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Introduction
This qualitative study is a preliminary analysis of ’home practice’ audio recordings, to gain insight into how meditation instruction is given on mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR) and mindfulness-based cognitive therapy (MBCT) courses.  

Mindfulness-Based Approaches (MBAs) have been drawing growing interest from researchers in recent years  (Dimidjian and Linehan, 2003 p. 166, Kabat-Zinn, 2003 p. 145).  As several reviews have shown (Baer, 2003, Bishop, 2002, Grossman et al., 2004, MAMIG, 2006, Hayes et al., 2006), MBAs may be effective in treating a broad range of psychological and physical difficulties, and may also enhance the well-being of different populations in both clinical and non-clinical settings.  As the reviews have indicated the probable efficacy of these approaches, some of the developers are now stressing the importance of investigating 'mechanism' or ‘process’ in addition to outcomes (Kabat-Zinn, 2003 p. 145, Hayes and Wilson, 2003 p. 161).  However this is not just a theoretical issue, as the increased popularity of these approaches creates a need for well-trained instructors (Kabat-Zinn, 2003 p.145). 

Background

Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR), which is the most-cited  form of mindfulness training (Baer, 2003), was developed in the 1980s in a behavioural medicine setting for the management of chronic pain and stress.  It consists in an eight-week group-based course of training in mindfulness practices.  Participants also engage in up to an hour of 'home practice', usually with the support of audio recordings of meditation instruction.  Mindfulness-based cognitive therapy (MBCT) (Segal et al., 2002, Williams et al., 2006, Teasdale, 2004), was developed "in the interest of discovering an effective treatment approach that would significantly reduce the relapse and recurrence of depression" (Williams et al., 2006 p. 2). It is a manualised group-based course of instruction closely modelled on MBSR, with the addition of some cognitive therapy elements (Segal et al., 2002).

Both courses teach a number of methods for developing mindfulness.  The formal meditation practices, which include a bodyscan and a ‘sitting’ mindfulness meditation, are usually taught in weekly classes lasting two (or two and a half) hours.  They are then practiced throughout the week with the support of a ‘home practice’ audio recording.  These recordings are therefore an extremely important part of the courses; guiding the majority of formal meditation practice during the course, (Baer, 2003 p. 126, Williams et al., 2006 p. 2) and are often used for practice subsequent to the course.  

The research into the content of these recordings was prompted by a practical need by instructors for guidelines in instructing in mindfulness meditation.  Apart from Segal et al’s manual for leading MBCT courses (2002), there has been a scarcity of written advice for mindfulness meditation instructors.  Inquiries with teachers at the Centre for Mindfulness Research and Practice (CMRP) in North Wales, did not reveal sources of guidelines for mindfulness meditation instructors, nor did searches on Google and Google Scholar.  

Segal et al’s manual (2002) gives meditation scripts and tips for leading meditations.  However the tips in that book are not all reflected in the meditation scripts found there.  For example, the instruction that they give themselves to use the present participle when describing actions (p. 88) is not represented in the script for the ‘body scan’ meditation (p. 112), or for the meditation on the ‘mindfulness of the breath’ (p. 150).  Also the advice ‘not to try too hard’, which is given "early on in the instructions" (p. 114), is not in the script for the body scan meditation (p. 112).  This prompted the question: what do mindfulness instructors actually say?  It is perhaps surprising, given the amount of research there has been in this area, that an answer to this question could not readily be found.

Design and research questions

There were two main areas of research.  

Firstly, what do mindfulness instructors actually say when leading meditations?  

Secondly; what might be learned from them to guide future instructors?

Are there significant differences in the way the recorded meditations (used for home practice) are led by various instructors?  How do they relate to the aim of instructing in mindfulness? 

How could the way such practices are led be improved?  

A qualitative ‘document analysis’ of the home practice recordings was considered an appropriate way to gain insight into how meditations are led on MBSR and MBCT courses.  These recordings are primary, in that they are not interpretations but are what is actually used during courses.  And, as they are already recorded, there is no observer effect (Bell, 1999 pp. 108-111).  It is also arguable that the recordings may reflect what instructors actually say in class.

Methods

Number and Selection Of Recordings 

An initial selection of recording was made on the basis of convenience, in that the recordings could be quickly and easily obtained in the UK.

