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Across four empirical chapters, a grand total of 15 studies support the idea that social mindfulness 
is a useful new construct that provides a fresh look at many aspects of human prosociality and 
cooperation. Chapter 2 broadly introduced the construct and validated its main operationaliza-
tion in the SoMi paradigm: Being other-oriented led to greater social mindfulness, acting social-
ly unmindful made a target less likeable, people with untrustworthy faces elicited lower social 
mindfulness, and social mindfulness was correlated with various prosocial (personality) traits 
and orientations. The behavioral field studies of Chapter 3 illustrated how the actual presence of 
others elicited socially mindful behavior. Next, Chapter 4 argued that the SoMi paradigm can 
also be used to measure social hostility, and Chapter 5 revealed the important role of target social 
class to explain prosocial behavior; specifically, higher social class targets elicited lower social 
mindfulness.

Is that enough to introduce a new psychological construct? Personally, I think it is. The 
groundwork has been laid out; the reported results are promising and cover a good array of top-
ics. Many theoretical and practical implications are addressed in the discussion sections of the 
respective empirical chapters. But obviously, in the bigger scheme of things these chapters will 
barely cover the beginning of what can and should be said about the broader construct of social 
mindfulness. In this final chapter I will therefore share a few more thoughts on social mindful-
ness as a basic form of prosociality, specifically in relation to social value orientation. Further, I 
will discuss additional findings that have not yet been reported elsewhere (both significant and 
non-significant), defend the name we chose for the construct, propose how social mindfulness 
may help solve real world problems, mention some general limitations, and sketch a path for fu-
ture research in social mindfulness.

Social mindfulness, prosociality, and social value orientation 
One of the assumptions in this dissertation is that being socially mindful is prosocial. Chapter 5 
even proudly carries the term ‘prosociality’ in its title. Broadly defined, prosocial behaviors are 
actions that benefit others (e.g., Batson & Powell, 2003; Penner, Dovidio, Piliavin, & Schroeder, 
2005). Except under very specific circumstances – like leaving out a line of coke for a drug addict 
in rehab, as one of our reviewers kindly pointed out – leaving choice does indeed benefit others; it 
provides control over outcomes, and this feeling of agency (e.g., Bandura, 2006) is usually greatly 
appreciated – see also Studies 2.2a-b. Construed as reciprocal autonomy, it may even appeal to one 
of the three fundamental needs as formulated by self-determination theory (e.g., Deci & Ryan, 
2000, 2012). In combination with the neuronal correlates as discussed in Chapter 1 (frontopari-
etal control network and default mode network activity when making socially relevant decisions; 
Lemmers-Jansen et al., 2016), it is safe to assume prosociality when leaving choice in the SoMi 
paradigm.

Moreover, social mindfulness in the broader sense involves acknowledging others in a social 
construction of shared situations. The mindful awareness associated with social mindfulness is 
not merely an empty awareness, however. Rather, it is behaviorally honoring the realization that 
our decisions have implications for others; action is reaction, as Newton would say, in a continu-
ous chain of situational transitions (Kelley, 1984). In the same vein of active social mindfulness, 
‘minding the gap’ is trying not to fall into this gap, and ‘minding a relationship’ is actively tending 
to it (Harvey & Omarzu, 1997, 2006). Construing social mindfulness as a basic other-orientation 
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that works in concert with benevolent behavioral decisions makes the new construct fit comfort-
ably within a larger ‘prosocial package’. 

The term has already surfaced a few times, but what is this prosocial package really? In an 
earlier publication (Van Lange & Van Doesum, 2012), we wrote that there is “increasing evidence 
that prosocial orientation represents a package of attitudes, values, beliefs, and broader preferenc-
es” (p. 77). The claim was that “those who are more prone to make other-regarding choices are 
likely to ‘embrace’ a broader package of beliefs, expectations, construals, affect, and emotions that 
are activated by social dilemmas and related situations where self-interest is at odds with collec-
tive interests” (p. 77). Based on this, I have always seen social mindfulness as one of the basic ele-
ments of such a package, which allowed me to think of the concept as inherently related to extant 
constructs of prosociality while not overlooking its distinctive qualities.

