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Abstract
Objectives The objective of this evaluative systematic review was to analyse the impact of mindfulness-based interven-
tions (MBIs) that incorporate Buddhist wisdom practices on prosocial behaviour, and provide insights into their underlying 
mechanism, potential benefits, and applications.
Method A systematic literature search was conducted using three electronic databases up until 1 December 2023. Data 
on the participants in the MBIs, the structure, and how Buddhist teachings were integrated were collected. The impact on 
prosocial behaviour was analysed, along with evaluating overall study quality and the validity of the measures used for 
assessing changes in prosocial behaviour.
Results Collectively, the 12 eligible studies (n = 2185) suggest that incorporating the Buddhist wisdom practices of con-
templating interdependence, emptiness, and perspective-taking on self and others may enhance prosocial behaviour through 
various mechanisms, such as (i) developing a sense of interdependence and common humanity, (ii) fostering the altruistic 
desire to help others, and (iii) experiencing a state of oneness. However, concerns were raised about the overuse and reliability 
of self-report measures for accurately assessing prosocial behaviour, as well as in respect of discerning the effectiveness of 
different meditation practices that are integrated into MBIs.
Conclusions Overall, the findings of this systematic literature review reinforce the perspective that wisdom-based meditation 
practices contribute to prosocial behaviour. However, to enhance the understanding of the underlying causes of prosocial 
behaviour, future studies should isolate the effects of different meditation practices incorporated within MBIs. Furthermore, 
it is strongly recommended that future studies assessing the impact of MBIs on prosocial behaviour employ a range of diverse 
measures, such as self-reported psychometric scales in combination with real-world morally relevant scenarios.
Preregistration PROSPERO: Registration No. CRD42023426411.

Keywords Mindfulness-based interventions · Buddhist meditation practices · Systematic review · Prosocial behaviour · 
Interdependence · Altruism

Traditional Buddhist meditation can be categorized by the 
“three trainings” principle, or triśikṣā, which encompasses 
concentration (samādhi), ethics (sīla), and wisdom (prajñā) 
practices (Anālayo, 2017). These practices, according to the 
Dalai Lama (2021), can be universally beneficial, transcend-
ing cultural and religious affiliations, by reducing suffering, 
nurturing peaceful and prosocial actions, and contributing to 
a happier world. Samādhi trainings, also referred to as Con-
centration-Based practices, include meditative techniques 

for stabilizing the mind and enabling the practitioner to 
concentrate with a calm and focussed awareness; whereas 
sīla trainings, also known as Ethics-Based practices, encom-
pass meditation techniques intended to purify the mind from 
unwholesome qualities such that the practitioner can think 
clearly and with compassion; lastly, prajñā trainings, also 
referred to as Wisdom-Based practices, comprise medita-
tions centred around investigating and intuiting the nature 
of existence, in an effort to gain insight into non-duality and 
inter-being (Furnell et al., 2024; see Table 1).

Although traditional Buddhist meditation encompasses 
the “three trainings” (triśikṣā), the majority of empiri-
cal research into Buddhist-Derived Meditation Practices 
have isolated these trainings, primarily focussing on either 
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Concentration- or Ethics-Based practices. This is potentially 
problematic as it is the interaction and synergy among the 
“three trainings” that is crucial for attaining the meditative 
calmness and clarity necessary to facilitate insight into the 
ultimate nature of reality and the alleviation of suffering 
(Nhat Hanh, 1998). Moreover, research suggests meditation 
interventions lacking practices related to the trainings of eth-
ics and wisdom may lead to unintended consequences, such 
as increased self-centredness, reduced psychological well-
being, and a negative impact on prosocial behaviour (Bayot 
et al., 2020; Feruglio et al., 2022).

In the 1980s, the first generation of empirical studies 
into Buddhist-Derived Meditation Practices (BDPs) pre-
dominantly investigated Mindfulness Meditation, a type of 
non-judgemental awareness of experiences in the present 
moment (Kabat-Zinn, 2003). Mindfulness Meditation, dis-
tinct from mindfulness as a trait or as a concept in Bud-
dhist philosophy, was popularized by the development of 
mindfulness-based interventions (MBIs) and can be catego-
rized as a Concentration-Based practice to stabilize the mind 
(Furnell et al., 2024). As the twenty-first century began, a 
second generation of research arose which attempted to 
integrate Buddhist ethical practices into MBIs (Van Gordon 
et al., 2019). Among these additional BDPs, meditations 
on The Four Immeasurables (Brahmavihārās), including 
loving-kindness, compassion, empathetic-joy, and equa-
nimity, became more widely utilized in empirical studies 
(Zeng et al., 2017), closely aligning with the categorization 
of Ethics-Based practices for purifying the mind of unwhole-
some qualities such as anger, hate, jealousy, or discrimina-
tion. More recently, there has been a growing interest in 
understanding how more investigative and intuitive medita-
tion techniques, such as contemplations on interdependence 
and emptiness, categorized as Wisdom-Based practices, 
can influence the outcomes of mindfulness interventions 
(Bhutekar & Shirsath, 2019; Fazia et al., 2021; see Table 1).

However, it should be noted that although a given MBI 
might be regarded as primarily including, for example, 
Wisdom-Based practices, it is likely that a combination of 
Concentration-, Ethics-, or Wisdom-Based practices will 
be integrated within a given intervention (Furnell et al., 
2024). For example, arguably every MBI will include 

Concentration-Based practices, as establishing aware-
ness and attention of the breath (a Concentration-Based 
practice) is a foundational technique for the majority of 
Buddhist, and non-Buddhist, meditations (Buddhadasa, 
1997). MBIs then may additionally incorporate Ethics- or 
Wisdom-Based practices, resulting in an intervention that 
includes a combination of the three categorized medita-
tion practices.

More specifically, Wisdom-Based BDPs are medita-
tion practices that emphasize the cultivation of wisdom 
and insight into the three Buddhist existential principles 
(tilakkhaṇa), namely, impermanence, unsatisfactoriness 
caused by attachment, and no-self (Anālayo, 2017). These 
practices highlight the realization of, for example, inter-
dependence, emptiness, and oneness (Dalai Lama, 2019). 
The primary purpose of Wisdom-Based BDPs is to address 
the Buddhist understanding of the ultimate cause of suf-
fering: an attachment to an independent-permanent self 
(Chah, 2011). This attachment to an erroneous self has been 
termed Ontological Addiction, which studies suggest can 
have detrimental effects on cognitive abilities and psycho-
logical well-being (Barrows et al., 2023). For the purpose 
of this systematic review, Wisdom-Based practices will 
include meditative techniques that focus on contemplating 
interdependence and interconnectedness, perspective taking 
on self and others, and the emptiness of an independent-
permanent self.

