
Mindfulness in Westminster 1

Mindfulness in 
Westminster
Reflections from 
UK Politicians



Mindfulness in Westminster 2

Acknowledgements
The Mindfulness Initiative is very grateful to the following contributors and reviewers for  
this report:

Contributors
Kimberley McArthur (Apolitical Foundation), Jutta Tobias (City University of London), Professor 
Katherine Weare (University of Southampton)

All of the politicians, and the mindfulness teachers from Oxford Mindfulness Foundation and 
Awaris who have so generously given their time in contributing reflections for this report.

Reviewers
Chris Cullen (Oxford Mindfulness Foundation), Vishvipani Blomfeld (Mindfulness Initiative Wales), 
Jenny Edwards CBE (Health policy lead, The Mindfulness Initiative), Jim Godfrey (Goddfrey 
Coaching), Edmund Halliwell (Mindfulness Initiative Trustee), Alan Howarth (Mindfulness APPG 
Vice-Chair).

Funding
This project was generously supported by the Network for Social Change. 

The work of the Mindfulness Initiative more broadly is supported by the LostandFoundation, 
Sankalpa and the Mindful Trust.

Copyright © 2023 The Mindfulness Initiative

London, E17, United Kingdom

The Mindfulness Initiative is a Charitable Incorporated Organisation (registered in England and 
Wales no: 1179834)

Writing: Ruth Ormston & Jamie Bristow 
Research: Dr Otto Simonsson 
Copy-editing: Ellie Macdonald 
Report design: J-P Stanway 
Cover credit: yuliagam/shutterstock

This report should be cited as: Ormston, R., Bristow, J. (2023). Mindfulness in Westminster: 
Reflections from UK Politicians. The Mindfulness Initiative

ISBN 978-1-913353-07-0

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Non-
commercialNoDerivatives 4.0 International License.



Mindfulness in Westminster 3

About the 
Mindfulness Initiative 

The Mindfulness Initiative provides the secretariat to the Mindfulness All-Party Parliamentary Group. 
The initiative works with legislators around the world who practice mindfulness and helps them to 
make trainable capacities of heart and mind serious considerations of public policy. We investigate 
the benefits, limitations, opportunities and challenges in assessing and implementing mindfulness 
and compassion training and educate leaders, service-commissioners and the general public based 
on these findings. Visit www.themindfulnessinitiative.org.uk to find out more.

The Mindfulness Initiative is a charity that receives no public or government funding. If you  
would like to support our work in putting mindfulness and compassion at the heart of public  
life, please visit https://www.themindfulnessinitiative.org/Appeal/donate  or email us at  
info@mindfulnessinitiative.org.uk	

About the Writing & Research Team

Ruth Ormston
Ruth Ormston is director of The Mindfulness Initiative, and the main liaison for the Mindfulness All-
Party Parliamentary Group. Ruth is also a founding member of the UK’s Mindfulness in Law Group. 
Previously a solicitor in a large city law firm, and a mindfulness teacher, Ruth has a particular 
interest in the impact that mindfulness and compassion can have on the capacities of leaders and 
decision-makers.

Jamie Bristow
Jamie Bristow served as the Director of the Mindfulness Initiative from 2015 to 2023, staying on as 
a policy expert on climate and sustainability matters. In 2023, he joined the Inner Development 
Goals to lead on policy and advocacy. Jamie has authored a series of influential publications on 
mindfulness and collaborates with decision-makers around the world to integrate inner capacities 
and contemplative practice into the public realm.

Dr. Otto Simonsson
Otto Simonsson is a postdoctoral researcher at Karolinska Institutet, where he conducts 
experimental and epidemiological research on meditation. He is broadly interested in the spread 
of meditation in society and its effects on democracy. More specifically, he investigates the 
prevalence of meditation use in different countries and the effects of mindfulness-based and 
kindness-based interventions on affective polarization and other political intergroup biases.

http://www.themindfulnessinitiative.org.uk
https://www.themindfulnessinitiative.org/Appeal/donate
mailto:info%40mindfulnessinitiative.org.uk?subject=


Mindfulness in Westminster 4

Contents

Foreword

Introduction

1	 Individual Benefits

1.1	 Performance

1.2	 Resilience

2	 Relationships with others

2.1	 Responding vs Reacting

2.2	 Better Listening

2.3	 Navigating Disagreement

2.4	 Connecting Through Collective Experience

3	 Parliamentary Culture

3.1	 Mindfulness in the Debating Chamber

3.2	 Counteracting Tribalism and Polarisation

3.3	 Reconnecting to Values, and the Wider World

4	 Where Next for Mindfulness in Politics?

Conclusion

Recommendations

Appendix

References

5

7

9

11

13

17

19

21

22

23

27

29

31

34

35

37

38

41

43



5Mindfulness in Westminster

Foreword and 
Introduction



Mindfulness in Westminster 6

September 2023

In the years we’ve served as Co-chairs of the Mindfulness All-Party Parliamentary Group, we 
have overseen a number of policy inquiries in which leading experts and people with personal 
experience of evidence-based mindfulness training have attested to its multiple benefits across 
various domains in public life. After recognising some of these benefits for ourselves, it was 
perhaps natural for members of the all-party group to start asking what the impact of mindfulness 
training has been, or could become, within Westminster itself. As such, we are delighted that this 
report has captured the views of our colleagues on the impact of the mindfulness training that was 
first introduced in Parliament over 10 years ago.

We are grateful to colleagues who have taken the time to share their reflections: it is moving to 
read of the practical ways they have deployed mindfulness training and techniques to support 
them in their roles. Perhaps most profound is how they speak of mindfulness training helping 
them improve interpersonal relationships and navigate disagreement; as well as its potential 
impact  on wider political culture. In an era of increasing polarisation, these insights serve as a 
reminder that underneath our differences, many of us yearn for a deeper level of connection -  
with ourselves, those around us, and with the wider world.  

What would the impact on collective decision-making be if, in addition to robust debate, there 
was also greater capacity in Westminster for listening? How much more effectively might ideas be 
tested and creative solutions arrived at if we started from a position of ‘disagreeing better’? This 
report explores the potential for mindfulness practices to help answer some of these questions.

We are grateful to the teachers of the mindfulness programme in Westminster for their dedication 
and support with the mindfulness training programme throughout the years, to Professor Lord 
Richard Layard and former Member of Parliament Chris Ruane for initiating the programme in the 
first instance, to the Speakers of both Houses and the Health and Wellbeing Services Team in 
Parliament for their support, and to the Mindfulness Initiative for pulling together this account of 
politicians’ experiences to date. 

As well as acting as a public record, we hope that this report facilitates the further development 
of mindfulness training in Westminster, so that its benefits can be experienced by generations of 
politicians to come, and by extension the wider communities they serve.  

