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Abstract
In light of the escalating global polycrisis—a convergence of environmental, social, and mental health crises—this paper 
explores the potential of mindfulness-based approaches for fostering human and planetary wellbeing and sustainability. 
We specifically investigate the linkages between Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) and sustainability, and how 
they can be strengthened to support transformative education. Drawing on interviews with key informants and in-depth case 
studies of innovative courses, we assess historical connections and current developments, as well as the needs, gaps, and 
opportunities for adapting existing approaches to sustainability contexts. What is the curriculum of the present moment, in a 
situation where the whole world has become the hospital? Based on our findings, we identify possibilities and principles for 
modifying, expanding, upscaling, and transforming mindfulness-based practices, interventions, and curricula—offering path-
ways that other training institutions can draw on. We synthesize our results into a “taxonomy of mindfulness-sustainability 
integration,” outlining key features and ethical considerations at different levels. Finally, we caution against protocolizing 
mindfulness and instead emphasize its non-instrumental dimensions—embodiment, emergence, and relationality—for finding 
a path of hope, joyful engagement, and meaningful transformation towards sustainability that is grounded in the inextricable 
connection between our inner lives and the living planet.

Keywords  Mindfulness-based sustainable transformation · EcoAwareness · Inner development goals · Inner 
transformation · Existential sustainability · Mindsets · Climate change · Behavior change · Culture change · System change

Introduction

We are in the midst of a global polycrisis—a convergence of 
multiple, interconnected crises that amplify each other, cre-
ating a predicament that is increasingly difficult to manage or 
resolve. We are facing an escalating ecological catastrophe, 

intertwined with a global mental health crisis, rising poverty, 
and political turmoil (IPCC 2022a, b; WHO 2021).

Recent reports on development, health, biodiversity, and 
climate are unequivocal: time is running out for solutions 
of the scale and depth necessary to avoid systemic collapse 
(e.g., IPCC 2022a, b; IPBES 2024). Yet current mainstream 
approaches have largely failed to catalyze the needed trans-
formation. This failure stems in part from a tendency to treat 
sustainability challenges as purely external threats (Bentz 
et al 2022; Leichenko and O’Brien 2021). As a result, most 
large-scale climate and sustainability efforts have focused 
on technical fixes to physical problems, since the framing 
of problems determines the kinds of responses we pursue. 
Furthermore, mainstream approaches are often underpinned 
by the so-called knowledge deficit model (Suldovsky 2017; 
Blake 1999), which assumes that providing more informa-
tion will naturally lead to behavioral change. This model 
reflects the belief that cognitive understanding alone is suf-
ficient to drive transformation. However, scientific evidence 
increasingly shows that genuine change requires integrated 
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approaches that also engage emotional, embodied, relational, 
and ethical dimensions to translate knowledge into meaning-
ful, impactful action (Ives et al. 2023). Consequently, while 
professional and technological capacities have advanced 
exponentially, our individual and collective ability to use 
these capacities wisely has not.

Growing voices from sustainability, psychology, ecofemi-
nism, education and other fields thus warn that neglecting 
the human inner dimensions of change leaves theories of 
transformation incomplete, helping to explain the persistent 
failure of policies to deliver an adequate response (Chinsya 
2024; Ives et al. 2023; Scott et al. 2021; Tam 2025; Wamsler 
et al. 2020, 2021; Woiwode et al. 2021). Recent theoreti-
cal and empirical research highlights the need to integrate 
external solutions with inner transformation processes1—an 
approach now also emphasized in the latest reports of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) and the 
Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity 
and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) (IPCC 2022a, b; IPBES 
2024).

Understanding the roots of today’s polycrisis points to 
the cultural narratives underlying modern societies. Schol-
ars and practitioners increasingly identify a dominant social 
paradigm of separation or alienation as a key driver of 
today’s interconnected crises (Eisenstein 2013; Göpel 2016; 
Wamsler and Bristow 2022). This paradigm assumes that 
human thinking minds are distinct from feelings and bod-
ies, that people are separate from one another, that some are 
superior to others, and that humanity is separate and superior 
to the natural world (Scott et al. 2021). In modern societies, 
many people are increasingly unconscious of their emotions, 
bodily sensations, and deeper values, influenced by factors 
such as trauma, denial, digital distractions, and pervasive 
busyness. As a result, individual behavior is often driven by 
fear- or incentive-based motivations rather than by social, 
affiliative, or caring ones. Modern societies dominated by 
consumption, power, and achievement increasingly margin-
alize values of care, connection, and affiliation. To make 
matters worse, these disconnections—from self, others, and 
nature—mutually reinforce each other, and disconnection 
from our environment mirrors and reinforces disconnection 
from ourselves (Hawken 2021; Wamsler and Bristow 2022). 
For instance, diminished body awareness impairs empathy, 
weakens social identity, and undermines a sense of mean-
ing and belonging (Bristow et al. 2022; Scott et al. 2021). 
Today’s polycrisis is therefore also described as a crisis of 
perception or meaning, intrinsically linked to what has been 

called an epidemic of loneliness (Clarke and Mcphie 2014; 
Mastropietro and Vervaeke 2020; OSG 2023).

Despite the illusion of ever-greater connectivity, what 
is increasingly lacking in modern societies is a felt sense 
of connection—an embodied understanding and feeling of 
connection, and the individual and collective beliefs, values, 
worldviews and intrinsic capacities that sustain it (Wamsler 
et al. 2021). We are fundamentally embedded in a complex 
web of interdependency, biologically,2 socially, and ecologi-
cally. The failure to acknowledge and embody the wholeness 
of life thus underpins today’s polycrisis, alongside related 
factors such as stress, anxiety, depression, loneliness, denial 
and disempowerment. Addressing these challenges thus 
requires widespread pathways that reconnect with an expe-
rience of here and of us—reconnecting people to themselves, 
each other, and the living world.

Tracing the roots of the sustainability crisis to this cultur-
ally entrenched story of separation highlights the potential 
role of mindfulness. Mindfulness entails cultivating aware-
ness of how we relate to ourselves, others, and the world 
in reflective, meaningful, and responsible ways (Kabat-Zin 
2005a, 2005b, 2013). In fact, research shows that mindful-
ness can influence all aspects of the mind-sustainability 
nexus: how the mind is impacted by sustainability crises, 
how we respond to them, and the root causes that perpetu-
ate them (Wamsler and Bristow 2022). Accordingly, also 
the latest IPCC and IPBES reports reference meditation and 
mindfulness as a potential lever for transformative change 
(IPCC 2022a, b; IPBES 2024).