Additionally, while early research on MBIs primarily 
focused on investigating the correlation between medita-
tion practices and the reduction of negative emotional and 
physical states (Berry et al., 2020), more recent studies have 
adopted a positive psychological perspective to explore 
how MBIs can promote positive emotions, improved rela-
tionships, and heightened awareness (Zheng et al., 2022). 
Furthermore, there has been a growing trend to not only 
assess how meditation influences personal psychological 
well-being but also a recognition of the potential for MBIs 
to enhance prosocial behaviour (Berry et al., 2020). This 
signifies a shift from the individual-oriented approach to a 
more holistic perspective that acknowledges the intercon-
nectedness of personal and social well-being (Feruglio et al., 
2022).

Table 1  Categorization of Concentration-, Ethics-, and Wisdom-Based meditation practices

Concentration-Based Ethics-Based Wisdom-Based

Related training: concentration (samādhi) Related training: ethics (sīla) Related training: wisdom (prajñā)
Primary focus: Attention and interoceptive awareness 

practices
Primary focus: Practices that nurture 

compassion and regulate emotions
Primary focus: Changing perspective of self, 

embracing non-attachment and intercon-
nectedness

Meditation type: Stabilizing Meditation type: Purifying Meditation type: Investigating and Intuiting
Example of meditation practice: Awareness of Breath Example of meditation practice:

Generating Loving-Kindness
Example of meditation practice:
Contemplating Interdependence
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Prosocial behaviour, also referred to as altruistic or moral 
behaviour, can be broadly defined as any action that benefits 
one or more recipients other than the originator (Pfatthe-
icher et al., 2022). Empirical research investigating the effect 
of meditation on prosocial behaviour has operationalized 
prosocial behaviour in various ways. These include helping 
behaviour (Leiberg et al., 2011), altruistic redistribution of 
funds (Weng et al., 2013), reparative behaviour (Hafenbrack 
et al., 2022), monetary donation (Chen & Jordan, 2020), 
and in certain cases pro-environmental behaviour, where 
individuals make choices to reduce the negative impact of 
their actions on the environment, its inhabitants, and future 
generations (Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002; Palomo-Vélez 
et al., 2020).

There is still much debate around how meditation prac-
tices positively relate to moral and prosocial behaviour. 
The systematic review and meta-analysis by Donald et al. 
(2019) explored the link between mindfulness and prosocial 
behaviour, focusing on both trait mindfulness and mindful-
ness interventions. Their review found that interventions 
focusing on the cultivation of prosocial emotions such as 
Loving-Kindness and Compassion Meditation did not have 
a greater impact on prosocial behaviour when compared 
to interventions that only focussed on cultivating present-
centred awareness, such as Mindfulness Meditation. There-
fore, current evidence does not seem to support the role of 
Ethical-Based practices within MBIs as a meditating factor 
for promoting prosociality. Rather, it suggests that the link 
between MBIs and prosocial outcomes is due to an increase 
in present-centred awareness and its subsequent impact on 
an individual’s self-control and ability to detect morally 
relevant information in the present moment (Donald et al., 
2019).

However, two major limitations of the abovementioned 
review were that firstly, it encompassed a diverse array of 
meditation interventions with a substantial variety of medita-
tion practices and secondly, included a wide range of meas-
ures for prosocial behaviour, impacting the ability to draw 
reliable inferences from the pooled effects (Donald et al., 
2019). Another meta-analysis tried to address such limita-
tions by separating meditation interventions into two dis-
tinct categorizations: those that explicitly included Ethics-
Based practices and those that did not (Berry et al., 2020). 
Additionally, to reduce the potential bias associated with 
self-reported measures of prosocial behaviour, the analysis 
focussed on overt measures of prosocial action. It found that 
the effects of MBIs on overt prosocial behaviour were not 
limited to meditation interventions that explicitly included 
ethical practices, but Concentration-Based practices alone 
were effective at increasing compassionate helping behav-
iour (Berry et al., 2020).

However, the results from the reviews by Donald et al. 
(2019) and Berry et al. (2020) contradict theory put forward 

by Monteiro et al. (2015) as well as results from previous 
studies (Chen & Jordan, 2020; Poulin et al., 2021), which 
both support the idea that including Ethics-Based practices 
within meditation interventions promotes higher prosocial 
action relative to interventions with no ethical component. 
These contradictions may be attributed to the broad catego-
rization of studies used in previous reviews. Neither Donald 
et al. (2019) nor Berry et al. (2020) differentiated between 
interventions that incorporated Ethics-Based practices and 
those that included both Ethics- and Wisdom-Based prac-
tices. It is possible that ethical practices alone may not be 
enough to drive changes in prosocial behaviour, while the 
integration of both ethical and Buddhist wisdom practices 
could be essential for a significant impact on prosocial 
behaviour, potentially contributing to the observed contra-
dictory results in previous studies.

This notion is supported by Thiermann and Sheate’s 
(2021) systematic review of the relationship between mind-
fulness and environmental sustainability which highlighted 
a consensus among theoretical (Bahl et al., 2016; Thiermann 
& Sheate, 2020) and empirical studies (Amel et al., 2009; 
Hunecke & Richter, 2019) regarding the positive impact 
of insight into interconnectedness, self-transcendence, and 
impermanence on pro-environmental behaviour. Never-
theless, most empirical studies examining this connection 
have focused on participants’ trait mindfulness without 
incorporating any form of mindfulness intervention (Thi-
ermann & Sheate, 2021). While Wisdom-Based practices 
such as interconnectedness and self-transcendence are well-
recognized as underlying factors influencing behaviour in 
pro-environmental behaviour literature, their exploration 
remains limited within the broader literature linking MBIs 
with prosocial behaviour.