As the aim was to gain insight into how mindfulness is taught on MBSR and MBCT courses, 10 recordings from sources which could be considered ‘mainstream’ were selected for detailed analysis.  The recordings selected were those used by teachers at the Center for Mindfulness UMass Medical School in the U.S.A., the Centre for Mindfulness Research and Practice in North Wales, and the Centre for Suicide Research at the University of Oxford, and by an experienced meditation teacher, who had graduated with an MA in Mindfulness Based Approaches from the University of Wales, Bangor.  All the recordings had previously been used for home practice in conjunction with MBSR or MBCT courses.  

Because the main interest was in how meditations are taught, a number of recordings of mindful movement and mindful yoga, from the same sources as those selected, were not examined.  Some meditation recordings by other teachers at the Center from Mindfulness UMass Medical School, which a cursory examination suggested were similar to those selected, were omitted to limit the size of the study.

The recordings chosen were of five bodyscan meditations, and five sitting meditations.  There were six instructors represented: four leading both bodyscan and sitting meditations, one leading a bodyscan, and another leading a sitting meditation.  In the case of the two leading single practices, both bodyscan and sitting meditation were not available.  A list of the instructors, and recordings, may be found in Table 1 on page 7.  The recordings by Kabat-Zinn were from Series 1, and some minor differences between the tape and CD versions were noted in the transcripts.

A limitation of the selection made was that it did not include any later Kabat-Zinn recordings.  These may have provided an interesting longitudinal perspective.

Procedure

The recordings were transferred to a personal computer, transcribed verbatim and the transcriptions checked against the recordings.  Accurate timings were inserted into the transcripts to facilitate checking of phrasing and emphasis, and these timings were checked against the audio waveform in an audio-editing program.  (Audacity. http://audacity.sourceforge.net/).  

Quantitative Analysis

Average words per minute for each of the recordings were calculated by dividing the word count of each by the duration of the recording measured to the nearest minute.  The audio waveforms of all the recordings were displayed in Audacity and compared, with particular note of being taken of the relationship between speech and silence in the recordings.

Qualitative Analysis

As an aim of the research was to explore what is actually said during meditation instruction, as opposed to attempting to understand it through any particular theoretical framework, a ‘coding up’ approach (Bowling, 2002 p. 390) was taken.  Initial coding was done using mostly ‘in vivo’ codes by underlining relevant words in the transcript, and making notes in the margins.  Themes were noted and checked against the transcripts for frequencies and exceptions.  A computer program ‘Yahoo desktop search’ (http://desktop.yahoo.com/), which allows focussed Boolean searches, and displays highlighted results in the original documents, was used to check for patterns and word frequencies.  Whenever words were counted their meanings were checked against context using such searches, to avoid invalid content analysis.  

The analysis was primarily descriptive and as the data (recordings) are stable and available, the interpretations can easily be checked by independent observers.  The intention throughout the analysis was that the results would be ‘relatable’ (Bell, 1999 p. 12) to others interested in how meditation is taught, i.e. that they might provide a stimulus to the teacher’s own process of reflection.

Results

Quantitative aspects

A fundamental issue when leading a meditation practice is knowing how much speaking to do, and how much time to leave in silence.  A crude idea of this was obtained by taking a word count of each transcript and dividing it by the duration in minutes of the recording, giving an average of ‘words per minute’ (see Table 1) for each recording.

	
	Bodyscan
	Sitting meditation

	Initials
	Instructor
	Duration

(minutes)
	Total Words
	Words per minute
	Duration

(minutes)
	Total Words
	Words per minute

	JK
	Jon Kabat-Zinn 
	45
	3890
	86
	40
	2065
	52

	JS
	Judith Soulsby
	46
	3557
	77
	46
	2529
	55

	RC
	Rebecca Crane
	48
	4417
	92
	n/a
	n/a
	n/a

	SS
	Sarah Silverton
	n/a
	n/a
	n/a
	39
	1987
	51

	MC
	Michael Chaskalson
	35
	2623
	75
	45
	1841
	42

	MW
	Mark Williams
	40
	3351
	84
	40
	2180
	55


Table 1

From this, for example, the greater amount of silence in the sitting meditation compared with the bodyscans can be seen.

