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Abstract 

This invited commentary responds to Berryman et al. (2025), “The mindful scientist: 

How meditation could support ethical scientific practice,” and offers an implementation-focused 

perspective on the role of meditation-based ethical development interventions (MBEDs) within 

contemporary academic systems. We begin by acknowledging the importance of the ethical 

challenges facing academia and the potential utility of the authors’ proposal to apply 

contemplative practices to support ethical scientific conduct. We then raise two concerns. First, 

we argue that individual-level interventions such as MBEDs may have limited capacity to 

address unethical behavior that is shaped by structural factors, including academic incentive 

systems. Second, we highlight a motivational trade-off that MBEDs are likely to encounter. On 

the one hand, voluntary participation risks self-selection and ceiling effects. On the other hand, 

mandatory implementation may lead to low engagement, as observed in other universal 

mindfulness-based interventions. For similar reasons, we question the reliance on meditation 

practice as the primary mechanism of ethical cultivation, given evidence that sustained benefits 

require ongoing engagement that may be unrealistic in universal or mandatory contexts. We 

conclude by proposing an integrated model for ethics in academia, in which MBEDs are 

embedded within ethical institutional initiatives—such as holistic career assessment, open 

science practices, and incentives for replication and methodological rigor—and supplemented 

with non-meditative contemplative methods. We argue that such integration is necessary for 

contemplative ethics initiatives to achieve durable organizational- and community-level impact. 

Keywords: scientific misconduct; contemplative ethics; mindfulness-based interventions; 

meditation   
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From Practice to Policy: 

Promise and Constraints of Contemplative Ethics Interventions in Science 

Amid frequent reports of paper retractions, data fabrication, replication failures, and the 

misuse of generative artificial intelligence, the scientific community is increasingly called upon 

to reflect on how it can sustain the ethical standards that underpin public trust in science. 

Responding to this challenge, Berryman et al. (2025) offer a thoughtful and comprehensive 

contribution proposing the development and evaluation of Mindfulness-Based Ethical 

Development Interventions (MBEDs) to foster ethical behavior within the scientific community. 

Their paper shifts the conversation about ethical behavior from a focus on rules and compliance 

toward the internal drivers of conduct—individual virtues that align with ethical scientific 

principles. The authors proposed that meditation-based practices cultivate “mindful scientists” 

who are intrinsically motivated to act ethically and who integrate ethical principles throughout 

all aspects of their work, from maintaining scientific rigor in scientific investigation and 

publication to treating research participants and colleagues with integrity. 

One of the paper’s strengths is its comprehensive conceptual synthesis linking personal 

mindful virtues with scientific ethical principles. We also appreciate the authors’ explicit 

acknowledgment that, in the absence of explicit ethical content, meditation-based interventions 

(MBIs) do not always improve ethical behavior (Berry et al., 2020). We thus commend the 

proposal to develop a secular MBI that incorporates an explicit ethical component in the service 

of enhancing ethical scientific practices.  

While MBEDs have the potential to strengthen values that support ethical scientific 

practice, developing and evaluating such programs requires substantial investments of time, 

expertise, and institutional support. Such investments are most defensible when MBEDs are 
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designed to produce organization- and population-level improvements in ethical conduct within 

academia. We begin this commentary by raising two primary concerns regarding the proposed 

intervention’s ability to produce such effects. First, as currently conceptualized, MBEDs operate 

at the individual level and may have limited capacity to produce large-scale change while the 

systemic conditions that facilitate and in some cases privilege unethical behavior remain intact. 

Second, like other organizational interventions, MBEDs may encounter substantial 

implementation challenges when deployed at scale. Next, we consider the frequently overlooked 

relational dimension of unethical scientific behavior—poor mentorship and lack of collegiality—

that MBEDs may be well positioned to address. Finally, we outline strategies for strengthening 

the impact of MBEDs at the organizational level and across academia more broadly. 

Limits of Individual-Level Interventions 

Unethical behavior in science is caused by a range of interconnected factors. Individual 

ethical deficits are indeed one of them. Individual-level interventions may therefore help by 

strengthening internal virtues and self-regulatory capacities that support ethical decision-making. 

