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Mindfulness grows like a tree: Cultivating
mindfulness in systemic therapy trainees
and relations to psychological well-being
and psychological distress®

Cujecnost raste kot drevo: Razvijanje ¢uje¢nosti pri
Studentih sistemske terapije ter povezave s psihi¢nim
blagostanjem in duSevno stisko

Abstract

Background

Research shows that the mindfulness of psychotherapists and psychotherapy
trainees has important implications for their psychological well-being and
psychotherapeutic work. It is therefore beneficial to cultivate mindfulness in
psychotherapy trainees. However, little is known about the process of mindful-
ness development in psychotherapy trainees.

Objective

To investigate the development of mindfulness in systemic therapy trainees and
the relationship with changes in their psychological well-being and psycholo-
gical distress.

Methods
This mixed-method exploratory study utilized a naturalistic uncon-
trolled experimental design. Two groups of systemic therapy trainees
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(N = 26) participated in a 7-month group mindfulness programme which empha-
sized cultivating mindfulness in daily life. Quantitative measures included trait,
state, and process mindfulness, and psychological well-being and psychological
distress (anxiety, depression, positive and negative affect, satisfaction with life,
and quality oflife). The qualitative part of the study included a thematic analysis
of three diaries of mindfulness cultivation that covered the entire duration of
the programme.

Results

Changes in mindfulness, psychological well-being, and psychological distress
were observed in participants quantitatively and qualitatively. Trait, state and
process mindfulness increased, with an increase of mindfulness still observed at
the 7-month follow-up. Trait anxiety decreased, while positive affect increased.
Increase in mindfulness was correlated with decrease of negative affect and
the increase of positive affect. Thematic analysis showed the participants’ rich
formal and informal mindfulness practice, which was related to increased quality
of life, development of personality strengths, emergence of positive changes
in life, and a phenomenon named meta-mindfulness. Significant differences
emerged between the first and the second half of the programme duration.

Conclusion

Mindfulness cultivation is related to improved quality of life in psychotherapy
trainees and has implications for trainees’ capacity for learning as well as for
the quality of their work with clients. In addition, some important insights
about mindfulness development emerged in the study: it is harder to develop
mindful acceptance than mindful awareness; formal mindfulness practice is
the basis for informal practice; meta-mindfulness is important for mindfulness
to be self-sustained.

Key words: mindfulness, psychotherapy trainees, psychological well-being,

psychological distress, mindfulness development, mindfulness practice,
acceptance, meta-mindfulness

Povzetek

Izhodisca

Raziskave kaZejo, da ima ¢ujecnost psihoterapevtov in §tudentov psihoterapije
pomembne implikacije za njihovo psihi¢no blagostanje in psihoterapevtsko
delo. Zato je koristno razvijanje ¢uje¢nosti pri Studentih psihoterapije. Vendar
pajele malo znanega o procesu razvoja ¢uje¢nosti pri Studentih psihoterapije.
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Namen
Preuditi razvoj ¢ujec¢nosti pri Studentih sistemske terapije ter povezave s spre-
membami v njihovem psihi¢nem blagostanju in duSevni stiski.

Metode

V kombinirani kvantitativno-kvalitativni eksploratorni raziskavi je bil uporabljen
naturalisti¢ni nekontrolirani eksperimentalni raziskovalni naért. Dve skupini
Studentov sistemske terapije (N = 26) se je udeleZilo 7-mese¢nega skupinskega
CujeCnostnega programa, ki je poudarjal razvijanje ¢ujec¢nosti v vsakdanjem
zZivljenju. Kvantitativne mere so vkljucevale ¢ujecnost kot potezo, kot stanje in
kot proces ter psihi¢no blagostanje in dusevno stisko (anksioznost, depresiv-
nost, pozitivni in negativni afekt, zadovoljstvo z Zivljenjem, kvaliteto Zivljenja).
Kvalitativni del raziskave je obsegal tematsko analizo treh dnevnikov razvijanja
¢ujecnosti za celotno trajanje programa.

Rezultati

PriudeleZencih so se pojavile kvantitativno in kvalitativno opaZene spremembe
¢ujeénosti, psihi¢nega blagostanja in dusevne stiske. Cuje¢nost kot poteza,
stanje in proces so se povecale in porast ¢ujecnosti je bilo opaziti $e po sedmih
mesecih po zakljucku programa. Potezna anksioznost se je zmanj$ala, pozitivni
afekt paje narasel. PoveCanje Cuje¢nosti je koreliralo z zmanjSanjem negativnega
afekta in povecanjem pozitivnega afekta. Tematska analiza je pokazala bogato
formalno in neformalno ¢uje¢nostno prakso udelezencey, ki je bila povezana z
zviSanjem kvalitete Zivljenja, razvojem osebnostnih mo¢i, nastopom pozitivnih
sprememb v Zivljenju ter s pojavom, imenovanim metac¢uje¢nost. Pokazale so
se pomembne razlike med prvo in drugo polovico trajanja programa.

Zakljucek

Gojenje ¢ujecnosti je pri Studentih psihoterapije povezano z izbolj§ano kakovostjo
Zivljenja in nosi implikacije za njihovo kapaciteto za uc¢enje kakor tudi za kvali-
teto njihovega dela s klienti. Poleg tega je raziskava dala nekatere pomembne
vpoglede v razvoj ¢uje¢nosti: Cuje¢no sprejemanje se tezje razvije kakor ¢ujecno
zavedanje; formalna ¢uje¢nostna praksa predstavlja osnovo za neformalno
prakso; metacujec¢nost je pomembna za samovzdrZevanje ¢ujecnosti.

