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Background and Objectives
Mindfulness meditation, a practice that has become increasingly popular among Americans, consists of training attention to focus on the present 
moment and sensations, without judgement. A popular medium to learn and practice has been through phone meditation apps, such as Headspace or 
Calm. Mindfulness research suggests, though not conclusively, that the practice might carry multiple benefits, including but not limited to improving 
mental health and reducing stress (Creswell 2017, Grossman et al. 2004, Baer 2003). By training the ability to control one’s attention towards the present 
experience and away from distractors, and the ability to take a step back from emotions, the practice has the potential to also improve decision-making. 
This project will use a randomized experiment providing access and incentives to use a meditation app (Headspace) and outcome measures from 
experimental economics, in order to build evidence around these claims and better understand how meditation impacts decision-making, on top of 
its impacts on mental health. Stress and anxiety, especially when associated with poverty, have been shown to alter cognitive function and decision-
making; mindfulness meditation might be a cost-effective and low-stigma tool to reduce these inequality-widening effects of poverty on decisions.

Relevant Behavioral Concepts
Mindfulness meditation is thought to improve mental health by reducing the self-reinforcing mechanisms of stress and anxiety, such as rumination 
or heightened attention to negative outcomes. As such, the project first relates to the concept of mental health, and the emerging field of research 
on mental health and economics (Ridley et al. 2020). The project also relates to the study of human attention. While decision theorists have 
extensively studied rational inattention, little is known on how behavioral attention (Gabaix 2019) - i.e. attention actually paid to information, 
possibly independently of its relevance to decision-making and utility - is shaped and can be trained. Relatedly, the project connects to the concepts of 
information seeking and information avoidance (Golman et al. 2017). Individuals have natural tendencies to seek information on worrying topics even 
if this information is irrelevant to their decisions and behavior. A more rational allocation of our attention, or demand for information, would dedicate 
less resources to these worrying topics or issues and more resources to the present and decision-relevant questions. Finally, the project relates to the 
study of emotions and decision-making. Mindfulness meditation may enable an ability to make decisions and be introspective in a way that is more 
detached and less biased by emotions. 

Research Questions
The study addresses the following research questions:

• Can mindfulness meditation improve attention and its control?

• Does it impact how people respond to default effects?

• Can psychometric research on attention and mindfulness illuminate how behavioral economics and behavioral scientists think about and measure 
attention and behavior?

• Can mindfulness meditation affect interference of emotions and decision-making?

• Does it impact how people process self-relevant, unpleasant information and seek more such information?

• Can mindfulness meditation affect people’s understanding of their goals and what they perceive about their preferences?

• Can app-based mindfulness meditation improve mental health, especially in a changing world (COVID-19, social movements)? 

• Is mindfulness meditation a practice worth pursuing as part of social programs, either for its direct effects on mental wellbeing, or for its potential to 
improve individuals’ economic decision-making?



Sample
Using Facebook ads, 2,000 U.S. individuals will be recruited with an oversampling of low-income families. This recruitment strategy ensures that 
participants have an initial interest in trying out mindfulness meditation with Headspace and that they engage with the study. As demonstrated by Alcott 
et al. 2020, using Facebook ads with back-loaded incentives for completion allows to reach very high follow-up rates, a necessary feature to preserve the 
causal interpretation of the randomized experiment.

Methods
Participants will be randomized into three groups:

• Group 1: Participants will not receive any further treatment, but will be told that they will obtain the Headspace license after completing the final 
survey after four weeks (Waitlist Control).

• Group 2: Participants will receive an invitation and voucher code to start a premium license for the app for free.

• Group 3: In addition to the free license offered to group 2, participants will frequently receive email reminders to use this app from the research project 
email account, as well as incentives to practice at least 10 minutes a day, 5 days a week.

Two weeks post-randomization, a first outcome measure will be assessed by emailing participants a link to an online survey module. A randomly 
selected subset of group 2 will be required to complete a meditation before completing the survey module. Four weeks post-randomization, a second 
outcome measure will be assessed in the same manner. Both outcomes will be measured using surveys and experimental games to assess mental  
health, stress, a measure of time preferences, and the tendency to allocate attention to irrelevant worrying topics. The analysis will primarily follow an  
intent-to-treat (ITT) approach, but we will also follow an instrumental variable strategy using the assignment to reminders and to required meditations 
as an instrument for the amount of meditation. This second approach will allow us to estimate the local average treatment effect (LATE).

Hypotheses
We hypothesize that participants assigned to the free Headspace account, and especially participants assigned incentives for practice, will report less 
stress and score higher on mental health questionnaires. They will also exhibit decisions less biased by emotions, and a more neutral, instrumentally 
driven information-seeking behavior, as measured in a controlled experimental task by the amount of resources they spend to acquire information that 
is not relevant for the decisions at hand.

Practice and Policy Implications
The results will help policymakers decide whether mindfulness meditation is a practice worth pursuing as part of social programs, either for its direct 
effects on mental wellbeing, or for its potential to improve individuals’ economic decision-making. For example, policymakers administering programs with 
low take-up that they attribute to limited attention from eligible recipients might consider jointly encouraging practices such as mindfulness meditation.

References

Allcott, H., Braghieri, L., Eichmeyer, S. and Gentzkow, M., 2020. The welfare effects of social media. American Economic Review, 110(3), pp.629-76.

Baer, R. A. (2003). Mindfulness Training as a Clinical Intervention: A Conceptual and Empirical Review. Clinical Psychology: Science and Practice, 10(2), 125–143. https://doi.org/10.1093/
clipsy.bpg015

Creswell, J. D. (2017). Mindfulness Interventions. Annual Review of Psychology, 68(1), 491–516. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-psych-042716-051139

Gabaix, X. (2019). Behavioral inattention. In Handbook of Behavioral Economics: Applications and Foundations 1 (Vol. 2, pp. 261–343). Elsevier.  
https://doi.org/10.1016/bs.hesbe.2018.11.001

Golman, R., Hagmann, D., & Loewenstein, G. (2017). Information Avoidance. Journal of Economic Literature, 55(1), 96–135. https://doi.org/10.1257/jel.20151245

Grossman, P., Niemann, L., Schmidt, S., & Walach, H. (2004). Mindfulness-based stress reduction and health benefits: A meta-analysis. Journal of Psychosomatic Research, 57(1), 35–43. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0022-3999(03)00573-7

Ridley, M., Rao, G., Schilbach, F., & Patel, V. (2020). Poverty, depression, and anxiety: Causal evidence and mechanisms. Science, 370(6522).  
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.aay0214

About the BIS Grant Program
The BIS grant program supports dissertation research by advanced graduate students who are applying a behavioral science lens to specific research questions relevant to social services 
programs and policies and other issues facing low-income and vulnerable families in the United States. To learn more, visit: https://acf.hhs.gov/opre/project/behavioral-interventions-
scholars-2017-2021

https://doi.org/10.1093/clipsy.bpg015
https://doi.org/10.1093/clipsy.bpg015
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-psych-042716-051139
https://doi.org/10.1016/bs.hesbe.2018.11.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0022-3999(03)00573-7
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.aay0214
https://acf.hhs.gov/opre/project/behavioral-interventions-scholars-2017-2021
https://acf.hhs.gov/opre/project/behavioral-interventions-scholars-2017-2021