However to a large extent, scientific misconduct is shaped by the incentive structures that reward 

output over rigor, and research cultures and norms that weaken oversight, accountability, and 

ethical boundaries (Davis et al., 2007; Franzen et al., 2007; Gross, 2016; Lacetera & Zirulia, 

2011). The ‘publish or perish’ culture is considered one of the core structural drivers of scientific 

misconduct (Edwards & Roy, 2017; Holtfreter et al., 2020). It refers to academic evaluation 

systems in which career advancement, funding, and job security are tightly linked to increasingly 

frequent publication, often prioritizing the quantity and prestige of outputs over research quality 

or integrity. These pressures are further amplified by intensifying competition and growing job 

insecurity in academia (Holtfreter et al., 2020). As Franzen et al. (2007) observes, “what started 
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as a competitive intellectual enterprise has turned into an intense competition for scarce 

resources” (p. 4). When coupled with weak incentives for replication and low probability of 

fraud detection, such conditions create an environment that can facilitate unethical behavior 

(Holtfreter et al., 2020; Lacetera & Zirulia, 2011). When the difference between a high-profile 

publication that could advance one’s career or secure a faculty position and a middling one (or 

no publication at all), is presenting an unplanned test as planned or including an extra covariate 

that produces more desirable results, systemic incentives ally against ethical practices. 

Structural factors enabling scientific misconduct also include power asymmetries within 

academia. Individual-level interventions such as MBEDs implicitly assume a degree of 

autonomy in research decision making that many scientists do not, in practice, possess. Ethical 

agency is unevenly distributed across career stage, institutional position, and other structural and 

individual factors, shaping who has the capacity to uphold ethical standards. For example, an 

international PhD student whose ability to remain in the country depends on their advisor has 

only bad choices when their advisor pressures them to engage in research misconduct to obtain 

desired results. This scenario is not hypothetical. A survey of PhD candidates in Norway found 

that 1.5% reported having experienced pressure to engage in severe scientific misconduct—

falsification, fabrication, or plagiarism—between 2010 and 2020, and 2.1% reported pressure to 

present results in a misleading manner (Hofmann et al., 2023). Similarly, a tenure-track professor 

may feel pressure to not only publish, but publish in a tier of journal that will earn tenure. We do 

not know the results of studies before we conduct them, however, and although there have been 

improvements in recent years, it remains evident that while rigorous journals consider study 

design and methodology during review, positive findings remain an important determinant in 

publication (Button et al., 2016). 
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In sum, it is difficult to imagine how individual-level interventions such as MBEDs will 

be able to change behavior at scale while the systems that allow or reward unethical conduct 

remain unchanged. Notably, the limitations of individual-level interventions are not unique to 

MBEDs and have been well documented across psychology, public health, and organizational 

research (Kazdin & Rabbitt, 2013; Waddell et al., 2023). Despite this longstanding awareness, 

the issue persists (Alegría et al., 2023), and we therefore believe it is important to revisit it here. 

We recognize that Berryman et al. (2025) position MBEDs as complementary to, rather than a 

replacement for, other efforts to promote ethical behavior in science. However, in our view 

situating MBEDs within the existing academic system deserves more thorough consideration. 

Sustainable ethical behavior change requires interventions at multiple levels, including 

institutional incentives, governance structures, and research culture (Davis et al., 2007; Franzen 

et al., 2007; Gross, 2016; Lacetera & Zirulia, 2011). 

Implementation and the Problem of Mandates 

Our second concern relates to the implementation of MBEDs. As Berryman et al. (2025) 

note, for such interventions to be effective, participants must be motivated to learn and 

internalize mindful ethical virtues, which typically necessitates voluntary participation (Chiodelli 

et al., 2022). However, keeping MBEDs voluntary can introduce a ceiling effect: individuals 

who opt in may already be ethically motivated, whereas those who might benefit most may be 

less likely to participate, thereby limiting organization-wide impact. Conversely, when 

participation is mandated, such trainings may elicit resistance, psychological reactance, or 

performative compliance rather than substantive attitude and behavior change. This pattern is not 

unique to MBEDs but applies more broadly to behavior change interventions, particularly those 

targeting deeply held values and attitudes. For example, this has been documented extensively in 
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the diversity training literature, where mandatory programs—particularly those perceived as 

coercive, punitive, or disconnected from everyday organizational practices—may provoke 

individual and institutional resistance, whereas offering them on the voluntary basis is often 

insufficient to produce meaningful organization-level change (Dobbin & Kalev, 2018; Leslie et 

al., 2025; Noon & Ogbonna, 2021).  