Klju¢ne besede: ¢uje¢nost, Studenti psihoterapije, psihi¢no blagostanje, duSevna
stiska, razvijanje ¢ujecnosti, prakticiranje ¢ujecnosti, sprejemanje, metacujecnost
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Introduction

Mindfulness and Psychotherapy

Mindfulness, according to a classical Western psychological definition, is “the
awareness that emerges through paying attention on purpose, in the present
moment, and nonjudgmentally to the unfolding of experience moment by
moment” (Kabat-Zinn, 2003, p. 145). Research has shown that as a psychological
construct, mindfulness may be more parsimoniously defined as “non-jud-
gmental, accepting awareness of one’s experience in the present moment”
(Cernetié¢, 2017, p. 49; see also Cardaciotto et al., 2008; Lindsay & Creswell,
2017). This refers to both internal (e.g., thoughts, emotions, bodily sensations)
and external experience (e.g., other people, environment).

Mindfulness is regarded as an implicit common factor in psychotherapy
(Martin, 1997). On a more explicit level, mindfulness can be beneficially inte-
grated into the psychotherapy process (a) as a therapeutic philosophy, (b) as a tool
for a therapist, and (c) in the form of specific therapeutic interventions (Cerneti¢,
2011). Mindfulness practices offer psychotherapists a way to positively affect
aspects of therapy that account for successful treatment (Davis & Hayes, 2011).

Therapist Mindfulness
The mindfulness of the therapist has several important implications for thera-
peutic work. Siegel (2010) claimed that therapist presence and establishing
contact with the client are the most crucial therapeutic factors. In the study by
Ryan and colleagues (2012), therapist dispositional mindfulness was positively
correlated with the working alliance and with improvements in interpersonal
functioning; the authors concluded that therapist dispositional mindfulness
may be an important pre-treatment variable in psychotherapy outcome.

Mindfulness might be positively related to therapist empathy (W. D. Morgan
& Morgan, 2005) and therapist ability of attunement to their clients (Bruce et
al., 2010). According to Surrey (2005), mindfulness could help a therapist to
maintain tripartite attention to themselves, to the client, and to the flow of the
therapeutic relationship. In the study of O'Donovan and May (2007), findings
from fifty eight therapists indicated that higher levels of mindfulness are asso-
ciated with therapists’ cognitive and affective well-being, satisfaction at work
and lower experiences of burnout; the authors concluded that attention to the
levels of mindfulness in therapists is warranted.

A meta-analysis of 22 studies (Cooper et al., 2020) found that greater self-
-reported levels of mindfulness were associated with less empathic personal
distress and greater perspective taking in counsellors and psychotherapists.
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However, an analysis of pre-post data indicated that mindfulness-based training
did not have a significant effect on empathy.

Mindfulness in Psychotherapy Trainees

Given the importance of therapist mindfulness, it is reasonable to think
of mindfulness also as a variable in psychotherapy training. A recent study
that examined the quality of life of psychotherapy trainees in a large sample
(Heinonen et al., 2022) found that a good half of the trainees had a happy life
(high life satisfaction without much stress) while every seventh trainee was
clearly in distress (highly stressful life with little satisfaction). The study authors
believed that stress and satisfaction of psychotherapy trainees affect both their
ability to learn new skills as well as their performance in working with clients,
and therefore these authors emphasize the importance of strengthening the
quality of life of psychotherapy trainees, for which they see various possibilities
at different levels.

In students of counselling, mindfulness has been associated with positive
results regarding general well-being, self-awareness, counselling skills (e.g.,
greater attention to therapy process), therapy relationship (e.g., better attune-
ment to the client and to oneself), and professional identity (Birnbaum, 2008;
Newsome et al., 2006; Rybak & Russell-Chapin, 1998; Schure et al., 2008).

In a review of empirical qualitative studies, Christopher and Maris (2010)
found that applying mindfulness practices to the training of counsellors and
psychotherapists can enhance the physical and psychological well-being of
trainees. The authors concluded that using mindfulness cultivation and training
programmes can teach students strategies of self-care that can help prevent
burnout, compassion fatigue and vicarious traumatisation.

In a controlled study by Rodriguez Vega and colleagues (2014), an 8-week
mindfulness training significantly improved attentional control and trait anger
in psychotherapists in training. Another controlled study (Shapiro et al., 2007)
found that therapists in training who participated in a Mindfulness-Based Stress
Reduction programme (MBSR; Kabat-Zinn, 1990) reported significant reduction
in stress, negative affect, rumination, state and trait anxiety, and significant
increases in positive affect and self-compassion. Participation in MBSR was
associated with increases in mindfulness, and this change was related to several
of the beneficial effects of MBSR participation.

In a double-blind, randomized controlled study by Grepmair and colleagues
(2007), psychotherapy trainees who practised mindfulness had better therape-
utic outcomes with their patients, including (but not limited to) greater symptom
reduction. However, in another randomized controlled study (Swift et al., 2017),
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where psychotherapy trainees participated in a brief 5-week manualized mindful-
ness training programme, no differences in clients’ ratings of psychotherapist
presence or session effectiveness were observed between experimental and
control conditions, even though participation in the mindfulness programme
resulted in significantly greater improvements in state and trait mindfulness
when compared to the control condition. Psychotherapy trainees themselves
also reported a significantly higher level of presence in treatment sessions after
attending mindfulness training compared to the control condition. Given that
in the latter study, mindfulness training was significantly shorter in compa-
rison to the former research, a dose effect might have been decisive. It might
be thatlonger mindfulness training is needed to noticeably translate into such
a complex domain as psychotherapy effectiveness.

In contrast to the outcomes of mindfulness of psychotherapy trainees,
much less is presently known about the development of mindfulness itself
in psychotherapy students. This topic, important for the design and delivery
of mindfulness programmes for psychotherapy students, still lacks research.