However, this crude measure doesn’t show the pattern of speech to silence in each recording.  Some idea of this may be gained from the illustration of the relationship between the sound waveform and transcript of a recording as shown in Figure 1 on the next page.
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Figure 1

In the waveform to the right of the transcript, which plots sound amplitude against time (shown in minutes and seconds), the decaying bells at the beginning and end of the recording can be seen, as well as the silent pauses between the words.

The length of each recording (in minutes) and the overall pattern of speech and silence in each of the five bodyscans and sitting meditations is illustrated in Figures 2 and 3 below.
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Figure 2 - Bodyscans
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Figure 3 – Sitting Meditations

The instructor may be identified by the initials to the left of each waveform.  The five red flags at the bottom of Figure 3 show the starting point of separate tracks on the CD recording of MCs sitting meditation.  This was the only recording that was divided in this way.  

These two figures supplement the finding in Table 1, showing the relatively greater amount of speech during the bodyscan.  They also show the more punctuated rhythm of speech to silence during the sitting meditations.  The different overall pattern of speech and silence in the style of each of the five meditation instructors can be seen in Figure 3.

Qualitative Analysis

With some exceptions (discussed below), all the transcripts showed a remarkable homogeneity of content, and an almost identical sequence of instructions for each of the meditations was identified.  These are listed in Tables 2 and 3 below.

	The Bodyscan Meditation

	Stages of the practice
	   Some Common Themes  (not always presented, 

                                                 & only sometimes in this order) 

	Introducing and preparing
	regularity

	
	active role

	
	wakefulness

	
	purpose and design of this practice

	
	‘external’ conditions – secure, undisturbed, warm, etc

	
	a time for you

	
	attitude more important than posture

	
	attitudes: allowing, accepting, not trying, not judging, giving self permission to feel,  etc.

	Beginning the practice
	attending to breathing

	
	as if you were lying on a raft

	
	natural in and out breaths

	
	a safe place to return to 

	Directing attention sequentially through parts of the body, beginning with the toes of the left foot  
	directing attention to the toes

	
	a list of  possible sensations, including ‘none’

	
	not thinking about but being aware, noticing, sensing, listening , tuning in, experiencing, etc.

	
	 moving and widening attention to other parts

	
	imagining breathing in to, out from, with, limbs

	
	intentionally breathing into a limb, letting go on the out-breath and moving to next limb or part

	
	not taking a part of the body for granted

	
	areas that may hold tension

	
	if discomfort or pain, attending to it, breathing in to it 

	
	if mind wanders, that’s ok. attend and return, repeatedly

	
	Sequence of attention:  left toes, foot, ankle, lower leg, knee, thigh;  right toes, foot, ankle, lower leg, knee, thigh;  pelvic area, buttocks, genitals, and hips;  lower back, upper back, abdomen, chest area;  fingers and thumbs, hands, wrists, forearms, upper arms, shoulders;  neck and throat;  face: jaw, chin, lips, mouth, teeth and gums, tongue, nose, eyes, eyebrows, eyelids, temples, ears, forehead, face from the inside;  back and top of head, spot at the top of the head - breathing to and from this spot, spot at the top of the head - breathing through this and feet, through the whole body 

	Breathing through the whole body
	breathing to and from a point at the crown of head

	
	imagining a blowhole, like a whale or dolphin

	Experiencing a state or realm of wholeness, etc.
	essential completeness, limitations not confining

	
	beyond fears and desires

	
	experiencing our capacity to love and care

	Concluding
	moving and stretching, remaining mindful

	
	perhaps congratulate yourself for taking the time

	
	a resource accessible in everyday living by attending to the breath


Table 2

	The Sitting Meditation

	Stages of the practice  
	   Some Common Themes  (not always presented, 

                                                 & only sometimes in this order)



	Introduction
	a time to switch mode from ‘doing’ to ‘being’, 

	
	attitudes: friendly curiosity, patience, acceptance, non-judgemental,  etc.

	
	posture, relaxed and dignified, embodying intention

	
	attending to sounds, accepting them as they are

	Attending to Breathing
	not manipulating the breath, but being aware of it

	
	it’s normal for the mind to wander

	
	acknowledge where mind has wandered to, then return

	Breath and body
	perhaps attention pulled by discomfort etc.

