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ABSTRACT
Background: Mindfulness and Vipassana meditation, both rooted in early Buddhist contemplative
traditions, are often discussed as practices that can shape not just attention and stress but also the way
people think and act in moral situations. While the psychological and clinical benefits of these practices
have been studied a lot, the question of whether they actually improve moral and ethical development
is still open and somewhat contested.
Objective: This systematic review brings together empirical evidence from the last two decades to look
at how mindfulness and Vipassana meditation influence moral reasoning, prosocial behaviour, and
ethical conduct across different populations.
Methods: The review followed the PRISMA 2020 guidelines. A structured search was carried out across
four databases, namely Scopus, PubMed, PsycINFO, and Web of Science, covering studies published
between January 2005 and December 2024. Boolean combinations of terms like "mindfulness”,
"Vipassana", "moral development”, "ethical reasoning", and "prosocial behaviour" were used. After title
screening, abstract review, and full-text assessment, 28 studies were included in the final synthesis,
drawn from an initial pool of 1,684 records.
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Results: The included studies suggest a generally positive but uneven relationship between meditation
practice and moral outcomes. Vipassana meditation showed especially strong effects on reduced
aggression, improved emotional regulation, and lower recidivism in incarcerated populations.
Mindfulness-based interventions, particularly those that included explicit ethical components, were
linked to higher moral reasoning scores and greater prosocial behaviour. However, several studies also
reported limited or even slightly negative effects, especially when ethical training was missing from
the intervention.
Conclusion: Mindfulness and Vipassana meditation can support moral and ethical development, but
the size and direction of the effect depend heavily on the context, the inclusion of ethical instruction,
and the quality of the study design. The review highlights the need for better controlled trials and
clearer reporting in future work.
Keywords: Mindfulness, Vipassana, Moral Development, Ethical Reasoning, Prosocial Behaviour,
Systematic Review
1. INTRODUCTION
The interest in meditation practices like mindfulness and Vipassana has grown significantly in the last
two decades, moving well beyond their traditional religious settings into hospitals, schools, prisons,
and corporate offices. What started as a contemplative discipline within early Buddhism is now part of
a global wellness movement, with millions of people practising some form of these techniques regularly
[1]. While most of the popular attention has been on stress reduction and mental health, there is a
quieter but equally important question being asked by researchers: do these practices actually make
people more ethical, or is that just a marketing claim?
This question matters more than it might first appear. Mindfulness has been adopted in places like
business schools and corporate leadership programmes, where it is sometimes presented as a path to
better decision-making and moral leadership [2]. If the claim is true, the implications are huge. If it is
exaggerated or only partly true, it raises concerns about overpromising the benefits of what is
essentially a mental training technique. Critics have even suggested that mindfulness, when stripped
of its original ethical framework, may not lead to better moral behaviour at all, and might in some cases
be used to make people feel calm about doing harmful things [3].
The distinction between mindfulness and Vipassana is worth clarifying early. Mindfulness, in its
modern secular form, usually refers to the practice of paying non-judgmental attention to the present
moment, often through breath awareness or body scanning. Vipassana, particularly as taught by S. N.
Goenka and his predecessors, is a more traditional ten-day intensive practice that emphasises insight
into the impermanent nature of experience, alongside ethical precepts like non-violence, truthful
speech, and non-stealing [4]. So, while the two share roots, they differ in how much ethical content they
explicitly include, and this difference may matter for moral outcomes.
The conceptual link between meditation and morality is not new. The classical Buddhist framework of
the Threefold Training places ethics (Sila), concentration (Samadhi), and wisdom (Panna) as interlinked
stages, where one cannot really be developed without the others [5]. Modern research has tried to test
these ancient claims using scientific methods. Some studies have found that mindfulness training
improves moral reasoning and reduces egocentric bias. Others have found weaker effects, especially
when the training is delivered without any ethical instruction [6]. A growing body of work also shows
that Vipassana practice, with its built-in ethical component, can lead to measurable behavioural
changes in difficult populations like prison inmates [7].
Despite this growing literature, the field still lacks a clear, integrated picture. Individual studies use
different definitions of moral development, different intervention designs, and different outcome
measures. Some look at hypothetical moral dilemmas, others at actual prosocial behaviour, and still
others at long-term changes in personality and conduct. Pulling these threads together is necessary if
researchers, practitioners, and policymakers want to make informed claims about what meditation can
and cannot do for moral growth.
The objectives of this systematic review are threefold. First, to bring together the empirical evidence on
how mindfulness and Vipassana meditation affect moral and ethical development. Second, to identify
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the contexts and populations where these effects are strongest, and where they are weakest. Third, to
highlight gaps and methodological issues that future research needs to address. The review follows the
PRISMA 2020 framework to make sure the process is transparent and reproducible [8]. The remainder
of the paper is organised into a methodology section explaining the search and selection process, a
results section presenting the synthesis of included studies, a discussion of what the findings mean,
and a conclusion with directions for future work.
2. METHODOLOGY
This systematic review was conducted following the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews
and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA 2020) guidelines, which provide a structured framework for transparent
reporting of evidence synthesis [8]. The methodology was developed in stages, with each stage
documented to allow other researchers to reproduce the process.
2.1 Research Questions
The review was guided by three main research questions:
1. What is the empirical evidence linking mindfulness and Vipassana meditation to moral
reasoning, ethical conduct, and prosocial behaviour?
2. How do effects differ across populations, including general adults, students, professionals, and
incarcerated individuals?
3.  What role does the inclusion of explicit ethical instruction play in shaping these outcomes?
2.2 Search Strategy
A comprehensive search was carried out across four major academic databases, namely Scopus,
PubMed, PsycINFO, and Web of Science. The choice of these databases was based on their wide
coverage of psychology, behavioural sciences, neuroscience, and contemplative studies. Google Scholar
was used as a supplementary source for grey literature and to identify any studies missed by the main
databases.
The search was limited to studies published between 1 January 2005 and 31 December 2024, in English
language, and including original empirical research or systematic reviews. The Boolean search string
used was: ("mindfulness" OR "Vipassana" OR "insight meditation") AND ("moral development” OR
"moral reasoning” OR "ethical behaviour" OR "ethical reasoning" OR "prosocial behaviour” OR "moral
judgment"). The search was last updated in January 2025 to capture the most recent publications.
2.3 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Studies were included if they met the following criteria. The study had to be an empirical investigation,
a systematic review, or a meta-analysis. The intervention had to involve mindfulness meditation,
Vipassana meditation, or a clearly defined mindfulness-based programme. At least one outcome
measure had to relate to moral reasoning, ethical behaviour, prosocial behaviour, moral identity, or
related constructs. The study had to be published in a peer-reviewed source.
Studies were excluded if they were opinion pieces or commentaries without empirical data, if they
focused only on physical or stress-related outcomes without addressing moral or ethical variables, if
the intervention was not clearly distinguished from other contemplative practices like yoga or
transcendental meditation, or if the full text was not available in English.
2.4 Study Selection
The selection followed a four-stage process consistent with the PRISMA 2020 flow. In the identification
stage, the initial database search yielded 1,684 records, with 412 from Scopus, 528 from PubMed, 384
from PsycINFO, and 360 from Web of Science. After removing 287 duplicates, 1,397 records moved into
the screening phase. In the screening stage, titles and abstracts were reviewed against the inclusion
criteria, and 1,156 records were excluded as clearly not relevant. The remaining 241 records moved into
the eligibility stage. In the eligibility stage, full-text assessment was carried out, leading to the exclusion
of 213 studies for reasons such as lack of moral outcomes, poor methodological quality, or intervention
not matching the inclusion criteria. The final inclusion stage retained 28 studies for qualitative synthesis
[9].