Aim of the Study

The present study aimed to investigate the development of mindfulness in
students of systemic therapy during a 7-month programme for cultivating
mindfulness in daily life. Of interest were various aspects of mindfulness: trait
mindfulness (Brown & Ryan, 2003; Cardaciotto et al., 2008), state mindfulness
(Lau et al., 2006), and mindfulness as a process (Erisman & Roemer, 2012);
awareness of experience and acceptance of experience; formal mindfulness
practice (carrying out a practice according to a formal, predefined protocol)
and informal mindfulness practice (practising mindfulness in everyday life
situations). We also intended to investigate the relationship with changes
in psychological well-being (Bradburn, 1969; Diener & Suh, 1997; Dodge et
al., 2012; Pavot & Diener, 1993) and psychological distress (e.g., Winefield et
al., 2012), such as changes in trait anxiety, depression, positive and negative
affect, satisfaction with life, and quality of life. In addition, the study sought
to explore other potentially relevant variables, such as the role of participants’
previous experiences with mindfulness, and variables pertaining to the process
of mindfulness development.

The research was a broad-focused, exploratory study, and thus a mixed-
-method methodology was chosen, incorporating both a quantitative and
qualitative approach.

In this particular mindfulness training, mindfulness in daily life was
central because the aim was to increase trait mindfulness in participants

IN
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(i.e., mindfulness as a general, integrated personal characteristic which would
benefit an individual in various areas of professional and private life) rather than
specific mindfulness skills (to be applied only in certain, predefined situations).

Method

Participants
Two training groups, from two consecutive years, totalling 26 (2 male) students
of systemic therapy from a Slovenian psychotherapy training institute parti-
cipated in the study. The average age of participants was 32 years (range 23 to
49). All members of both training groups opted to participate in this research.
On average, participants reported having only little previous experience
with mindfulness (M = 1.840, SD = 0.800, n = 25; see the Materials section
below), and they specified these experiences as the following: an eight-week
mindfulness course, a weekend mindfulness workshop, formal and informal
mindfulness practice, meditation, yoga, spirituality, autogenic training, reading
about mindfulness or listening about it in lectures, exposure to mindfulness
when travelling.

Materials
Previous Experiences with Mindfulness
Participants self-reported their previous mindfulness experiences with one
quantitative and one qualitative questionnaire item. The former item was a
4-point Likert scale labelled “Previous experiences with mindfulness (circle
what is applicable)” with verbal anchors “no”, “yes, a little”, “yes, medium”,
and “yes, alot”. The latter item was asking “Please, describe briefly your possible
previous experiences with mindfulness” and was open-ended.
Mindfulness Measures
Four mindfulness self-report questionnaires were included in the study:
Mindful Attention Awareness Scale (MAAS; Brown & Ryan, 2003).
This unidimensional, 15-item questionnaire assesses dispositional (or trait)
mindfulness. All items are inversely worded. MAAS is widely used for measuring
mindfulness and has adequate reliability (Cronbach’s alpha from .80 to .87).
In the present study, the Slovenian version of the scale (Cerneti¢, 2016) was
used (Cronbach’s a = .78).
Philadelphia Mindfulness Scale (PHLMS; Cardaciotto et al., 2008). This is
a 20-item self-report measure that assesses trait mindfulness with two subscales
(each of them is comprised of 10 items), Awareness (Cronbach’s a = .81) and Accep-
tance (Cronbach’s a = .85). The Slovenian version of the scale (Cerneti¢, 2016)
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was used; Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for the Awareness and the Acceptance
subscales are .75 and .86, respectively.

Toronto Mindfulness Scale (TMS; Lau et al., 2006). A 13-item scale for
assessing state mindfulness is comprised of two subscales, Curiosity (6 items)
and Decentring (7 items). Values of the composite reliability index (a measure
of internal consistency, analogous to the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient) for the
two subscales are .93 and .91, respectively. We translated the scale into Slovene
for the purpose of this study. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of the Slovenian
version were (at five consecutive time points, including follow-up) .81, .82, .79,
.69, .86 for the Curiosity subscale and .53, .17, .62, .77, .69 for the Decentring
subscale. At all five time points, TMS was applied immediately after a guided
brief mindfulness practice.

Mindfulness Process Questionnaire (MPQ; Erisman & Roemer, 2012).
The scale has 7 items in its final version (the authors’ findings indicated that
item number 7 should be excluded) and measures mindfulness as a process,
in contrast to other mindfulness questionnaires which regard mindfulness more
as an outcome. For example one item is: “When I feel myself getting caught up
in my thoughts or feelings, I am able to bring my mind back to what’s happening
right now.” Findings from Erisman and Roemer’s study indicated that the MPQ
captured a unique aspect of mindfulness, beyond what was already measured by
existing mindfulness questionnaires. For the purpose of the present study, we
translated the scale into Slovene . Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for this measure
were .71 in the original version and in the translated version .67 and .59 (at
pre-test and post-test time points, respectively). A study by Flowers and Michael
(2017) confirmed the original (English version) MPQ as a reliable instrument.
Measures of Psychological Well-Being and Psychological Distress
We used self-report measures of trait anxiety (STAI), depression (BDI), positive
and negative affect (PANAS), satisfaction with life (SWLS), and quality of life
(Q-LES-Q-SF).

State-Trait Anxiety Inventory, Trait Scale (STAI-X2; Spielberger et al., 1983).
This commonly used measure of trait anxiety is comprised of 20 items. Internal
consistency coefficients for the STAI have ranged from .86 to .95; test-retest
reliability coefficients have ranged from .65 to .75 over a 2-month interval. In the
present study, the Slovenian version of the measure (Lamovec, 1988) was used,
and Cronbach’s alphas on our data were .92 and .94 (at pre-test and post-test
time points, respectively).

Beck Depression Inventory (BDI; Beck et al., 1961). This frequently used
inventory with 21 items measures characteristic attitudes and symptoms of depre-
ssion. Internal consistency of the scale ranges from .73 to .92 with a mean of .86

2.2.4.
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(Beck et al., 1988). In the present study, the Slovenian, 20-item version of the
measure (Lamovec, 1988) was used ( hereafter termed BDI-20 in the present
article), and Cronbach’s alphas on our data were .83 and .82 (at pre-test and
post-test time points, respectively).

Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS; Watson et al., 1988).
This is a questionnaire that consists of two 10-item scales to measure positive
and negative affect. Cronbach’s alphas for the positive affect scale range from
.86 t0 .90, and for the negative affect scale from .84 to .87. The reliability of the
scales is unaffected by the time instructions used. For the purpose of our study
we translated the questionnaire into Slovene . Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of
the translated version were (for the first and the second time point, respecti-
vely) .84 and .87 (positive affect items), and .89 and .92 (negative affect items).
The time frame at both pre-test and post-test was “last month".

Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS; Diener et al., 1985). The SWLS is a
short, 5-item instrument designed to measure global cognitive judgments of
satisfaction with one’s life. Internal consistency of the scale (Cronbach’s alpha)
is .87, and test-retest correlation is .82 across a two-month time period. We tran-
slated the scale into Slovene for the present study, and Cronbach’s alphas of this
version were .74 and .77 (for the first and the second time point, respectively).

Quality of Life Enjoyment and Satisfaction Questionnaire - Short Form
(Q-LES-Q-SF; Endicott et al., 1993). This 16-item questionnaire (which is the
“General activities”, or GA, subscale of the long-form Q-LES-Q) captures life
satisfaction over the past week. The last two items are not included in the total
score but are standalone items. Reliability of the English version Q-LES-Q-SF, as
reported in a review of peer-reviewed literature (Riendeau et al., 2018), ranges
from .84 to .90 (internal consistency - Cronbach’s alpha) and from .74 to .86
(test-retest reliability). For the purpose of the present study we translated the
measure into Slovene . Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of the translated version
were .74 and .77 at pre-test and post-test time points, respectively.
Mindfulness Diary
As part of the mindfulness programme, participants were expected to write a
daily diary of their personal cultivation of mindfulness. They were instructed to
include data about (a) practices they did (e.g., formal/informal type of practice,
which practice, approximate duration) and in what circumstances, (b) what were
they experiencing during and after the practice (thoughts, feelings, physical
sensations), (c) any problems related with mindfulness practice, (d) observations
and reflections about the outcomes of mindfulness in their life and about the
influences of mindfulness practice on their personal process.
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Only three participants (all female) submitted complete diaries ( covering the
whole duration of the programme), and all three were included in the analysis.
In total, they contained 245 pages of text, or 78,386 words.

Procedure
Research Design
The study was an uncontrolled naturalistic experiment, with quantitative and
qualitative assessment of dependent variables.
Mindfulness Intervention
The mindfulness programme “Living Mindfully”, which was part of the partici-
pants’ psychotherapy training requirements, lasted for 7 months (from November
till June) and included 14 biweekly group sessions of 135 minutes each. Compared
to more traditional mindfulness programmes, an emphasis in this intervention
was on mindfulness in daily life and on informal mindfulness practice. Each
group session included: (a) guided formal mindfulness practices, (b) ideas and
discussions on practicing mindfulness informally in relation to some aspect
oflife (e.g., pleasant activities, interpersonal relationships, work, purpose, fear
and anxiety, time management, nature, mindful attitude to thoughts), and (c)
sharing experiences in a group. In addition to attending group sessions, parti-
cipants were required to do at least one formal and one informal mindfulness
practice daily. The programme was led by a psychologist with more than five
years of experience in mindfulness practice, teaching, and research (the first
author of this paper). Additionally, in Spring, study participants took part in a
weekend intensive mindfulness workshop which was also a part of their training
requirements and was led by another qualified professional.
Data Collection
The two main time points of data collection (i.e., pre-test and post-test) were
atthe beginning and at the end of the mindfulness intervention. (At both time
points, collecting data spanned roughly evenly two consecutive sessions of the
programme to minimize the interference of the research with the flow of the
intervention and to avoid exhausting the participants’ motivation.) The TMS
was administered at two additional, intermediate occasions so that the four
time points for collecting TMS data were spaced approximately every 10 weeks.
For one of the two participating training groups, follow-up data was obtained
at 7 months after the end of the intervention.
Data Analysis
We analyzed quantitative data with the PSPP and JASP software.

For the analysis of qualitative data we used the QDA Miner Lite software.
We chose a methodological approach called thematic analysis which is used in

2.3.5.
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psychological (see Braun & Clarke, 2006) and psychotherapeutic (see McLeod,
2011) research.

Research Ethics

Informed consent was obtained from all research participants before they took
part in the study. The research was conducted in accordance with the research
ethics guidelines valid in our research institutions.

Results

Analyses of Quantitative Data

Changes in Different Aspects of Mindfulness

Asshownin Table1, a considerable increase in trait mindfulness was observed
atthe end of the mindfulness programme and was maintained at follow-up, as
indicated by the MAAS score (only pre-post data was obtained for this scale) and
the Awareness subscale of the PHLMS. The other PHLMS subscale (Acceptance)
showed an increase at post-test that was close to statistical significance.

In addition, a continuous increase of state mindfulness during the programme
was observed, as indicated by the Curiosity subscale (and partly also by the
Decentring subscale) of the TMS.

Mindfulness as a mental process increased significantly during the inter-
vention as well.
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Table 1. Trait Mindfulness, State Mindfulness, and Mindfulness as a Process at Different Time Points
During the Mindfulness Programme.
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Table 2. Indicators of Psychological Well-Being and Psychological Distress at the Beginning of the
Mindfulness Programme, at the End of the Programme, and at Follow-Up.

Data collection time points

n start of the intermedi- intermedi- end of the 7-month p d/e’
programme ate point 1 ate point 2 programme follow-up

Data collection time points

Trait mindfulness

MAAS 22 3.55 4.24 000 1.365
PHLMS

Awareness 22 33.50 39.41 000 1.115

6 31.83%** 40.00** 37.17* .003 .608

Acceptance 22 35.59 37.64 .108  0.358

6 36.83 40.83 38.33 .190 .130

State mindfulness

T™MS
Curiosity 17 11.88*/** 14.82 15.94* 16.82** 005 .182
6 13.83 12.67 13.17 15.83 16.17 277  .057
Decentering 17 16.88* 19.88* 19.41 18.35 0362 .131
6 17.67 19.17 17.63 16.33 19.17 277  .057
Mindfulness as a
process
MPQ 23 23.61 25.13 .022  0.515

Notes. d = Cohen's d measure of effect size (shown where not underlined); &’ = omega-squared
measure of effect size (shown where underlined); MAAS = Mindful Attention Awareness Scale;
PHLMS = Philadelphia Mindfulness Scale; TMS = Toronto Mindfulness Scale; MPQ = Mindfulness
Process Questionnaire.

a Corrected value (Huynh-Feldt) is shown due to nonsphericity of data.

