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Mindfulness and Cognitive Depletion Shape the Relationship between
Moral Conviction and Intolerance of Dissimilar Others

When people vest a position with moral conviction, that is,  a sense that the position is
grounded in fundamental right or wrong, good or bad, they tend to be particularly intolerant of
those who disagree. Psychological states that mitigate or augment the effect of moral convic-
tion on tolerance are lesser known. The present research investigated the immediate conse-
quences of mindfulness and mindlessness (cognitive depletion) on the relationship between
moral conviction and preferred social distance. Consistent with hypotheses, moral conviction
did not predict preferred social distance in a mindfulness condition (mindfulness meditation),
predicted greater preferred social distance in a mindlessness condition (cognitive depletion),
and predicted marginally greater preferred social distance in a control condition (no manipula-
tion). Findings suggest that adopting a mindful orientation toward people with different moral
views may foster acceptance, while adopting a mindless orientation may foster greater intoler-
ance.
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Popular discourse suggests that society is
becoming increasingly polarized along ideologi-
cal and moral lines (Doherty, Kiley, & Jameson,
2016). Psychological literature has documented
people’s intolerance of those with whom they
disagree (see Brandt, Reyna, Chambers,
Crawford, & Wetherell, 2014). People tend to be
especially intolerant of those who disagree with
them on issues that they vest with moral con-
viction – positions experienced as grounded in
fundamental right and wrong, good and bad
(Skitka, Bauman, & Sargis, 2005; Wright, Cullum,
& Schwab, 2008). The present research investi-
gated states that may modulate this effect, and
in particular, whether mindfulness ameliorates

and mindlessness amplifies the tendency to be
intolerant of moral disagreement.

Moral Conviction

A robust body of work shows that attitudes
vested with moral conviction – known as moral
mandates – differ from non-moral attitudes in a
number of ways (for a review, see Skitka &
Morgan, 2014). Moral mandates are associated
with stronger emotions than non-moral attitudes
(Skitka & Wisneski, 2010). Moral mandates are
also authority independent. When people vest
an attitude with moral conviction, they are more
likely to believe that related duties and rights
follow from moral principles rather than rules,
procedures, or authority dictates (e.g., Skitka,
Bauman, & Lytle, 2009). Furthermore, moral
mandates inoculate people against peer influ-
ence. The stronger a person’s moral conviction,
the less likely that person will conform to oth-
ers with a contrary position (Skitka, Aramovich,
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Lytle, & Sargis, 2010). Additionally, moral man-
dates are a barrier to conflict resolution. Moral
disagreement fosters less cooperation, less
goodwill, and greater difficulty in reaching a
consensus (Skitka et al., 2005). Finally, greater
moral conviction predicts attitude-consistent
behaviors such as voting or political protest
(Morgan, Skitka, & Wisneski, 2010; van
Zomeren, Postmes, & Spears, 2012).

Of importance to the current research, moral
mandates are characterized by greater social
intolerance and discrimination toward attitu-
dinally dissimilar others (Skitka et al., 2005;
Wright et al., 2008). Altogether, the differences
between moral mandates and non-moral atti-
tudes beg the question: what factors impact the
effect of moral conviction on intolerance? Spe-
cifically, what factors exacerbate the tendency
to be intolerant of those with whom one dis-
agrees on deeply held moral views? Moreover,
what factors weaken or undo intolerance of
moral disagreement? The present research
seeks to provide insight into these timely ques-
tions.

Mindfulness

One state that may weaken or undo the effect
of moral conviction on intolerance is mindful-
ness. A relatively early and social psychologi-
cally situated conceptualization of mindfulness
describes it as a state of “active and fluid infor-
mation processing, sensitivity to context and
multiple perspectives, and an ability to draw
novel distinctions” (Langer, 1989, p. 138). How-
ever, other conceptualizations of mindfulness,
indeed the focus of the current investigation,
define mindfulness as a broad construct involv-
ing states and processes that enhance atten-
tion to and awareness of moment-to-moment
sensory experience without judgment or reac-
tivity (Brown & Ryan, 2003; Kabat-Zinn, 1990;
Lutz, Jha, Dunne, & Saron, 2015). Importantly, a
theme that seems to crosscut definitions is a

certain phenomenology whereby experience is
broadened, and stimuli are attended to and pro-
cessed in an enhanced manner.