At the same time, research on mindfulness and sustain-
ability across individual, collective, and systemic levels 
remains scarce and fragmented. While there is growing evi-
dence linking mindfulness to pro-environmental and proso-
cial engagement, and to broader benefits for health, func-
tioning, and relationships (Barrett et al. 2024; Geiger et al. 
2019; Frank et al. 2019; Iniesta-Bonillo et al. 2025; Thier-
mann and Sheate 2022; Wamsler et al. 2018), “it cannot be 
assumed that interventions for internal personal develop-
ment will automatically or quickly translate into sustain-
ability, climate advocacy, and action on a broader scale” 
(Wamsler et al. 2021:8). Instead, it is crucial to explore how 
related approaches can be mainstreamed and intentionally 
oriented toward sustainability (ibid). Critical analyses and 

1  The terms “inner transformation” and “inner transition” are used 
interchangeably to describe this field. Other terms used include, for 
instance, “existential sustainability” and “existential resilience.”

2  Neuroscience supports this deeply relational view: our brains are 
wired for connection. The same neural systems that support survival 
also engage when we think about others, form social bonds, and expe-
rience empathy. Social networks in the brain, like the default mode 
network, activate when we're not focused on specific tasks, suggest-
ing that social cognition is our brain's default setting. This intrinsic 
social wiring connects us not only to other humans, but also to the 
natural world that sustains us (Baek and Parkinson 2022).
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empirical studies are urgently needed to better understand 
and strengthen these linkages.

Against this background, the purpose of this study is to 
expand knowledge on the potential of mindfulness-based 
approaches to address today’s polycrisis. Drawing on in-
depth case studies of new, innovative and pioneering courses 
that link mindfulness and sustainability, as well as inter-
views with key informants, we assess historical linkages, 
current developments, needs and gaps, as well as how exist-
ing approaches can best be expanded and adapted to the 
context of sustainability.

Following an outline of the study’s conceptual framing, 
definitions, and methodology (Sects. "Conceptual fram-
ing and definitions" and "Methodology"), we present our 
findings (Sect. "Results") and discuss key learnings and 
principles for future initiatives that training institutions and 
educators could follow or learn from (Sect. "Discussion and 
conclusions").

Conceptual framing and definitions

Mindfulness is the natural capacity to intentionally focus 
attention on the present moment, both internally and exter-
nally, with an attitude of openness, curiosity, and care (Bris-
tow et al. 2022). It is intrinsically linked to the development 
of compassion—the inner capacity and motivation to engage 
with and be moved by suffering, coupled with a will to help 
(ibid).

Both mindfulness and compassion are innate and train-
able capacities that can strengthen the cognitive and emo-
tional foundations of connection. By enabling inner and 
outer (re)connection, they can potentially foster greater 
resilience and engagement, catalyzing the habit changes 
and decisive actions needed to address global sustainability 
crises (ibid).

A typical mindfulness course spans 6–12 weeks, includ-
ing formal and informal practice instructions, educational 
content, and teacher-led inquiry into participant experiences 
to facilitate embodied learning. Informal practice involves 
cultivating moment-to-moment mindfulness in everyday 
activities. The components of mindfulness courses vary, but 
those grounded in academic evidence generally share core 
elements (Langer 2000).

Mindfulness-based approaches are supported by over 
20,000 peer-reviewed academic articles examining their 
benefits, drawbacks, and scalability, whereas many other 
popular inner development practices lack scientific assess-
ment (Bristow et al. 2022). Most research focuses on the 
eight-week Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) 
course, developed by Kabat-Zinn in the late 1970s, and its 
adaptations like Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy 
(MBCT) (Kabat-Zinn 2013; Segal et al. 2013). Initially 

designed to introduce mindfulness training into outpatient 
medicine to help patients develop interior resources for deal-
ing with stress, pain, and chronic illness as a complement to 
their medical treatments, MBSR has now been widely used 
for over four decades to treat a wide range of conditions, 
such as depression, anxiety, cancer, and hypertension (Gold-
berg et al. 2022). Some pioneers in the field have developed 
frameworks for defining Mindfulness-Based Intervetions 
(MBIs), with fixed core characteristics that can be adapted 
depending on the application (McCown et al. 2010). These 
have, however, not been designed for the sustainability 
context.

Since 2016, there has been growing scientific evidence 
for the importance of mindfulness for sustainability across 
scales (e.g., Barrett et al. 2024; Burger et al. 2024; Frank 
et al. 2019; Gash and Maier 2024; Geiger et al. 2019; Ini-
esta-Bonillo et al. 2025; Wamsler et al. 2018; Wamsler et al. 
2018). A recent policy report reviewed evidence from 25 
interviews with policymakers, an online survey of experts, 
and over 10,000 peer-reviewed articles documenting the 
broader benefits of mindfulness-based interventions for indi-
vidual health, functioning, and relationships, underscoring 
mindfulness’ potential role for sustainability (Bristow et al. 
2022). Furthermore, the first systematic review of literature 
examining the links between inner and outer transforma-
tion highlights mindfulness and compassion as key factors 
in supporting related capacities and processes (Wamsler 
et al. 2021). These findings have been further supported by 
recent empirical work, UNESCO, UNDP, IPCC, and IPBES 
reports, offering a foundation for our study, and a more 
nuanced debate on how to intervene in this critical area.

Methodology

This article presents an exploratory, reflexive case study 
(Burns 2007; cf. Glassman and Erdem 2014) of pioneer-
ing courses that link mindfulness and sustainability, which 
were selected as a case due to their exemplary and trailblaz-
ing nature in this emerging field. It critically examines the 
potential for adapting mindfulness programs (e.g., MBSR 
or MBCT) and professional training for change-makers and 
sustainability experts to integrate inner and outer transfor-
mation, advancing progress towards the Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals (SDGs). Specifically, it systematizes past and 
current developments, qualitative impacts, and key learnings 
from two innovative courses:

•	 The Mindfulness-Based Sustainable Transformation (ST) 
teacher training program, developed by the non-profit 
inner green deal, comprising eight online modules sup-
ported by a social learning platform and mobile app, and 
is designed to integrate inner development and the Inner 
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Development Goals (IDGs) with cultural and systemic 
transformation. For details, see Suppl. Material 1.1–1.2).

•	 The MBSR & EcoAwareness (EA) workshop series, 
designed for mindfulness teachers by the MBSR & 
EcoAwareness project, consisting of six online sessions 
aimed at integrating EcoAwareness into MBSR teaching. 
For details, see Suppl. Material 1.3–1.4).