* Difference between the two marked values is statistically significant at the level of 5%.

** Difference between the two marked values is statistically significant at the level of 1%.
Otherwise, statistical significance at the level of at least 5% is marked with boldface.

3.1.2. Changes in Indicators of Psychological Well-Being
~ and Psychological Distress
As shown in Table 2, trait anxiety decreased during the mindfulness programme
while positive affect increased.
In addition, a decrease in negative affect and an increase in satisfaction with
life came close to statistical significance.

n start of the end of the 7-month p d/w?
programme programme follow-up
Anxiety
STAI-X2 22 40.50 36.57 .010 0.599
Depression
BDI-20 22 7.82 6.41 3252 0.215
Positive and negative
dffect
PANAS
Positive affect 22 34.04 36.91 .018 0.544
6 33.50 38.33 33.67 .447 .000
Negative affect 22 24.28 21.52 .146 0.322
6 20.17 18.67 23.33 .289 .059
Quality of life
SWLS 23 22.96 24.89 .208 0.270
7 25.43 27.00 27.29 312 .037
Q-LES-Q-SF 23 49.57 51.30 .594 0.113
7 48.57 52.71 51.71 .517 .000

Notes. d = Cohen's d measure of effect size (shown where not underlined); »” = omega-squared
measure of effect size (shown where underlined); STAI-X2 = State-Trait Anxiety Inventory, trait scale;
BDI-20 = Beck Depression Inventory; PANAS = Positive and Negative Affect Schedule; SWLS =
Satisfaction With Life Scale; Q-LES-Q-SF = Quality of Life Enjoyment and Satisfaction Questionnaire
— Short Form.

@ Result of the Shapiro—Wilk test of normality is p = .056.

Statistical significance at the level of at least 5% is marked with boldface.
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Correlations Between Changes

Table 3. Bivariate Correlations (Pearson’s r) Between Pre-Post Changes During the Mindfulness Programme.

PANAS PANAS
affect

STAI-X2 BDI-20 Positive Negative SWLS
affect

PHLMS MPQ T™MS TMS
Awareness Acceptance Curiosity Decentering

PHLMS

MAAS

S511%

252
.433*

PHLMS Awareness

PHLMS Acceptance

MPQ

.439*

-.124
-.234
-.094
-.415
-.212
132

-.040
.140
=211
-.404
-.252
.202

-.200
.065
-.548"*
-.309
-.078
-.071

TMS Curiosity

.033
.192
.366
-.055

.318
.035
-.134
.445*

TMS Decentering

STAI-X2

-.085
.051
.100

.695%**

BDI-20

-.813***

-.653***

PANAS Positive

affect

-.472* -.584** -.273 .040 -.129 .655***  .444*  -.382

-.154

PANAS Negative

affect

-.392
-.506*

.384

.538"
Toronto Mindfulness Scale; MPQ

Beck Depression Inventory; PANAS

Quality of Life Enjoyment and Satisfaction

-.146
-.375

-.060
-.273

.140
-.058

225

-.099
Philadelphia Mindfulness Scale; TMS

State-Trait Anxiety Inventory, trait scale; BDI-20
Satisfaction With Life Scale; Q-LES-Q-SF

7017

.022
147

-.038

.096

-.159
142

SWLS

.668***

.563**

Mindful Attention Awareness Scale; PHLMS
Mindfulness Process Questionnaire; STAI-X2

Q-LES-Q-SF

Notes. MAAS

Mihael Cerneti¢ in Marinka Cerneti¢

Positive and Negative Affect Schedule; SWLS

Questionnaire — Short Form.

Statistically significant correlations are marked with bold typeface.

*p<.05,** p<.01, " p <.001.
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We also calculated a correlation matrix for pre-post changes in the study vari-
ables which is shown in Table 3.

With regard to mindfulness variables, changes of the acceptance mindfulness
facet (PHLMS-Acceptance) correlated positively with changes of the aware-
ness facet (PHLMS-Awareness and MAAS). Surprisingly, a component of state
mindfulness (TMS-Decentring) correlated negatively with trait mindfulness
measured by MAAS.

Changes in variables of psychological well-being and psychological distress
(trait anxiety, depression, positive and negative affect) were highly correlated
between each other in expected directions. In addition, satisfaction with life
(SWLS) correlated highly with quality of life measured by the Q-LES-Q-SE.
There were also medium-sized correlations (in the expected directions) of the
Q-LES-Q-SF with positive affect and negative affect.

What changes in psychological well-being and psychological distress of the
psychotherapy trainees occurred when their mindfulnessincreased? As shown
in Table 3, an increase in both facets of mindfulness (measured by PHLMS) was
associated with a decrease in negative affect, while positive affect increased in
correlation with increased mindfulness as a process. In addition, the increase of
positive affect was associated with the increase of satisfaction with life (SWLS)
and the quality of life (Q-LES-Q-SEF).

The Role of Previous Experiences with Mindfulness

To elucidate the role of previous experiences with mindfulness we ran a series of
analyses of covariance (ANCOVAs). This procedure enables a statistical control
for other factors, known as covariates.