A traditional and well-validated construct within this prosocial package is social value ori-
entation (e.g., Messick & McClintock, 1968; Van Lange, 1999), usually referred to by its acronym 
of ‘SVO’. In fact, the classic proself versus prosocial dichotomy in social psychology is mainly 
derived from the SVO literature. The typical SVO-task consists of a series of decomposed allo-
cation games in which people divide valuable points (money) between themselves and one other 
individual. This other is usually “someone you don’t know and are not likely to meet in the near 
future,” so that chosen allocations reflect stable general orientations or traits. Broadly speaking, 
points can be divided with equal outcomes for all (prosocial), or with maximum profit for yourself 
in an absolute (individualistic) or relative sense (competitive); the latter two categories are typi-
cally taken together as proself. The newest version of this task, the SvoSlider (Murphy, Handgraaf, 
& Ackermann, 2011) additionally allows for altruistic decisions by giving the other more than 
yourself, but this is a rare occurrence even in large datasets (cf. Van Lange et al., 2016).

With prosociality defined as a preference for equality in outcomes, the core of a prosocial 
value orientation is a tendency for inequality avoidance that can be traced at neuronal level (Fehr 
& Schmidt, 1999; Haruno & Frith, 2010; Haruno, Kimura, & Frith, 2014). As a social norm, fair-
ness then is defined as not taking more or investing less than others, usually assessed with an 
assortment of distributive games or social dilemmas (e.g., Komorita & Parks, 1994; Van Lange, 
Balliet, Parks, & Van Vugt, 2014; Van Lange, Joireman, Parks, & Van Dijk, 2013). Some people 
are even willing to invest in punishing others who do not pull their weight in a common goods 
dilemma without expecting any direct personal gain (e.g., Buckholtz et al., 2008; Fehr & Fisch-
bacher, 2004b; Henrich et al., 2006; but see Krasnow, Delton, Cosmides, & Tooby, 2016). The norm 
to maintain fairness through equality might affect individual decisions more than a general and 
otherwise unqualified concern for others; in other words, prosocial value orientations may be 
more about egalitarianism than about benevolence (Van Lange & Van Doesum, 2012).

Although leaving choice in the SoMi paradigm could technically be construed as equalizing 
choice (not choosing the unique item leaves the second mover with the same amount of actual 
choices as the first mover, but the first mover first has to see this), this is not the main characteris-
tic of social mindfulness and/or the SoMi paradigm. Determining who gets what – the situational 
outcome – is only one aspect of what eventually determines the interpersonal result. The most im-
portant mechanism is that others are seen and acknowledged in what I call a social construction 
of a shared situation, or a situation that is perceived as one where your behavior has social conse-
quences. As emphasized throughout, this requires very little investment or sacrifice on the actor’s 
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side. Described in Chapter 1, the fact that the actor is willing to effectuate a situational transition 
to benefit others is probably the most important mechanism to generate positive interpersonal 
results. Thus, where social value orientation is more about egalitarianism, social mindfulness is 
more about benevolence. The distinct yet related position of social mindfulness and social value 
orientation within the prosocial package emerges empirically in robust correlations of .17 > r < 
.41 across studies. 

Social mindfulness in close relationships: trust and minding
A research interest that has been present from the beginning but that did not make it into one of 
the empirical chapters involves the role of social mindfulness in close relationships. For exam-
ple, two unpublished studies show how romantic partners and close friends were more socially 
mindful of one another than (absent) strangers (see Van Doesum et al., 2014; cf. Study 4.1). Key 
to understanding social mindfulness in this domain are the two concepts of trust and minding. 

In a broader context, trust and trustworthiness proved important in most studies of Chapter 
2. Further, trust partly mediated the different levels of social mindfulness for friends, strangers,
and foes in Study 4.1 (reported in the supporting information to Chapter 4 in the Appendix): 
Higher levels of trust were associated with greater social mindfulness. Together this suggests 
that trust should also matter for social mindfulness in close relationships, a domain traditionally 
strongly associated with interpersonal trust (e.g., Rempel, Holmes, & Zanna, 1985; Wieselquist, 
Rusbult, Foster, & Agnew, 1999).

Most available definitions of trust converge on the idea that trust indicates the extent to 
which people believe that others have benevolent motives in situations characterized by a conflict 
of interest (Balliet & Van Lange, 2013). One definition that is often cited across disciplines labels 
trust as “the intention to accept vulnerability based upon the positive expectations of the inten-
tions or behavior of another” (Rousseau, Sitkin, Burt, & Camerer, 1998, p. 395). This vulnerability 
makes trusting others a risky endeavor indeed (Luhmann, 1968), or, more precisely, “a solution 
for specific problems of risk” (Luhmann, 1988, p. 95). The risk amounts to giving up a certain 
level of control over your situational outcome to someone else, in the belief or expectation that 
this trustee has positive or cooperative intentions (Van Lange, Vinkhuyzen, & Posthuma, 2014). 