Mindfulness has been shown to shape in-
terpersonal relationships. One study found
that modified mindfulness-based stress reduc-
tion (MBSR) increased reports of empathy in
premedical and medical students compared to
the controls (Shapiro, Schwartz, & Bonner,
1998). Beyond subjective ratings, mindfulness
and compassion meditation increased actual
helping behavior toward suffering individuals
(Condon, Desbordes, Miller, & DeSteno, 2013).
Brief mindfulness meditation interventions also
have interpersonal consequences. Compared
to active and relaxation control groups, five
(Tan, Yo, & Macrae, 2014) and eight minute
(Berry et al., 2018) inductions of mindfulness
increased empathetic responses toward osten-
sibly ostracized strangers. However, it is un-
known whether the prosocial benefits of mind-
fulness extend to those with whom a person
morally disagrees.

There are reasons to suggest that mindful-
ness may facilitate tolerance of morally dissimi-
lar others. One could reasonably construe re-
sponses to those who oppose their moral man-
dates as a form of moral judgment – one that is
intuitive and automatic (Haidt, 2001; but see
Wisneski & Skitka, 2017). Conversely, research
suggests that automatic cognitive processes
can be brought under control through mindful-
ness. Experienced mindfulness meditators com-
pared to novices exhibited greater inhibitory
control and cognitive flexibility during execu-
tive control tasks (Moore & Malinowski, 2009).
Similarly, participants who received MBSR train-
ing demonstrated superior attention orienting,
compared to untrained participants (Jha,
Krompinger, & Baime, 2007). An emphasis on
the core processes of mindfulness, that is, on
nonjudgement and nonreactivity, warrant con-
sideration here (Bishop et al., 2004; Kabat-Zinn,
2003). We suspect that these are the “active
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ingredients” that should cultivate a mental
stance where no single viewpoint, conviction,
or emotion is privileged over another. Collec-
tively, the enhanced control of automatic pro-
cesses, coupled with greater acceptance should
foster openness and receptivity of others de-
spite potential opposing convictions.  

Mindlessness

Mindfulness and so-called “mindlessness”
can be considered opposing constructs with
respects to attentional engagement and infor-
mation processing (Brown & Ryan, 2003; Langer,
1989), and thus may affect tolerance in different
ways. Whereas mindfulness represents a state
of open and fluid information processing, mind-
lessness represents depletion of attentional
control and information processing (Langer,
1989). During mindlessness, thought and be-
havior occur in an automatic fashion without
much participation of the individual to override
impulsive or inappropriate actions. As a result,
people are susceptible to over reliance on es-
tablished categories, simple decision-making
errors (Pohl, Erdfelder, Hilbig, Liebke, &
Stahlberg, 2013), and, critical to the present in-
vestigation, prejudice toward outgroup mem-
bers (Muraven, 2008).

Research also suggests that social processes
are impacted by mindlessness. A cognitive
depletion manipulation reduced rating of
empathetic concern and diminished neural re-
sponses in brain regions associated with em-
pathy (Morelli & Lieberman, 2013). Interest-
ingly, other research suggests mindlessness
influences moral judgments. Participants in-
structed to perform a number identification task
while reading moral dilemmas had increased
decision making time for utilitarian moral judg-
ments compared to non-utilitarian judgments
(Greene, Morelli, Lowenberg, Nystrom, &
Cohen, 2008). This suggests that some aspects
of moral judgments depend on controlled cog-

nitive processes. It is possible that depletion of
cognitive resources through mindlessness pro-
motes greater intolerance, while control of cog-
nitive resources through mindfulness promotes
tolerance.

The Present Research

Integrating across the diverse literatures, we
examined the influence of mindfulness and mind-
lessness on the interpersonal consequences of
moral conviction. We hypothesized that moral
conviction would have a weak or non-signifi-
cant effect on preferred social distance for par-
ticipants in the mindfulness condition (mind-
fulness meditation), and would predict increased
social distance for participants in the mindless-
ness (cognitive depletion) and control (no ma-
nipulation) conditions.

Method

Participants

Ninety-seven undergraduate students (age
M = 19.24, SD = 1.40) from a large and diverse,
public Midwestern university participated in
exchange for partial course credit. The majority
were male (n = 52). Most participants reported
being Asian (n = 33), followed by Hispanic (n =
25), Caucasian (n = 20), African American (n =
13), and other (n = 6).

Demographic information by experimental
conditions (mindfulness, mindlessness, and
control) is displayed in Table 1. Age was evenly
distributed across groups, F (2, 97) = .31, p =
.74, as was gender, χ2(2) = .21, p = .90, and
ethnicity, χ2(82) = 76.09, p = .66, indicating suc-
cessful randomization.