These courses are part of an emerging movement and 
community of individuals and organizations seeking new 
ways to link mindfulness with sustainability to drive societal 
transformation.

The research process involved several overlapping phases:

•	 Gaining an understanding of historical developments, 
current gaps, and needs (see Sects. "Historical linkages" 
and "A world in crisis: Recent developments, gaps and 
needs").

•	 Piloting the training programs for adapting mindfulness-
based methods and curricula to sustainability (details in 
Suppl. Information 1).

•	 Assessing and validating outcomes (see Sect. "Required 
adaptations for a world in crisis").

•	 Identifying cross-case learnings and principles to inform 
the modification, expansion, scaling, and transforma-
tion of mindfulness-based practices and curricula (see 
Sect. "Discussion and conclusions").

Qualitative data were collected through pre- and post- 
course interviews and in-class group discussions to explore 
the relevance and potential of adapting mindfulness-based 
methods and courses for personal, behavioral, cultural, and 
systemic transformation. The ST program included 31 par-
ticipants and 4 facilitators; the EA training included 16 par-
ticipants and 3 facilitators.

All teachers involved in the two programs had prior expe-
rience with MBSR or other mindfulness-based courses (e.g., 
MBCT, CBCT). Additionally, about one fifth of the par-
ticipants also had education in sustainability-related fields 
(e.g., climate coaching). See Supplementary Materials 1–2 
for trainer and participant details.

At the start of the courses, participants were asked to 
share their reasons for enrolling, including any perceived 
developments, gaps and needs. At the end, they were asked 
about any (potential) changes in their teaching practices and 
curricula, as well as what aspects of the courses were helpful 
or unhelpful. See Supplementary Materials 1–2 for interview 
guides.

Facilitator meetings and two key informant interviews 
provided additional insights into potential adaptations and 
the historical development of MBSR. One of the key inform-
ants, Jon Kabat-Zinn, consented to be named; citations in 
“Results” reflect this.

All interviews, meetings, and online sessions were 
recorded and transcribed for analysis. Thematic analysis 
(Braun and Clarke 2006; Corbin and Strauss 2008; Nowell 
et al. 2017) was used to analyze the data, following these 
steps: (1) familiarization with the data; (2) open coding to 
generate initial themes; (3) systematically categorizing con-
tent into themes and patterns; (4) reviewing themes; and (5) 
refining themes and patterns through axial and selective cod-
ing. Coding continued until saturation was reached, meaning 
that no new, significant themes and patterns emerged.

Observations during online sessions, course materials, 
and public presentations of the courses and related discus-
sions were used to challenge and refine the outcomes. The 
resulting themes and patterns are reflected in the headings, 
subheadings, and bullet-point lists presented in the “Results” 
section. Finally, course evaluations and relevant literature 
informed the discussion of outcomes and the development 
of theory.

Results

Historical linkages

In alignment with the research aims, we explored the link-
ages between sustainability and MBSR, assessing its his-
torical development, content, and objectives to examine 
how mindfulness-based approaches can nurture sustainable 
mindsets, behaviors, and systems. The following key pat-
terns emerged:

•	 Focus on individual well-being: In Western societies, 
MBSR and mindfulness-based education initially focused 
on individual well-being, with a public health orientation 
(rather than on collective or planetary sustainability).

•	 Removal of sustainability-related content: As mindful-
ness was popularized in the Western context, issues 
related to global stress, consumption, and mindfulness 
ethics were increasingly omitted, diminishing its rel-
evance to sustainability.

•	 Strategic contextual adaptation: These changes were 
crucial at the time to enhance accessibility and practical 
implementation.

•	 Long-term impact on sustainability: Despite these devel-
opments, sustained deep engagement with mindfulness 
can gradually foster sustainability across scales.

•	 Evolutionary nature of MBSR: Although MBSR has been 
applied within a defined context and a strict framework 
to ensure quality and research validity, it was always 
intended to evolve in response to changing societal chal-
lenges.
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In 1979, Kabat-Zinn founded MBSR to help individuals 
improve their health by fostering awareness of the mind, 
body, and world through mainstream (secular) mindful-
ness practices.3 Designed with a public health orientation, 
the program encouraged active participation in one’s own 
well-being, complementing traditional medical treatments. 
Kabat-Zinn envisioned that MBSR would move the health 
“bell curve” of society toward greater well-being through 
mindfulness, expanding its impact on a population level. “It 
was meant to be a proof of concept. If we could do it in one 
hospital, we could do it in any hospital.”

While the escalating challenges of the late twentieth and 
twenty-first centuries were not yet fully recognized in 1979, 
the original MBSR curriculum already included two ses-
sions directly linked to sustainability. In fact, “in the old days 
(1979–1982), MBSR was ten classes, not eight: the eighth 
class was about ‘food and diet’, the ninth on ‘world stress,’ 
as per those chapters in Full Catastrophe Living.” The diet 
class covered both food and the “ideas diet,” referring to the 
mental intake one consumes, which influences individuals' 
approaches to their physical and mental health. The world 
stress session addressed global issues such as war, pollution, 
and the interconnectedness of all life on Earth, emphasizing 
the importance of caring for the planet.

After 2 years, it was decided to eliminate these two ses-
sions for a number of strategic reasons having to do with 
maximizing retention of participants in this novel outpatient 
program in the form of a course, as well as with the vagaries 
of the hospital calendar and American holidays. Instead, a 
more focused eight-week program was implemented, with an 
all-day session added in week six. These changes inevitably 
reduced the program's explicit advocacy of sustainability 
and the intrinsic, universal virtues and values associated 
with it.

While this shorter format was deemed necessary to opti-
mize multiple practical factors within the hospital setting at 
that time, research indicates that even the eight-week MBSR 
curriculum can positively influence sustainability through 
the lifestyle and consumption changes that participants often 
make following the program. The hope is that people’s “lives 
will have been changed enough to relate to the inner and 
outer worlds entirely differently for the rest of their lives" 
(Kabat-Zinn).

At the same time, MBSR was always intended to be sen-
sitive to and relevant to the present moment, to be “au cur-
rant” and “very much in touch with the major health chal-
lenges of the era in which it is being offered” (Kabat-Zinn). 

Consequently, the MBSR of 2024 cannot and should not be 
the same as the MBSR of 1979. MBSR was never meant to 
be an invariant curriculum. “It was always meant to have an 
evolutionary life of its own, so that over time, it responds 
with the same overall framework—grounded in training in 
mindfulness meditation practices—while recognizing and 
finding appropriate ways to engage with the most important 
new challenges to individual, societal, national, and global 
health and wellbeing that the world is facing” (Kabat-Zinn).