Tim Loughton MP  
Co-Chair of the Mindfulness All-Party Parliamentary 
Group and Conservative MP for Worthing East  
and Shoreham

Jessica Morden MP 
Co-chair of the Mindfulness All-Party Parliamentary 
Group and Labour MP for Newport East



Mindfulness in Westminster 7

Introduction
“We talk about mindfulness being helpful  
‘out there’, but what about how mindfulness  
could help ‘in here’, in Parliament? What  
about mindful politics?” 
– Ruth Lister, Baroness Lister of Burtersett 

In the UK, public trust in politicians is at a record low, while a majority of 
citizens report a dislike of “how politics works” acting as a barrier to personal 
engagement.1 Add to this media portrayals of toxicity in Westminster, and  
the resulting picture is at odds with one in which politicians from across divides 
sit respectfully together, exploring the workings of the mind and heart to 
cultivate increased presence, awareness and care. But that is what a significant 
number of politicians have done over the past ten years, by participating in 
mindfulness training.

To date, mindfulness courses or classes have been attended, voluntarily, by over 
300 Members of the House of Commons (MPs) and House of Lords (Peers) from 
diverse political backgrounds, as well as approximately 800 staff members. 

Drawing on reflections given by around 20 politicians during in-depth  
interviews, as well as comments made elsewhere, this report is the first  
attempt globally to comprehensively set out accounts from politicians on  
the personal and interpersonal benefits of their mindfulness training. Many  
of these align with existing research in psychology, neuroscience, and  
leadership development. 

Chapter One considers the ways in which politicians report that their mindfulness 
training has positively impacted individual wellbeing and performance, with 
Chapter Two detailing accounts of how it may have changed the quality of their 
relationships and exchanges with others. In Chapter Three we explore how 
the perceived strengthening of politicians’ individual cognitive and emotional 
resources through mindfulness training could have wider implications for 
parliamentary culture, and help to defuse polarisation, and in Chapter Four 
we consider where next for mindfulness in Westminster. Further details on 
mindfulness within a political context, including information on the Mindfulness 
All-Party Parliamentary Group and the Mindfulness Initiative’s Global Political 
Network, are available in the Appendix.

The reflections from MPs and peers in this report make a compelling case for 
evidence-based psychological training, such as mindfulness, to be offered to 
legislators not only for their own wellbeing and performance, but also in the 
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interests of a healthier political environment. Given that in a representative 
democracy millions depend upon the cognitive, emotional, and relational 
competencies of a small appointed group, we suggest that such training is not 
simply a ‘nice to have’. Supporting our leaders to navigate complex issues and 
conflicting values by investing in their psychosocial resources is in all of our best 
interests and a vital consideration for the future.

What is mindfulness?

Mindfulness is a natural capacity that enables people to pay attention 
intentionally to present-moment experience, inside themselves and in 
their environment, with an attitude of openness, allowing, curiosity and 
care. A simple definition of mindfulness belies its foundational nature 
and influence not only on what people pay attention to, but also the 
qualities of how they pay attention to all they experience. Although this 
innate capacity has long been prized in spiritual contexts, cultivating it 
in secular life through evidence-based practice has become increasingly 
important given the proliferation of technologies that consistently hijack 
our attention.

“Mindfulness actually pervades most of  
what we do and that has made a profound 
difference to me.” 

– Angela Harris, Baroness Harris of Richmond
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Individual Benefits
“I’m more relaxed. I’m more able to do a higher 
volume of work. I’m able to move between things 
more easily and I’m less reliant on other methods to 
relax, which might involve doing something that’s 
not productive.”
– A former senior government minister 

Most of the 17,000 academic articles focussed on mindfulness examine its  
impact on individual mental wellbeing and performance.2 Interventions 
like Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT) and Mindfulness-Based 
Stress Reduction (MBSR) demonstrate efficacy on par with prescription drugs 
in preventing depression (MBCT) and treating anxiety (MBSR) in rigorous 
trials.3 While research on non-clinical interventions is not yet as substantial, 
mindfulness training has positively affected various measures critical to the 
workplace, including job satisfaction, occupational stress and burnout, emotional 
intelligence, and compassion.4 Lab tests have also demonstrated performance 
boosts to cognitive functions, such as attention, memory and self-control, and 
changes to the biomarkers of stress.5 

The experiences of politicians who have undertaken mindfulness training 
in Westminster align with these findings, with personal and professional 
improvements reported following regular  practice. Politicians refer to the  
weekly mindfulness parliamentary ‘drop-in’ class as “respite”, an “oasis in a 
desert” and to it making them happier or better able to return to parliamentary 
business “feeling stronger, better energised, and more hopeful”.

By exploring the reported benefits of mindfulness in terms of resilience  
and performance in this chapter, we seek to uncover the potential for  
mindfulness to enhance politicians’ overall well-being and effectiveness  
within a high-stress environment.
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1.1 Performance 
“With mindfulness, you can manage those pointless 
negative thoughts that get in the way of you doing 
things properly or in the right sequence”.  
– Elizabeth Andrews, Baroness Andrews OBE 

In the clamour of parliamentary proceedings, paying attention to relevant 
information is paramount for informed decision-making. At its most basic level, 
mindfulness can be understood as attention training, and thus it’s perhaps 
unsurprising that politicians report increased focus and efficiency as a result of 
mindfulness practice. Some speak of an ability to prioritise their ‘to-do’ list more 
effectively, along with improved ‘task-switching’: the capacity to cognitively 
switch from one task to another. One politician comments: 

“I’m better and more robust and able to move 
between things faster.” 

Those who speak of being more efficient recognise that better attention regulation 
positively alters both the quality of tasks as well as their duration, with MP and 
former Conservative Minister for Sport Tracey Crouch observing that:

“Mindfulness makes me much more focussed on 
the meeting that I’m in [and] actually  makes those 
meetings far more efficient because instead of me 
saying ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t quite understand that point’, 
i.e. I wasn’t listening, [instead] I’m fully focussed.  And 
therefore, that meeting can be done and dusted in 
twenty minutes rather than 30 or 40 minutes.”

Others speak of being better able to manage their time, with mindfulness 
enabling them  to more frequently “break free from habitual thought patterns,” 
“step back” and to “do more planning”. Several politicians discuss the stress 
that comes with public speaking and how they use mindfulness techniques 
to alleviate it. They emphasise the practical benefits of this approach – of 
consciously taking a “mindful pause” before speaking in the chamber. Tracey 
Crouch MP refers to taking her shoes off before a speech to mindfully feel the 
ground beneath her feet and ‘help anchor’ herself to improve performance. 

As well as being a self-regulation technique that supports public speaking, the 
increased sense of self-awareness that comes with their mindfulness practice 
allows some politicians to  experience a greater sense of fluidity within the 
context of the speech itself:
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”The breathing out, the feet on the floor, the dropping 
of the shoulders and knowing that there isn’t only one 
way to get it right”. 