The underlying mechanisms explaining how mindfulness 
promotes prosocial behaviour are still not fully understood. 
In general, there are two main schools of thought: one sug-
gests increased attention towards others and enhanced self-
control, caused by Concentration-Based practices alone, 
mediate prosocial behaviours (Donald et al., 2019; Traut-
wein et al., 2020). The other proposes that prosocial behav-
iour is positively influenced by other-oriented motivation 
and a greater sense of responsibility towards others, result-
ing from MBIs including Ethical-Based practices (Feruglio 
et al., 2022). However, a third school of thought is emerging 
that suggests the erosion of ego-centric bias leads to the 
development of altruistic moral reasoning (Pandey et al., 
2018), and that self-transcendence—insight into interde-
pendence—is the underlining mechanism linking medita-
tion with prosocial outcomes (Kang, 2019). In other words, 
changing an individual’s perspective of self causes a feeling 
of interconnectedness with others, thereby influencing them 
to act in prosocial ways (Kang, 2019). Proponents of this 
perspective recognize that the inclusion of Wisdom-Based 
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practices such as the interdependence of all beings, imper-
manence, or emptiness into MBIs may encourage prosocial 
actions through a growing sense of interconnectedness (Bahl 
et al., 2016; Purser, 2015).

Despite growing interest in the effects of meditation prac-
tices on prosocial behaviour, there remains a notable gap in 
the literature concerning a comprehensive systematic review 
specifically focused on meditation interventions that incor-
porate Wisdom-Based BDPs. Existing systematic reviews 
and meta-analyses have predominantly examined different 
types of meditation practices, with a primary emphasis on 
the inclusion or exclusion of ethics as a differentiating factor, 
often overlooking Buddhist wisdom practices (Berry et al., 
2020; Donald et al., 2019; Luberto et al., 2018).

To address this knowledge gap, we conducted a compre-
hensive systematic review to investigate the question: How 
do meditation-based interventions, that implicitly and/or 
explicitly include Wisdom-Based Buddhist Derived Prac-
tices, affect prosocial behaviour, as measured through empir-
ical experiments? The present systematic review explored 
the influence of Wisdom-Based BDPs on prosocial behav-
iour and other-oriented altruistic motivation. By doing so, 
this systematic review aimed to gain valuable insights into 
the relationship between Wisdom-Based BDPs and prosocial 
behaviour. Additionally, this review further aimed to exam-
ine the underlying mechanisms of prosocial behaviour and 
provide insights into the potential benefits, applications, and 
development of MBIs.

Method

Eligibility Criteria

For papers to be included for detailed review and analy-
sis, they had to (i) have been published in a peer-reviewed 
journal using the English language; (ii) report an empirical 
intervention study of an MBI that implicitly and/or explic-
itly made use of Buddhist wisdom principles; (iii) include 
pre- and post-intervention measures of dependent variables 
with adequate statistical analysis; and (iv) assess changes in 
prosocial tendencies through suitably validated self-reports 
(e.g., psychological trait questionnaires), hypothetical sce-
narios, or actual behaviour in morally relevant contexts. 
Papers were excluded from detailed review and analysis if 
they (i) contained no new empirical data (e.g., a descrip-
tive and/or theoretical review paper), (ii) followed a single-
participant design, (iii) did not include a control group, (iv) 
reported only qualitative data, (v) utilized an MBI where 
there was no implicit or explicit mention of Buddhist exist-
ence principles, or (vi) evaluated interventions that did not 
include meditation practices as a core component.

While it has been argued that studies relying solely on 
self-reported measures and hypothetical scenarios may have 
methodological limitations in assessing prosocial behaviour 
(Feruglio et al., 2022), widely used psychometric scales like 
the Prosocialness Scale for Adults (Caprara et al., 2005) and 
the Prosocial Behavioral Intentions Scale (Baumsteiger & 
Siegel, 2019) are considered valid measures in meditation 
literature (Luengo Kanacri et al., 2021). Likewise, certain 
compassion scales, including the Compassion Scale Towards 
Others (Pommier et al., 2020) and the Santa Clara Brief 
Compassion Scale (Hwang et al., 2008), are also commonly 
considered valid measures of prosocial tendencies within 
the meditation literature due to their inclusion of questions 
specifically assessing prosocial behaviour, and thus are con-
sidered as measures of prosocial behaviour for the purposes 
of this paper.

Search Strategy and Selection Process

A comprehensive search was completed using Google 
Scholar, Science Direct, and PsychINFO electronic aca-
demic databases, with selected dates running from the start 
of database records until 1 December 2023. The search 
criteria included either Prosocial Behavi*, Moral Behavi*, 
Altruism or, Generosity, in combination with either MBI, 
Mindfulness, or Meditation, in combination with either 
Interconnected, Impermanence, Emptiness, Self-transcend-
ence, Wisdom, Non-attachment, or Nonattachment. A pre-
liminary review of each article’s title, abstract, and keywords 
was conducted to identify if the research article included a 
meditation intervention as well as potential measures for 
prosocial outcomes.

The process of identifying, retrieving, assessing, and 
shortlisting abstracts was carried out by a single member 
of the research team. The chosen studies were subsequently 
transferred to an Excel spreadsheet, where a second mem-
ber of the research team audited them to validate the initial 
team member’s selection criteria. In all cases, agreement 
was reached between the first two research team members. 
The two assessors then independently undertook a full-text 
review of all shortlisted abstracts. Any disagreements relat-
ing to study eligibility were resolved through deliberation 
between the two research team members and in the event 
uncertainty persisted, a third member of the research team 
was available to decide the final outcome.

Data Collection Process

Data was extracted from the included studies based on rec-
ommendations from the Cochrane Handbook for System-
atic Reviews of Interventions (Li et al., 2022). Extracted 
data items included sample size, control-group design (e.g., 
wait-list, treatment-as-usual, comparative intervention, 
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purpose-made active control condition), specific details of 
the intervention (e.g., meditation practices, program and 
session length), location and setting (e.g., online or offline, 
live or recorded delivery), facilitator experience, diagnosis 
(where applicable), measurement tools and specific metrics 
(e.g., psychometric scales and other assessment measures 
for prosocial behaviour), as well as pre-, post-, and follow-
up findings (if available). Subsequently, the studies were 
categorized into two groups: meditation interventions that 
explicitly incorporated Wisdom-Based BDPs (e.g., directly 
referencing Buddhist existence principles and crediting them 
to Buddhist philosophy) and meditation interventions that 
implicitly incorporated them.