2.5 Data Extraction and Quality Assessment
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A standardised data extraction form was used to capture key information from each included study.
The variables extracted included author and year, country, study design, sample size and
characteristics, type of meditation intervention, duration of intervention, outcome measures used, and
main findings. Quality assessment was carried out using the Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool (MMAT),
which allows evaluation of studies with different designs on a common scale. Studies were rated on a
five-point scale, with scores from 0 to 100% reflecting methodological quality [10].

2.6 Synthesis Approach

Because the included studies used a wide range of designs, populations, and outcome measures, a
meta-analysis was not appropriate. Instead, a narrative synthesis approach was used, where findings
were grouped by population type (general adults, students, professionals, incarcerated individuals)
and by type of meditation (mindfulness-based interventions, Vipassana retreats, mixed approaches).
Within each group, findings were summarised, compared, and discussed in light of the broader
theoretical literature [11].
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Figure 1: PRISMA 2020 Flow Diagram for Study Selection
3. RESULTS
3.1 Characteristics of Included Studies
The 28 included studies represented a diverse range of countries, populations, and methodological
approaches. About 39% of the studies were carried out in North America, 25% in Europe, 21% in Asia
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(mainly India and Sri Lanka), and the remaining 15% in other regions including Australia and the
Middle East. The publication years showed a clear upward trend, with around 60% of studies published
in the last five years, reflecting growing scientific interest in this area [12].