Further, while Berryman et al. (2025) acknowledge that personal virtues can be cultivated 

through multiple pathways, MBEDs as currently conceptualized rely primarily on meditation 

practice as a mechanism of change. Evidence from MBI research suggests that sustained effects 

depend on continued meditation practice (Parsons et al., 2017). Yet meditation is an effortful 

activity that requires a substantial and ongoing motivational commitment. In the absence of a 

salient personal concern or intrinsic interest, many participants are unlikely to engage at a level 

sufficient to produce meaningful effects. Recent large-scale attempts to implement MBIs 

universally in schools are a relevant example. These trials have yielded null or limited effects, 

largely attributed to the low levels of engagement—most youth report little or no meditation 

practice over the course of the intervention (Galla, 2024). These trials have also raised questions 

about whether large-scale implementation of MBIs that require skillful trainers is feasible, and 

whether poor implementation is a cause of low engagement. There is evidence from MBI studies 

in schools of poor quality mindfulness instruction once scaled up (Miller et al., 2023). Concerns 

about facilitator training extend beyond school-based programs to MBIs more broadly, where 

meditation instructors may be permitted to lead programs with as little as one year of personal 

practice following an 8-week Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction course (Van Gordon et al., 

2014). Similarly low engagement has been observed in universally available meditation apps, 

where users are not incentivized by participation in research studies. In these settings, about half 
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of the users did not complete any meditations and the median user completed only a single 

meditation session after installing the app (Jiwani et al., 2023). Thus, to our knowledge, there are 

no recent or historical examples of universal MBIs that yield high engagement, and few that 

maintain implementation fidelity (but see Hirshberg et al., 2025), when rolled out at scale. 

Relational Aspects of Scientific Misconduct 

Scientific misconduct has many elements. The most egregious commonly cited behaviors 

are falsification, fabrication, and plagiarism (Lafollette, 2000; Steneck, 2006), as well as 

unethical treatment of human research participants (Snyderman & Holmes, 2000) and animals 

(Garrett & Garrett, 2012). In recent years, increasing attention has also been paid to less visible 

questionable research practices, such as selectively reporting results that support a preferred 

claim (cherry-picking), hypothesizing after results are known (HARKing), inappropriate 

application of methodological practices, and insufficient reporting of methods (Fiedler & 

Schwarz, 2016). Unethical interpersonal workplace behaviors have been less frequently 

addressed in the research misconduct literature, even though they can erode relationships within 

research teams and similarly undermine scientific progress (Anderson et al., 2007; Kuhar & 

Cross, 2013). We suggest that the principle of ethical treatment of others articulated by 

Berryman et al. (2025) could be expanded beyond the treatment of research participants to 

include how scientists treat one another. MBEDs could explicitly frame good mentorship and 

collegiality as core components of ethical scientific behavior. We believe that MBEDs are likely 

to be effective for these interpersonal elements. Research evidence suggests that MBIs foster 

positive social interactions and relationships (Fredrickson et al., 2019; Jones et al., 2019) and, as 

Berryman et al. (2025) discussed in their paper, increase prosocial behavior under some 

circumstances. One plausible mechanism linking mindfulness to improved social functioning 



FROM PRACTICE TO POLICY 

9 

involves more skillful attention deployment during interpersonal encounters. Specifically, 

mindfulness may enhance sensitivity and attunement to others’ emotional states (Adair et al., 

2018; Quaglia et al., 2019), facilitate more accurate interpretation of verbal and nonverbal cues 

(Bavelas et al., 2000; Burgoon et al., 2000), and support greater cognitive and emotional control 

in social situations. Embedding these attentional and regulatory skills within an explicitly ethical 

framework, as proposed in MBEDs, may further amplify their interpersonal impact by 

strengthening scientists’ commitment to acting in ways that benefit their colleagues and 

collaborators and foster a more supportive culture in academic organizations. In practice, 

MBEDs could be incorporated into leadership and mentorship training through activities such as 

perspective-taking exercises, structured feedback and communication practices, and guided 

reflection on power, responsibility, and fairness in supervisory relationships. These activities 

could promote more supportive mentorship, improving trainee development and well-being, 

enhancing team functioning, and ultimately strengthening the quality and integrity of scientific 

work. 

Overcoming Barriers to Population-Level Effects 

Designing effective behavior change interventions is a complex task, and it is easy to 

criticize efforts that attempt to address problems as multifaceted as unethical scientific conduct. 

Thus, it seems only fair that we offer constructive suggestions. In this section, we outline 

strategies for overcoming the limited capacity of individual-level interventions to generate 

durable ethical change when the structural conditions that enable unethical behavior remain 

intact. The case of diversity trainings shows that interventions aiming for attitude and behavior 

change produce sustained effects chiefly when they are part of a larger organizational effort to 

change existing norms and practices (Bezrukova et al., 2024). We believe that the same is true 
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for MBEDs. Berryman et al. (2025) provide a sound theoretical rationale for MBEDs helping 

scientists internalize values aligned with ethical scientific conduct principles, which is a 

necessary first step to promote ethical behavior. However, for these personal commitments to 

endure and translate to behavior, they need to be part of a larger structural reform in academic 

systems aiming to create conditions that support ethical behavior at multiple levels. Accordingly, 

MBEDs should be designed not as standalone interventions but as components integrated into 

existing initiatives and academic governance structures, which we review below. 