A world in crisis: recent developments, gaps 
and needs

In line with our research purpose and aims, we explored 
the relevance of mindfulness and MBSR in today’s context 
by examining current developments, gaps, and emerging 
needs. The identified aspects were categorized under the 
themes of global pressures and needs (Sect. "Global pres-
sures and associated needs"), as well as new demands from 
course participants and teachers (Sects. "Demands of (past 
and future) course participants" and "Demands of mindful-
ness teachers").

Global pressures and associated needs

Several key patterns emerged in relation to global pressures 
and needs that highlight the urgency for new strategies and 
approaches:

•	 Changing local threats: Escalating socio-environmental 
threats and crises have significantly increased.

•	 Increasingly interconnected, global crises: The emer-
gence of a polycrisis with common underlying causes 
demands more holistic responses.

•	 Exponential technological development: Advances in 
technology, particularly the internet and social media, are 
manipulating our attention, fostering polarization, short-
term thinking, and rising negativity, loneliness, and a loss 
of meaning.

•	 Reduced response capacities: There is a lack of adequate 
individual, collective, and systemic capacities to address 
today’s crises.

•	 Growing sustainability awareness: There is a heightened 
awareness of the interconnection between personal, col-
lective, and planetary well-being, emphasizing the urgent 
need for integrated approaches that link health, ecologi-
cal regeneration, and systems change.

Since MBSR's creation in 1979, the global landscape 
has undergone dramatic changes, particularly due to esca-
lating environmental crises and socio-political tensions. As 
one key informant notes, “the world is in much more dire 
condition.”

3  Secular, or mainstream mindfulness refers to practices detached 
from religious or spiritual contexts, focusing instead on mental 
health, well-being, and self-awareness. It is often taught in clinical, 
educational, or workplace settings, emphasizing practical benefits 
without requiring adherence to spiritual or religious beliefs.
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In addition to the environmental challenges, we now face 
a polycrisis—a series of interconnected crises that affect 
every sector and scale (individual, collective, and systemic). 
The combined and cascading effects of environmental degra-
dation, economic instability, geopolitical tensions, and pub-
lic health crises intensify one another, requiring integrated, 
coordinated solutions.

Moreover, the rapid pace of technological development, 
including the growth of the internet and social media, has 
exacerbated these challenges. This technological boom has 
manipulated our attention, contributing to rising polariza-
tion, increasing short-term thinking, loneliness, and a per-
vasive sense of negativity and loss of meaning.

In response to these challenges, there is a growing rec-
ognition of the inseparable link between personal, collec-
tive, and planetary well-being. Compared to 1979, “there is 
much more awareness of the importance of sustainability on 
multiple levels” (Kabat-Zinn). This awareness emphasizes 
the urgency of approaches that integrate health, ecological 
regeneration, and systems change. As one interviewee aptly 
puts it, “You cannot be healthy in an unhealthy world,” and 
conversely, “The world cannot be healthy if individuals are 
unwell.” Coupled with teachers’ growing recognition that 
today’s polycrisis stems from a false sense of separation—
from ourselves, others, and nature—the need for more inte-
grated approaches to foster sustainable behaviors, cultures, 
systems, and structures is increasingly acknowledged.

Demands of (past and future) course participants

In response to the global challenges outlined in Sect. "Global 
pressures and associated needs", evolving needs from course 
participants are placing new demands on mindfulness-based 
teachers and training programs. Related patterns include:

•	 Support for sustainability-related emotions: The rising 
eco-anxiety, overwhelm, and helplessness in the face 
of the polycrisis require mindfulness practices that can 
address these specific emotions.

•	 Activist support: Growing demand exists to support those 
engaged in sustainability work across various scales, 
without responsibilizing individuals and individualizing 
solutions.

•	 Flexibility in practice: People seek more flexible prac-
tices that can accommodate time constraints and other 
cultural pressures (that in part underlie today’s crises, to 
move from current to more sustainable paradigms).

•	 Diverse practices for (re)connection: There is a growing 
desire for more nature-based and body-focused practices, 
including indigenous approaches, to nurture transforma-
tive capacities for sustainability.

Today’s polycrisis has led to rising eco-anxiety, stress, 
and burnout. This is particularly evident among sustainabil-
ity activists, many of whom are experiencing burnout. Mind-
fulness teachers report a “growing sense of eco-anxiety” and 
a new wave of “deep stress, anxiety, and depression.” One 
ST participant working with environmental activists notes, 
“They were all burned out… We were using mindfulness to 
recalibrate them, re-inspire them, and help them avoid burn-
out.” Teachers from both programs also note the challenge 
of preventing deeper isolation in today’s context: “People 
get stuck in ‘self-ing’, and it’s a delicate balance to broaden 
awareness of the planet's crisis without worsening anxiety.”

These emotional shifts are said to be influencing the type 
of participants enrolling in mindfulness courses. Beyond 
psychological support, participants now seek community 
support, practices that nurture transformative capacities, and 
actionable guidance on how inner dimensions intersect with 
global sustainability issues.

Additionally, societal shifts are driving the need for more 
flexible and diverse mindfulness practices (see Sect. "Global 
pressures and associated needs"). With shorter attention 
spans and constant rushing, participants are less inclined 
and able to commit to long-term practices. Accordingly, 
one teacher from the EA program explains that, “People are 
increasingly using mindfulness apps and podcasts instead of 
engaging in formal practice.” Shorter, more active practices 
are in high demand, especially among younger generations.

In addition, teachers from both programs report posi-
tive feedback when practices are taken outdoors, even in 
challenging weather conditions. Participants often express 
excitement over these outdoor sessions, noting that they are 
“the highlight of their experience”. Finally, there is grow-
ing appreciation for exercises that foster capacities such as 
agency, hope, gratitude, joy, and connection, emphasizing 
the need for practices that can nurture (re)connection.

Demands of mindfulness teachers

As global changes and evolving participant needs shape 
mindfulness courses, teachers face new challenges and 
demands. The following key developments and patterns 
were identified:

•	 Challenging emotions: Teachers report increased emo-
tional exhaustion in response to the polycrisis.

•	 Learning mindset: There is a strong desire among teach-
ers for continuous personal growth to enhance their 
teaching.

•	 Increasing sustainability interest: Deepened mindfulness 
practice fuels teachers’ interest in contributing to sustain-
ability.
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•	 Eroding relevance of teaching: Teachers express concerns 
about the timeliness and contextual relevance of their 
courses.