Quality Scoring and Risk of Bias Assessment

Following previous systematic reviews that assess the impact 
and effectiveness of MBIs and meditative practices (Kriak-
ous et al., 2021; Lomas et al., 2019; Shonin et al., 2015), 
this review also assessed the quality and risk of bias of the 
included studies using the Quality Assessment Tool for 
Quantitative Studies (QATQS; National Collaborating Cen-
tre for Methods & Tools, 2008). Following the assessment 
of selection bias, study design, confounders, blinding, data 
collection methods, and withdrawal and dropouts, a global 
score of strong (1), moderate (2), or weak (3) was calculated 
for each study.

QATQS scoring was initially conducted by a single mem-
ber of the research team, following guidelines specified in 

the QATQS protocol. To ensure consistency and standard-
ized results, a QATQS dictionary was utilized alongside the 
assessment tool. A second member of the research team then 
independently conducted QATQS scoring, and any devia-
tions in scores between the two assessors were carefully 
examined, discussed, and reconciled.

Results

Study Selection

The initial comprehensive literature search identified a total 
of 1422 studies. After screening the titles and abstracts, 1337 
studies were excluded as duplicates or for not meeting the 
criteria of being empirical studies on MBIs that measured 
prosocial behaviour. After a preliminary shortlist of 85 stud-
ies that underwent a full-text review, 12 studies were found 
to meet all the inclusion criteria and were subsequently 
audited by a second member of the research team (in all 
cases, a consensus on eligibility was reached between the 
first two research team members). Finally, all 12 studies 
were selected for in-depth review and assessment. Figure 1 
shows the PRISMA flow diagram illustrating the process of 
paper selection.

Of the 85 papers that underwent a full-text review, the 
most common reason for exclusion was that the study did 
not implicitly and/or explicitly include mention of Wis-
dom-Based BDPs (n = 66). For example, multiple studies 

Total Studies Identified:

n = 1422

Preliminary Shortlist for

Full-text Review: n = 85

Duplicates or not an empirical study of an MBI 

measuring prosocial behaviour:

n = 1337

Eligible Studies for Second

Member Audit: n = 12

Excluded Studies:

n = 0

Included Studies:

n = 12

Excluded Studies

n = 73

Reasons for Exclusion: 

Did not implicitly and/or explicitly 

include mention of BDPs: 

n = 66

Only reported qualitive data: 

n = 2

No new empirical data:

n = 5

Fig. 1  PRISMA flow diagram of the paper selection process
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specifically stated the MBI comprised purely present-centred 
awareness practices and provided adequate explanation of 
intervention details accordingly (e.g., Berry et al., 2018; 
Dixon et al., 2019; Heppner et al., 2008). However, other 
studies did not provide adequate information on the specif-
ics of the MBI, causing it to be unclear whether Wisdom-
Based practices were used during the interventions (e.g., 
Georgiou et al., 2020; Kirk & Montague, 2015; Winning 
& Boag, 2015). In such cases, an email was sent to the cor-
responding author of each study to confirm the details of 
the intervention. Other reasons for studies to be excluded 
were that they only reported qualitative data (n = 3) (e.g., 
Andreu et al., 2021; Shonin et al., 2014), or were overviews 
of previous studies, providing no new empirical data (n = 4) 
(e.g., Kang, 2019; Singer & Engert, 2019).

Characteristics of Included Studies

Of the 12 papers that met the inclusion criteria, over 65% 
were published in the last 5 years, indicating a growing inter-
est in exploring the connection between Wisdom-Based 
practices and prosocial behaviour within MBIs across vary-
ing contexts. Among the included studies, ten employed an 
RCT design, while the others used controlled designs such as 
non-randomized control trials. Of the 12 papers that met the 
inclusion criteria, the mean QATQS quality score was 1.25 
(SD = 0.45), indicating a moderate to strong level of study 
quality. A total of 9 studies received a strong quality score, 
and 3 studies received a moderate quality score. Addition-
ally, the total number of participants across all 12 studies 
was 2195 (M = 182.92, SD = 182.08).

The specific focus on incorporating Buddhist Wisdom-
Based practices into an MBI distinguished the present paper 
from prior systematic reviews in this area. Due to this unique 
approach and the inclusion of non-randomized control trials, 
approximately 80% of the studies evaluated in this review 
were not covered in previous systemic reviews and meta-
analyses focussed on investigating the impacts of MBIs on 
prosocial behaviour (Berry et al., 2020; Donald et al., 2019).

Table 2 provides a comprehensive overview of the quality 
and risk of bias of the included studies, study characteristics, 
intervention descriptions, measures for prosocial behaviour, 
and outcomes for each study included.

How Prosocial Behaviour was Assessed 
and Measured

Prosocial behaviour was conceptualized in various ways 
across the included studies. The most prevalent approach 
involved evaluating prosocial behaviour as a shift in partici-
pants’ desire to help unknown others (Böckler et al., 2018; 
Brito-Pons et al., 2018; Chen & Jordan, 2020; Montero-
Marin et al., 2016; Xiao et al., 2020). Another frequently 

adopted perspective considered prosocial behaviour as a 
modification in participants’ empathetic response (Bayot 
et al., 2020; Chen & Jordan, 2020; Montero-Marin et al., 
2016; Wallmark et al., 2013). Additionally, there was a 
noteworthy emphasis on assessing tangible expressions of 
prosocial behaviour, such as the actual donation of time, 
money, or possessions (Böckler et al., 2018; Chen & Jor-
dan, 2020; Flook et al., 2015; Xiao et al., 2020). In contrast, 
some studies construed prosocial behaviour as participants’ 
self-reported behavioural responses to hypothetical scenar-
ios (Bayot et al., 2020; Böckler et al., 2018; Geiger et al., 
2020). Furthermore, an alternative approach was employed 
in one study, where prosocial behaviour was understood as 
changes in participants’ implicit prosocial responses (Bayot 
et al., 2020).

Additionally, prosocial behaviour was measured in vari-
ous ways, with some studies employing multiple methods. 
More than 80% of the reviewed studies utilized psychomet-
ric questionnaires to measure prosocial behaviour, while 
approximately 25% of the studies incorporated tasks related 
to monetary donation or volunteering. Subsequently, over 
15% of the studies employed interactive computer tasks, and 
a similar percentage used hypothetical scenarios to assess 
prosocial tendencies.