At the organizational level, counteracting “publish or perish” drivers of unethical 

behavior requires a shift toward more holistic evaluation practices. Research institutions could 

place greater emphasis on the quality and impact of research, responsible mentoring, and 

collegiality in hiring, promotion, tenure, and annual review processes. This change would signal 

that ethical conduct is institutionally valued, not merely aspirational. Some universities have 

already begun to implement these approaches. For example, the University of California system 

formally discourages evaluation based on journal prestige, impact factors, or sheer publication 

counts, instead emphasizing intellectual contribution and originality, teaching quality and 

mentorship, public engagement and service, and open science practices (University of California, 

Office of the President, 2015). In addition, a growing number of universities and publishers have 

declared their commitment to the San Francisco Declaration on Research Assessment (DORA; 

San Francisco Declaration on Research Assessment, 2012) and the Leiden Manifesto for 

research metrics (Hicks et al., 2015) which advocate for assessment based on scientific merit 

rather than publisher-driven metrics in hiring, promotion, and funding decisions. In this context, 

MBEDs could be integrated into existing faculty development, mentoring, and leadership 

training programs. Values articulated in institutional policies do not automatically translate into 
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behavior. Even when organizations formally endorse holistic evaluation principles, hiring and 

promotion committees may continue to rely on habitual, output-driven heuristics. MBEDs could 

support norm change by introducing structured moments of reflection within evaluation 

processes—for example, prompting committee members to reflect on whether their decisions 

align with stated institutional values or reproduce the status quo. Positioned this way, MBEDs 

would reinforce the values underlying revised assessment criteria and facilitate the transition to 

more holistic evaluation practices. 

At the larger scientific community level, efforts are being made to encourage ethical 

practices through open science practices, such as preregistration and open sharing of all study 

materials, analysis code, and data. Adoption of open science practices varies substantially across 

disciplines, with psychology often cited as being further along than many other social and 

biomedical sciences in implementing preregistration and data-sharing norms (Ferguson et al., 

2023; Munafò et al., 2017; Nosek et al., 2015). Here, MBEDs could be embedded within existing 

open science training infrastructures, such as preregistration or data-sharing workshops, inviting 

researchers to reflect on how transparency, accountability, and intellectual humility align with 

their own scientific values. For example, this could take the form of brief guided reflections and 

values statements that connect preregistration of hypotheses to intellectual humility and 

accountability. Workshops could also incorporate case-based ethical decision points, enabling 

researchers to evaluate realistic scenarios and explicitly link their choices to principles such as 

transparency, rigor, and social responsibility. This reflective component could support the 

internalization of these practices as ethical commitments rather than mere compliance with 

journal requirements. 
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Another path for the promotion of ethical practices is incentivizing replication as it 

increases the probability of fraud detection and thus discourages individuals from committing 

fraud in the first place (Lacetera & Zirulia, 2011). A number of journals, including several 

flagship psychology journals such as Psychological Science, Journal of Personality and Social 

Psychology, Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, and Nature Human Behaviour now 

publish and explicitly encourage replication studies. However, replication work remains weakly 

incentivized across scientific fields, receiving limited funding and recognition in publication, 

hiring, and promotion decisions despite its central role in ensuring research credibility (Ioannidis, 

2014; Munafò et al., 2017; Nosek et al., 2012). MBEDs could complement replication initiatives 

by explicitly framing replication and verification as forms of ethical scientific contribution, 

rather than secondary or derivative labor. 

Addressing inappropriate methodological practices and insufficient reporting requires a 

shift in priorities from “good findings” to good science. Achieving this shift necessitates more 

rigorous and comprehensive methodological and statistical training. Instructors could incorporate 

elements of MBEDs into their teaching by pairing technical instruction with reflection on 

epistemic humility, uncertainty, and the ethical implications of analytic choices, thereby 

encouraging trainees to prioritize methodological rigor and transparency. The peer review 

process also needs reform to prioritize rigor over positive findings. One approach is “results-

free” or “results-masked” peer review, in which manuscripts are evaluated in two stages and 

reviewers assess the introduction and methods before accessing the results and discussion. BMC 

Psychology piloted this model between 2016 and 2020 (Button et al., 2016) but later transitioned 

to an open peer review system in which anonymous reviews are published alongside the 

manuscript. In addition, several industrial-organizational psychology journals launched a similar 
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trial initiative in 2017 (Wood, 2017), which remains ongoing at the time of writing. Furthermore, 

journals can rapidly shape research practices by setting explicit methodological requirements. 