In his dense analysis of trust and power, sociologist Niklas Luhmann (1968) argues that trust 
is also a means to reduce the complexity of the outside world – ungraspable in its entirety – into 
manageable structures that still support enough complexity to make life interesting. Trusting oth-
ers leaves room for a more intricate construction of reality than when left to your own resources. 
Cooperation is the key. The problem of cooperation then becomes a problem of complexity, where 
more cooperation will allow for more (shared) complexity, and for maximized joint outcomes. 
Less trust means less cooperation, less complexity, and possibly less desirable outcomes overall. 
Trust, then, is a way to reach others to help improve and enrich one another’s possibilities in man-
aging the complexity of reality. 

Focusing on close relationships, three conditions have to be fulfilled for such complexity-re-
ducing trust to arise: A situation of interdependence, some personal risk, and the ability to make 
a free choice (Righetti & Finkenauer, 2011). The same pertains to social mindfulness: In interde-
pendent situations, people can freely decide to behave mindfully or not, which involves the risk 
of becoming vulnerable to others. In fact, by communicating mindfulness of others and showing 
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benevolent intentions, people instantly become vulnerable. Opening up to others by mindfully 
acknowledging them means accepting the risk of not being acknowledged in return (i.e., rejected), 
for instance, or even being exploited. Therefore, people will be more mindful of those they trust. 

In sum, trusting your partner means taking a vulnerable position and accepting the risk 
of harm in the hopeful expectation that this will not happen. But unfortunately there is always 
the chance that this trust is not justified, or that developing situations force people to go back 
on previous intentions, as honest and heartfelt as these may have been originally. Trust is thus 
strongly associated with reciprocity (see the classic trust game developed by Berg, Dickhaut, & 
McCabe, 1995); it is always easier to trust someone who can be trusted to trust you. How socially 
mindful people are of one another gives an indication of how important the other is to them at 
that moment, and thus of how much they can be trusted not to harm the other. People who appear 
to be socially mindful are safe to be around, simply because they show that they can be relied on 
to at least consider the others in their immediate social environment. As a basic prerequisite for 
trustworthiness, partners are likely to select each other for that quality.

Another key aspect of social mindfulness in close relationships is captured by the concept 
of ‘minding’, a term that is not featured much in recent literature anymore. Minding involves an 
active and benevolent perception of the other in a continuous process that does not stop after one 
or even a few instances. The gerund is used to indicate that maintaining a good relationship takes 
an ongoing effort from both partners, with a central place for the mind (Harvey & Omarzu, 1997). 
Minding in the context of close relationships means getting to know one another through self-dis-
closure and mutual observation, trusting that the other is relationship-oriented, accepting and 
respecting what is learned about the other, having reciprocal thoughts, feelings, and behaviors, 
and keeping the process ongoing without an endpoint (Harvey & Omarzu, 1997, 2006). 

In the context of close relationships, social mindfulness is conceptually close to this concept 
because it requires that others also need to be actively perceived in a benevolent way, and action is 
needed in order to show prosocial intentions. What distinguishes social mindfulness from mind-
ing, however, is the fact that social mindfulness goes beyond close relationships to define your 
individual place in the broader society; it is not specifically geared towards a romantic partner, 
and does not engage as deeply in the relationship. Being mindful of others then means holding 
others in mind, even as you carve out your general social position among them. Depending on the 
specific group and the social environment, these others can be friendly or hostile – and you can be 
friendly or hostile towards them, as illustrated in Chapter 4.

Having a wider scope than the relationship-focused minding, social mindfulness definitely 
has a functional but also limited role in the dynamics of close relationships. After asking twice 
how your new partner likes her coffee – “cream, sugar?” – it is probably more prosocial and at-
tentive to simply present the perfect cup unsolicited next time (although seeing the occasional 
need for variation would imply yet another level of perspective taking). Therefore, social mind-
fulness works best at a mid-level of familiarity where some ‘noise’ or uncertainty still obfuscates 
the communication. Such noise is often most safely conquered by providing options as a way of 
being socially mindful, but conquering your love may take a deeper level of personal interest and 
risky investment. 
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What’s in a name?
At this point I would like to elaborate on an issue that is inherently related to the introduction of 
a new construct: Its name. One possible criticism is that using ‘social mindfulness’ is misleading 
because the reader would expect a discussion of the kind of mindfulness that is targeted and en-
hanced by mental exercises or meditation. Literature on this latter understanding of mindfulness 
has indeed exploded over the past years; a quick PubMed search with ‘mindfulness’ as unique search 
term brings up over 3000 publications, of which almost 2400 were published in the last 5 years;1 on 
the other hand, the publications on ‘social mindfulness’ are currently limited to the papers on the 
publication list in the back of this dissertation (biography section). That is quite a difference. So why 
insist on using the term?