	
	expand attention around the breath to the whole body

	
	choice with intense sensations: move the body or explore them, kindly

	Sounds, thoughts, and emotions
	shift attention to sound, without labelling it

	
	to thoughts: not distractions but objects of attention

	
	list of possible types of thought: about future or past, food, feelings, etc.

	
	decentering metaphors: stage, sky with clouds, train passing, radio in the background

	
	using the breath and body as an ‘anchor’ to return to

	
	to emotions, pleasant and unpleasant

	
	exploring sensations in the body associated with emotions

	
	choice with intense sensations: move to breath or explore with friendly curiosity

	Choiceless Awareness
	letting go of all objects of attention and being open

	
	list of possible experiences, breath, sensations, sounds, thoughts etc.

	State of completeness
	experiencing the ground of awareness, human, whole

	Conclusion
	attending to the breath once more

	
	recognising that you’ve been nourishing yourself

	
	perhaps congratulating yourself, allow regular practice

	
	benefits in life: breath to contact present moment


Table 3

It quickly became apparent that the overall structure of the recordings had been derived, directly or indirectly, from the Kabat-Zinn recording used here, evidenced not only in great similarity in the sequencing of the instructions, but also in the use of identical phrasing, in many cases. 

Introducing and preparing

The overall homogeneity in the recordings which has been referred to above, was most marked among JK, JS, RC, and SS.  MC and MW, each tended to be different from the other four.  This was most apparent in the introductory (and also in the concluding) sections of the bodyscan.  MW had a relatively shorter introduction and there was a very abbreviated ‘introduction’ in MCs bodyscan recording:

You do the body scan lying down, either on a mat, or a rug on the floor, or on your bed (if it’ s not too soft) in a place where you will be warm and undisturbed.  And when you are ready, allow your eyes gently to close. 

(MC)

The other instructors make much fuller introductory remarks to set up the session and future sessions, making this a particularly rich section of the practice in terms of the number of themes and directions and suggestions offered, implicitly or explicitly.  

JK, JS, and RC all call attention to the need for regularity of practice, suggesting that in so doing one takes  

“an active and powerful role in improving [ones] health and well-being” 

(RC)

Most make the point that it is best to stay awake during the practice.  MW takes this further, giving practical suggestions for how to achieve this: 

“if you find yourself getting sleepy, trying perhaps to experiment with keeping your eyes open, sometimes.  Or maybe doing the practice in a sitting posture.”

(MW)

JK, JS, and RC each give a slightly different emphasis in mentioning the purpose for which the recording has been designed (MC and MW do not touch on this theme).

JK says it is to induce relaxation, and indeed he introduces the recording as part of the a ‘Stress Reduction and Relaxation Program’.  The recording, he says, is designed 

“...to help you enter and to dwell in a state of very deep physical and mental relaxation”.

(JK)

RC and JS, on the other hand, who introduce the recording as part of a ‘mindfulness’ class or course, say that it is to induce relaxation and awareness.  RC talks about a state of 

“   very deep physical and mental relaxed awareness”

(RC)

whereas JS speaks of 

“   very deep physical and mental relaxation and awareness”.

(JS)

JK’s relatively greater emphasis on relaxation is reflected throughout his bodyscan recording.  For example he uses the word relax and its derivatives in an exhortatory manner 21 times in his bodyscan recording.  

“...as you relax into a deeper state of stillness and awareness.”

“...as you relax and sink even deeper into the mat”

“...as you let go and sink even deeper.  Into stillness and relaxation.”

(JK)

In any of the other bodyscan recordings, the word ‘relax’ appears at most 5 times in this way, and MW does not use it in that way at all.  However, all the instructors warn against trying to relax, and emphasise “being with” ones experience, “however that is”. (JK, JS, RC, MC,MW)

They all mention doing the practice at a suitable time and place, free from disturbances and interruptions, and ensuring that one will stay warm.  

