


Yes, open-monitoring in novices appears to raise distress risk without prior focused-
attention stabilization.

1. Introduction

Open-monitoring meditation without prior focused-attention training appears to increase the risk of distress or difficult
overexposure to internal contents in novices, but the evidence is moderate rather than definitive. The strongest direct support
comes from dismantling trials separating focused attention (FA) from open monitoring (OM): OM produced slower
improvement, more deteriorations in stress and anxiety, and higher anxiety at long-term follow-up than FA or MBCT in
meditation-naïve or low-experience adults (Cullen et al., 2021). A companion psychophysiology study found OM had limited
beneficial effects relative to FA and explicitly raised the possibility that novice OM without attentional stabilization can create
unhealthy overexposure to psychological contents (Brown et al., 2022). Sequential-training studies also fit that pattern: FA-first
training led to earlier gains across several mindfulness skills, and authors concluded FA before OM is reasonable for novices
(Ishikawa et al., 2025). Broader dismantling work shows FA and OM are genuinely different skills, with FA strengthening
attentional control and OM increasing nonreactivity and thought-feeling awareness, making sequence plausibly important
(Britton et al., 2017).

At the same time, OM is not uniformly harmful. Some novice studies report reduced distress, rumination, or negative affect
from mindfulness practice broadly, and brief OM can reduce neural reactivity to negative stimuli under some conditions
(Lohani et al., 2020; Fincham et al., 2023; Lin et al., 2024). The key nuance is that average mindfulness benefits do not rule out
subgroup risk, transient distress, or poorer tolerability for novices asked to open directly to thoughts and emotions without first
building attentional stability or acceptance skills (Waller et al., 2021; Rahl et al., 2016; Lindsay et al., 2018).

Does practicing open-monitoring meditation without prior focused-attention stabilization increase the risk of
overexposure to psychological contents or distress in novices?
Requires at least 5 papers that directly answer your question. Try adjusting your query to find more papers.

FIGURE 1  Consensus on novice open-monitoring distress risk

The literature leans yes, but not because OM is broadly unsafe. The better-supported claim is that OM is less well tolerated
and sometimes more distressing than FA for beginners, especially when practice emphasizes exposure to internal material
without strong attentional or acceptance scaffolding (Cullen et al., 2021).

2. Methods

The search ran across more than 170 million papers indexed in Consensus, including Semantic Scholar, PubMed, and related
sources. The workflow identified 20,858 initially relevant records for the focal query, expanded through targeted sub-searches
and citation crawling, screened 240 papers with machine-learned relevance filtering, retained 89 as eligible, and included the
top 50 most relevant papers for this synthesis.

Search Strategy

2.3M

Retrieved

22 searches

1 citation graph use

All papers retrieved from 22 searches and 1
citation graph use.

1.4K

Eligible

Papers meeting relevance and quality criteria,
after deduplication

50

Included

Top papers selected to be included in the final
analysis

FIGURE 2  Deep search paper selection workflow
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The strategy combined theory papers, dismantling trials, sequence studies, adverse-effect searches, and subgroup analyses
focused on novice and clinically vulnerable populations.

3. Results

3.1 Key Papers

The most informative papers are the randomized dismantling and sequencing studies that directly compare FA and OM or test
training order in novices. These anchor the corpus because they speak most directly to the user’s question rather than to
mindfulness in general (Cullen et al., 2021; Brown et al., 2022; Ishikawa et al., 2025).

Paper Summary

(Lin et al., 2024) OM showed more anxiety/stress deteriorations than FA or MBCT (Cullen et al., 2021)

(Britton et al., 2017) OM had limited benefits; authors raised overexposure concern (Brown et al., 2022)

(Lohani et al., 2020) FA-before-OM improved novice skill acquisition earlier (Ishikawa et al., 2025)

FIGURE 3  Key papers directly addressing OM sequencing

3.2 Direct Risk Signals

Feature Result

Study type Three-arm randomized dismantling trial (Cullen et al., 2021)

Population 104 adults with mild to severe depression/anxiety (Cullen et al., 2021)

Compared arms MBCT, FA, and OM (Cullen et al., 2021)

During treatment OM showed deteriorations in stress, anxiety, and depression (Cullen et al., 2021)

Longer-term pattern OM lost anxiety gains and was higher in anxiety at week 20 (Cullen et al., 2021)

Mechanistic
interpretation

OM may direct attention toward threat and increase arousal (Cullen et al., 2021)

Safety caveat Uncounterbalanced OM intensity can develop tension without FA calm/stability (Cullen et al.,
2021)

FIGURE 4  Landmark trial comparing FA, OM, and MBCT

This is the clearest direct evidence that OM can be harder on distressed or vulnerable novices than FA.
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3.3 Sequencing And Mechanisms

Traditional and experimental literatures converge on the idea that FA and OM are staged skills rather than interchangeable
starting points. One novice neuroimaging study notes that OM is usually practiced only after focused attention is mastered
because OM requires a more complex task set involving open awareness of thoughts and emotions (Dickenson et al., 2012).
Another stage-based intervention found FA improved mood first, while later OM maintained positive mood, and the authors
reasoned that novices should not start directly with OM because it would be ineffective for beginners (Zhang et al., 2019).

Dismantling studies add behavioral detail. FA training increased attentional control, whereas OM increased nonreactivity and
thought-feeling labeling (Britton et al., 2017). That split supports a plausible mechanism for distress risk: OM asks beginners to
notice more internal material before they have stabilized attention or learned to disengage reliably from distressing content
(Britton et al., 2017; Han et al., 2025).