First of all, part of science is knowing its history. Twenty years ago a social psychologist would 
primarily understand mindfulness in the definition by Ellen Langer (e.g., 1989), who described the 
key qualities of a mindful state of being as “(1) creation of new categories; (2) openness to new in-
formation; and (3) awareness of more than one perspective” (p. 62). But more importantly, Langer’s 
definition of mindfulness was largely the antithesis of mindlessness, and much of her research in-
volved showing the dangers of mindless behavior versus the benefits of a more mindful stance in 
life. For example, one of her well-known experiments showed how people were willing to let others 
cut in line at the copy machine if these others simply mentioned that they wanted to go first because 
they needed to make copies – obviously no reason to deserve priority. This showed that people do not 
always pay attention to the relevant semantics, and are worse off for it (Langer, Blank, & Chanowitz, 
1978). The general message was that mindfulness generates a richer and more fulfilled life (Langer, 
1989). 

The therapeutic effects of mindfulness meditation were not the main focus of Langer’s re-
search, nor were its Buddhist roots. Also, she advocated an active cognitive approach to external 
stimuli in creating new categories and seeing multiple perspectives that can be interpreted as a call 
to action; the approach that underlies most of the more recent publications on mindfulness, howev-
er, is one of aloof observation. Rather than “active cognitive operations on perceptual inputs from 
the external environment,” it involves “an open, undivided observation of what is occurring both 
internally and externally” (Brown & Ryan, 2003, p. 823). The currently dominant focus is inward, 
observing and accepting – and, dare I say, passive. This is qualitatively different from how the con-
cept of mindfulness was understood only a decade or so before.

Hence, the semantic understanding of mindfulness appears to be in slow but constant flux. 
Is that progress? Not necessarily. The take on mindfulness that is currently popular clearly wins by 
numbers, but not always by accuracy. It suffers from serious devaluation, for example. Paying a little 
extra attention to what you are doing is all too quickly considered being mindful, whereas true and 
proven (therapeutic) mindfulness meditation often involves a long and painstaking process in which 
things will get worse before they get better; you first have to bring potentially hurtful experiences to 
the surface before you can observe and subsequently accept them. That is far from the quick fix that 
is implicitly promised by many mindfulness training programs that are advertised online (“Mind-
fulness training: Make a step in your development!”). 

Part of the criticism that ‘social mindfulness’ is a misnomer can thus be parried by the histor-

1  As of spring 2016
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ically informed argument that time will tell. But that would be a somewhat conceited and also not 
very strong line of defense. My real argument is target accuracy: ‘Social mindfulness’ accurately 
pinpoints how people socially construct a situation in a mindful way. 

Social mindfulness in the real world: some practical applications
One of the important goals of doing research is not only to contribute to theory and its development, 
but also to see if and how the findings can contribute to society (i.e., knowledge utilisation). Can the 
concept of social mindfulness make a difference in society and the problems it is currently facing? I 
think it certainly can, but maybe not in the form of readymade or traditionally prosocial solutions: 
Unfortunately yet interestingly it is not as simple as telling everybody to be nice to each other and 
never take the last chocolate chip cookie from that plate ever again, even if that is what our grand-
mothers taught us.

First of all, social mindfulness provides a new tool to investigate human cooperation and pro-
sociality – the primary claim of this dissertation. The key to improving cooperation, assuming that 
this is what we want, is knowing how it works. Of course, there is substantial extant literature on 
cooperation and prosociality with various profitable lessons to be learned. What research in social 
mindfulness can add is the perception that interpersonal acknowledgment does not require great ef-
fort to be greatly effective psychologically. Again, it can be as simple as spontaneously bringing home 
that special brand of cereal your partner loves, or indicating a right turn when leaving a priority road 
so others do not have to wait unnecessarily for you. On a dyadic level, these and other little gestures 
can well be employed for relationship management and the ensuing individual well-being. That is 
gain already, and many relationships will certainly be helped by a mild dose of social mindfulness.