•	 Seeking sustainability-specific knowledge: Teachers look 
for guidance on integrating sustainability into their teach-
ing to support both inner and outer transformation.

Mindfulness teachers are not immune to the stresses of 
today’s polycrisis. Many express personal suffering due to 
climate change, social inequality, and other global chal-
lenges, which can affect their ability to remain grounded. 
Some seek peer support groups and professional develop-
ment opportunities to process emotional responses and 
deepen their understanding. Several teachers share that 
they are “seeing more and more how anxiety is a product 
of our culture, related to disconnection and [technological] 
acceleration.”

Teachers from both programs also show a strong desire 
for personal growth to enhance the quality of their teaching. 
Lifelong learning is highly valued, with many continually 
deepening their mindfulness practice and related approaches.

This personal journey often leads to increased awareness 
of sustainability issues, prompting teachers to explore ways 
to integrate these into their teaching. Many report an increas-
ing “sense of urgency to do something,” while simultane-
ously struggling with what concrete actions to take.

Most teachers feel their current teaching is outdated 
and lacks contextual relevance for addressing today’s chal-
lenges. They recognize the need for new programs and 
approaches and are increasingly seeking guidance, scientific 
frameworks, case studies, and best practices for integrat-
ing personal, collective, and planetary well-being into their 
teaching. As one mindfulness teacher shares: “I am not as 
comfortable as I want to be with talking about this and invit-
ing it in.”

At the same time, there is concern about how to balance 
raising awareness of global issues without evoking guilt or 
shame among participants. Teachers are asking: “What is 
the solution for 2025, not 1979, and how could mindful-
ness be involved?” and “How can we learn from the unusual 
things about MBSR, which is focusing on what is right with 
everybody?”.

These challenges prompted teachers to enroll in the ST 
and EA programs. Although highly educated and experi-
enced, many report struggling to integrate ecology and sus-
tainability in their mindfulness teaching. As one ST partici-
pant reflects: “I was very aware of the separate tracks, but 
I hadn’t connected the two. It was not until the course that 
these two came together in a magical way… like something 
internally was turned on and ignited a sense of agency and 
action.”

Required adaptations for a world in crisis

Based on the analysis of teachers’ perspectives, the devel-
opments outlined in the previous section reveal two distinct 
themes or approaches for adapting mindfulness-based prac-
tices to more effectively respond to past and present develop-
ments, needs, and gaps:

•	 Incremental approach: Subtle contextualization and adap-
tation of existing mindfulness practices and pedagogies 
to avoid harm and enhance their relevance for sustain-
ability.

•	 Transformative approach: A more radical reorientation 
and expansion of mindfulness-based curricula aimed at 
accelerating sustainability across sectors and scales.

The following subsections elaborate on these two 
approaches. Sect. "Discussion and conclusions" then offers 
a discussion of potential entry points and pathways for inte-
grating mindfulness and sustainability, along with associated 
implications and limitations.

Do no harm—incremental contextualization, adaptation 
and upscaling

The incremental approach involves gradually integrating 
sustainability-related elements into the MBSR curriculum, 
ensuring that teaching methods and practices remain rel-
evant and accessible as the context evolves. Key patterns and 
areas for potential contextualization and adaptation, identi-
fied through teacher experiences, include:

•	 Additional readings and resources: Offering optional 
materials to spark curiosity, deepen understanding, and 
inspire action toward broader sustainability.

•	 Subtle framing adjustments: Small shifts in how courses, 
modules, practices and instructors are presented to 
enhance relevance.

•	 Emphasizing interconnection: Inviting reflections on the 
connections between personal, collective, and planetary 
ill-health and well-being.

•	 Integration of nature elements: Incorporating nature-
based approaches and language to strengthen the con-
nection to the natural environment.

•	 Optional practices: Offering exercises aimed at nurturing 
transformative capacities.

Many teachers have started considering the introduction 
of optional readings and poems in their training to inspire 
deeper engagement with sustainability themes. These 
resources can be introduced gradually to spark curiosity, 
deepen understanding, and support action during and after 
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the program, without overwhelming participants, while 
encouraging their ongoing exploration of broader issues.

Teachers also indicate that minor adjustments in the pres-
entation of mindfulness courses could significantly enhance 
participants' perception of their relevance to sustainability. 
These adjustments may include subtle changes in how the 
overall program, individual modules, teaching methods, 
instructors, and practices are framed in relation to collec-
tive and planetary well-being and sustainability.

Furthermore, most teachers emphasize the importance 
of explicitly addressing the interconnectedness of personal, 
collective, and planetary ill-health and well-being in their 
teachings. In discussions about stress and its causes, teach-
ers may encourage participants to consider not only per-
sonal stressors (e.g., work, relationships) but also larger 
issues such as climate anxiety, economic instability, and 
social injustice. Teachers enrolled in the EA program sug-
gest, for instance, inviting reflection with statements like: 
“As we reflect on stress, we can also consider how broader 
issues—such as environmental changes or social inequal-
ity—influence our individual experience, and vice versa.”

In addition, integrating elements of nature into the cur-
riculum—such as conducting certain sessions or practices 
outdoors—is reported to deepen participants' awareness of 
their relationship with the natural world. At the same time, 
several teachers acknowledge the need for clear guidance, 
as spending time outdoors is becoming less common in 
many modern cultures (see also Sect. "Global pressures and 
associated needs" and "Demands of (past and future) course 
participants").

Teachers are also increasingly considering offering 
additional optional practices to help participants ground 
themselves in contemporary challenges, particularly in an 
era characterized by declining attention spans and a grow-
ing need for resilience, agency, and hope to address global 
issues. These practices can be introduced early, as soon 
as Week 1, within the broader MBSR framework, allow-
ing participants to engage with them at their own pace. For 
example, EA participants recommend introducing optional 
compassion exercises that extend to the more-than-human 
world, as well as nature-based practices, such as “sit spot” 
exercises, which have been well received in other contexts.

By gradually adjusting language, integrating nature, and 
offering additional resources and practices, teachers can pre-
serve the integrity of MBSR while subtly addressing sus-
tainability. Teachers play a crucial role in shaping the nar-
ratives that frame participants' experiences. Shifting these 
narratives—through course descriptions, teaching methods, 
and embodied practices—is generally seen as essential for 
supporting broader cultural and systemic change.

However, some teachers also emphasize that the core 
structure of MBSR is scientifically validated and caution 
against overloading the curriculum with excessive changes. 