The Impact on Prosocial Behaviour

The reviewed studies indicated that Wisdom-Based BDPs 
were applicable in influencing prosocial behaviour for indi-
viduals of different age groups (i.e., preschool students, 
university students, and adults), as well as individuals 
with varying levels of meditation experience (i.e., novice 
to advanced practitioners). Another noteworthy observa-
tion is that even incorporating brief Wisdom-Based prac-
tices into an MBI, such as 10 min of guided meditation per 
day for 6 days (Chen & Jordan, 2020) or a single 15-min 
guided meditation (Poulin et al., 2021), were found to have 
a positive impact on prosocial behaviour. Outcomes from the 
included studies also indicated that participating in weekly 
sessions for a duration of 8–13 weeks yielded positive effects 
on prosocial behaviour.

In general, the studies can be categorized by the different 
Wisdom-Based practices they incorporated into their MBIs. 
Namely, (1) contemplation of interdependence, (2) perspec-
tive taking on self and other, (3) both contemplation of inter-
dependence and perspective taking on self and other, and (4) 
contemplating and intuiting emptiness (Table 2).

MBIs Including Contemplation on Interdependence

Approximately 40% of the reviewed studies included con-
templations on interdependence and/or interconnectedness 
as their primary Wisdom-Based practice (Brito-Pons et al., 
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2018; Chen & Jordan, 2020; Flook et al., 2015; Geiger 
et al., 2020; Poulin et al., 2021). Among these interventions, 
three included the Wisdom-Based practice of interdepend-
ence alongside Ethics-Based practices such as Compassion 
Meditation (Brito-Pons et al., 2018), kindness and gratitude 
exercises (Flook et al., 2015), and no-harm principles (Chen 
& Jordan, 2020), while two studies incorporated the practice 
in isolation from Ethics-Based practices (Geiger et al., 2020; 
Poulin et al., 2021).

Firstly, the study by Brito-Pons et al. (2018) compared 
an MBI that included Concentration-, Ethics-, and Wisdom-
Based practices (Compassion Cultivation Training; CCT), 
with an MBI that only included Concentration-Based prac-
tices (Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction; MBSR). Find-
ings revealed a significant increase in “compassion for oth-
ers” and “identification with all of humanity” in participants 
of the CCT group which was not observed in the control or 
MBSR group. These results suggest that the inclusion of 
Ethics- and Wisdom-Based practices within an MBI may 
enhance prosocial orientation compared to MBIs which do 
not include them. However, as both “compassion for others” 
and “identification with all of humanity” increased during 
the intervention, it is unclear whether the underlying mech-
anism for prosocial behaviour is increased compassion or 
increased interdependence.

Similarly, Flook et al. (2015) investigated the effects of an 
MBI including Concentration-, Ethics-, and Wisdom-Based 
practices (the Mindfulness-Based Kindness Curriculum), 
on the prosocial behaviour of preschool children. Results 
revealed a significant increase in actual prosocial behaviour 
(as measured by their willingness to share resources with 
others) among participants in the intervention group. These 
positive effects were particularly evident in participants with 
lower baseline executive functioning, such as lower social 
competence and cognitive ability. However, due to the nature 
of the study’s design, it is unclear whether the impact on 
prosocial behaviour resulted from the inclusion of Concen-
tration-, Ethics-, or Wisdom-Based practices.

Although the previous studies had a positive effect on 
prosocial behaviour, the underlying mechanisms for this 
change were unclear. Results from Chen and Jordan’s 
(2020) study help address this issue whereby participants 
of an Ethical Mindfulness intervention (EthicalM; an MBI 
including Concentration-, Ethics-, and Wisdom-Based 
practices) were significantly more likely to make charitable 
donations and donate more money compared to participants 
of a Secular Mindfulness intervention (SecularM; an MBI 
only including Concentration-Based practices). Interestingly, 
the same study found that SecularM participants donated 
less than Control Group participants which, as Chen and 
Jordan (2020) suggest, demonstrates how MBIs only includ-
ing Concentration-Based practices may decrease prosocial 
behaviour for certain participant groups (i.e., individuals 

with low trait empathy). Notably, the study found no sig-
nificant differences between groups in compassionate goals 
during the intervention. This potentially suggests that the 
underlying mechanism for participants increased prosocial 
behaviour was not connected to changes in compassion but 
rather correlated with fostering a sense of interdependence 
with others (Chen & Jordan, 2020).

This proposition was further explored by the studies 
by Geiger et  al. (2020) and Poulin et  al. (2021), which 
attempted to isolate the causal relationship between MBIs 
and prosocial behaviour by only including Wisdom-Based 
practices (and not Ethics-Based practices) into their inter-
ventions. Firstly, the incorporation of contemplating the 
interdependence of all phenomena into a sustainably adapted 
MBI showed no significant difference on pro-environmen-
tal and sustainable consumption behaviours (Geiger et al., 
2020). This finding suggests that the inclusion of interde-
pendence alone into an MBI may be insufficient in positively 
influencing prosocial behaviour. However, the sustainably 
adapted MBI only included mention of interdependence as 
a minor part of the intervention, being introduced just once 
in week 7 of an 8-week intervention. Consequently, there 
might have been insufficient time allotted for the Wisdom-
Based practice to exert an influence on behavioural out-
comes. Conversely, when interdependence was included 
as a foundational part of the intervention, with participants 
being primed with it before engaging in a guided Mindful-
ness Meditation, there was a significant increase in proso-
cial volunteering behaviours (Poulin et al., 2021). Notably, 
Poulin et al. (2021) also found that when participants were 
primed with independence before engaging in the medita-
tion, there was a significant decrease in prosocial behaviour.

In summary, results from these studies indicate that incor-
porating the Wisdom-Based practice of contemplating inter-
dependence into MBIs, if given sufficient time, can have 
a positive impact on participants’ prosocial outcomes. On 
the other hand, studies also suggested that if MBIs do not 
include such practices (Chen & Jordan, 2020) or include 
practices emphasizing independence (Poulin et al., 2021), 
there is potential to negatively impact behaviour, further 
supporting the idea that interdependence with others serves 
as an underlying mechanism for prosocial behaviour.

MBIs Including Perspective Taking on Self and Others

Around 25% of the included studies primarily incorporated 
the Wisdom-Based practice of perspective taking on self 
and others (Böckler et al., 2018; Hildebrandt et al., 2017; 
Wallmark et al., 2013). Among these, one study included 
perspective taking on self and others alongside the Ethics-
Based practice of Compassion Meditation (Wallmark et al., 
2013), while the other two studies attempted to separate the 
inclusion of Concentration-, Ethics-, and Wisdom-Based 
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practices in an effort to explore the underlying mechanisms 
of specific salutary outcomes (Böckler et al., 2018; Hilde-
brandt et al., 2017).