But beyond dyadic relationships, there are many larger-scale problems that can be construed 
in terms of cooperation. One of the major issues the world is facing at the time of writing, for exam-
ple, is the European migration crisis (spring of 2016). Adrift by the turmoil in Syria, Iraq, and the 
surrounding region, over one million refugees reached Europe by sea in 2015 alone,2 typically after 
a harrowing journey in rickety vessels organized by unreliable people-smugglers. Many refugees do 
not even make it across the Mediterranean, exemplified by a troubling photo of a drowned toddler 
washed ashore on a Turkish beach that went viral in the media. But if crossed alive, the journey 
usually continues with another long and dangerous trip to the country where asylum is sought. In 
2014, there were over 664,000 asylum applications across Europe, with uncertain outcomes at best.3 
The final number for 2015 will undoubtedly be higher, and 2016 estimates for the Netherlands alone 
are up to 95,000.4

The trip is dangerous because it is illegal. Europe has trouble harboring so many refugees and 
in most cases would deny entry at the regular border posts. Of course, social mindfulness cannot 
help here in the practical sense, although better perspective taking (why would people undertake 
such a precarious journey unless they really see no other option?) should normally enhance the 
political motivation to come to real solutions. But in effect, social mindfulness cannot make the 
journey any safer, nor can it stop a war.

2  Source: http://graphics.thomsonreuters.com/15/migrants/index.html#section-arrivals 
3  Source: http://graphics.thomsonreuters.com/15/migrants/index.html#section-asylum 
4  Source: http://www.nrc.nl/next/2016/02/29/overheid-gaat-intern-toch-uit-van-94000-nieuwe-as-1595914
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What it can do, however, is make life a little more bearable at a psychological level after arrival 
at a temporary or more permanent resting point in the refugees’ journey. As argued at length, social 
mindfulness does not need great sacrifices to generate positive interpersonal effects. In terms of shel-
tering refugees, there are many practical issues that require high investments at societal and individ-
ual levels, like organizing safe and reasonably comfortable shelter and finding permanent solutions; 
that is not the natural habitat of social mindfulness. But when it comes to daily communication, it is 
certainly possible to exchange low-cost signs of interpersonal acknowledgment that may somehow 
atone for the dehumanizing effects of the war that was fled. After all, being socially mindful does 
not immediately mean you have to share your wallet, your house, your job, or your country; it only 
means that you see and respect others as fellow human beings with similar needs, wishes and, yes, 
basic rights. Not more, but also not less.

Of course, being socially mindful is not the answer to many acute and pressing problems; psy-
chological acknowledgment will buy you neither food nor shelter. But, and that is my point, promot-
ing social mindfulness can actually be the beginning of a long-term solution to the general problem 
of (cultural) integration. In a broader context, the kind of relationship that is established by recip-
rocal social mindfulness creates the affordance for further cooperation by preparing the common 
ground where meeting as equals is possible. This is a shared process. There is nothing wrong with 
one-way social mindfulness, of course, but it does not immediately create the ideal environment for 
lasting mutual trust and cooperation. After all, a ‘generous tit-for-tat’, or I-will-be-nice-if-you-are-
too strategy usually works to everyone’s benefit in many studies on iterated prisoner’s dilemmas 
(e.g., Axelrod & Hamilton, 1981; Kollock, 1993; Rand, Ohtsuki, & Nowak, 2009; Van Lange, Ouw-
erkerk, & Tazelaar, 2002). The same applies to social mindfulness. To surpass the positive individual 
psychological effects and have broader implications, it needs to be shared, and preferably even be 
the norm or default. Our findings at the neuronal level provide hopeful information in that sense 
(Lemmers-Jansen et al., 2016; see also Chapter 1). 

How do I see this practically? Refugee shelters could be organized to promote self-organization 
more, for example, in which the host country organizes the necessary tools and hardware but not the 
entire run of the camp; thus providing people more options to help decide how things are done, of 
course within the limits of the local law and what is practically possible. Another positive develop-
ment would be to not concentrate refugees in huge camps where there is a good chance of them feel-
ing like numbers rather than individuals – a good recipe for dehumanization – but to divide them 
over a larger amount of smaller shelters where they may have a better chance to meet and integrate 
with the local people, who in turn will not have to face the threat of a large group of newcomers as a 
whole. Of course, these are just a few suggestions, and there will be many unexpected opportunities 
for interpersonal acknowledgment by means of social mindfulness. Although no solution to why 
the refugees are there, it may alleviate some of the stress of being there – on both sides of the fence. 