Clive Lewis MP notes that the quality of acceptance emphasised in mindfulness 
practice has helped him be more forgiving when a TV interview or other high-
profile engagement does not go as well as hoped: “It helps me to draw a line 
under something and move on to the next thing, with fewer self-critical thoughts 
sabotaging my future performance.”

BOX 1: BACKGROUND

The introduction of mindfulness training in Westminster

Since its inception 10 years ago, over 300 Members of the House of Commons and 
House of Lords from across the political spectrum and around 800 members of their staff 
have, voluntarily, participated in some form of mindfulness training in the UK Parliament. 
Between 2013 and 2020, courses were advertised by emails sent to all Members of 
the Commons and Lords, usually by Members who had previously participated in 
the programme. Since 2020 they have been advertised by emails and other internal 
communications sent to Members of both Houses, either by members who have 
participated or by the Parliamentary Health and Wellbeing Services team. 

Mindfulness training first took place in the UK Parliament in early 2013, following a joint approach 
by Lord Richard Layard, and Chris Ruane MP to Professor Mark Williams from the Oxford 
Mindfulness Centre, part of the Department of Psychiatry at the University of Oxford. Following 
meetings in December 2012, it was agreed an eight-session evening mindfulness course would be 
offered in Parliament from January to March of that year. Richard Layard and Chris Ruane sent an 
invitation to all Members of the Commons and Lords, inviting them to consider participating.

After positive feedback from members who took this initial course, as well as inquiries from 
those who weren’t able to attend, Mark Williams and Chris Cullen (Oxford Mindfulness 
Centre) were asked to provide further mindfulness training to Members of both Houses and 
parliamentary staff. In order to protect both groups’ confidentiality, parliamentarians were clear 
from the start that the staff programme would be separate from that for members. Speakers of 
both Houses were informed about the courses. The then Speaker of the House of Commons, 
John Bercow, met with some of those involved in the mindfulness programme in March 2013 
and encouraged its further development. This course was taken by around 90 MPs from both 
Houses over the next 12-18 months. The courses for both groups proved to be popular - the 20 
places on the first course for staff were filled within 10 minutes of it being advertised, with a 
waiting list of 90 forming within an hour.

Until late 2020, the Oxford Mindfulness Centre offered these courses on a pro-bono basis. 
A tender and procurement process conducted by the parliamentary Health and Well-being 
team then led to Awaris, a training organisation that specialises in mindfulness and has 
experience working in political settings, picking up the teaching of the sessions.



Mindfulness in Westminster 13

1.2 Resilience
“We need to talk to both Houses of Parliament more 
effectively about why mindfulness isn’t just some 
rather soppy option. It’s a very serious opportunity 
to take stock and to develop resilience and 
emotional understanding.” 
– Elizabeth Andrews, Baroness Andrews

Parliament is a demanding work environment. A study from 2016 found that 
parliamentarians from the UK House of Commons have higher rates of mental 
health problems than the wider UK population.6 

The reasons for this perhaps lie in the extraordinary presssures that accompany a 
life of public service. 92% of UK MPs work over 50 hours a week, with 41% working 
more than 70 hours a week.7 They have large volumes of correspondence from 
constituents and others requiring replies, exposure to high levels of distress and 
trauma in weekly constituency surgeries, job insecurity, extended time away from 
home and family, and exposure to public scrutiny and media criticism in carrying 
out their role.8 Long hours, constant pressure, high levels of emotional labour, 
online harassment, and threats of physical violence can lead to significant chronic 
stress, adversely affecting essential cognitive functions such as emotion regulation, 
cognitive-flexibility, and working memory.9

Despite this, there has historically been, and still may be, some reluctance amongst 
politicians to talk openly about either stress at work or mental health, perhaps for fear 
of the exposure it would bring. This reluctance began to noticeably shift in c. 2014 - 
2015 when MPs became more open in the Chamber about their mental health issues. 
This included some who had done the mindfulness course, and commented on the 
fact the programme contributed to an ethos in which talking about their struggles 
felt more possible. Harriet Harmann MP spoke to this recently during a public event at 
the British Library. She commented on finding her own participation in mindfulness 
classes in Westminster beneficial before reflecting that now there are MPs: “who 
will stand up in the House of Commons and talk about their own mental health 
difficulties, and that is such an incredibly important breakthrough”.

Many politicians mentioned signing up for mindfulness training in part to help 
them cope with the pressures of the job and because of a hope that undertaking 
the course would positively impact their mental well-being.  Some speak openly 
of a wish to reduce their stress levels. Others, such as Tracey Crouch MP refer to a 
specific mental health challenge like depression as being the catalyst for undertaking 
a course. Another politician, also commenting in relation to depression, notes that 
mindfulness was “particularly helpful in dealing with difficulties”. 
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In some cases, MPs and Peers were also curious to learn about mindfulness to 
better understand the applications for people struggling with difficulties within 
wider society. Indeed one politician, John Cruddas MP,  admits he came to the 
personal benefits later: 

“I was really interested in its applied public  
policy implications. And so I did it as a bit of 
participant observation. But then I could see  
the personal benefits.”   
Politicians describe personal benefit from taking classes, emphasising that the 
practical exercises taught in the course provide a tool for self-regulation and 
stress management. As one MP reflects: “Ten minutes of practice and all of a 
sudden, you’re in a much better place”. Another politician describes the benefits 
of it going beyond relaxation. “I don’t actually like the word ’relax’. I mean, people 
use it, but it’s not really about that for me - It’s about knowing where one is, and 
dealing with that.”  

“In an increasingly 
frantic and complex 
world, mindfulness 
allows me to step into the 
moment and be present 
– and the importance of 
doing that should not 
be underestimated” 
– Doreen Lawrence, Baroness Lawrence of Clarendon OBE
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BOX 2: BACKGROUND

Details of the mindfulness course in Westminster

The original course delivered to politicians in Westminster by the Oxford Mindfulness 
Centre was based on the popular and widely-available book ‘Finding Peace in a Frantic 
World’ by Professor Mark Williams and Danny Penman.[1] This was an eight-week 
programme with short sessions and practices that originated from the evidence-based 
Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT) programme, developed by Professor Mark 
Williams, John Teasdale and Sindel Zegal in the late 1990s. MBCT has been recommended 
as an effective treatment in the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence 
(NICE) guidelines for the prevention of relapse of depression since 2004, and is now 
recommended more widely in the most recent NICE guidelines on depression.[2]

The course currently delivered by Awaris and entitled “Working Mind” is a six-week 
programme with 60-minute sessions, with a particular emphasis on bringing mindfulness 
into the heart of working life, supported by neuroscience and an understanding of 
workplace realities. Weekly themes include Remaining Focussed, Building Emotional 
Intelligence, Cultivating a Positive Outlook, and Building Social Intelligence.[3]    

During both programmes, participants engage in weekly sessions and are guided through 
teacher-led formal mindfulness practices, including simple body-based meditations. 
Participants are also encouraged to practise these with guided audio in their own time 
between sessions, as well as to try out ‘informal’ practices such as sensing their body while 
walking, eating mindfully, attending more mindfully to others and to their own experience 
while speaking and listening, and building resilience by appreciating pleasant experiences. 
Participants learn about the neuroscience of mindfulness and the ways in which the traits 
being cultivated during the sessions can be accessed and deployed in everyday living and 
work life. The sessions are taught in a group setting and led by highly experienced and 
trained teachers who, in addition to guiding exercises, facilitate dialogue to draw out any 
emergent learning.