Most frame the practice as a special time:  

“a time to affirm your commitment to your own health and well-being” 

(MW)

This time is also, for example:  “an opportunity”, “set aside”, “for you”, “nourishing” and “healing”,  (JK, JS, RC) 

This way of presenting the practice, and the time set aside for it, encourages a switch of mode, and this switch is made explicit in the introductory section of the sitting meditation, for example:

“Allowing this to be a time in which we set aside the usual mode in which we operate, that of more or less constant doing, and switch to a -- a mode of non-doing, a mode of simply being, of allowing ourselves to be, of becoming aware of our being”

(JK)

Such framing may help to encourage a helpful attitude which most of the instructors mention as being more important than whatever physical posture one might adopt.

Even the way such ideas are offered may invite an experimental, allowing, attitude:

“See if you can allow it to be a nourishing time for you”

(JS)

“... seeing if it’s possible to let go of the tendency we all have, to want things to be a certain way”

(MW)

Additionally, in the last example the difficulties are ‘normalised’ rather than ‘pathologised’ by suggesting that this is a tendency that we all have.  Speaking in terms of ‘we’ ‘us’ and ‘our’ can be a way of creating a common purpose in a group, as well as normalising difficulties which individuals may mistakenly consider to be exclusively their own.  Newcomers to meditation are often concerned at how much their minds wander, for example, and may be relieved to discover that such mind-wandering is the norm.  Reassurance may be found in a casual reference:

“And of course you will find that at times your mind wanders off...”

(SS)

RC links an attitude of allowing and accepting with the practice of becoming aware:

“On this tape you’re practising becoming aware in each passing moment, just accepting what’s happening in your mind, and body.  Observing, noticing it, allowing it to be just the way it is, because it’s already here and it’s part of your experience in this moment.”

(RC)

Being aware is also linked to letting go of judgemental and critical thoughts:

“Letting go of judgemental and critical thoughts in particular, and just doing what it says to do, as best you can, and being aware of how you feel, of what is happening.”

(JK, JS)

Becoming aware of what you are feeling, is framed not as a task but as a matter of 

“... giving yourself permission” 
(JK, JS, RC)

In the sitting meditation, introducing the posture may also be linked to attitude and intention:

“So now, coming to sit either on a straight-backed chair, or on a cushion on the floor, so that the back is straight but not stiff.  A relaxed, dignified posture, that reflects your intention to be awake, and aware.”

(SS)

Attending to breathing

Awareness of the process of breathing is a central element in both the bodyscan and sitting meditations.  The suggestion is that the meditator attends to the sensations of the breathing without attempting to change it in any way.  One of several minor differences between the tape and the CD versions of JK’s bodyscan is the absence on the CD of a reference to ‘diaphragmatic breathing’.  On the tape he says

“Remember to use diaphragmatic breathing, as we practised it in the class.”

(JK tape)

This is soon followed, however, by a suggestion not to manipulate the breath in any way, but simply to experience it as the air moves in and out of the body.  

As the intention is to be aware of the breath rather than having thoughts about it, the way JK introduces it in the bodyscan and sitting meditation seems somewhat indirect

“And slowly, bringing your attention to the fact that you are breathing.”

(JK)

JS and SS also introduce the breath in this way in the sitting meditation, although in the bodyscan JS introduces attending to the breath more directly:

“And now, bringing your attention to your breathing.  Noticing how your tummy rises gently with each in-breath, and how it falls with each out-breath.  [Pause] If it’s helpful, putting your hand on your tummy for a while, to experience this.”

(JS)

She also suggests that attending to the breath in this way can be a refuge, a suggestion which is later developed in the sitting practice:

“This can be a place to return to.  A place where you can trust that each in-breath is followed by an out-breath and every out-breath is very naturally followed by an in-breath.”

(JS)

The use of an image of a raft is unique to JS:

“Feeling the breath in the body, a bit as if you were lying on a raft feeling the swell of the sea beneath you. ”  

(JS)

The natural sense of letting go on the out-breath is linked to letting go of an area of the body, in the following direction which is given by JK, MC and MW

“taking a deeper breath, and as you breathe out letting go,”

(MW)

 “Each in-breath a new beginning, each out-breath a letting go, a letting be.”