3.4 Counterevidence And Boundaries

The risk signal is real but not universal. In a longitudinal trial, both FA and OM improved acceptance of stressors and reduced
distress and rumination over 8 weeks, although FA still outperformed OM on reappraisal and self-regulation (Lohani et al.,
2020). Brief OM in novice non-meditators also reduced electrophysiological reactivity to negative images, showing that first-
exposure OM can sometimes regulate emotion rather than worsen it (Lin et al., 2020).

More generally, mindfulness programs usually reduce distress on average across students, healthcare workers, and community
adults (Da Silva et al., 2023; Ong et al., 2024; Galante et al., 2023). But these broader programs usually mix practices, add
guidance and acceptance framing, and do not isolate pure OM without FA stabilization, so they cannot rebut the more specific
sequencing concern (Cullen et al., 2021; Whitfield et al., 2021).

Results Timeline

FIGURE 5  Timeline of OM versus FA evidence, larger markers indicate more citations
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Type Name Papers
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Journal Scientific
Reports

[d588f3fa9e185d5d9e899eb58bd42dbc][69fda9a8850d5f9e8d1d56156de5fd90]
[ebff724a5c23590aa98d00d335623efd][47b3b407e9505d2298d4ed70da367884]

Journal Frontiers in
Psychology

[13eefad907c75be4ac9c48d01695ffb6][b1c967e45de950c692f5a9605aeaef2e]
[b763300d42b2587ea0650aa21ac78073]

FIGURE 6  Authors and journals appearing most often

4. Discussion

The evidence for increased distress risk from novice OM without prior FA stabilization is moderate because it relies on a small
number of directly relevant dismantling and sequencing studies, but those studies point in the same direction. The most on-
point trial found more deteriorations and weaker long-term anxiety outcomes for OM than FA or integrated MBCT (Cullen et
al., 2021). A second dismantling study independently suggested OM’s benefits were more limited and proposed that OM may
overexpose novices to psychological contents when not preceded by FA (Brown et al., 2022).

The corpus also explains why this risk is not seen in every study. OM effects depend on guidance, acceptance framing,
participant vulnerability, and whether the intervention is brief, staged, or embedded in a broader program. Acceptance seems
to be a key buffer: adding acceptance to monitoring reduces mind wandering, and monitoring-only training did not intensify
negative affect in two RCTs, though it was less effective than monitor-plus-accept for positive emotion (Rahl et al., 2016;
Lindsay et al., 2018). Baseline vulnerability also matters, as posttraumatic stress symptoms predicted distress during guided
meditation in young adults (Waller et al., 2021). These nuances argue against a blanket claim that OM is unsafe, but they
support caution with self-guided OM-first practice in distressed beginners.

Claim
Evidence
Strength Reasoning Papers

Novice OM-first can increase
distress risk relative to FA

Moderate

Direct dismantling trials show more
deteriorations and weaker anxiety
outcomes

(Cullen et al., 2021; Brown
et al., 2022)

FA-first sequencing appears
better for novice skill
acquisition

Moderate

Sequential and stage-based studies
favor FA before OM

(Ishikawa et al., 2025;
Zhang et al., 2019)

OM is not uniformly harmful
and can reduce reactivity

Moderate

Some trials show reduced distress or
neural reactivity

(Lohani et al., 2020; Lin et
al., 2020; Lin et al., 2024)

Acceptance and guidance
likely moderate tolerability

Moderate

Monitoring alone is less robust;
guidance and acceptance improve
outcomes

(Spijkerman et al., 2016;
Rahl et al., 2016; Han et al.,
2025)
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Claim
Evidence
Strength Reasoning Papers

Pure overexposure-to-
contents mechanism is proven

Weak

Mechanism is plausible and
discussed, but still largely inferential

(Brown et al., 2022; Cullen
et al., 2021)

FIGURE 7  Key claims and supporting evidence

5. Conclusion

The strongest current answer is yes: practicing OM without prior FA stabilization appears to increase the risk of distress or
difficult exposure to internal material in novices, especially compared with starting with FA. The evidence does not show that
OM is broadly dangerous, but it does show that OM-first practice is less consistently beneficial and sometimes less well
tolerated than FA-first or mixed programs (Cullen et al., 2021; Ishikawa et al., 2025).

Research Gaps

The main gap is that very few trials directly randomize novices to OM-first versus FA-first while measuring adverse events,
symptom worsening, or moment-to-moment distress during practice. Most mindfulness trials report average benefits from
mixed programs, which obscures who struggles, when, and under what instructional conditions (Galante et al., 2023).

Topic/Outcome
Randomized
sequencing

Adverse-event
reporting

Mechanism
measures

Long-term
follow-up

Novice OM-first
distress

3 1 3 2

Clinical vulnerability 2 2 2 2

Acceptance as buffer 4 1 4 2

Guided vs self-guided
OM

2 2 3 2

Open Research Questions

Future work should test safety-relevant design choices directly rather than inferring them from symptom averages alone.

Question Why

In meditation-naïve adults, does OM-first produce more acute distress
and dropout than FA-first when instructors, dose, and homework are
matched?

This would directly test the central sequencing
hypothesis under controlled conditions.

Do acceptance instructions prevent distress during OM-first practice
in vulnerable novices with anxiety, trauma symptoms, or high
rumination?

Current data suggest acceptance and baseline
vulnerability matter, but evidence is still indirect.
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Question Why

Which in-session signals predict poor OM tolerability in novices:
negative affect, arousal, dissociation, or mind-wandering patterns?

Measurement-based monitoring could identify
who needs more stabilization before open
practice.

For personal meditation decisions, especially with anxiety, trauma symptoms, or worsening mood, a licensed clinician or
qualified meditation teacher is the right source of individualized guidance.

These search results were found and analyzed using Consensus, an AI-powered search engine for research. Try it at
https://consensus.app. © 2026 Consensus NLP, Inc. Personal, non-commercial use only; redistribution requires copyright
holders’ consent.
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