Before the Covid-19 pandemic, mindfulness courses and classes were held in person 
within Parliament. In response to the pandemic, they moved to an online format. Currently, 
Members of the House of Commons and the House of Lords can attend two six-week 
courses annually, while parliamentary staff can attend six six-week courses per year (three 
for House Staff and three for Members’ staff). Awaris offers six-week courses and weekly 
‘drop-in’ mindfulness practice sessions for Members of both Houses. These sessions are 
available before 9:30am or after 5pm and are open to all Members, even if they haven’t 
taken the six-week course. Similar sessions are held for parliamentary staff.

1.	 Williams, M., Penman, D., Mindfulness: A Practical Guide to Finding Peace in a Frantic World (2011)

2.	 Depression in adults: treatment and management NICE guideline [NG222] Published 29 June 2022 
https://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/ng222 

3.	 https://awaris.co.uk/programmes/employees/workingmind/
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“I can breathe 
in the middle 
of a sentence. 
I can actually 
stop.” 
– Doreen Massey, Baroness Massey of Darwen 
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Relationships with Others
“Personally, I find mindfulness very helpful, both 
in terms of dealing with difficult interpersonal 
relationships and also just relaxing at the end of 
the day, even when you’ve got issues that you’re 
worried about.” 
– Kate Parminter, Baroness Parminter 

Improved relationships are a common benefit that participants report after 
taking a mindfulness course.10 Qualitative studies include reports of greater 
emotional closeness with friends and family, better communication, relating more 
constructively, reduced anger and increased empathy.11 The impact of mindfulness 
training on interpersonal relating, leadership skills, forgiveness, discrimination, 
retaliation, and conflict resolution has also been documented.12 

Politicians describe a positive impact of their training on interpersonal 
relationships both within and outside of Westminster. They report 
communicating more effectively with constituents, colleagues, and family, 
demonstrating attentive listening and a higher level of empathy towards mental 
health concerns. Notably, mindfulness seems to help politicians transcend their 
immediate emotions and consider the broader consequences of their words and 
behaviour. Practising mindfulness and sharing their experiences within a group 
also appears to have fostered an environment in which politicians viewed each 
other more often as ‘human beings’, regardless of political affiliation. 

In this chapter, we explore the role of mindfulness in providing space to think 
before reacting, promoting better listening and navigating disagreement in 
Westminster and elsewhere. We finish with views on how group practice settings 
particularly facilitate a connection to shared humanity.
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2.1 Responding vs Reacting
“It’s a blessed gift to be able to create that half-a-
second difference between an immediate reaction 
and a response.” 
– Chris Ruane, Member of the British Parliament for 20 years and founder of the UK All-Party 
Parliamentary Group on Mindfulness

In the political arena, quick-wittedness and the ability to think on your feet 
are often seen as key attributes to success.13 However, this ability needs to sit 
alongside the capacity to make sound, robust decisions on issues that impact 
millions of lives. A tension therefore exists between politicians needing space 
to consider nuance and complexity, and the expectation that they will provide 
immediate reactions to criticism and oppositional views in both the debating 
chamber and on broadcast and social media. 

However fleeting or unnoticeable to the untrained eye it would be for a politician 
to pause before they jump in to speak, many politicians we interviewed speak 
of the way in which mindfulness training helps them to take a more considered 
position in challenging situations, rather than just reacting in a habitual, impulsive 
or knee-jerk manner. In line with academic evidence and personal reports from 
other workplace contexts, mindfulness training appears to support politicians 
with responding creatively to situations rather than reacting impulsively.14 This 
aligns with established research that shows mindfulness training helps reduce 
reactive behaviour and enhances creative responses.15 Indeed, this is perhaps not 
surprising given that a reduction in reactivity is one of the intended outcomes of 
the Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy programme, on which  the original 
mindfulness courses in Parliament were based.16

One politician refers to their history of “flying off the handle” quite quickly, 
and notes that mindfulness now “has a really important part to play in my 
equilibrium… I don’t do that so much. I bring it down, and I do it deliberately.” 
They also reflect on the benefits of mindfulness in enabling them to see more 
clearly the consequences of taking an entrenched and reactive position, beyond 
their own immediate feelings: 

“[more often] I now think: no, no, no, you don’t need 
to do that, you don’t need to say that… that will be 
hurtful… that wouldn’t help the situation.”
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BOX 3: EXPLORE FURTHER

Neurophysiology and the Threat Response

“Fight, flight, or freeze” are psychological terms for the involuntary survival strategies 
developed in organisms with central nervous systems in reaction to stress triggers.17 Whilst 
these nervous system responses to perceived threat or danger may have evolved to ensure 
survival, they are maladapted to coping with the everyday stresses that exist in modern 
life. The heightened physiological state that would, historically, have been triggered in 
response to a physical threat is a much wider risk to overall health if it is engaged much 
more frequently, particularly in response to anticipated or imagined threats. In these 
circumstances, the body has insufficient time to return to a safer ‘rest and digest’ state, 
where the parasympathetic nervous system is engaged, and the body is soothed to 
recover.18 The impacts of this threat response extend beyond the individual, affecting those 
around them as well. Disordered thinking and perceptual narrowing, which are linked to 
elevated stress hormones, breathing, and heart rate, contribute to these effects.19 People in 
fight-flight mode are more likely to “react,” showing less empathy and being less open to 
other people’s perspectives. When individuals are constantly in fight-flight mode, they are 
also more likely to become prone to extremist views and othering behaviours over time.20 

MRI scans have demonstrated that mindfulness practice can actively reduce activity in the 
areas of the brain related to threat response and reactivate the nervous system functions 
that relax the body after a period of stress and danger, where it might otherwise remain ‘re-
living’ or even anticipating (‘pre-living’) stressful situations.21

Feedback from politicians who have undertaken mindfulness training suggests that 
being able to reduce the habitual impulsive tendencies to ‘fight’ or ‘freeze’ enhances their 
steadiness in the face of political challenges and helps them to navigate disagreement 
in a manner is perhaps more conducive to active listening and keeping an open mind on 
issues of complexity.

“I’m much more able to 
step back and see the 
other point of view” 
– Anna Healy, Baroness Healy of Primrose Hill
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2.2 Better Listening

Parliamentarians speak of the benefit that mindfulness has had on  
relationships both inside Westminster and further afield, including with  
friends and family. 