Procedure

Twenty-four hours before the experimental
session, participants reported their position on
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legalized abortion. Abortion was selected as the
issue-at-hand because it is a particularly polar-
izing topic in the American context, and was a
focus of previous research on the link between
moral conviction and intolerance (Skitka et al.,
2005). Participants completed a measure of atti-
tude strength and moral conviction regarding
their position. Five participants at a time re-
ported to the laboratory and were randomly
assigned to one of the three conditions: mind-
fulness, mindlessness, or no-intervention con-
trol (see Experimental Conditions). Then, par-
ticipants reported their preferred social distance
from those who disagreed with their position
on abortion. Participants were fully debriefed
and thanked for their time. All experimental pro-
cedures were approved by the local ethics re-
view board.

Experimental Conditions

Mindfulness. Participants assigned to the
mindfulness condition (n = 34) received written
instructions and guided focused attention
mindfulness meditation from an experienced
meditator (adapted from Kabat-Zinn, 1990).
While seated in a chair, participants were in-
structed to voluntarily and without judgment
sustain their attention on breath sensation for
15 minutes to evoke a state of present moment
awareness. They were told that if their mind
began to wander, they should take notice of the
wandering, and gently, without judgment, bring
their attention back to the breath. Thus, this
mindfulness manipulation was oriented toward

focused attention on the dynamics of inner ex-
perience (Lutz et al., 2015).

The majority of participants (n = 24, 71%) as-
signed to the mindfulness condition were medi-
tation novices, that is, reported no prior experi-
ence with meditation practices. Only two partici-
pants (5%) reported having “moderate” medita-
tion experience. The majority of participants (n =
20, 60%) reported dedicating “much” effort to the
mindfulness exercise, thought the exercise was
“very interesting” (n = 22, 63%), and felt “very
relaxed” during the exercise (n = 15, 43%).

Mindlessness (cognitive depletion). Partici-
pants assigned to the mindlessness condition
(n = 35) completed a modified version of the
Attention Network Test (Fan, McCandliss,
Sommer, Raz, & Posner, 2002), which is a com-
puterized measure of attention. This modified
task was used to evoke cognitive depletion, and
has been used for this purpose in past research
(Apfelbaum & Sommers, 2009). Participants were
presented with strings of five congruent or in-
congruent arrows and were asked to determine
the direction the center arrow was pointing rela-
tive to the other four arrows. Correct responses
to incongruent arrows require executive con-
trol to override the automatic tendency to fol-
low the direction of the arrows, thus evoking
depletion over consecutive trials. As with the
meditation condition, participants performed
this task for 15 minutes.

No-intervention control. Participants as-
signed to the control condition (n = 28) com-
pleted self-report assessments, but did not ex-
perience either state induction.

Table 1 Demographic characteristics by mindfulness, mindlessness, and control conditions 
 Mindfulness Mindlessness Control 
Age in years (M, SD) 19.26 (1.48) 19.35 (1.63) 19.07 (.98) 
Sex (% female) 47% 47% 43% 
Ethnicity (% Caucasian) 25% 20% 20% 
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Pre-Measures

Position. Participants reported their position
on legalized abortion by responding to the ques-
tion, “What is your stance on abortion?” using
a 3-point scale with the point labels of support,
oppose, and other/neither support nor oppose.
Position was coded as 1 = support, -1 = op-
pose, and 0 = other/neither support nor oppose.

Attitude importance. Participants reported
the extent to which their position on abortion
was “important to you”, “something you care
about”, and “important to you compared to
other issues” using a 5-point scale ranging from
not at all to very much (Skitka et al., 2005). Re-
sponses were averaged into a single score (α =
.90).

Moral conviction. Participants reported the
extent to which their position on abortion was
“connected to your beliefs about fundamental
right or wrong”, “a reflection of your core moral
beliefs or convictions, ‘a moral stance’, and
based on a moral principle” using a 5-point scale
ranging from not at all to very much (Skitka et
al., 2005). Responses were averaged into a single
score (α = .96).

Although it would be possible to measure
abortion attitudes using a bipolar scale that
ranged from very much opposed to very much
support (with neither oppose nor support as
the midpoint), we elected to separately measure
the valence of each participant’s position and
the strength of their position (attitude impor-
tance is a common measure of attitude strength;
Petty & Krosnick, 1995). This approach is con-
sistent with that used in other moral conviction
research (Skitka et al., 2005; Skitka et al., 2012),
and allows a) for position and strength to be
entered as separate variables in the analyses,
and b) for more direct comparisons of the ef-
fects of attitude strength and moral conviction
(both of which are measured on 5-point scales).
In short, this approach allows us to more effec-

tively test whether moral conviction’s effects
on intolerance are due to morality and not atti-
tude strength.