When pre-post trait mindfulness data were accompanied by previous mindful-
ness experiences as a covariate, the pre-post change remained statistically
significant (p < .05) for all included measures of trait mindfulness (MAAS and
both subscales of PHLMS) and for mindfulness as a process (MPQ), but not
for state mindfulness (both TMS subscales). However, the covariate itself (i.e.,
the between-subjects effect) was statistically significantly related only to the
Acceptance subscale of PHLMS (p =.009). This means that previous experiences
with mindfulness did not have a significant role in trait and process mindful-
ness changes observed during the mindfulness programme, though there was
a significant relationship between previous mindfulness experiences and the
acceptance facet of mindfulness.
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Analyses of Qualitative Data
Themes and Subthemes

3.2,
3.2.1

As shown in Table 4, thematic analysis resulted in 1,904 coded segments of

text, categorized in 27 themes and 52 subthemes (specific aspects of themes)
in 6 thematic areas: (a) formal mindfulness practice, (b) informal mindfulness
practice, (c) general helpful factors for mindfulness, (d) effects of experiential

acceptance, (e) effects of experiential awareness, and (f) meta-mindfulness.

Inthe process of coding and categorization it became clear that the point of
theoretical saturation had most probably been reached. It was not likely that
subjecting additional text to the analysis would contribute significantly to the

On the basis of a thematic system that emerged in the thematic analysis,
we created a thematic map (see Figure 1) where thematic elements (thematic
areas, themes, subthemes) and their interrelationships (the results of what in
the grounded theory approach to qualitative research is known as axial coding;

system of themes and subthemes that had emerged in the process of analysis.
Strauss & Corbin, 1990) are presented visually using a tree as a metaphor.
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Figure 1. Thematic Map Produced in Thematic Analysis.
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Notes. FP = formal mindfulness practice; IP = informal mindfulness practice; IP-SELF = informal
mindfulness of self: IP-OTHERS = informal mindfulness of others; IP-ENVIRONMENT = informal
mindfulness of the environment; IP-ACTIVITIES = informal mindfulness of activities.

The computer drawing was made by Rok Cernetié.
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The thematic map shows three main constituents of the process of mindfulness
cultivation: (a) factors influencing mindfulness development (represented as
a root system of the tree), (b) mindfulness practice (represented as a trunk),
and (c) outcomes of mindfulness (depicted as a canopy with fruit ). As with
a tree having many roots, the development of mindfulness also depends on
several factors. This includes various difficulties, represented in the thematic
map asrocks that hinder the growth of the tree. A trunk gives the tree support
and stability, and functions as an intermediary between the roots (factors of
mindfulness) and the canopy with fruit (outcomes of mindfulness). Seen in
a cross-section, formal mindfulness practice is shown to function in a similar
fashion to the inner, central parts of a trunk (pith and heartwood), known for
giving a tree stability and support. In contrast, informal mindfulness practice is
seen as something that spreads concentrically outwards in all directions along
the circumference of the trunk and includes the trunk’s vital parts (live bark and
sapwood) where the tree’s sap flows and where the trunk is in contact with its
environment. This analogy illustrates that formal practice gives mindfulness
strength and persistence whereas informal practice connects mindfulness to
the plethora of situations in the life of an individual and to their vital concerns.
Differences Between the First and the Second Period

of Programme Duration

To analyze changes that occurred in the participants during the programme,
we separately investigated two periods of programme duration: months 1 to 3
(the first period) and months 4 to 7 (the second period). Table 4 shows diffe-
rences in the distribution of themes and subthemes between the first and the
second period.

It can be seen from the table that in the analyzed mindfulness diaries formal
mindfulness practice was statistically significantly more represented in the first
period of the programme compared to the second period. Also, in the first period
the participants wrote significantly more about problems in formal practice and
about the positive results of such practice than in the second period, while in the
second period they wrote more about affective material and bodily sensations
compared to the first period.

Whereas formal mindfulness practice predominates in the coded segments
of the first period, informal practice dominates the second period. There is a
large difference between the two periods in informal mindfulness of oneself and
one’s own experience. Positive results of informal practice were significantly
more pronounced in the second period while unpleasant results of such practice
were more represented in the first period.
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More prominent in the first period was also writing about internal general
helpful factors for mindfulness and about the effects of experiential awareness
(namely, noticing the increase in awareness during mindfulness exercises, and
positive results of bodily awareness). And finally, the thematic area of meta-
-mindfulness, as we termed an individual’'s awareness and reflection of their
mindfulness, was significantly more present in the diary entries of the later
part of the mindfulness training.

Validation of Qualitative Findings

We validated the qualitative results of the study using four validation methods,
selected from the work of Johnson and Christensen (2007): (a) triangulation, (b)
auditing by a colleague, (c) extended field work, and (d) researchers’ reflexivity.

Triangulation. This means cross-checking conclusions through the use of
multiple procedures or sources. We compared our qualitative findings with the
results of the quantitative part of our study, and found convergence without
contradictions.

Auditing by a colleague. The second author carried out coding of the text
and creating categories (themes, subthemes and thematic areas), while the first
author regularly reviewed the process, providing feedback to the second author.

Extended field work. For greater validity of their research, researchers
should collect data over a longer period of time. In the present study, two of
the diaries were from the first year of data collection, and one diary was from
the second year (i.e., from another run of the same mindfulness programme).

Researchers’ reflexivity. This is the most fundamental validation method
in qualitative research. During our research activities, both authors exerted
reflexivity on how we might be influencing the research process with our
personal and professional characteristics. We were actively bracketing our
expectations concerning the study results. According to Tufford and Newman
(2012), bracketing is a method used in qualitative research to mitigate the
potentially deleterious effects of preconceptions that may taint the research
process. We tried to be open for whatever was emerging from the data itself. In
this bracketing process, for example, at some point during the study the first
author noticed having a quite strong internal experience because the results
differed from what he had expected.

| &
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Discussion

Answers to the Research Question and

Implications of the Study

Quantitative Findings

During the mindfulness programme, various aspects of mindfulness notably
increased, with mostly large effect sizes: trait mindfulness, state mindful-
ness, and mindfulness as a process. However, with trait mindfulness, only the
awareness facet significantly increased but not the acceptance facet. The latter
increased only in state mindfulness (as decentring). In trait mindfulness, the
increase of experiential acceptance was close to statistical significance, but
with much lower effect size compared to the awareness of experience. This
occurrence is consistent with our clinical observations that mindful acceptance
as a personality trait needs more time (or practice) to develop in comparison
with mindful awareness.