In terms of study design, 11 studies used randomised controlled trials, 7 used quasi-experimental pre-
post designs, 6 were cross-sectional correlational studies, and 4 were qualitative or mixed-methods
studies. The sample sizes ranged widely, from small qualitative samples of 9 participants in prison-
based studies to large meta-analytic syntheses covering over 6,000 individuals [13].

Table 1: Summary of Included Studies by Population and Outcome Focus

Population Type Number of | Common Outcome Measures | Main Intervention
Studies Types
General Adults 9 Moral reasoning, prosocial | MBSR, MBCT, brief
behaviour, empathy mindfulness
University Students 7 Moral reasoning (DIT), ethical | MBI, mindfulness
decision-making courses
Professionals 4 Workplace  ethics,  moral | Corporate
identity mindfulness, MBSR
Incarcerated 5 Aggression, recidivism, | Vipassana 10-day
Individuals emotional regulation retreats
Children/Adolescents 3 Prosocial behaviour, moral | School-based MBIs
judgment

The dominant intervention type in studies of general populations was Mindfulness-Based Stress
Reduction (MBSR), often delivered over eight weeks. Studies of incarcerated populations more often
used the traditional ten-day Vipassana retreat format. Among university students, brief mindfulness
interventions ranging from one to four weeks were common [14].

3.2 Effects on Moral Reasoning

Moral reasoning was one of the most commonly studied outcomes, usually measured using established
instruments like the Defining Issues Test (DIT) or the Moral Judgment Interview. The evidence suggests
a modest but consistent positive effect of mindfulness training on moral reasoning scores.

A study by Pandey, Chandwani, and Navare with business school students reported that mindfulness
meditation training had a positive effect on individuals' states of mindfulness, compassion, and moral
reasoning, and reduced egocentric bias. The relationship between mindfulness and moral reasoning
was fully mediated by compassion and egocentric bias [15]. This was one of the more influential
findings in the field because it offered a clear mechanism through which mindfulness might shape
moral thought.

Another important contribution came from Schonert-Reichl and colleagues, whose randomised
controlled trial of a mindfulness-based programme in elementary schools showed improvements in
cognitive control, emotion regulation, and prosocial behaviour over a twelve-week period [16]. While
the study focused on children, its findings have been cited as evidence that mindfulness can support
the foundational skills underlying moral development.

However, not all studies found such positive effects. Some research has suggested that mindfulness
alone, without explicit ethical instruction, may not be enough to produce meaningful moral change.
This has led to ongoing debate about whether the secular delivery of mindfulness in Western settings
strips out the very ethical scaffolding that traditional Buddhist practice considered essential [17].

3.3 Effects on Prosocial Behaviour

Prosocial behaviour, including helping, sharing, donating, and cooperation, has been a popular
outcome in meditation research. The evidence here is more mixed than for moral reasoning. A meta-
analysis by Donald and colleagues, covering 31 studies and over 17,000 participants, found a positive
but small to moderate relationship between mindfulness and prosocial behaviour [18]. Importantly, the
meta-analysis found no evidence that interventions explicitly focused on prosocial emotions had
stronger effects than those focused only on mindful awareness.
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Berry and colleagues, in a separate meta-analysis, examined whether mindfulness training without
explicit ethics-based instructions could still promote prosocial behaviours [19]. Their findings
suggested that mindfulness meditation without explicit ethics promoted compassionate helping
behaviour but not instrumental or generous helping. This nuanced finding points to the idea that
mindfulness may shape some kinds of prosocial response more than others.

A more cautious view came from Kreplin, Farias, and Brazil, whose systematic review found that the
effects of mindfulness meditation on prosocial behaviour were generally limited and that 61% of
reviewed studies had weak methodological quality [20]. They reported moderate increases in
compassion and empathic behaviour but no consistent effects on aggression, social connectedness, or

prejudice.