Post-Measures

Preferred social distance. Participants re-
ported the extent to which they would be happy
to have someone who did not share their views
on abortion as “President”, “Governor”, “my
neighbor”, “a coworker”, “a roommate”, “to
marry into my family”, “someone I would date”,
“my personal physician”, “a close friend”, “the
owner of a store or restaurant I frequent”, “the
teacher of my children”, and “my spiritual advi-
sor” (Skitka et al., 2005) using a 5-point scale
ranging from not at all to very much. Responses
were reversed scored and then averaged into a
single score (α = .89).

Results

Study variables were normally distributed as
indicated by skewness and kurtosis values. Bi-
variate correlations are presented in Table 2.
Briefly, reporting strong moral conviction about
abortion was positively correlated with attitude
importance (r = .58, p < .01). Moral conviction
was also positively correlated with preferred
social distance (r = .28, p < .01).

Before conducting primary analyses, we en-
sured the assumptions for multiple regression
were met. Tolerance and VIF values were within
an acceptable range, indicting there was no
multicollinearity among predictors. The Durbin-
Watson statistic indicated that residuals were
independent, and lastly, an examination of the
residuals indicated there was no problematic
variation.

Multiple linear regression tested hypotheses
that psychological state would modulate the
relationship between moral conviction and pre-
ferred social distance. Gender, age, position on
abortion, condition, importance, moral convic-



 36      Studia Psychologica, Vol. 61, No. 1, 2019, 31-41

tion, followed by the interaction of importance
and moral conviction with condition were en-
tered as independent variables. Moral convic-
tion and importance were mean centered before
computing the interaction terms, and because
both variables were highly correlated (r = .58).
Preferred social distance was entered as the
dependent variable. Conditions were dummy
coded as 1 = mindfulness, -1 = mindlessness,
and 0 = control.

The overall model was significant, F (8, 96) =
2.20, p < .05, η2 = .167, accounting for 16.7% of
the variance in preferred social distance. As
seen in Table 3, moral conviction predicted mar-
ginally greater preferred social distance (β =
-16, p = .08, 95% CI [-.02, .34]). This effect was
qualified by a moral conviction by condition
interaction (β = -.23, p < .05, 95% CI [-.44. -.01]).
As seen in Table 4, follow-up regression analy-
ses revealed that moral conviction was unre-

Table 2 Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations among study variables  
  M SD 1 2 3 4 5 
1. Age 19.24 1.40 _     
2. Position     .00  .80 -.04 _    
3. Importance 2.98  .96 .15 -.28** _   
4. Moral conviction 3.44 1.11 .11 -.47**  .58** _  
5. Condition   .01  .85 -.03 -.06 -.00 .05 _ 
6. Preferred social distance 3.41  .74 -.08 -.28**  .15 .28** -.01 
Note.  Position on abortion was coded as 1 = support, -1 = oppose, and 0 = other/neither support nor 
oppose. 
Conditions were coded as 1 = mindfulness, -1 = mindlessness, and 0 = control.   
*p < .05, **p < .01. 
 

Table 3 Unstandardized regression coefficients of predictors of preferred social distance  
 B SE t p 
Gender .01 .16 .07 .95 
Age -.06 .05 -1.13 .26 
Position  -.17 .10 -1.63 .12 
Condition -.03 .09    -.37 .71 
Importance (imp) -.02 .10 -.21 .84 
Moral conviction (MC) .16 .09 1.80 .08† 
Condition x Imp  .12 .12 .98 .33 
Condition x MC  -.23 .11 -2.11 .04* 
Note. Gender was coded as 1 = male and 2 = female.   
Position on abortion was coded as 1 = support, -1 = oppose, and 0 = other/neither support nor 
oppose. 
Conditions were coded as 1 = mindfulness, -1 = mindlessness, and 0 = control.  
*p < .05, †p < .10. 
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lated to preferred social distance in the mind-
fulness condition (β = -.07, p = .61, 95% CI [-.34,
.20]), predicted greater preferred social distance
in the mindlessness condition (β = .39, p < .01,
95% CI [.10, .68]), and predicted marginally
greater preferred social distance in the control
condition (β = .08, p = .08, 95% CI [-.02, .34]),
which were consistent with the hypotheses.

Discussion

Under typical conditions, people are intoler-
ant of others who disagree with them on issues
they vest with moral conviction. The present
research documents factors that modulate this
effect. A brief induction of mindfulness facili-
tated a more neutral, equanimous stance toward
morally dissimilar others, whereas a brief induc-
tion of mindlessness facilitated greater intoler-
ance.