Mindfulness seems in some cases to help politicians communicate better 
with their constituents, as they are more able to listen attentively and express 
empathy towards mental health issues when constituents raise them. They have 
particularly reported this effect in relation to constituency surgeries, which many  
MPs often describe as the most challenging time in their week.22 As Scott  
Mann MP states:

“I’d like to think that after a stressful week in Parliament, 
when I’m back on a Friday and I’m doing surgeries 
and meeting businesses and constituents that I’m a 
little bit more centred and able to take on board their 
concerns and deal with them.” 

Politicians report that their family members noticed a positive change in 
them after their mindfulness training, and that it helped them handle specific 
challenges in their family relationships better. One Member of Parliament, for 
example, speaks of the mental ill-health of a close family member, and the 
positive impact that their own mindfulness practice has had on their approach 
towards it, noting: “I was finding situations that were so irrational and so out of 
my usual understanding… mindfulness gave me the space to stop and think.” One 
politician reflects that if mindfulness could be used to interact better with political 
opponents, it could surely be used to interact better with friends and family 
as well whilst another simply concludes that mindfulness made them “more 
tolerable to live with.”

“I think mindfulness has helped me become much 
better at listening, think about what’s going on with 
the particular person or this particular group, and 
try to let them talk more about how, for example, a 
problem might be solved.”
– Doreen Massey, Baroness Massey of Darwen
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2.3 Navigating Disagreement

The reduction in problematic reactive behaviour reported by politicians 
after they have undertaken mindfulness training may be in part the result of 
increased ability to steady themselves, self-regulate their autonomic nervous 
system and manage their stress before entering challenging conversations. 
However, other outcomes of mindfulness training also seem to impact the way 
in which politicians navigate disagreement. For instance, politicians’ reports of 
‘responding’ rather than ‘reacting’ are often accompanied by the sense that they 
were also “stepping back” and asking questions about the wider picture. As 
Baroness Parminter  puts it: “Mindfulness gives [me] the time to literally calm my 
body down, to find space, to think: Okay, I’m not going to react immediately… 
what is that person saying to me and why are they saying it?”  

She goes on to say that mindfulness helps her to better understand differences of 
opinion from the other person’s perspective “to see where they’re coming from 
so that you can try and find some common ground”.  Tim Loughton MP simply 
reflects that mindfulness helps politicians  to “disagree better”, and become 
“better working colleagues in a highly divisive and stressful environment”.

“Disagreement is essential and benign and should not be 
experienced as threatening. It’s what debate is about. While MPs 
know this, of course, many have always appreciated certain 
havens - APPGs, Select Committees, delegations - in which they 
can put adversarialism aside and get to know members of the 
other tribe as real people. Shared mindfulness practice is another 
iteration of that, but with a distinctive and especially valuable 
quality because in the nature of this practice we seek together to 
understand our essential humanity.”

– Alan Howarth, Lord Howarth of Newport CBE
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2.4 Connecting Through 
Collective Experience
“I feel quite bonded with the people I did the 
course [with], which I wasn’t expecting. I would talk 
to them about mindfulness, my mental health and 
my feelings in a way that I wouldn’t have otherwise 
done. It was quite odd, given [how short the 
sessions were].”
– A former senior government minister

Politicians report the way in which participating in mindfulness training enables 
them to see each other as “real people”, and subsequently provides a less reactive 
backdrop for exchanges of opposing views. It seems that mindfulness practices 
in and of themselves cannot receive all the credit for this. When asked about the 
training, almost all politicians ascribe at least some of the benefits to both the 
skill of the teacher holding the space and the group setting itself.

Politicians refer to the psychological safety and support that learning within 
a group gave them, as well as the support that doing a course within a group 
setting gave them in between sessions: “I wouldn’t have got the same benefits 
had I not been supported by the group outside the sessions.” In some cases, the 
group provided the incentive to continue the mindfulness training: “it’s the group 
setting, because I wouldn’t have bothered otherwise.”.

Many politicians identify something unique about the space provided by the 
mindfulness course that allows them to be themselves, connect with others at 
the level of their shared humanity and listen more empathetically.  

One politician comments that “one of the benefits of it is that it has brought 
everybody together, and somebody’s party politics is completely and utterly 
irrelevant when you’re sitting in the same room with an instructor doing the 
course…” .  One  instructor simply states that:

“There are not that many spaces, I think, where 
[politicians] can actually be human beings and be 
vulnerable and share their own challenges with others  
in that way.” 
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The group setting appears to have created an atmosphere of psychological  
safety and trust, in turn enabling some politicians to challenge their long-held 
attitudes and beliefs towards their colleagues. This was particularly in relation 
to attitudes held towards individuals from different parties or others viewed 
as foes. One parliamentarian who undertook mindfulness training admitted 
being “instinctively anti-Tory” but described a realisation that “underneath all 
that nonsense going on, they are real people. You have the same pain, the same 
anxieties, the same worries, the same everything that we all have.”

These accounts chime with recent studies suggesting that practising  
mindfulness can indeed reduce “affective polarisation,” which refers to the 
negative emotions and hostility held towards individuals with opposing beliefs.  
See Box 6 for more information.

“It’s quite strange to meet 
your opponents in a more 
benign climate, which has 
a different sort of character 
that is not about having a 
go at each other. Instead, 
it’s about a common 
commitment to practices 
that actually act against the 
gearing of modern politics.”
– Jon Cruddas MP
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BOX 4: EXPLORE FURTHER

The neuroscience of mindfulness training

The structure and function of the brain and nervous system are not fixed in childhood:  
these systems remain ‘neuroplastic’ i.e. changeable, throughout our lives.23 These  
systems can, to some extent, be ‘re-wired’ by our behaviours, habits and experiences, 
including mindfulness meditation, to improve our cognitive and emotional processes 
and achieve greater levels of well-being, connection with others, health, happiness and 
personal effectiveness.

An increasing number of studies, including brain imaging/magnetic resonance imaging 
(MRI) studies, have explored the impact of mindfulness meditation on brain structures and 
functions. They indicate that mindfulness meditation can, to an extent, ‘rewire’ the brain to 
make neural pathways underlying some key abilities and mechanisms more efficient. The 
cumulative evidence suggests that meditation can:24

1.	 increase the density, activity and complexity of connections in areas associated  
with beneficial outcomes such as improvements in attention, self-awareness, self-
control, complex thinking, emotional regulation, pain tolerance, introspection, 
kindness, and compassion.

2.	 decrease activity and growth in those areas involved in anxiety, hostility, hyper-
vigilance, impulsivity and the stress response.