Firstly, results from an intervention that combined a 
type of Compassion Meditation with the Wisdom-Based 
practice of taking the perspective of others found a signifi-
cant increase in empathy and altruistic motivation among 
participants (Wallmark et al., 2013). Notably, the findings 
indicated a positive correlation between participants’ ability 
to adopt the perspective of others, with the ability to offer 
non-judgmental kindness, which as Wallmark et al. (2013) 
suggest may contribute to the development of altruistic 
prosocial behaviour. However, as the intervention combined 
both Ethics-Based and Wisdom-Based practices, it is unclear 
which meditative technique was the cause of these salutary 
outcomes.

Accordingly, Böckler et al. (2018) and Hildebrandt et al. 
(2017) isolated different meditation practices by categoriz-
ing them in a similar way to Table 1, with a Presence module 
focussed on attentional processes (closely relating to Con-
centration-Based practices), an Affect module focussed on 
socio-affective processes (closely relating to Ethics-Based 
practices), and a Perspective module focussed on meta-
cognitive processes (closely relating to Wisdom-Based 
practices). Böckler et al. (2018) found that Ethics-Based 
practices (Affect module) directly influenced the underlying 
altruistic motivations that drive prosocial behaviour which 
were not found in other modules. Similarly, the analysis 
by Hildebrandt et al. (2017) suggested that Ethics-Based 
practices (Affect module) led to consistent increases in rat-
ings of Common Humanity compared to other modules. 
This implies that Ethics-Based practices may play a more 
causative role in enhancing prosocial behaviour, through the 
development of altruism and a feeling of shared humanity, 
compared to the Wisdom-Based practice of perspective tak-
ing on self and others.

 Additionally, although not a primary research objective, 
the findings by Böckler et al. (2018) suggest that the order 
in which Concentration-, Ethics-, and Wisdom-Based prac-
tices are implemented within an MBI may have a differential 
effect on participants. For example, there were significantly 
higher improvements in participants’ prosocial behaviour in 
a game theoretical paradigm (the Dictator Game; Camerer, 
2003) when they were subjected to the meditation tech-
niques in the sequential order of Concentration-, Ethics-, and 
Wisdom-Based practices, compared to Concentration-, Wis-
dom-, and Ethics-Based practices. These results indicate that 
the optimal impact on prosocial behaviour may stem from a 
particular combination of diverse meditation practices.

In summary, although not all the studies agreed whether it 
was Ethics- or Wisdom-Based practices, or a combination of 
the two, that led to the development of altruism and a feeling 
of shared humanity, there was a consensus that increased 

altruistic motivations and sense of common humanity were 
driving factors in the promotion of prosocial behaviour.

MBIs Including Both Interdependence and Perspective 
Taking on Self and Others

An additional 25% of the included studies incorporated the 
Wisdom-Based practices of both interdependence and per-
spective taking on self (Bayot et al., 2020; Montero-Marin 
et al., 2016; Xiao et al., 2020). Among these, one study 
included the Wisdom-Based practices alongside Ethics-
Based practices (Bayot et al., 2020), while the other two iso-
lated the Wisdom-Based practices in their respective inter-
ventions (Montero-Marin et al., 2016; Xiao et al., 2020).

Firstly, the study by Bayot et al. (2020) comparing an 
MBI including Concentration-Based practices (Standardized 
Mindfulness Training) with an MBI including Concentra-
tion-, Ethics-, and Wisdom-Based practices (Ethics-oriented 
Mindfulness Training) found that that only participants of 
the Ethics-oriented Mindfulness Training demonstrated a 
significant increase in their ability to empathize with oth-
ers. However, only participants in the Standardized Mind-
fulness Training group showed a significant increase in 
implicit prosocial responding, suggesting that there may not 
necessary be a causal link between empathy and prosocial 
behaviour.

Similarly, results from a study that incorporated the 
Wisdom-Based practices of contemplating interdependence 
and the nature of self and others into an MBI (Mindfulness-
Based Self Exploration Course) found that there was no sig-
nificant difference in changes in empathy of the intervention 
group compared to the control group (Xiao et al., 2020). 
However, there was a significant decrease in the willingness 
to engage in prosocial behaviour in the control group, which 
was not observed in participants of the Mindfulness-Based 
Self Exploration Course. These findings further suggest that 
changes in prosocial behaviour may not solely correlate with 
changes in empathy, but other mechanisms, such as a height-
ened sense of interdependence with others, may serve as an 
underlying cause. Notably, Xiao et al. (2020) also found that 
the Mindfulness-Based Self Exploration Course had a signif-
icant impact on willingness to engage in prosocial behaviour 
but only for participants with above-average scores on moral 
identity, suggesting that an individual’s personal beliefs, val-
ues, and moral traits may also influence the effectiveness of 
an MBI in promoting prosocial behaviour.

Unlike the studies by Bayot et al. (2020) and Xiao et al. 
(2020), which only incorporated the Wisdom-Based practices 
for 1 week each per their respective 8- and 11-week MBIs 
durations, the study by Montero-Marin et al. (2016) included 
contemplations on interdependence and selflessness as inte-
gral parts of the intervention. This study compared partici-
pants engaging in purely a Concentration-Based meditation 
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practice (Mindfulness Meditation) with those engaged in 
both Concentration- and Wisdom-Based practices (Insight 
Meditation). The results indicated that only participants in 
the Insight Meditation group exhibited a significant increase 
in compassion, acceptance, and identification with others, 
which, as Montero-Marin et al. (2016) assert, may be linked 
to the subsequent significant decrease in reward dependence 
and the potential increase in prosocial tendencies.

In summary, the findings suggest that a growing sense of 
interdependence rather than empathetic concern may be a 
causal condition for prosocial behaviour. Additionally, there 
is evidence to indicate that an individual’s personal beliefs, 
values, and moral traits, as well as the extent in which Wis-
dom-Based practices are integrated into an intervention, may 
influence the effectiveness of an MBI in enhancing prosocial 
tendencies.