There may be a number of reasons for the
mitigating effect of mindfulness on the relation-
ship between moral conviction and preferred
social distance. One of the more robust out-
comes of mindfulness is in the domain of emo-
tion regulation (Chambers, Gullone, & Allen,
2009; Lutz, Slagter, Dunne, & Davidson, 2008;
Sedlmeier et al., 2012). The brief induction of
mindfulness may have influenced reactions or
appraisals of potentially intense affective sig-
nals normally experienced when discerning
moral judgment. Indeed, the domain theory of
attitudes suggests that moral reactions facili-
tate more intense emotions than emotions ex-
perienced as a consequence of non-moral atti-
tudes (Skitka, 2014). Consistent with this theory,
participants who rated a vignette of incest as
immoral experienced more intense negative af-
fective than those who thought the vignette
was less immoral (Royzman, Leeman, & Sabini,
2008). Conversely, and by its definition, mind-
fulness promotes non-reactivity to discursive
sensory experiences (Kabat-Zinn, 1990). Sup-
porting this, mindfulness training reduces the

frequency and intensity of negative affect
(Brown & Ryan, 2003) and increases positive
affect (Teasdale et al., 2000). Taken together,
the induction of mindfulness may have neutral-
ized or downregulated affective signals typi-
cally experienced as a result of moral reactions,
allowing one to engage in more careful and ac-
cepting moral judgments.

A surprising finding from the current research
is the potency of mindlessness on preferred
social distance. Our findings indicate that
depletion of cognitive resources make people
more extreme in their intolerance of morally dis-
similar others. This extends past research show-
ing that certain cognitive states can make
people more intolerant of others. Participants
who experienced disgust due to a dirty labora-
tory made harsher moral judgments compared
to judgments made in a clean laboratory
(Schnall, Haidt, Clore, & Jordan, 2008). Further-
more, our findings provide the interpersonal
consequences to the effect that sustained
attentional demands consume executive re-
sources, leading to a decline in subsequent
performance (see Beilock, Carr, MacMahon, &
Starkes, 2002; Zanesco, King, MacLean, &
Saron, 2013). Thus, it appears that the relation-
ship between moral conviction and intolerance
depends, at least partially, on the ability to regu-
late cognitive and affective systems in a mo-
mentary fashion, with depletion making people
more extreme in their desire for disconnection.

In addition to the theoretical implications of
this work, our findings also have some practi-
cal implications. Political polarization in the
United States is now greater than at any point
in the last several decades (Pew Research,
2014) and has been described as “alarmingly
high” (Westfall, Van Boven, Chambers, & Judd,
2015). Furthermore, across the political spec-
trum, people are intolerant of those with whom
they disagree (Brandt et al., 2014; Crawford,
2012; 2014). Thus, any research that suggests
strategies to reduce intolerance provides po-
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tentially useful information in our contentious
sociopolitical climate. The strategy at the cen-
ter of this research – mindfulness training –
has already been shown to have a number of
pro-social benefits (for a review, see Condon,
2018) and the current research suggests an
additional benefit: decreased intolerance to-
ward those across the political aisle. Although
there are clear obstacles when it comes to reap-
ing the political benefits of mindfulness train-
ing, one could imagine that some practical
pieces of advice, notably, schools, organiza-
tions, and institutions (perhaps even govern-
ment institutions), could implement short-term
mindfulness training when preparing people
to discuss contentious issues. On a grander
level, an open question is whether wide-spread
mindfulness training (perhaps implemented in
the education system) could help build a more
tolerant society.

The present research has some limitations and
provides avenues for future inquiry. Mindful-
ness research has fallen under scrutiny by the
lack of active control groups (see Davidson &
Kaszniak, 2015). Because the present research
used a no intervention control group, it is pos-
sible that findings may not be due to mindful-
ness specifically, but to other nonspecific fac-
tors such as general relaxation. Future research
should investigate the role of mindfulness and
mindlessness on intolerance using time and at-
tention-matched control groups. Future re-
search would also benefit from shifting from a
state approach to a trait approach in order to
examine whether long-term or intensive medita-
tion training impacts tolerance. Lastly, mindful-
ness was not measured in the current study,
and can only be inferred from the brief mindful-
ness induction. Therefore, we cannot ascertain
conclusively that mindfulness was the precise
mechanism of change.

Taken together, the present research aimed
to provide the first inquiry into the effect of
moral conviction on social distance after adopt-

ing a mindful or mindless orientation. In daily
life, moral conviction predicts greater social dis-
tance from attitudinally dissimilar others. How-
ever, this effect can be reduced while in a mind-
ful state or greatly augmented while in a mind-
less state. This study provides insight in ways
to dissolve intolerance toward others who per-
ceive their world in morally different terms –
findings that are critical for navigating a com-
plex and polarized social world.
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