During the programme there also emerged positive changes, with medium
effect sizes, in psychological well-being and psychological distress. These results
are consistent with previous research which found mindfulness-related increase
in general well-being in counselling trainees (Birnbaum, 2008; Newsome et al.,
2006; Rybak & Russell-Chapin, 1998; Schure et al., 2008).

Changes that occurred during the programme were mostly intercorrelated in
expected directions and size ranges. For example, there were significant positive
correlations between trait mindfulness scales. What was not expected, however,
is the negative correlation between trait mindfulness (measured by MAAS) and
state mindfulness (TMS-Decentring subscale). This suggests that when trait
awareness increased, the propensity towards a decentred state decreased (or
vice versa). In contrast to state acceptance (or decentring), MAAS correlated
positively with acceptance on a trait level. It might be that increased awareness
led to a less decentred stance towards experience.

Particularly interesting are correlations between changes in mindfulness on
the one end and changes in psychological well-being and psychological distress
on the other. The MPQ positively correlated with positive affect, satisfaction
with life, and quality of life, whereas both subscales of the PHLMS correlated
negatively with negative affect. It seems that MPQ and PHLMS possess diffe-
rential sensitivity, in the sense that the MPQ measures aspects of mindfulness
that are related predominantly to positive affect and psychological well-being,
whereas the PHLMS might be more sensitive to the aspects of mindfulness
related to the improvement of negative experience, such asreduction in nega-
tive affect and negative psychological symptoms. This might shed some light
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on the connections of mindfulness with different aspects of mental health as
the latter are delineated in the complete state model of mental health (Keyes &
Lopez, 2002). According to this model, complete mental health includes both
the absence of mental illness symptoms and the presence of well-being symp-
toms. In contrast, incomplete mental health (termed floundering in the model)
is characterized by the lack of well-being symptoms besides mental illness
symptoms being low. Cases where well-being symptoms are well represented
and coexist with mental illness symptoms are described as incomplete mental
illness (or struggling), whereas the combination of mental illness symptoms and
the absence of well-being symptoms is described as complete mental illness (or
languishing). While the MPQ might be related more to well-being symptoms,
the PHLMS might be more sensitive to mental illness symptoms.

What about the role of previous experiences with mindfulness? As shown by
ANCOVAs, pre-post differences in trait mindfulness and process mindfulness
remained significant even after the controlling for previous mindfulness experi-
ences. These experiences themselves were only significantly related to mindful
acceptance, but not to mindful awareness nor to mindfulness as a process. The
unique relation of previous mindfulness experiences with mindful acceptance is
consistent with the assumption already discussed above that mindful acceptance
develops at a slower pace compared to mindful awareness, perhaps requiring
a greater dose (of practice or mindfulness intervention).

Qualitative Findings

The qualitative results of the study support the quantitative by also showing
an increase in mindfulness and psychological well-being and a decrease of
psychological distress during the mindfulness programme. In addition, the
qualitative part of our research deepens and enriches the quantitative findings,
as it enables an in-depth insight into the process of mindfulness development
in psychotherapy trainees. It tells a lot about how mindfulness was developing
during the programme, about facilitative factors for mindfulness, and about
the perceived effects of mindfulness.

Itis not surprising that in the analyzed mindfulness diaries, in the first period
of the programme, formal mindfulness practice was in the foreground, because
when people start practising mindfulness, they usually tend to focus a lot on
the implementation of formal exercises. It is also understandable that in the
first period the participants wrote significantly more about problems with their
practice; later on they probably overcame these problems since our analysis also
shows that they mastered general helpful factors for mindfulness in the first
period. During this period the participants also mentioned the positive effects
of mindfulness more, which they then supposedly got used to. Our results thus
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suggest that doing the formal exercises, what was characteristic of the first period
ofthe programme, enabled the participants to launch their mindfulness practice
while also laying the foundation for cultivating informal mindfulness activities.

In the second period of the programme informal mindfulness practice came
prominently to the fore. This kind of practice over time concentrically spreads
outwards into different areas of the participant’s life. It can be concluded that in
learning mindfulness, informal practice stems from the formal one, and not vice
versa. To illustrate this process we introduced the trunk metaphor, described in
the Results section. In the second period of the programme the participants in
our research became more proficient in informal mindfulness practice and the
unpleasant effects of mindfulness activities significantly decreased. Informal
and formal mindfulness related to self-awareness and to one’s own experience
increased significantly in the second period of the programme. In addition, the
participants’ noticing of experiential acceptance as a positive effect of mindful-
ness practice shifted to the domain of informal practice in the second period.

As shown in the qualitative part of the study, mindfulness resulted in greater
quality of life, development of personal strengths, and emergence of positive
changesin life. More precisely, mindfulness practice helped participants gain: (a)
increased awareness of self and others; (b) calmness, relaxation, and well-being;
(c) improved functioning in daily life; and (d) increased acceptance of their own
and others’ experience. An event described by a participant named Betti (the
name has been changed) reflects a new experience of acceptance that occurred
in the second part of the programme: “At the end, I also had tears, but I didn't
hide them, I let them be where they were, I let them flow. This is probably an
important moment for me.”

The importance of mindfulness specifically for psychotherapy trainees
has been well articulated by another research participant (Iris): “Practising
mindfulness exercises is an invaluable aid to my processes.” Indeed, there are
many concurrent processes going on in psychotherapy trainees, such as their
personal therapy process, training experiences, client work, supervision, as
well as their life outside the realm of therapy.