MBIs Including Contemplation on Emptiness

Finally, only one study included a Wisdom-Based practice 
specifically related to the contemplation and intuition of 
emptiness (Van Gordon et al., 2019). The study by Van Gor-
don et al. (2019) compared advanced Buddhist meditation 
practitioners who were either subjected to an intervention 
incorporating Concentration-Based practices (Mindfulness 
Meditation) or Wisdom-Based practices (Emptiness Medita-
tion). Results indicated that while both groups were associ-
ated with increases in the desire to help unknown others, 
the increase was significantly higher for participants of the 
Emptiness Meditation intervention. The reason for this, as 
proposed by Van Gordon et al. (2019), was that participants 
of the Emptiness Meditation experienced “Compassionate 
Farsightedness” (a state of oneness), which led to spiritually 
meaningful insights and the enhancement of compassion and 
prosocial tendencies. However, it was acknowledged that 
the experience of emptiness is an advanced meditative prac-
tice which may not be achievable for novice or intermediate 
meditators without appropriate tuition and training.

Discussion

The present paper conducted a systematic review to exam-
ine MBIs incorporating Wisdom-Based meditation practices 
and their relationship to prosocial behaviour. Collectively, 
the findings suggest that MBIs incorporating the Buddhist 
wisdom practices of contemplating interdependence, empti-
ness, and perspective-taking on self and others may enhance 
prosocial behaviour through various mechanisms, such as (i) 
developing a sense of interdependence and common human-
ity, (ii) fostering the altruistic desire to help others, and (iii) 
experiencing a state of oneness.

Notably, the findings also suggest that empathetic concern 
may play a less important role in enhancing prosocial ten-
dencies than previous studies propose (Berry et al., 2020), 
as both Bayot et al. (2020) and Xiao et al. (2020) found 
no correlation between changes in empathy with prosocial 
behaviour. Conversely, the present review reinforces the 
perspective that meditation practices contribute to proso-
cial behaviour by transforming an individual’s perception of 
self. This transformation involves shifting from a rigid self 
that requires protection to one that is interdependent, flex-
ible, and non-attached (Donald et al., 2019). Earlier research 
indicates that reduced attachment to the self correlates with 
a greater likelihood of responding helpfully to the needs of 
others (Berry & Brown, 2017), responding less defensively 
following perceived threats to the self (Niemiec et al., 2010), 
and demonstrating less intergroup bias (Lueke & Gibson, 
2015). Moreover, the altruistic desire to help others could 
be connected to a decrease in reward salience (where reward 
is the focal consideration of the individual), diminishing the 
significance of obtaining a reward for engaging in helpful 
behaviour (Feruglio et al., 2022). This relationship might 
also be associated to a diminished attachment to self since 
there is no I or me requiring a specific reward, a concept sup-
ported by research conducted by Northoff and Hayes (2011) 
on the interplay between self and reward models.

The findings of this systematic review also receive theo-
retical support from the work of Bahl et al. (2016), who pro-
posed a framework for behavioural transformation through 
mindful insight. According to their theory, mindfulness-
based practices play a pivotal role in enhancing partici-
pants’ attention, acceptance, and awareness of both internal 
and external stimuli. This heightened awareness prepares 
participants for insights into interdependence and self-
transcendence, ultimately leading to transformative shifts 
in behavioural choices and actions.

Similarly, Leary and Diebels (2017) put forth a compa-
rable theory concerning the correlation between mindful-
ness-based practices and their capacity to diminish egoistic 
thought, including self-preoccupation and values associ-
ated with self-enhancement. According to their perspective, 
a reduction in egoistic perspectives and the promotion of 
self-transcendent values, such as interdependence and one-
ness, are crucial factors in fostering overt generosity, as evi-
denced in considerate, responsible, and prosocial attitudes 
and behaviours.

However, while Bahl et al. (2016) and Leary and Diebels 
(2017) acknowledge the crucial role of insight into Buddhist 
wisdom principles in driving positive changes in prosocial 
behaviour, they do not explore the explicit need for Wisdom-
Based practices within interventions to impart insight into 
such principles. Conversely, theory put forward by Monteiro 
et al. (2015) challenges this conception as they suggest the 
benefits of the modern mindfulness movement, categorized 
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by MBIs solely including Concentration-Based practices, 
are confined to the individual and may be unable to culti-
vate a sense of interdependence or have a wider impact on 
prosocial behavioural choices. The reason for this is that 
Concentration-Based practices serve to reinforce individu-
als’ sense of self, rather than transcend it (Monteiro et al., 
2015).

To address this issue, Van Gordon et al. (2019) offer a 
working model on the cultivation of emptiness (the tran-
scendence of self) that can be incorporated into the structure 
of an MBI. The model suggests that initially, Concentra-
tion-Based practices are necessary to prepare and stabi-
lize the mind. However, there is the subsequent need for 
Wisdom-Based practices to enable participants to perceive 
interdependence and oneness, ultimately leading to altered 
prosocial tendencies. Several of the studies included in this 
review seem to align with and provide support for this work-
ing model, particularly those that directly compared MBIs 
incorporating purely Concentration-Based practices with 
those including Wisdom-Based or a combination of Wis-
dom- and Ethics-Based practices. For example, Brito-Pons 
et al. (2018) indicated that when incorporating the Buddhist 
wisdom practice of contemplating interdependence within 
the intervention there was a significant positive impact on 
prosocial behaviour, while the studies by Chen and Jordan 
(2020) and Poulin et al. (2021) crucially found that the 
absence contemplating interdependence, or the inclusion 
of contemplating independence, led to a reduction in the 
prosocial behaviour of participants.

A potential explanation for this phenomenon can be found 
in traditional Buddhist teachings on mindfulness, such as 
those in the Mindfulness of Breathing or Ānāpānasati 
Sutta. The Ānāpānasati Sutta begins with Concentration-
Based practices to stabilize the body and mind, before pro-
gressing onto Ethics-Based practices aimed at purifying 
the mind from unwholesome thoughts and emotions (Nhat 
Hanh, 1996). Finally, when the mind is both calm and pure, 
it becomes ready to engage in Wisdom-Based practices 
(Anālayo, 2019). Through this process, the practitioner is 
able to transition into a realm of non-duality and interde-
pendence, which can lead to more compassionate and proso-
cial actions (Nhat Hanh, 2017).