(MW)

Directing attention 

The instructors are guiding the meditator to direct their attention in a particular ways to various objects of attention.  These objects may be sensations in various parts of the body, the breath, thoughts, emotions, or even the process of being aware itself and the quality of that awareness.  The sequence of attending in each of the practices has been indicated in tables 2 and 3.  The objects of attention are often listed, as, for example, in the bodyscan.  As different parts of the foot are mentioned, various possibilities of experiencing are listed: tingling, numbness, the touch of clothing, warmth, coolness, etc.    Although one is encouraged to attend to the part of the body being mentioned, such sensations are only offered as possibilities, which you “may” “perhaps”, experience or “even an absence of sensations”.

“whatever they are it's not important but just feeling your toes as they are.”

(JK)

Similarly, in the sitting meditation some possible sensations of the breathing and their location may be suggested, for example

“... sensations perhaps of coldness at the tip of the nose as the breath comes into the body, and the different sensations -- perhaps a warmer sensation as the breath leaves the body past the tip of the nose.”

(MW)

At various points different ways of attending or being aware are suggested:  ‘noticing’, ‘registering’, ‘sensing’, ‘feeling,’ ‘exploring’ ‘being curious about’, ‘listening to’, ‘tuning in to’, ‘zooming in to’, ‘moving up close to’, and so on.

And the attitudinal mode of attending may also be suggested as in:

“... bringing a gentle, interested, affectionate attention to whatever sensations you find...”

(MC)

“... holding all of it in awareness, in a very gentle and compassionate awareness.”

(MW)

The instructions may be direct or implicit, and some of the ways of moving attention are expressed as being active, while others are relatively passive, for example:

“And become aware of the lower left leg” 

(JK)

which is direct and active, whereas

“Letting the focus move now up to your knee.”

(JK)

suggests that the focus will move up to the knee if one simply lets it do so.

The attention may also be redirected in a way which sets a direction away from something and towards something else in various ways, for example; ‘not x but y’, ‘rather than x, y’, ‘when you notice x, y’, or even simply ‘ not x, y’:

“Not thinking about the breath, but allowing the attention to explore all the sensations”
(MW)

“So that rather than seeing thoughts as distractions, or breaks in concentration, bringing them now to centre stage.”
(SS

“Rather than avoiding, or wanting to change them, instead experiencing them and exploring them with friendly curiosity.”  

(JK)
“When you notice that your attention is no longer in your breath, simply escorting your awareness back to the experience of breathing...””

(JS)
“Not trying to do anything, not trying to get anywhere.  Just being with your breathing, moment by moment.”

(JK)
Interestingly, two examples, which seem to be derivative from JK, change their effect in the editing, because they leave one with the idea of ‘tensing and bracing’:

“Opening and softening, not tensing and bracing.”

(MC)

“Perhaps experiencing that you can open and soften to whatever you're experiencing rather than bracing and tensing and pushing it away.”

(SS)

Whereas in JKs version, one is left with the idea of stillness and acceptance as a response to the tensing and bracing: 

“... responding to it by opening and softening, rather than tensing and bracing and resisting, so that even within the intensity, you may find stillness and acceptance.”
JK

Imagining (breathing into and out of)

The use of the imagination to assist in directing the awareness in to and out of the limbs is a notable feature of the bodyscan.  JK introduces it matter-of-factly:

And as you breathe in, just imagining that the breath is moving right down through  the lungs and the belly and down the left leg all the way to your toes.”

(JK)

All the others qualify its introduction in various ways.  MC says:

“on an in-breath, feel or imagine the breath entering the lungs, and then passing all the way down the body”

And the rest are as follows:

“Now see if it's possible to imagine, that when you breathe in, the breath could come in through your nose and down to the region of the belly   [...]  Just playing with that idea for a moment, the breath going all the way down the leg, out to the toes of the left foot.”

(MW) 
 “And now, if this feels right for you, on an in-breath, imagining the breath going all the way down through the trunk”

(JS)

“and as the next breath comes into the body imagining, if you wish to, your breath flowing through the entire left leg”

(RC)

Although a choice appears to be offered here, there is no follow up suggestion for those who don’t wish to direct their attention in this way, which can leave participants ‘hanging’.

Towards the end of the practice the imaginary directing of the breath is extended to breathing in and out through a hole in the top of the head, ‘like the blowhole of a whale’, and again no alternative suggestions are offered.  However, on another recording, not analysed here, JK is quite explicit in suggesting near the beginning that people adapt the instructions given in whatever way is appropriate for them.