Table 2: Effects of Mindfulness and Vipassana on Different Moral and Ethical Outcomes
Outcome Domain Direction of | Strength Number of | Quality of

Effect Supporting Studies Evidence
Moral Reasoning Positive Moderate 8 Moderate
Prosocial Helping Positive Small- 11 Moderate
Moderate

Aggression Positive Moderate- 7 Moderate
Reduction Strong
Empathy Positive Moderate 9 Moderate
Ethical = Decision- | Mixed Small 6 Low-Moderate
Making
Compassion Positive Strong 12 Moderate-High
Moral Identity Positive Small 4 Low
Recidivism Positive Moderate 5 Moderate
(Incarcerated)

3.4 Effects on Incarcerated Populations

Some of the most striking evidence for the moral impact of meditation comes from studies in prison
settings, where Vipassana retreats have been studied for over two decades. Bowen and colleagues
studied a Vipassana meditation course at a Seattle correctional facility and found that participants
reported significantly less substance use and fewer alcohol-related negative consequences three months
after release [21]. They also showed lower levels of psychiatric symptoms, more internal alcohol-related
control, and higher levels of optimism.

Perelman and colleagues examined the psychological and behavioural effects of a ten-day Vipassana
retreat in a maximume-security prison in the southern United States [22]. Following long-term offenders
over a one-year period, they found that Vipassana participants showed enhanced mindfulness and
emotional intelligence and decreased mood disturbance compared to a comparison group. Behavioural
infractions were reduced in both groups at one-year follow-up, though the effect appeared larger for
the Vipassana cohort.

A more recent observational study from the Khadavali Vipassana Centre in Maharashtra, India, found
that Vipassana meditation markedly improved mindfulness across participants from various
backgrounds, including students, employed individuals, and retirees, suggesting broad applicability
of the practice [23]. The study used the Philadelphia Mindfulness Scale (PHLMS) to track changes in
awareness and acceptance.
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Figure 2: Comparative Effect Size Visualisation Across Outcome Domains

3.5 Role of Ethical Instruction Within Interventions

One of the more interesting patterns to emerge from the review concerns the role of explicit ethical
instruction. Studies were grouped based on whether the intervention included clear ethical teachings
(such as the five precepts in Vipassana) or was delivered as a secular skills-based programme.

Chen and Jordan compared the effects of a six-day meditation practice with and without additional
ethical instructions [24]. They asked participants whether they would donate any of their experimental
payoff to charity. The ethical version of the practice produced higher donation rates than the secular
version, suggesting that the inclusion of ethical content amplifies the prosocial effects of meditation.
This pattern fits with the broader argument that traditional Buddhist meditation was never meant to
be separated from its ethical foundations. The classical training of Sila, Samadhi, and Panna implies
that ethical conduct is part of the soil in which concentration and wisdom grow [25]. Modern secular
interpretations of mindfulness may inadvertently weaken this integration.

3.6 Quality Assessment Findings

The quality assessment using the MMAT revealed considerable variation across the included studies.
About 32% of studies received scores above 80%, indicating high methodological quality. Around 46%
scored between 60% and 80%, representing moderate quality. The remaining 22% scored below 60%,
indicating significant methodological limitations.

Common limitations included small sample sizes, lack of active control groups, reliance on self-report
measures rather than behavioural observations, and short follow-up periods. Studies in incarcerated
populations often had stronger designs because of the institutional context that allowed for clearer
comparison groups and longer follow-up.
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Methodological quality was assessed using the Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool (MMAT).

Figure 3: Methodological Quality of Included Studies (MMAT Scores)

3.7 Synthesis Across Studies

Bringing the findings together, the overall picture suggests that mindfulness and Vipassana meditation
have a generally positive but uneven impact on moral and ethical development. The strongest and most
consistent effects appear in three areas: increased compassion and empathy, reduced aggression, and
lower recidivism in incarcerated populations practising Vipassana. Effects on moral reasoning are
positive but more modest, and effects on ethical decision-making and moral identity are smaller and
more variable.

The inclusion of explicit ethical instruction appears to strengthen the moral effects, supporting the
traditional view that meditation and ethics work together rather than separately. The findings also
suggest that longer, more intensive practices like the ten-day Vipassana retreat may produce more
durable changes than shorter mindfulness programmes, though direct comparisons across these
formats are still limited [26].

4. DISCUSSION

The results of this systematic review point to a careful conclusion: mindfulness and Vipassana
meditation do appear to support moral and ethical development, but the effects are smaller and more
conditional than popular accounts often suggest. The most consistent findings are around compassion,
empathy, and reduced aggression, while effects on more complex constructs like ethical decision-
making and moral identity are less clear.