In all, social mindfulness will not solve the problem of refugees coming to Europe, but may 
help to contain the problems at a very basic psychological level once arrived. This does not automat-
ically have to involve serving soup, giving money, welcoming new groups of refugees at the train 
station and pointing them to Ter Apel (the central registration post in the Netherlands), or portray-
ing other highly commendable forms of altruism or prosocial behavior. All it needs is a little effort 
to show the newcomers they are seen, welcome, and safe for now at least – to actually share a bit of 
humanity. After all, it is the thought that counts (Van Lange & Van Doesum, 2015; cf. Rand, Fuden-
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berg, & Dreber, 2015), and it is this thought that affords the first step on the long road to more per-
manent solutions. Asked why she would help far so away from her own country, one Dutch volunteer 
at a refugee shelter at the Greek/Macedonian border explained: “Of course it’s our problem too. […] 
We are all humans.”5 At the very least, paraphrasing the words of Dutch novelist Gerard Reve (1987), 
we could show refugees that their predicament has been seen; that it has not gone unnoticed (p. 222).

What else? Failed, further, and future 
Traditionally, a dissertation is a showcase for the junior scientist’s research in which only the best 
and most valued results are presented. That is good and understandable, but it necessarily provides 
limited information to the reader. Usually there is more than meets the eye, especially when intro-
ducing a new construct and a new paradigm, and this is no exception. We have conducted a few 
successful yet unreported studies, but also some exploratory studies that are not likely to make it 
in print for various reasons. Further, we have established ongoing professional collaborations with 
promising results in progress. Together, these studies provide several additional and valuable puzzle 
pieces to help complete the picture of social mindfulness, and I do not mean to deprive the reader 
of this information. Also, they contain suggestions for future research, be it by improving study 
designs or targeting new domains in which social mindfulness could be active and/or applicable. 
Over the next few paragraphs I will therefore briefly discuss a few of these projects in light of where 
research in social mindfulness could be headed.

In Chapter 1 I already wrote about neuroimaging the SoMi paradigm, and I refer the reader 
there for more specific information. What is important to reemphasize is that the findings of this 
study (Lemmers-Jansen et al., 2016) support the general notion of social mindfulness involving a 
social construction of situations through combined activation of the frontoparietal control network 
(FPN) and the default mode network (DMN), and confirm the idea that social hostility is the more 
effortful strategy within the SoMi paradigm. In my opinion, this is a good example of how social 
neuroscience can provide neuroscientific foundations to the behavioral findings of social psycholo-
gy. It certainly helps to establish the construct of social mindfulness.

Another compelling project is a large-scale international collaboration on social preferences 
across the globe. I often encounter questions about possible cultural differences in social mind-
fulness. It would make sense to find such differences, but these may not be explainable simply by 
differences in individualistic versus collectivistic orientations. I suspect it will be more complicated 
than that, and I anticipate other individual or country level variables to provide better explanations. 
To empirically answer these and related questions – the same can be asked for SVO – we approached 
over 60 researchers worldwide who collaboratively collected data from 31 countries in a sample of 
over 8000 participants. At the time of writing, data analysis is still in progress. The first results look 
promising, but it is too early for this dissertation to make any claims. The results will be reported 
later in a paper that is currently under preparation (Van Lange et al., 2016). Nevertheless, cross-cul-
tural differences are an interesting and crucial direction for additional future research in social 
mindfulness that will equally benefit the understanding of the construct in general and the way it 
functions at the cross-cultural level. 

5  Source: http://www.npo.nl/nos-journaal/28-02-2016/POW_02991032 
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Yet another potential avenue for future research involves the cognitive component of social 
mindfulness. Hypothetically, if the cognitive ability to process relevant information is hampered, 
then socially mindful decisions should become less likely. With less room for perspective taking 
there should be no reason for a social construction of the situation, for example. Consequently, 
we have looked at cognitive load in a few pilot or small-scale studies, but have not found any con-
clusive evidence yet, confirmative or disconfirmative. One study involved a load manipulation in 
which a group of participants had to memorize a list of ten words before doing the SoMi task, to 
be reproduced immediately after. This led to slightly lower scores on social mindfulness compared 
to a control group that did not have to memorize anything, but this difference was not statistically 
significant. I suspect the manipulation was not strong enough, but future studies could help to 
find out whether a stronger manipulation within a bigger sample would provide more reliable 
answers. 