Concluding the practice

Just as at the beginning of both the practices MC and MW differed from the others in being more spare, so too with the concluding part.  At the end of the bodyscan JK, JS and RC all speak of experiencing a state or realm of well-being and completeness, and this way of speaking could be distressing for those not experiencing such a state.  

MW concludes the practice with:

“A sense of acceptance of yourself as you are.  A sense of wholeness, a sense of peace.”
(MW)

And MC concludes in the same simple style with which he began:

“If you care to, you can continue breathing in this way, sweeping the whole of the body with the breath, for a few more breaths… And when it’s right for you, breathing naturally… opening your eyes, and perhaps lying there for a few more moments before, in your own time, beginning to move again…”

Discussion

In the present study a number of research questions were considered:

Firstly, what do mindfulness instructors actually say when leading meditations? Secondly; what might be learned from them to guide future instructors?

Are there significant differences in the way the recorded meditations (used for home practice) are led by various instructors?  How do they relate to the aim of instructing in mindfulness? 

How could the way such practices are led be improved?  

The analysis of the patterns of speech and silence showed some small variability in the amount and pattern of talking by the different instructors.

The qualitative analysis showed that the way of instructing was mostly homogenous between the instructors.  The general sequence followed was the same, and some of the phrasing was identical.  Some variations between them were suggestive of small ways in which instructions could be optimised as indicated in Table 4 below.

	Table of suggested possible improvements

	Phrase
	Issue
	Possible improvement

	Becoming aware of the fact that you are breathing
	Directs attention to thought rather than experience
	Becoming aware of the sensations of your breathing

	Softening and relaxing, not tensing and bracing
	The sequence leaves one with the idea of tensing
	Not tensing and bracing, but softening and relaxing

	Being fully present
	Suggests/requests that one experiences a state, (rather than engaging in a process) -- an 'all or nothing' suggestion which one can easily fail at
	Becoming more fully present

	Bring attention to
	A command rather than an empowering suggestion
	Bringing attention to

	Experiencing deep peacefulness
	A suggestion which may conflict with someone's actual experience, thus evoking irritation or despair
	Experiencing whatever is happening for you 

	It’s best to stay awake
	Advice given, but with no method to achieve it
	Perhaps opening your eyes to stay awake

	Become aware of sensations of breathing
	A direction given without further support towards achieving it
	Perhaps putting a hand on your tummy to feel this

	Noticing your tendency to x
	The listener may feel judged by the speaker
	Noticing our tendency to x

	If you find that your mind wanders
	The listener may not know what to expect as ‘normal’ and may become anxious
	Of course you will find that you mind wanders

	Experiencing x
	Might not match the persons experience
	Perhaps experiencing x


Table 4

The intention was that the results of this project would be ‘relatable’ (Bell, 1999 p. 172) to the training of meditation instructors, with a view to improving both their competence and confidence in teaching mindfulness meditation.  As a preliminary analysis this study has shown that some insight may be obtained by studying ‘home practice’ recordings and some accessible tips for instructing in mindfulness may be derived from such an analysis.  

Some limitations of this study

The analysis was done by only one person, triangulation with more researchers would have improved its credibility and transferability (Bryman, 2004 p. 273). 

It would perhaps have yielded more insights had a longitudinal element been present through examining some earlier and later recordings by the same instructors.

Possible future research

The limitations mentioned above could be addressed by future research.  

Other studies could address how meditation instructions might be altered to more precisely target specific issues such as stress, depression, or personal development, with different client groups. 

They could also consider how instruction in mindfulness meditations might be integrated with instruction in more ‘developmental/generative’ meditations such as loving-kindness meditations? (Levey and Levey, 1991 p. 91) 

Further experimental work using focus groups, questionnaires, etc could be undertaken to evaluate various meditation scripts, from the point of view of the participant as well as that of the leader.

[T]he faculty of voluntarily bringing back a wandering attention, over and over again, is the very root of judgment, character, and will. No one is compos sui if he have it not. An education which should improve this faculty would be the education par excellence. But it is easier to define this ideal than to give practical directions for bringing it about. 

(James, 1890 p. 423 Vol. 1 emphasis in original)
(  (  (
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