Of particular relevance for the business of politics is the finding that experienced 
mindfulness practitioners appear to demonstrate both functional and structural differences 
in emotion regulation networks, correlating with behavioural differences.25 One particular 
structure in this network, the hippocampus, is particularly vulnerable to being damaged 
by chronic stress, creating a harmful feedback loop as negative emotions become more 
difficult to manage over time.26 Mindfulness practice appears to bolster the hippocampus, 
providing an example of improved ‘cognitive resilience’ that also includes protective 
benefits to working memory, an important capacity for complex cognitive tasks.27 
Mindfulness meditation has been shown to support other aspects of cognition that are 
important for decision-making, such as more activity and grey matter in regions associated 
with learning from past experience.28 Scientists suggest that these regions may be 
particularly important in uncertain and fast-changing conditions.
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Detailed findings include:

Mindfulness meditators have shown more activity and grey matter in  
the anterior cingulate cortex (ACC) and mid-cingulate cortex, cortical  
regions involved in attention regulation, emotion regulation, pain control,  
and self-control.29

Meditation impacts the rostrolateral prefrontal cortex: a region associated 
with meta-awareness (awareness of thinking), introspection, and processing of 
complex, abstract information.30

Experienced meditators show a greater cortical thickness31 and greater grey 
matter concentration in the right anterior insula.32 This is part of the region 
responsible for the processing of tactile information such as touch, pain, 
conscious proprioception (awareness of the position and movement of the body) 
and awareness of body sensations. This suggests that the ability to pay attention 
to sensory experience improves.

Mindfulness seems to impact the default mode networks, including the ACC, the 
ventromedial prefrontal cortex and posterior cingulate cortex, a region associated 
with both emotion regulation and also meta-awareness (the ability to observe 
thoughts, feelings, sensations and impulses), introspection, and self-referential 
processing (reflections on your own identity).33

Mindfulness meditation impacts the amygdalae - two almond-shaped brain 
structures (one in each hemisphere) associated with the processing of emotional 
stimuli and linking them to learning and memory. The right amygdala (which 
particularly responds immediately to perceived threats, sometimes creating an 
irrational and intense ‘emotional hijack’ of the brain) is less active and has less 
grey matter density in regular mediators.34
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“Our traditional postures and ways of doing things 
at Westminster are inimical to the ethos and the 
wisdom of mindfulness. Reflex adversarialism, 
tribalism, the whips’ regimentation... all these things 
are working against the grain of what we want.” 
– Alan Howarth, Lord Howarth of Newport CBE

Researchers have explored the benefits of mindfulness to workplace culture 
at a number of levels. At the macro level, ‘organisational mindfulness’ has 
been studied for over 30 years in contexts where the ‘cognitive architecture’ 
of an entire institution is shaped by leaders in a ‘top-down’ manner; in order to 
prioritise awareness of, and responsiveness to, potential threats to resilience 
and reliability.35 Perhaps more relevant to the parliamentary context however 
is the ‘bottom-up’ process of ‘mindful organising’; an emergent interpersonal 
quality that helps loose groups or teams detect and adapt to unexpected 
challenges and work together while remaining heedful of each other.36 It is 
marked by three properties of interrelating: balancing attention to self and 
others, suppressing personal ego, and a felt quality of attentiveness and 
continuous learning.37

The popularity of mindfulness training in Westminster has led some MPs and 
Peers to reflect on its influence at collective levels. Accounts suggest it has, 
at least in some cases, enhanced relevant personal qualities such as empathy, 
openness to alternative viewpoints, and the seeking of common ground. This 
seemingly has led to perceived behaviour change beyond the training group 
environment, manifesting in the debating chamber and in interactions with 
colleagues from different parties. For some it has challenged the notion of 
such colleagues as “enemies” and they describe a kinder type of politics, based 
on respect and thoughtfulness.

The previous chapter summarised the effects of mindfulness on interpersonal 
relationships related by parliamentarians, reducing conflicts and promoting 
collaboration. This next chapter explores the observations from politicians on 
how mindfulness training could influence wider parliamentary culture. 

Parliamentary Culture
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3.1 Mindfulness in the 
Debating Chamber

“When you’re in the House of Commons, and  
you’re debating, and there’s someone from  
the mindfulness class, there’s a greater level  
of respect… the level of the debate actually 
improves. It is noticeable among people who  
have done the course”. 
– Tim loughton MP

Media portrayals of politicians’ vitriolic exchanges within the debating chamber 
make any reports of better listening, presence, attention and care seem 
implausible. However, for some Members of the House of Commons and 
House of Lords, participating in mindfulness training changes the perceived 
tone and quality of debate. One politician notes that: “I will call people out 
when I feel they need to be called out, but I won’t do it on a gratuitous basis as 
I might have done before…”  suggesting that their mindfulness training has led 
to a different and more positive motivation for expressing disagreement; less 
related to point-scoring and more to the issues at hand.

Another speaks of mindfulness being: “so powerful in reminding me that 
I’m dealing with another human being. It helps to remove the mental and 
psychological barriers that we place when we construct our enemies… They’re 
not our enemies… It’s just that, at that moment, we are in different positions, and 
those positions will change because that is the only thing that is certain: change.” 

It is clear that parliamentarians have varying perspectives on the cultural and 
collective benefits that come with mindfulness practice, and, if reported by 
them, the characterisation of these benefits. Various views are presented 
on this spectrum, from the belief that mindfulness lends a more courteous 
tone to political discourse, to bolder statements suggesting a more radical 
transformation. In an interview for a BBC Radio 4 segment focused on the 
parliamentary mindfulness programme, former Conservative Minister the Rt 
Hon Sir Desmond Swayne MP said, “During this Brexit debate, we have been 
subjected to greater stress, and therefore having a routine that reduces your 
stress levels is very helpful. It doesn’t make me any less ideological. I still have 
profound differences and disagreements with colleagues… but [mindfulness] 
does make it possible to function and be civil.” 

https://www.themindfulnessinitiative.org/news/mindfulness-on-bbc-radio-4-westminster-hour-may-19th-2019
https://www.themindfulnessinitiative.org/news/mindfulness-on-bbc-radio-4-westminster-hour-may-19th-2019
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If mindfulness practice becomes simply about being civil to one another, though, 
some may view this as too limited. Caroline Lucas MP states that if “mindfulness 
is simply about civility, it’s not for me”, implying that for her to consider 
mindfulness worth the investment, it must facilitate a deeper shift in values. 

Chris Ruane, who served in Parliament for two decades, also sees potential for 
cultural shifts. Drawing from his personal evolution over the years, he reports, 
“many colleagues, including the Speaker of the House of Commons, have 
remarked on the significant transformation I have undergone over time, likely 
enhancing the constructiveness of my contributions to debates and increasing 
the effectiveness and collegiality of my behind-the-scenes work. If mindfulness 
practice were more commonplace, we’d start to see shifts in how the House 
conducts itself.”

“[Mindfulness] is a 
technique that raises 
awareness of one’s 
thoughts and their 
effects on behaviour 
towards oneself and 
others. Perhaps we 
might want to think 
about it in this House?” 
– Annabel Goldie, Baroness Goldie, speaking in the House of Lords



Mindfulness in Westminster 31

3.2 Counteracting Tribalism 
and Polarisation 

Divisive issues like Brexit have created deep levels of affective polarisation in the 
UK, even where individuals may otherwise agree on salient issues.38  Accordingly, 
almost all the politicians we spoke to referred to increasing levels of rigid 
tribalism and polarisation within political life: “it kind of feels like to be effective, 
you have to be quite aggressive.” 