A related study involved a frustration condition in which one group of participants had 
to deal with a computer mouse that froze and made it impossible to solve a rather easy memory 
game within a certain time limit. Comparing the scores of this group to a control condition with 
a flawlessly functioning mouse showed no significantly different scores on social mindfulness. If 
anything, frustrated participants tended to show greater social mindfulness. However, our ma-
nipulation check showed that the level of frustration remained at the bottom end of the scale 
between not at all and a little bit, suggesting only a weak effect of the manipulation. The same 
can be said about another study that used a time limit to hypothetically impair regular executive 
functioning, with similar non-significant results; having only a few seconds to make their deci-
sions resulted in a tendency to score higher on social mindfulness. The limit might have been too 
lenient, though, because no one missed a decision; there were no missing data. Failed method-
ologically or conceptually, the question is to what extent socially mindful decisions are the default 
(Lemmers-Jansen et al., 2016), and at what point cognitive load would become high enough to 
impede such default behavior.

An informative direction could also be to investigate the relationship between age and social 
mindfulness. We have seen small or marginal age effects, going in different directions (cf. Studies 
2.4 and 4.1). Positive correlations are comparable to what is usually found in the SVO-literature 
(e.g., Van Lange et al., 1997). Much depends on the restriction of range within the sample and the 
particular focus. Because social mindfulness is conceptually related to Theory of Mind (e.g., Frith 
& Frith, 2005) and the development of moral thinking, it is also interesting to see at what age chil-
dren develop a sense of social mindfulness, and if or how it increases with age. Preliminary data 
from a substantial sample of 805 children suggest a significant step up in the level of social mind-
fulness between approximately seven and nine years of age (i.e., between groups 4 and 6 in the 
Dutch Grade School system). In the same sample, girls were slightly more socially mindful than 
boys (Wesselius, Maas, & Hovinga, 2015). The researchers are currently conducting a follow-up. 

Yet another preliminary finding awaiting confirmation in follow-up research suggests that 
more extreme moods (both in positive and negative directions) can lead to lower social mind-
fulness. Instead of an obviously expected linear effect, we found a significant inverted ‘U’ in the 
scores on a one-item mood scale showing that socially mindful behavior was most likely to occur 
at moderately positive moods (Moore, 2014). It is no surprise that being too negative throws you 
back onto yourself; but too happy, and room for others also disappears. 
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Finally, in anticipation of the general limitation section below, new insights may come from 
developing alternative ways to measure social mindfulness. This could go in a direction that is 
inspired by the idea that a restaurant recommendation is more socially mindful when informed 
by preferences and allergies than simply directing someone to your own favorite place, as one 
option, but there certainly will be other ways to operationalize the broader construct of social 
mindfulness. A priori I would not exclude any of the traditional approaches. We have been asked 
for a questionnaire, for example, and maybe there are ways to reliably tap into the construct with 
a few well-crafted items. We have also been asked about real behavioral choices, and have indeed 
performed the experiments reported in Chapter 3. But undoubtedly there will be other options 
beyond choosing between black and blue pens. I am looking forward to seeing such measures 
emerge and be tested, as long as the construct of social mindfulness remains in focus as the kind 
of ‘skill and will’ presented here. To be called social mindfulness, low personal investment should 
concur with basic positive relationship effects that precede and enable more specified prosocial 
constructs like empathy. 

Limitations
A dissertation is not complete without setting limits to its own conclusions. Are these not over-
drawn, what do they really say, and will they have validity outside of these pages? Would there 
have been room for improvement in the studies? When exploring terra incognita it is of course 
normal to run into some dead ends, take a direction or two that seem to get you lost on long 
and meandering paths, and to suddenly find a road that seems easier to travel. Once at a higher 
vantage point it is also easier to spot a more direct way to the same goal that was waiting there all 
along. Indeed, all of this happened to me as part of the process of experimental psychology, but 
this should not take away from the message I would like to convey here. Because most limitations 
have already passed review in the preceding empirical chapters, below I provide a summary of the 
more general issues.

The most obvious limitations arise from the hypothetical nature of the decisions within the 
SoMi paradigm that generated most of the results reported here. Would they translate into real 
behavior involving real interaction partners? As the reader is well aware, we have made a first step 
to answer this question in Chapter 3. But follow-up research would certainly be informative. I 
expect such results to confirm our preliminary findings, especially as the substantial literature on 
the related concept of SVO almost exclusively relies on hypothetical allocations, yet has been able 
to provide very robust and highly valuable information throughout the years about general social 
preferences; SVO correlates with many real life variables, whether observed or manipulated (e.g., 
Van Andel, Tybur, & Van Lange, 2016; Van Lange, 1999; Van Lange, Bekkers, Schuyt, & van Vugt, 
2007). Besides, repeating the argument from Chapter 5, research has found reasonable overlap in 
neural activity between making hypothetical and real choices (Kang et al., 2011). At the least, the 
foundations are the same.