As one EA participant notes, “If you try to do everything, 
you wind up doing nothing and confusing people.” A related 
concern is that introducing too many new concepts, par-
ticularly environmental themes, may shift the focus away 
from mindfulness itself. Introducing concepts such as eco-
awareness might divert participants’ attention from the expe-
riential foundations of mindfulness toward a more cogni-
tively oriented, analytical engagement. Additionally, some 
EA participants are hesitant to incorporate environmental 
language or themes, cautioning that certain metaphors or ref-
erences might not be universally meaningful or accessible. 
Such curricular adaptations, therefore, require thoughtful 
and context-sensitive implementation.

Accelerate transformation—expansion and reorientation

The second identified approach (transformative approach) 
involves expanding and reorienting mindfulness-based pro-
grams to more directly contribute to sustainability across 
sectors and scales, grounded in the recognition that “you 
cannot be healthy in an unhealthy world.” Analysis of teacher 
perspectives indicates that this evolution requires equipping 
teachers to facilitate deeper understanding of the polycrisis 
and its interconnections with inner life. It also involves creat-
ing learning environments, approaches, practices, and guid-
ance that foster holistic insight, emergence, and sustained 
engagement—enabling participants to move beyond a focus 
on individual well-being toward empowered participation in 
cultural and systems change. This includes addressing ethi-
cal and equity concerns, such as power dynamics and the 
need to decolonize existing approaches. Accordingly, the 
analysis identified the following five interrelated patterns 
that illustrate how teachers of both programs conceptualized 
and operationalized this transformative reorientation:

•	 Broader content and contextual understanding: Integrat-
ing science-based knowledge about the current polycri-
sis, and its interconnections to inner life and mindfulness, 
to foster contextual awareness and relevance.

•	 Holistic teaching and learning approach: Complementing 
mindfulness frameworks and practices with insights from 
diverse knowledge systems to support a comprehensive, 
embodied understanding of oneself, others, systems, the 
current polycrisis, and one’s role within it.

•	 Action-oriented guidance: Providing practical and opera-
tional support for mindfulness, wellbeing and transform-
ative engagement at individual, collective, and systemic 
levels.

•	 Learning spaces for emergence and community: Creating 
inclusive learning environments that foster community 
building, emergence and sustained engagement both dur-
ing and beyond the program.
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•	 Reintegrating ethical and equity considerations: Explicit 
(re)integration of ethical and equity issues to ensure 
quality education, challenge and decolonize prevailing 
approaches, and refocus on the non-instrumental dimen-
sions of mindfulness.

Teachers emphasize the importance of situating mind-
fulness within the broader context of the contemporary 
polycrisis. By introducing systemic crises—such as climate 
change, biodiversity loss, and social injustice—and their root 
causes, participants from both programs were encouraged 
to expand their perspectives beyond individual struggles. 
This approach fostered a more integrated understanding of 
the connections between personal well-being and planetary 
health. One teacher notes that the ST program provided “a 
much-needed context for understanding stress and anxiety,” 
helping participants recognize how external conditions influ-
ence their internal states.

Understanding the polycrisis and its root causes also 
involved engaging with its historical foundations. Teach-
ers in the EA program invites participants, for instance, to 
explore the legacies of ethnocentrism, colonialism, extrac-
tionism, enslavement, and systemic oppression. These reflec-
tions enabled participants to connect present-day injustices 
with long-standing structural conditions. As one teacher 
explains, it “softens the heart,” fostering empathy and a 
deeper sense of responsibility. For some, these insights 
became a central motivation for reorienting their engage-
ment and activism toward earth care and transformation.

Many teachers also emphasize the role of science as an 
important “door opener,” providing a broader understand-
ing, whilst enhancing credibility, and instilling confidence 
when adapting program content for new audiences. Scien-
tific grounding is regarded as essential for linking mindful-
ness to systemic change and for articulating how intrinsic 
human capacities—such as mindfulness, compassion, and 
interconnection—can contribute to transformation. ST par-
ticipants share that “The course provided the much-needed 
scientific basis for understanding today’s polycrisis,” and 
that “It inspired to realize that the answer lies in collective 
action—advocacy and joining forces with others.”

Building on this expanded content base, teachers from 
both courses stress the need for a holistic teaching and learn-
ing approach that integrates insights from diverse fields and 
disciplines. In the ST program, for example, mindfulness is 
enriched through the inclusion of systems thinking, behav-
ioral science, positive psychology, neuroscience, and Indig-
enous traditional knowledge and wisdom traditions. These 
approaches are seen as complementary, offering participants 
a more comprehensive and embodied understanding of the 
self, others, and the interconnected social and ecological 
systems in which they are embedded.

In particular, systems thinking is described as essential 
for helping participants understand their roles within com-
plex systems and perceive points of leverage for change. 
Teachers from both courses find that incorporating science-
based ecological metaphors—such as the “wood wide web” 
or the oxygen exchange between humans and plants—deep-
ened participants’ experiential learning and connection to 
the natural world. Nature walks, environmental compassion 
practices, and gratitude exercises are frequently cited as 
powerful tools that supported both insight and hope. As one 
ST participant puts it, these practices provide access to “the 
hope that lives within us all and serve as a bridge to mean-
ingful engagement.”

While a deeper understanding of mindfulness is foun-
dational, teachers note that translating related insights into 
action also requires clearer and more practical guidance. 
The ST program incorporates, for instance, action-oriented 
tools—such as the Handprint Project, grounded in positive 
psychology—to help participants move from contempla-
tion to identifying their unique contributions. Such tools 
are described as vital for building participants’ confidence 
in their ability to engage with sustainability challenges. One 
participant reflects, “Before the course, I didn’t know how 
to move from mindfulness to climate action. Through the 
Handprint Project, I gained a practical framework that trans-
formed my understanding and enabled me to meaningfully 
contribute to change in my community.”

Teachers emphasize the importance of introducing such 
action-oriented tools early in the course, rather than as a con-
cluding activity. This approach allows participants to experi-
ment, iterate, and integrate new ways of being, thinking, and 
acting into their daily lives. ST participants who linked their 
Handprint Projects to their professional or community work 
often report ripple effects even before the course concluded, 
underscoring the transformative potential of well-integrated, 
practical frameworks.

Another recurring theme in teacher reflections is the cen-
trality of safe, inclusive, and collaborative learning spaces. 
These spaces are viewed as critical for supporting both indi-
vidual and collective emergence, which is essential for mov-
ing towards more sustainable paradigms. Teachers describe 
how the structure of the ST course—through small group 
exercises, dyads, “unlearning” groups, and open dialogue—
enabled participants to shift from a focus on “I” to a sense 
of “we.” This shift is experienced as both meaningful and 
energizing. As one teacher notes, “The shift from 'I' to 'we' 
was transformative, and being part of a community helped 
sustain engagement” with the course.”