Through mindfulness practice, the observation of their own mindfulness
gradually developed in the participants. Thus an additional, second-order
process and effect of mindfulness emerged - a phenomenon we have termed
meta-mindfulness. During the programme the study participants began to
notice by themselves that they were more in touch with themselves, had a higher
quality of life and were personally stronger. They also noticed the consequences
of non-mindfulness, and that mindfulness can be tiring. Meta-mindfulness was
more pronounced in the second period of the programme, which indicates that
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with practice, mindfulness widens and begins to encompass even itself as an
object of awareness. This is important because meta-mindfulness might enable
mindful living to be self-sustained (or self-regulated) and might offer a solution
to the problem that after completing a mindfulness programme many partici-
pants reduce mindfulness practice or give it up altogether, to their detriment
(see Gross et al., 2004; L. P. K. Morgan et al., 2014; Ribeiro et al., 2018; Sephton
etal., 2007). If a mindfulness intervention manages to develop meta-mindful-
ness in the participants, they will be more likely to maintain a higher, more
beneficial level of practice after the conclusion of the intervention, because
they will be better at noticing when they are not mindful and what benefits
they reap from being mindful.

Problems and Limitations of the Study

We were not able to include a control group in our study and such a quasi-expe-
rimental research design presents an obstacle to a causal interpretation of the
results. However, it is important to note that the aim of this naturalistic study
was not to reach confirmatory causal conclusions, but rather to make a broad-
-focused, exploratory investigation of the mindfulness cultivation process in
psychotherapy trainees. Our investigation included different aspects of mindful-
ness, observing the relationship to psychological well-being and psychological
distress, measuring state mindfulness at multiple time points throughout the
course of the programme, performing several correlational analyses on the data,
and broadening the study insights with the addition of qualitative research
methodology. By the inclusion of quantitative and qualitative data a possibility
was created that findings from these two research approaches mutually validate
each other by means of triangulation.

Due to the small sample size statistical power was low. This was most detri-
mental with regard to follow-up data where the dropout of about every other
participant was observed and consequently statistical power dropped even
lower. Interestingly, changes in several variables in this study were statistically
significant despite the low statistical power.

Previous experiences with mindfulness were assessed with two items only,
which poses some doubts about reliability and validity of the data concerned. For
example, some of the participants might have understood previous mindfulness
experiences in a broader, more popular sense which is not how mindfulness
is defined in professional and academic circles . However, the second item for
measuring previous experiences was open-ended, which enabled us to make
some checks about what the participants regarded as mindfulness.
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A note about reliability calculations should also be added. Although Cron-
bach’s alpha coefficients were mostly in the adequate range, there is a caveat
regarding the alphas calculated on data collected in this study. Charter (2003)
has noted that with low sample sizes alpha coefficients can be unstable. Our
sample size deviates significantly from the sizes recommended for the estimation
of the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient (see Yurdugiil, 2008). For a more reliable
assessment of the psychometric quality of the scales’ translations, prepared in
the scope of the present study, further research would be necessary.

In the qualitative part of the study, only three mindfulness diaries have been
analyzed because other participants did not submit diary entries for the whole
duration of the programme (as was the programme’s requirement). It is not clear
what factors were related to the submission of a complete diary. It was thus
not possible to validate our qualitative findings with the analysis of additional
material, but we utilized other validation methods and the point of theoretical
saturation was reached. Despite the absolute qualitative sample size being
rather low, the three diaries were rich accounts which covered a long time range
of more than half a year of continuous mindfulness development, producing
a total of several hundred pages of text (equalling an average self-help book).

Trainees of a single psychotherapy approach participated in the study, which
limits the possibilities for generalization of the research findings.

Suggestions for Further Research

Concerning methodological aspects, adding a control group to the research
design would make causal conclusions possible. Also, reliability of the findings
could be increased by replicating the study on bigger and /or different samples
(e.g., ontrainees of other psychotherapy orientations). In addition, cultivation
of state mindfulness (which is by definition transitory, much more fluctuating
than trait mindfulness) might perhaps be better measured in a more extensive
manner (e.g., with a time series approach); four or five discrete measures per
participant, as was the case in the present study, might not be enough to reliably
capture potential differences during a mindfulness programme.

An important line of further research into mindfulness development is
additional investigation of the acceptance/decentration mindfulness facet.
Particularly, how to achieve greater increase of acceptance in mindfulness
programmes, especially in psychotherapy trainees, given that experiential
acceptance is of paramount importance in psychotherapy work.

Additional research is also needed to investigate the relationship between
the characteristics of particular mindfulness programmes and the therape-
utic effectiveness of psychotherapy trainees. For example, as noted above,
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in a study by Grepmair and colleagues (2007) a relatively high dose of mindful-
ness training, provided to psychotherapy trainees, was needed to translate into
the treatment results of their patients, compared to a brief (5-week) mindfulness
training in a study by Swift et al. (2017) after which no client-reported diffe-
rences were observed in the psychotherapy processes led by psychotherapy
trainees. The mindfulness intervention used in our study was less intensive but
prolonged and more focused on informal practice, compared to more traditional
mindfulness programmes, and it would be interesting to find out the potential
influence these characteristics would have had on the therapeutic effectiveness
of psychotherapy trainees.

Conclusion

This study showed a positive relationship between mindfulness cultivation
and an improved quality of life in psychotherapy trainees. Our findings also
have implications for trainees’ capacity for learning as well as for the quality
of their work with clients.

Some important insights about mindfulness development have also been
gained in the present research. First, the study provided empirical support to
the clinical observation that the acceptance facet of mindfulness is harder to
develop than the awareness facet. Secondly, our research showed that in the
process of mindfulness development, formal practice is primary and serves as a
basis for the outgrowth and flourishment of informal practice which becomes
prominent in later stages of mindfulness development. What most fosters posi-
tive life changes as a result of mindfulness is probably not formal mindfulness
per se, but rather the (informal) implementation of mindfulness in a person’s
life. And thirdly, one of the observed outcomes of mindfulness practice is
meta-mindfulness which is beneficial in the self-sustainment of mindful living.
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