Also, the SoMi paradigm solely targets leaving or limiting choice as an indication of social 
mindfulness or social hostility. I have emphasized throughout that social mindfulness is much 
broader than these two options. Certainly there will be alternative ways to tap into the construct 
that will provide additional or even more complete information, and I expect to be among the first 
to embrace such new ways. That said, the SoMi paradigm has been instrumental in getting the 
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concept of social mindfulness across the footlights and into the real world. Given the attention it 
has already been gathering I would not be surprised if this is only the beginning of a long tour of 
duty as a reliable measure in social psychology – one that focuses on choice more than on apprais-
al of the self, and one that takes into account that it is impossible to be socially mindful beyond 
chance without simultaneously taking the perspective of others.

If that is the case, however, it would be good to take a closer look at the role of preference. 
What if participants really like the blue pen better, or the green apple? Is there a way to control for 
that? In the first versions of the paradigm we compensated for possible preferences by using two 
consecutive rounds with no break in between in which the ratios were alternated (first one blue 
and two yellow hats, then two yellow and one blue hat). Later versions had the same products show 
up in control trials where decisions are socially inconsequential. Also, the amount of experimen-
tal trials was raised to flush out preference in a specific category. I think the current structure of 
the paradigm provides enough holdfasts to develop new techniques to better understand the role 
of preference.

Related is the role of value. I have always insisted on using products of little value. Social 
mindfulness should not be about sacrifice, if only because there is an entirely different litera-
ture that looks at sacrifice. For example, letting participants choose between one iPad among two 
paper notepads would certainly not generate the same results, and would not tap into the same 
construct. If the crux of the measure is leaving or limiting choice, then it really should be about 
choice itself, and not about the chosen object. One way to test this would be to leave reality behind 
altogether and merely offer choices between abstract objects like squares or triangles; such a proj-
ect would indeed be featured on my wish list.

In sum, the psychological mechanism behind the SoMi paradigm both initiated the research 
on social mindfulness (“Daddy, that is not very nice of you”) and limits the current conclusions. 
But given the novelty of the construct and the results we were able to present here, I think these 
limitations are reasonably limited. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Social mindfulness? I encounter it every day. Especially the absence of it: I notice it when biking 
the streets of Amsterdam, when entering a train from a busy platform, or when ordering coffee 
at the Starbucks – “No, I don’t want to give you my name.” I experienced it when I was not 
offered a flyer on the street that I know I would have denied anyway. I see it in my colleagues and 
my friends. I notice when I am being socially mindful myself, and when I could be perceived as 
socially hostile. Experientially at least, it exists.

Social hostility has been the surprise finding of the project. Of course we started out explor-
ing social mindfulness as a form of prosociality. But the reader will recall that the concept was 
born from a moment of unmindfulness, from a father denying his son choice. Social mindfulness 
is grease to the wheels of society, as I wrote, and social hostility a handful of dirt in the gears. 
A well-oiled machine runs smoothly, and its functioning ideally remains in the background of 
your thoughts. Regular maintenance will keep it running. But a perception of the machine as a 
machine snaps right to the fore when it does not run smoothly anymore; when it shows hiccups 
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or stalls. In that case the machine itself becomes the object of perception, and not the action it is 
supposed to perform. Something similar happens with social hostility. By blocking the goals and/
or options of others, the functioning of the social machinery itself comes under scrutiny –and not 
in a positive sense. 

To end this dissertation, can I conclude that there is a meaningful psychological construct 
called social mindfulness? And is it useful to spend costly resources on it, both in terms of time 
and money? I wholeheartedly must answer “yes” to these questions. I am grateful for the time I 
was allotted to conduct this project, and I hope to have convinced the reader that exploring the 
new construct of social mindfulness provides information beyond what is gained from further 
investigation of extant constructs involving prosocial behavior. Science, however, exists by the 
grace of discussion; the sole aim in writing this dissertation has been to contribute to the ongoing 
discussion on human cooperation and prosociality. I am curious to find out where it will lead.

Ultimately, however, my conclusion must be both modest and pretentious. Attempting to in-
troduce a new psychological construct within the confines of a dissertation is necessarily limited 
in scope, and I am convinced that I left more questions unanswered than I started to address. Yet, 
that is exactly what I envisioned: I sincerely hope that what is written here will inspire a brand new 
line of research. Let this work be footsteps in the sand.


