
mendations for increasing access to MBCT through the

UK National Health Service for those with recurrent
depression have been acted upon, providing more people
across England with an alternative to maintenance anti-
depressants. Some progress has also been made in the
other three policy areas, criminal justice in particular. A
‘Mindfulness Steering Group’ has been created within
the Ministry of Justice and HM Prisons and Probation
Service to manage a programme of innovation and
research.

The MAPPG’s work signals that politicians across the
party divide are becoming concerned with psychological
capacities at a population level [15]. Accordingly, skills
cultivated by interventions like MBCT — mindfulness,
empathy, compassion, self-regulation — are finding a
place in a number of emerging policy narratives. For
example:

! Prevention of mental illness – mental health has rapidly
climbed the UK’s political agenda in recent years.14

Policymakers increasingly accept that shifting invest-
ment towards prevention is more cost-effective than
treating burgeoning clinical presentation [16 ]. Pro-
grammes that build knowledge and self-regulation
capacities to support resilience and good mental health
have been prioritised by the UK Secretary of State for
Health,15 and Mindfulness-Based Interventions
(MBIs) could promise ‘participatory-medicine’ for pre-
vention of health problems [17–19].

! Wellbeing – Studies increasingly link certain habits
and attitudes with wellbeing and life-satisfaction. For
example, ‘Taking Notice’ (of the world and of one’s
emotions), has been identified as one of ‘Five Ways to
Wellbeing’ using large data sets from the European
Social Survey [20]. Low levels of habitual ‘taking
notice’ seem to be a primary factor in the UK’s poor
wellbeing scores (relative to other wealthy European
nations).

! Technology and attention – Cultural and behavioural
changes driven by digital technology are causing pro-
blems from the schoolhouse to the boardroom, as our
attention is increasingly fractured, captured and mone-
tised [21,22]. During a Parliamentary debate on Mind-
fulness in Education, Education Minister Edward
Timpson MP spoke of his interest “in how mindfulness
can be used to help children and young people to focus
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12 School of Social and Political Science; URL: http://www.sps.ed.ac.
uk/staff/sociology/rachel_howell/Mindfulness_Behaviour_Change_
and_Decision_Making_Final_Report.pdf.
13 Hansard Parliament.uk; URL: https://hansard.parliament.uk/
commons/2016 -09-06 /debates/13 5B46 F3 -F51C-4AB3 -93 3 B-
A05DE6 1BB3 D8 /MindfulnessInSchools.

14 Gov.uk The shared society: Prime Minister’s speech at the Charity
Commission annual meeting; URL: https://www.gov.uk/government/
speeches/the-shared-society-prime-ministers-speech-at-the-charity-
commission-annual-meeting.
15 Gov.uk Matt Hancock: my priorities for the health and social care
system; URL: https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/matt-hancock-
my-priorities-for-the-health-and-social-care-system.
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their attention . . . a real problem at a much younger
age than ever” .16

! Care & compassion – Government reviews in the wake
of high-profile, regional health service scandals explic-
itly highlight the need for medical staff to maintain
capacities of care and compassion [23 ]. The King’s
Fund health-policy institute provides a popular
‘compassionate leadership through mindfulness’ pro-
gramme.17 The College of Policing now considers
compassion and ‘emotional awareness’ to be core com-
petencies, critical for crime detection and public
trust.18 ,19 The College is supporting research into
mindfulness interventions for officers and staff.

! C21st Workplace – Since its appearance in a 2008  Gov-
ernment report, the concept of ‘mental capital’ has
helped leaders and policy-makers to see that the cog-
nitive and emotional capacities of individuals deter-
mine the health, resilience and future performance of
businesses, institutions and knowledge-based econo-
mies [24]. Mindfulness training could develop exactly
these resources [25]. Furthermore as AI and robotics
automate jobs that don’t require refined conscious
awareness or emotional intelligence, working life
may be refocused entirely around these uniquely
human resources, with dramatic implications for edu-
cation and workforce re-training [26 ].

MBCT and other leading mindfulness programmes can
develop a range of cognitive and affective skills and
attitudes. While some of these might be further enhanced
in combination with other interventions, many social
capital innovators and some policymakers now consider
mindfulness training as an important catalyst for a multi-
plicity of different beneficial skills and optimising prac-
tices. During discussion on how the self-regulation ben-
efits of mindfulness could help disadvantaged citizens to
engage in society, Labour MP Jon Cruddas said “I can see
that [mindfulness] could act as a foundational proposition
to a whole series of public policy interventions, over and
above the obvious ones in terms of health” .

Chris Ruane MP, Labour Co-Chair of the MAPPG, said
recently, “Mindfulness helps us to respond creatively
rather than react blindly, and that has an ethical dimen-
sion. Can this shift help us to act more in line with what
really matters to us, moment by moment?” . It is hard to
imagine his words being spoken within hearing distance

of The Houses of Parliament even ten years ago. None-
theless he is now amongst a growing number of visionary
politicians across the world who are considering whether
mindfulness could in fact be a foundational capacity for a
flourishing society.

The popularity of mindfulness practice is often miscast as
a symptom of navel-gazing individualism. In a short
gestation period however, transformative benefits for
politicians gave rise to an extensive policy inquiry with
far-reaching results. Now we are witnessing a crucial
further development: consideration of mindfulness as
helpful to the whole: the whole body politic, the whole
of society. Invited to comment for this article, Congress-
man Tim Ryan was emphatic: “Our societies are being
driven by fear and anger today. We must intentionally try
to reduce the influence of these things in our lives so we
can think clearly and dispassionately about how we build
a better future. Mindfulness is a great tool to help us get
there.”
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