This concept has been visually depicted as a sequen-
tial progression from Concentration-Based practices to 
Ethics-Based practices and, ultimately, to Wisdom-Based 
practices, leading to enhanced prosocial behaviour (Furnell 
et al., 2024). What stands out in this visual representation is 
how participants with particular personality traits, who are 
involved in MBIs that exclusively incorporate Concentra-
tion-Based practices, may exhibit a tendency towards devel-
oping antisocial behaviour. This aligns with the findings 
of Chen and Jordan (2020), suggesting that certain MBIs 
could potentially have a detrimental effect on the prosocial 

behaviour of individuals with low trait empathy. Addition-
ally, Xiao et al. (2020) propose that such interventions may 
not positively influence prosocial tendencies in participants 
with low to average scores on moral identity. This evidence 
underscores the notion that an individual’s personality traits 
and moral identity can influence the effectiveness of a given 
MBI.

Additionally, the systematic review and meta-analysis 
by Donald et al. (2019) proposed that self-reported measures 
of prosocial tendencies may lead to inaccurate and inflated 
correlations between an MBI and its influence on prosocial 
behaviour due to social desirability and other biases. Similar 
concerns were raised during the present systematic review 
as all studies that employed multiple methods to measure 
prosocial behaviour (around one-third of the included stud-
ies) found a limited correlation between self-reported meas-
ures (such as psychometric scales) and behavioural-based 
indicators (such as volunteering tasks, donation tasks, or 
game theoretical paradigms). These findings raise further 
concerns about the reliability of self-reported measures in 
accurately assessing prosocial behaviour. Furthermore, it 
is worth noting that over 65% of the studies that included 
donation, volunteering, hypothetical scenarios, or interactive 
computer tasks had researchers design these tasks specifi-
cally for use within the intervention. This highlights a lack of 
standardized measures to assess actual prosocial behaviour, 
making it challenging to compare the effectiveness of differ-
ent interventions in promoting prosocial behaviour.

Finally, several studies indicated that although the inclu-
sion of Wisdom-Based practices can influence the outcomes 
of an intervention, the way in which the practices are inte-
grated into an MBI may influence effectiveness for enhanc-
ing prosocial tendencies. These findings receive empirical 
support from the study by Zeng et al. (2023) which delves 
into the quality and quantity of meditation practices, sug-
gesting that if meditation practices are superficially inte-
grated into an MBI, their effectiveness will be limited 
compared to incorporating them as a meaningful part of 
the intervention. Likewise, it is imperative to thoughtfully 
integrate Wisdom-Based meditative practices into an MBI, 
recognizing their significance, rather than merely treating 
them as supplementary components.

Limitations and Future Directions

Although the overall quality of the studies included in this 
systematic review received a mean QATQS rating of moder-
ate to strong (1.25; SD = 0.45), it is important to acknowl-
edge and address the limitations identified in three specific 
studies which received moderate quality ratings. Firstly, the 
study of Van Gordon et al. (2019), despite demonstrating 
robust data collection and analysis, utilized a small sam-
ple size of 25 advanced Buddhist meditators along with a 
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within-participant control condition. The fact that the expe-
rience of emptiness is often considered to only be achiev-
able for advanced meditation practitioners raises issues 
surrounding the suitability of including the Wisdom-Based 
practice for novice meditators. Additionally, the study by 
Monteiro et al. (2015), with its controlled non-randomized 
trial, introduced potential biases as participants self-selected 
into intervention groups, potentially impacting preferences 
and assessments. Lastly, the study by Wallmark et al. (2013) 
lacked clarity on participant and assessor blinding proce-
dures, raising questions about safeguards against reporting 
bias. Despite these considerations, the collective findings 
contribute significantly to the understanding of meditation 
practices and their potential impact on prosocial behaviour.

Additionally, the sample size across the 12 included 
studies varied greatly, ranging from 25 to 621 participants. 
This wide variation in sample sizes may have impacted the 
comparability of results across the studies. Furthermore, the 
restriction to English language studies may have resulted 
in the exclusion of relevant empirical studies conducted in 
other languages. Likewise, the exclusion of unpublished and 
non-peer-reviewed papers may have overlooked potentially 
valuable evidence.

Based on this systematic review, the inclusion of Wis-
dom-Based BDPs in MBIs shows promise in promoting 
prosocial behaviour. The evidence suggests that these prac-
tices can enhance prosocial behaviour by (i) developing a 
sense of interdependence and common humanity, (ii) foster-
ing the altruistic desire to help others, and (iii) experiencing 
a state of oneness. However, further research is needed to 
validate and expand on these initial findings.

Several of the included studies incorporated both Eth-
ics-Based and Wisdom-Based practices into their interven-
tions, posing challenges in identifying which meditation 
techniques specifically contributed to changes in prosocial 
behaviour. To enhance the understanding of the underlying 
causes of prosocial behaviour, future studies should isolate 
the effects of different meditation practices incorporated 
within MBIs. However, the current broad categorization 
of MBIs found in academic literature (such as First-Gen-
eration and Second-Generation MBIs) may lack the neces-
sary nuance for meaningful comparisons between varying 
meditation practices within different interventions (Furnell 
et al., 2024). A clearer categorization that distinguishes 
between Concentration-Based, Ethics-Based, and Wisdom-
Based practices within mindfulness literature and MBIs 
could provide a more precise understanding of the relation-
ship between differing meditation practices and prosocial 
behaviour.

Furthermore, there is an increasing body of evidence indi-
cating that self-reported measures may not provide an accu-
rate representation of prosocial behaviour. In light of this, 
it is recommended that future studies assessing the impact 

of MBIs on prosocial behaviour employ a range of diverse 
measures. This includes utilizing self-reported psychomet-
ric scales in conjunction with real-world morally relevant 
scenarios to offer a more comprehensive evaluation of the 
effects of a given intervention.

In guiding the implementation of future MBIs, it is also 
essential to acknowledge the preliminary findings suggest-
ing that interventions exclusively centred on Concentration-
Based practices might potentially lead to reduced proso-
ciality and an increased perception of self-importance, 
particularly for individuals with specific personality traits or 
below-average scores for moral identity. To mitigate poten-
tial adverse effects on prosocial behaviour, it is advisable 
to incorporate Wisdom-Based practices into MBIs. Addi-
tionally, assessing participants’ personality traits within an 
MBI is recommended to further explore and understand the 
implications of these findings, ensuring a more tailored and 
beneficial approach to mindfulness interventions.
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