For example, Mindfulness requires authors to report McDonald’s omega for study measures, 

nudging the field toward more rigorous standards of scale internal consistency evaluation (Dunn 

et al., 2014). In traditional peer review models, MBED-informed prompts could be embedded 

directly into reviewer and editor evaluation forms, inviting reviewers to reflect on questions such 

as whether their concerns are driven by methodological limitations or by the direction of the 

findings, and whether their evaluation would differ if the results were null or contrary to 

expectations. 

Integrating MBEDs with existing initiatives necessarily entails scaling them beyond 

standalone, opt-in programs. This leads to our second concern that MBEDs will face a 

motivational trade-off. If participation is voluntary, those who opt in are likely to already exhibit 

relatively high ethical commitment, leading to a ceiling effect. Conversely, if MBEDs are 

incorporated into existing initiatives and mandatory ethics training, they are likely to encounter 

engagement issues similar to those observed in universal school-based MBIs due to the high 

motivational commitment required to engage in a regular meditation practice (Galla, 2024) and 

possibly degraded implementation when brought to scale (Miller et al., 2023). It is unrealistic to 

expect all or even most MBEDs participants to sustain such levels of motivation. Accordingly, 

echoing Galla’s (2024) recommendations for universal school-based MBIs, we propose 

redesigning MBEDs so that meditation is an optional component, alongside a broader set of 

practices that cultivate the virtues that support ethical scientific conduct. The field may benefit 

from widening the scope beyond meditation to include other contemplative practices such as 

reflection, values clarification, and contemplation of one’s mindsets and beliefs. This proposal is 
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in line with the field of contemplative pedagogy which has put a wider range of practices 

including reflection and storytelling under the contemplative practices umbrella (Zajonc, 2013). 

Expanding the scope from meditation to a broader range of contemplative practices may help 

make the development of a contemplative worldview more accessible to a wider public. 

Historical accounts of contemplative traditions also suggest that meditation has rarely served as 

the exclusive or even primary pathway to cultivating a contemplative worldview for most 

adherents. When teaching to lay practitioners (i.e., non-monastics), the Pali canon has many 

examples of the historic Buddha emphasizing ethical behavior and generosity, rather than 

emphasizing meditation instructions (Bodhi, 2005). Similarly, MBEDs could foster a 

contemplative worldview through structured ethical reflection, guided discussion of real-world 

scientific dilemmas, and didactic instruction in values such as epistemic humility, responsibility, 

and care for consequences. Additional approaches may include reflective writing and norm-

setting practices that encourage deliberate consideration of  how scientific decisions affect 

society as well as researchers’ immediate professional communities, including collaborators and 

trainees. Particular attention could be given to mentoring training programs, as mentors play a 

central role in shaping disciplinary norms by modeling ethical behavior and providing direct 

instruction to trainees. Such methods emphasize discernment, moral reasoning, and attentional 

orientation toward values, without requiring sustained meditation practice. 

Conclusion 

Berryman and colleagues (2025) offer an original and thought-provoking proposal for 

leveraging contemplative practices to promote ethical behavior in science. We agree that there 

continues to be a need to improve scientific rigor and ethical practice. Where we extend 

Berryman et al.’s suggestions is in highlighting the role of academic systems in shaping 
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individual scientists’ unethical behavior, as well as the engagement challenges the proposed 

intervention is likely to face when implemented at scale. In so doing, we do not seek to absolve 

researchers who engage in unethical conduct of personal responsibility. While acknowledging 

unethical behaviors to be unethical, we think it is necessary to contextualize those behaviors, 

particularly when systemic incentive structures arguably encourage them. We therefore 

encourage the contemplative science community to attend to systemic and motivational factors 

when designing initiatives to reduce scientific misconduct, particularly if such efforts are to 

achieve organizational- and academia-level impact. We recognize that several of our suggestions 

require large-scale engagement from universities and the research community as a whole; 

consequently, they will not be easy to implement and contemplative science alone cannot bring 

about these changes. Nonetheless, contemplative scientists are embedded within the broader 

scientific ecosystem. Beyond contributing our field’s distinctive expertise, we also share 

responsibility for shaping, advocating for, and institutionalizing norms of ethical research 

conduct within our institutions and disciplines.  
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