One of the most important patterns in the review is the role of ethical instruction within the meditation
practice. Traditional Vipassana, with its explicit five precepts and emphasis on right speech and right
action, seems to produce stronger moral effects than secular mindfulness programmes that focus only
on attention and awareness [27]. This raises an important question for practitioners: if mindfulness is
being delivered in schools, businesses, or therapy settings as a tool for moral development, should the
ethical component be made explicit rather than assumed?

The prison-based studies are particularly compelling because they involve real behavioural outcomes
in a high-stakes setting. The reductions in substance use, infractions, and recidivism observed in
Vipassana participants represent meaningful changes that go well beyond self-reported attitudes.
These findings suggest that intensive, ethically grounded meditation practice may have a role to play
in rehabilitation programmes, though more rigorous trials are still needed.
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On the other hand, the limited effects on prosocial behaviour found in some meta-analyses are a useful
corrective to the more enthusiastic claims sometimes made about mindfulness. The work by Kreplin
and colleagues showing weak methodological quality in many studies should be taken seriously [28].
It points to a need for better-designed research, with larger samples, active control groups, longer
follow-up, and behavioural rather than self-report measures.
Another point worth raising concerns potential negative effects. Some studies have shown that
mindfulness, in certain conditions, may reduce guilt and prosocial reparation, or may decrease the
motivation to make amends after wrongdoing [29]. These findings complicate the picture and suggest
that mindfulness is not a uniformly positive force in the moral domain. Like any psychological
intervention, it has boundary conditions and possible unintended consequences.
The cultural and contextual factors involved in these practices also deserve more attention. Mindfulness
and Vipassana arose in specific cultural settings, embedded in religious and philosophical frameworks
that gave them meaning. Transplanting them into modern secular contexts changes their character, and
the moral effects may shift accordingly. Future research should be more careful about distinguishing
what kind of mindfulness or Vipassana is being studied, and what cultural assumptions are at play.
The methodological limitations of the field should be honestly acknowledged. Many studies rely on
self-report measures of moral reasoning or prosocial intention, which may not predict actual behaviour.
Hypothetical moral dilemmas, while easy to administer, do not always capture how people behave in
real ethical situations. There is a growing recognition that behavioural measures, ideally observed in
naturalistic settings, would strengthen this line of research [30].
This review itself has limitations that should be noted. By restricting the search to English-language
publications, important work in other languages, particularly from Asian research traditions, may have
been missed. The decision not to perform a meta-analysis was driven by the heterogeneity of the
included studies but means that pooled effect sizes are presented in approximate terms rather than
with full statistical rigour. The quality assessment, while systematic, involves some subjective
judgement.
5. CONCLUSION
This systematic review brought together evidence from 28 studies on the effects of mindfulness and
Vipassana meditation on moral and ethical development. The overall picture is moderately positive,
with the strongest effects observed in domains like compassion, empathy, and aggression reduction,
and more modest effects on moral reasoning, prosocial helping, and ethical decision-making. Vipassana
meditation, particularly in incarcerated populations, has produced some of the most striking
behavioural changes documented in the field.
The role of explicit ethical instruction within meditation practice emerged as a key factor. Programmes
that integrated ethical teaching alongside attention training appeared more effective than purely
secular formats. This finding aligns with traditional Buddhist views that ethics, concentration, and
wisdom are interlinked aspects of a single training process rather than separate skills.
For practitioners and policymakers, the takeaways are nuanced. Mindfulness and Vipassana are not
magical tools for moral transformation, but they can support genuine ethical development when
delivered thoughtfully and with appropriate cultural and ethical grounding. In settings like prisons,
schools, and corporate ethics training, incorporating these practices may add value, but should not be
expected to replace other forms of moral education or social support.
For researchers, the priorities are clear. Better controlled trials, larger samples, more diverse
populations, longer follow-up periods, and behavioural rather than self-report outcomes are all needed.
The role of cultural and religious context deserves more careful study, as does the potential for negative
or unintended effects. Cross-cultural research comparing how these practices work in their traditional
Asian contexts versus secular Western settings would also be valuable.
The broader conclusion is that ancient contemplative practices like mindfulness and Vipassana have
something real to offer modern thinking about moral and ethical development, but the relationship is
more complex than simple slogans suggest. With careful research and thoughtful application, these



171/ Journal of Daoist Studies 19-4s (2026)

practices can be part of a richer understanding of how humans become more ethical, more
compassionate, and more capable of living well together.
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