There is increasing evidence that this aggression could be damaging for diversity, 
with Parliament being viewed even by those who sit within it as less inclusive 
and supportive for women and those from minority ethnic backgrounds.39 Nicola 
Sturgeon and Jacinda Ardern referred to the relentless and brutal nature of politics 
in their leadership resignation speeches: the fact that they both issued reminders 
that politicians are ‘human beings’ within that context was notable.40

Politicians report, however, noticing a change in their attitudes and behaviour 
towards those within their immediate mindfulness training group, partly from 
recognising their commonality and humanity. This perceived change in attitude 
toward colleagues from the course even appears, in some instances, to have 
extended to interactions with each other in the chamber and to interactions with 
colleagues from elsewhere in Westminster. As one member of the House of 
Lords put it, “Mindfulness has allowed people in Parliament to work with greater 
compassion, understanding and patience… and I’ve noticed that even those who 
haven’t been on the course sometimes adapt to that new tone when joining 
conversations between those who have.” 

“It feels to me like [mindfulness] is more important 
than ever when you’ve got a politics, certainly 
in this country, which is becoming ever more 
polarised. The more that we’ve got a little bit of a 
gap between people’s identities, if you like, and 
beliefs they happen to have or thoughts they 
happen to think, then it feels like there might be 
a potential at least for politics based on greater 
respect and thoughtfulness.”
– Caroline Lucas MP
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BOX 5: EXPLORE FURTHER

‘Thoughts not facts’

A well-known phrase used in the evidence-based Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy 
Course widely available across the UK’s National Health Service (on which the original 
parliamentary programme was directly based) is “thoughts are not facts”. 

This insight arises from the process of ‘decentering’, or developing metacognitive 
awareness, which is a well-known element of Cognitive Behavioural Therapy theory and 
practice. It explicitly encourages individuals to change the nature of their relationship with 
their thoughts by interrogating their content rather than simply accepting them as being 
true. Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy made this change in the relationship with 
one’s thoughts even more explicit, by encouraging participants to view thoughts as mental 
events rather than over-identifying with their content.

The phrase “thoughts are not facts” is not used to suggest that all thoughts are unreliable 
or to be taken lightly, but suggests that we don’t have to automatically believe every 
thought as an absolute truth. As well as helping to reduce “self-directed, negative 
propaganda”,41 decentring from thoughts in this way can allow individuals to label a 
thought as exactly that - something that can be examined ‘on the workbench of the 
mind’. This perhaps enables a wider level of choice over whether and how to respond to a 
particular thought, rather than simply reacting to it impulsively.

Some politicians report an improvement in their ability to distinguish their own 
thoughts from their identity and to apply this approach to the thoughts and 
opinions of individuals beyond their training group: Caroline Lucas MP, states “I think 
mindfulness helps you recognise that you are not the same as your thoughts. As 
such, there’s a potential there, at least, to have more useful conversations and to 
limit the knee-jerk reactions that happen in social media.” 
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BOX 6: EXPLORE FURTHER

What do we mean by polarisation? 

The polarisation or ‘othering’ of opponents that takes place in Westminster can act as a 
driver of polarisation and fragmentation in wider society.42 Similarly, political polarisation 
can affect social relationships and interaction, increase intolerance, and damage the social 
fabric of a society and the functioning of democracy.43 Intractable political conflict can lead 
to a failure to cooperate on complex, urgent issues that demand a collective approach.44

There is a distinction between issue-based and affective polarisation.45 This is an important 
distinction to make, particularly in the UK, where the media and individuals use the terms 
‘polarisation’ and ‘division’ interchangeably and in a generalised way. 

Issue-based polarisation describes divisions which form around a particular policy position 
or issue. The salience of an issue is important, because where it carries more weight relative 
to other topics (i.e. because a higher proportion of the public care strongly about it) this can 
impact how polarised a political environment feels.

Affective polarisation, on the other hand, occurs when individuals start to separate 
themselves socially and distrust or dislike people from the opposing side, regardless of 
whether or not they disagree on matters of policy. This leads to the creation of ‘in-groups’ 
who share a particular opinion with an individual and ‘out-groups’ who do not. 

Two of the key concepts involved in affective polarisation are:

•	 identification, where a person links together a person’s attitudes with their identities, 
associating positive traits with their own ‘group’ and negative traits with the ‘other’ 
group. This process of categorisation aids in the definition of one’s own identity, 
providing a sense of belonging, self-esteem, and a blueprint for behaviour that aligns 
with group norms. 

•	 perception bias, which shapes how people interpret and remember information, 
influenced by preconceptions, attitudes, and group affiliations. These biases impact 
individuals’ understanding and experience of the world, often leading to differing 
interpretations of the same event based on their ‘in-group’ perspective.

Studies have shown that mindfulness training and a befriending meditation which is used  
in some compassion and mindfulness training has been found to reduce affective 
polarisation over time.46 These are small-scale, early studies and more research is needed.  
However, if their findings are substantiated by further research, the potential implications 
could be profound.



Mindfulness in Westminster 34

3.3 Reconnecting to Values, 
and the Wider World

“Mindfulness encourages you to take a moment 
to reflect and think about others… not just in terms 
of other beings, but in terms of the Earth which we 
are part of… I’m not claiming that mindfulness will 
turn you into the next Greta Thunberg, but it might 
create the space in you to think a little more openly 
about how you interact with other people and 
other things…” 
– Kate Parminter, Baroness Parminter 

Related to politicians’ reflections on the relevance of mindfulness to political 
culture, are their insights on how mindfulness training can help them reconnect to 
their core values, the fundamental reasons they embarked on a career in politics, 
or their ambition to be of service to the wider world. Past reports from politicians 
have included mention of keeping perspective and staying in touch with what is 
most important to them.47 One politician reflects: 

“Mindfulness is helpful in terms of its ability to help 
you stop and take a moment to think about how you 
react to things and remember that you’re there for 
other people, not for yourself - which is the golden 
rule, isn’t it?” 

Another comments that “Mindfulness stops you wanting to own everything and it 
allows you to be part of change that will go beyond you…” 

These reflections chime with an emerging trend amongst mindfulness teachers 
to broaden the scope of courses to more explicitly include reflection into one’s 
values and interdependent relationship with social context. Sometimes described 
as ‘social mindfulness’,  the greater awareness developed through practice 
is  directed towards group culture and processes, in addition to the traditional 
focus on one’s own psychology and behaviour. This more contextual framing 
may be more influential in impacting organisational culture and creating lasting 
behavioural change than when these themes remain implicit.48 
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Where Next for Mindfulness 
in Politics?
“Some unexpected people have become the 
strongest advocates of the mindfulness course. Even 
those you may have expected to be cynical and 
sceptical initially are now its biggest supporters. For 
something that may be portrayed as alternative, 
mindfulness is actually very inclusive in terms of 
bringing people in. There aren’t many other groups 
like that where people look way beyond the politics 
of it all -  it’s quite a unifying force.” 
– Tim Loughton MP

The individuals mentioned in this report are politicians who chose to participate 
in mindfulness training, found it beneficial, and now incorporate mindfulness 
practices into their daily lives. While some have made it a daily habit, others 
only use it during certain times. Many in this group express a desire to practise 
mindfulness more often than they currently do.  