Sustained engagement beyond the formal course structure 
is also viewed as essential. Teachers highlight the impor-
tance of regular practice groups, or community check-ins 
to maintain momentum, particularly in the face of ongo-
ing societal challenges. As one ST participant shares, “The 
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course left me eager for more opportunities to connect 
beyond its duration. Ongoing forums or meet-ups would 
help sustain the momentum and provide vital support in 
challenging times.”

Finally, teachers from both courses note that their own 
learning underscored the importance of approaching mind-
fulness as an ethical and relational practice, rather than as 
a tool for individual stress reduction. As one person com-
ments, “The ST course showed me that mindfulness isn’t just 
about managing stress—it’s about showing up for the world 
with compassion and integrity, and being mindful of how 
my actions affect others and the planet.” This reorientation 
is seen as critical for aligning mindfulness with principles 
of justice, equity, and collective care. By explicitly nam-
ing and addressing issues of power, privilege, and systemic 
harm, teachers can encourage participants to reflect on their 
responsibilities within broader social and ecological sys-
tems. Participants responded to this ethical framing with a 
deepened sense of mindfulness as a practice of integrity and 
relational awareness.

Across all thematic areas described above, teachers from 
both programs consistently highlight a set of core design 
considerations that require ongoing attention and adapta-
tion depending on the target group. These considerations 
are seen as crucial for ensuring coherence, inclusivity, and 
transformative potential within mindfulness-based sustain-
ability programs:

•	 Striking a meaningful balance between inner and outer 
dimensions of sustainability—in both content and prac-
tice. This includes the thoughtful integration and con-
textualization of non-Western knowledge systems and 
contemplative traditions to support sustainability trans-
formation.

•	 Ensuring clear and experiential linkages between mind-
fulness practices and sustainability-related content, while 
offering flexibility in the length and structure of practices 
to accommodate contemporary needs and capacities.

•	 Supporting participants in the continuous translation of 
insights into real-world contexts. This involves address-
ing individual mindsets, collective behaviors, cultural 
patterns, and systemic dynamics in an integrated and 
relational manner.

A central thread woven through all of these considera-
tions is the role of mindfulness as an anchoring and unifying 
capacity. While its foundational qualities—such as presence, 
awareness, and compassion—remain essential, teachers 
emphasize the importance of explicitly articulating how 
mindfulness extends beyond individual stress reduction and 
personal wellbeing. When framed as a deeply relational and 
ethical practice, mindfulness can serve as connective tissue 
across all dimensions of sustainability and transformation.

Accordingly, mindfulness is also described as support-
ing the cultivation of transformative capacities—"fostering 
self-awareness and emotional regulation” (being), “encour-
aging perspective-taking and critical reflection” (thinking), 
“deepening empathy and compassion” (relating), “enhancing 
co-creation and collective intelligence” (collaborating), and 
“grounding values-based, purposeful engagement” (acting) 
(cf. IDG 2021). In this light, mindfulness emerges as more 
than an isolated skill: it is increasingly recognized as a foun-
dational capacity that underpins the personal and collec-
tive competencies required to address and transform today’s 
complex global challenges.

At the same time, trainers and teachers from both courses 
highlight the risk of mindfulness being misused in instru-
mental ways—where isolated practices are inserted into 
increasingly popular, “shopping list–like” toolboxes without 
adequate grounding, integration, or continuity.

Discussion and conclusions

This study explored potential ways of integrating mindful-
ness and sustainability to enable transformative education 
and action-taking. The findings reveal diverse, nuanced, 
and creative pathways through which mindfulness-based 
approaches can be deepened and extended in response to 
today’s contexts.

From adapting and expanding, to upscaling 
and transformation

Our findings suggest that mindfulness is not only a scientifi-
cally sound intervention in its own right, but also a crucial 
enabling factor for other transformative interventions related 
to inner development and sustainability. It supports practices 
that foster wellbeing and sustainability through awareness, 
presence, attention regulation, and compassion—capacities 
that mindfulness embodies (cf. Firth et al., 2019; Wamsler 
et al., 2021). Regardless of the degree of integration, mind-
fulness can thus serves as an important, and arguably essen-
tial, springboard for transformation.

Creating new programs or adapting existing practices and 
curricula is not an either-or choice. In fact, our findings high-
light the importance of creating diverse offerings, ranging 
from (i) comprehensive stress reduction that links wellbeing 
with wider cultural and intergenerational dimensions, to (ii) 
addressing the particularities of eco-anxiety, related over-
whelm and helplessness, and (iii) supporting transformative 
action by professionals and activists who want to nurture 
wellbeing and sustainability across levels and scales.

In this context, our results also underscore the need for 
careful consideration of the scope and structure of related 
approaches. Teachers must strike a balance between 
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maintaining the integrity of the foundational mindfulness 
frameworks, such as MBSR, and integrating broader sus-
tainability concerns without overburdening the original cur-
riculum. At the same time, mindfulness-based sustainability 
programs must continue to evolve, with adaptations made 
according to the contextual challenges presented by today’s 
polycrisis, the experience of the teacher, and the needs of 
the target group (cf., Oman 2025). Our findings align with 
previous research by Ives et al. (2023), who note that most 
existing programs still lack coherence in linking mindful-
ness-based methods to tangible sustainability outcomes, and 
with Thiermann and Sheate (2022), who emphasize that the 
potential of mindfulness depends heavily on context, inten-
tion, and design.

From protocols and curricula, to criteria, ethics 
and embodiment

While structured frameworks are essential for guiding new 
approaches, our findings suggest that mindfulness cannot be 
reduced to rigid protocols or a checklist of techniques. The 
evolution of mindfulness-based programs has raised criti-
cal considerations about the important distinctions between 
protocols and curricula, and their deeper pedagogical and 
ethical implications (cf., Crane et al. 2023). Over-simplify-
ing mindfulness into prescriptive steps or isolated exercises 
risks diluting its transformative potential. This instrumental 
approach undermines the experiential and relational nature 

of mindfulness, which stems from the teacher’s embodied 
presence and insight.

Teachers play a vital role in balancing the formal struc-
ture of practices with responsiveness to participants’ needs 
and contemporary challenges. Their lived practice serves as 
a foundation for cultivating trust, insight, and transforma-
tion. Curriculum design must thus move beyond technique 
to emphasize ethical orientation and relational awareness. 
Accordingly, educators increasingly emphasize the need to 
explicitly foreground the ethical foundations of mindful-
ness to prevent its commodification or misuse (cf., Walsh 
2016a, b; Kabat-Zinn 2005b). Especially in the context of 
global crises such as climate change and social injustice, 
mindfulness must be grounded in values that go beyond indi-
vidual stress relief toward systems thinking and responsible 
engagement (Gash and Maier 2024).

This calls for a reintegration of ethical dimensions often 
overlooked in Western adaptations. Debates about whether 
mindfulness should be secular or ethically grounded often 
miss the point: both positions risk reinforcing dualistic 
frameworks if ethics are merely overlaid rather than embod-
ied (Walsh 2016a, b; Oman 2025). As highlighted by Walsh 
(2016a), “the debate between mindfulness proponents and 
their critics has reached a deadlock… Both parties fail to 
realize that any ethical framework that reaffirms today’s 
capitalist society will undoubtedly reproduce the same duali-
ties of thought and action”. Accordingly, our findings sug-
gest the need for an immanent, non-dual understanding of 
mindfulness—one that resists commodification and supports 
transformation across personal, collective and system levels.

Ethical principles, values, and foundational commit-
ments—including lifelong practice, ongoing mentorship, 
authenticity, wise livelihood, inclusion, and the principle 
of “do no harm”—should be explicitly acknowledged and 
implicitly embodied through teaching and supervision. 
While not codified in existing program curricula, these prin-
ciples can serve as foundational guidelines to uphold the 
integrity of mindfulness-based education for sustainability 
transformation. Reintegrating ethical principles also involves 
framing mindfulness in ways that resonate with and integrate 
atheist, spiritual, and religious perspectives. It also requires 
decolonizing and integrating diverse knowledge systems, 
including the “reindigenization” of ourselves (Jeedigunta 
2025).

Taxonomy of mindfulness‑sustainability integration

Based on our findings, we propose a taxonomy of mind-
fulness–sustainability integration to map how mindfulness-
based teachers can extend the boundaries of existing pro-
grams while remaining grounded in the core intentions of 
mindfulness practice. This taxonomy provides a framework 
for reflecting on what may be done—or avoided—depending 

Fig. 1   Simplified illustration of the Mindfulness–Sustainability Tax-
onomy. The pathways represent diverse, overlapping, and context-
specific approaches tailored to different audiences. They do not imply 
a hierarchy or a linear progression
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on the course aims, context, and target group, spanning from 
traditional MBSR and MBCT courses to sustainability-
focused education. It offers a structured framework for con-
ceptualizing how mindfulness can evolve to support sustain-
ability across multiple levels of transformation.

The taxonomy spans foundational shifts in awareness and 
understanding, the expansion of existing practices and their 
upscaling, the development of new curricula, and the reori-
entation of these approaches for broader societal impact and 
embodied transformation across sectors and scales. Accord-
ingly, the six interrelated pathways identified are: (1) basic 
awareness; (2) incremental contextualization; (3) adapta-
tion and upscaling; (4) expansion; (5) reorientation; and 
(6) transformative integration (Fig. 1). These pathways are 
accompanied by cross-cutting aspects and processes con-
cerning their (1)  Contextual Balance, (2) Transformational 
Power, (3) Facilitator Capacity, and (4) Ethical Principles.

The taxonomy, including the six pathways and cross-
cutting processes, is presented in detail in Table 1. Impor-
tantly, the pathways do not suggest a linear progression 
or hierarchy, but rather offer a multi-dimensional map of 
possibilities. Teachers may engage at different entry points 
depending on their context, readiness, and community (see 
also Supplementary Material 4).

Limitations and clarifications

This research offers valuable insights into the integration 
of mindfulness and sustainability in education. It aligns 
with principles of transformative education and integrative 
inner–outer processes, and advocates for a post-conventional 
mindfulness that is relational, participatory, and engaged 
(O’Sullivan 1999; Sterling 2001; van Gordon et al. 2019; 
Vago and Silbersweig 2012; Wamsler et al. 2024, see Suppl. 
Material 5). It also acknowledges tensions echoed in ear-
lier critiques—such as navigating institutional constraints, 
balancing psychological wellbeing with complexity, and 
discerning how to invite action without being prescriptive 
or instrumental. There is an ongoing risk of mindfulness 
becoming overly individualistic or co-opted by neoliberal 
norms (Purser 2019; Hyland 2017). The proposed taxonomy 
seeks to engage critically and creatively with these chal-
lenges, preserving the integrity of mindfulness as a pathway 
to hope, joyful engagement, and meaningful transformation 
toward sustainability. Rather than opposing policy or prac-
tical solutions, it advocates for a synthesis of inner (indi-
vidual and collective) and outer (behavioral and systemic) 
dimensions.

In this context, our results also highlight the need for 
intensified cross-disciplinary dialogue and education across 
fields that explore mindfulness or self-construal as pathways 
to fostering connectedness and sustainability. The degrowth 
movement (e.g., Brossmann and Islar 2020), ecofeminist and 

decolonial approaches (e.g., Chinsya 2024; Yellow Bird 
2013), cultural psychology (e.g., Tam 2025), and indigenous 
knowledge systems (e.g., Jessen et al. 2022; UNDP 2024) 
offer approaches for both understanding and transforming 
individually and culturally shaped beliefs about the self, oth-
ers, nature, progress and wellbeing. These approaches also 
emphasize place-based, experiential, and intergenerational 
modes of teaching and meaning-making, which can inform 
the pathways of mindfulness–sustainability integration iden-
tified in our study.

Concluding remarks

In an age of divisive politics and constant distraction, mind-
fulness can be a vital antidote to hate narratives and us-
versus-them mindsets. It can help us to stay connected with 
the wider whole and the longer term, and act accordingly. 
While global crises can fuel despair, our findings suggest 
that transformation is possible—from despondency toward 
hope and sustained engagement. They illustrate how such 
change can be enacted, positioning mindfulness-based edu-
cation as a powerful catalyst for transformation, expanding 
current approaches to meet urgent needs while addressing 
the root causes of today’s polycrisis. It is a call to reclaim 
the foundational purpose and evolutionary, transformative 
potential of mindfulness. At the same time, we caution 
against tendencies to reduce mindfulness to rigid protocols 
or isolated, one-off exercises, instead emphasizing its non-
instrumental dimensions—such as embodiment, emergence, 
and ethical awareness—grounded in the inseparability of 
inner life and planetary wellbeing.
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