If mindfulness training has the potential benefits reported by the politicians 
referenced in this report, why isn’t everyone doing it, and why aren’t those who 
have been introduced to the practice doing it more often?

When asked why more of their colleagues hadn’t undertaken mindfulness 
training, politicians refer to a variety of factors, including time pressures, a lack of 
prioritisation for self-care, and a misunderstanding of what mindfulness training 
is. They felt some colleagues might still consider mindfulness as too alternative 
- “airy-fairy” and “hocus pocus” are among the words used by politicians in 
describing this potential scepticism.

Others state that whilst mindfulness might now be widely viewed as “valuable” 
some colleagues may simply think they do not need it. There is acknowledgement 
of the fact that mindfulness isn’t necessarily for everyone, and people may have 
their own way of cultivating their inner resources for carrying out their roles.

Some speak positively about the success of the programme in Parliament in 
a relatively short space of time, and about the number of colleagues who had 
attended classes or courses: “it really is quite a success story… in terms of the 
operation of the British Parliament over the years.” 



“Is mindfulness something that 
can make a kinder and more 
effective politics? I would say the 
answer is inevitably yes.”
– Angela Harris, Baroness Harris of Richmond

Conclusion
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This report began with the words of Baroness Lister, inviting consideration 
of how cultivating mindfulness might inform Westminster politics. Or, in 
other words, how would politicians doing politics more ‘mindfully’ be any 
different from business as usual? The accounts of politicians summarised here 
represent an important first step towards answering this question.

At an individual and interpersonal level, politicians’ reports of the impact 
that mindfulness training has had are compelling. It appears to have boosted 
performance and strengthened resilience, resulting in politicians feeling  
better able to face the everyday challenges of their role. Within a context 
where “more [politicians] struggle than not” due to “job stressors [that] are 
numerous and severe”,49 they have reported that mindfulness helps them  
with managing their schedules, self-regulating their stress, calming their 
nerves before speaking in the Chamber and, after practising together, re-
entering the frenetic pace of Parliament feeling “stronger, better energised, 
and more hopeful”. In addition, politicians note that mindfulness provides 
them with the cognitive and emotional resources to listen to others more 
effectively and  respond creatively rather than react impulsively to more 
challenging interactions.

The media and the public often show little sympathy for those who choose 
a life of political service. However, we propose that it’s in all of our best 
interests when those whose decisions impact everyone have robust levels 
of wellbeing, self-regulation and effectiveness, and that evidence-based 
psycho-social support, like mindfulness training, should be encouraged.

Beyond this, some politicians have suggested that the relational benefits 
of mindfulness practice have extended far beyond their immediate practice 
group. This suggestion that personal mindfulness practice could have a 
positive impact on wider political culture is hard to demonstrate and remains 
controversial. What a ‘positive impact’ looks like is also not something 
that politicians would necessarily agree on. Nevertheless, the way in which 
politicians speak of  mindfulness helping them to “disagree better”, and 
remember that a person holding opposing views is still a human being, will 
be welcomed by many. In a recent poll, the public identified  ‘integrity’ and 
‘listening to diverse views’  amongst the qualities they would most like to 
see more of in  politicians.50 Providing opportunities to develop such qualities 
through training like mindfulness could, we suggest, contribute to the 
restoration of trust in how politics functions. As former MP and Government 
minister, now a Labour peer, Lord Alan Howarth so eloquently identifies:  

“The mutual respect, the willingness to listen,  
the kindness, the open-minded seeking after  
better understanding that mindfulness helps  
inculcate – these are the crucial underpinnings  
for a better politics.”
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We recommend that:

Good-quality and accessible mindfulness training is offered to policy and 
decision-makers at all levels of government.

Funding should be made available to provide specific mindfulness- 
based programmes and workshops (such as interpersonal mindfulness) 
to those politicians who wish to progress their training from the 
introductory course.

Resources should be provided to support politicians with either beginning 
or maintaining their mindfulness practice, including consideration of a 
specific physical space for politicians to practice, induction training for new 
politicians and practice sessions of varying length and frequency, both 
online and in-person.

More research should be conducted on mindfulness in a political context, 
with particular emphasis on the impact of personal and group practices on 
organisational approaches and ways of working together.
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Supplementary information 
on mindfulness in politics

The Formation of a UK Mindfulness All-Party  
Parliamentary Group

In 2014, a group of politicians from different political parties formed the 
Mindfulness All-Party Parliamentary Group (MAPPG) after experiencing the 
benefits of mindfulness practice during early courses in Parliament. This group 
convenes to discuss the potential benefits of mindfulness in society and its 
impact on various policies. The group published a report in 2015, Mindful  
Nation UK,51 which explored the evidence supporting mindfulness in areas such  
as health, education, criminal justice and the workplace. The report also gave 
policy recommendations relating to these areas. The Mindfulness Initiative  
policy institute acts as the clerk for the MAPPG - both are separate from the 
teaching program.

Mindfulness in International Legislatures and Settings

The Mindfulness Initiative has supported politicians and advocates for mindfulness 
within international legislatures through its Global Political Network, 52 led by 
former Member of Parliament Chris Ruane, who played a pivotal role in the 
introduction of mindfulness within the UK Parliament and brings his experience of 
both that and the MAPPG to the network. This network meets online 2-3 times a 
year to bring together representatives from different countries who are interested 
in mindfulness and politics. They share the latest research and evidence on 
mindfulness, and discuss the best ways to introduce mindfulness in political and 
policy settings.

The popularity of mindfulness in Westminster, the media attention it has drawn, 
and the establishment of the MAPPG seem to have inspired politicians in several 
other legislatures to become interested in mindfulness training. Mindfulness 
programmes have been introduced in several parliaments, including those of 
Canada, Denmark, Estonia, Ireland, the Netherlands, and Europe. One notable 
example is the French National Assembly, where around 100 people have 
participated in mindfulness training.

In 2017, the Mindfulness Initiative assisted the MAPPG Group in hosting a 
gathering of politicians from different countries to practise mindfulness and 
inquire into its implications for public policy and the political process itself. This 
gathering was attended by 40 politicians from 14 countries and was addressed 
by Professor Jon Kabat-Zinn, one of the international pioneers of contemporary 
mindfulness programmes.

https://www.themindfulnessinitiative.org/global-political-network
https://www.themindfulnessinitiative.org/global-political-network
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