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Abstract
Objectives While scholars are increasingly emphasizing the potential of qualitative mindfulness practice research (QMPR) 
for advancing the understanding of mindfulness practice, there has been no significant empirical inquiry looking at actual 
trends and practices of QMPR. Consequently, it has been impossible to direct research practices toward under-researched 
areas and make methodical suggestions on how to approach them. The aim of the present study was to analyze current trends 
and practices in QMPR in order to address these areas of need.
Methods Based on a scoping review, 229 qualitative studies published between 2000 and 2019 were analyzed in regard to 
their disciplinary backgrounds, research questions and intentions, type of mindfulness practice, target population, as well as 
practices of data collection and analysis.
Results A strong focus of QMPR lies in the inquiry of mindfulness-based interventions, particularly mindfulness-based 
stress reduction, mindfulness-based cognitive therapy, and adaptations. Over 10% of the publications do not fully specify 
the mindfulness practice. The efficacy and subjective experience of mindfulness practices constitute the dominant research 
interests of QMPR. Data collection is highly concentrated on practice participants and first-person data. Interpretative para-
digms are the predominant analytical approach within QMPR. QMPR studies have a strong proclivity toward emphasizing 
the positive effects of mindfulness practice. Nine percent of all articles considered for our study did not fully disclose their 
analytical procedure. Adversarial research groups and pluralistic qualitative research remain scarce.
Conclusions Future QMPR should (i) include second- and third-person data, (ii) include dropouts and former mindfulness 
practitioners, (iii) fully disclose details on the mindfulness practice and data analysis, (iv) intensify the application of critical 
and deconstructivist paradigms, as well as pluralistic qualitative research, and (v) build adversarial research teams.

Keywords Mindfulness practice · Mindfulness meditation · Qualitative · Scoping review

Mindfulness has received rapidly increasing popularity 
throughout the last 20 years and shows no signs of peaking. 
While occasionally being the subject of scholarly publica-
tions before 2000, ever since, annually publications have 
increased exponentially, raising by an average of 23.5% per 
year during the last decade to over 2800 articles in 2020 
(Baminiwatta & Solangaarachchi, 2021). Special attention 
is given to mindfulness practices, comprising both ancient 

Buddhist mindfulness meditations (MMs) (e.g., Vipas-
sana, Zen meditation) and modern, secularized mindful-
ness-based interventions (MBIs) (e.g., mindfulness-based 
stress reduction [MBSR], mindfulness-based cognitive 
therapy [MBCT]) (Chiesa & Malinowski, 2011; Hanley 
et al., 2016). Especially, the latter have received significant 
scholarly interest across various disciplines as a training to 
foster a plethora of seemingly desirable outcomes. These 
range from cognitive-emotional abilities (e.g., Chiesa et al., 
2011) to attitudinal and value-related changes (e.g., Luberto 
et al., 2018) up to behavioral and performance-related effects 
(Barrett et al., 2016; Beauchemin et al., 2008). Supported by 
dozens of systematic literature reviews and meta-analyses 
mostly confirming its positive effects, mindfulness trainings 
have nowadays been introduced in a variety of areas of prac-
tice. These include, but are not limited to, health care and 
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psychotherapy (Ivtzan, 2019), education (Schonert-Reichl & 
Roeser, 2016), business and administration (Reb & Atkins, 
2015), sport and music performance (Baltzell, 2016), the 
military (Jha et al., 2015), or sustainability promotion 
(Barrett et al., 2016; Stanszus et al., 2017).

In view of this attention, it is not surprising that the 
mindfulness “hype” (van Dam et al., 2018) is increasingly 
approached with criticism. While the majority of critiques 
are related to the various applications of mindfulness train-
ings in the aforementioned areas of practice (e.g. Arthington, 
2016; Furedi, 2014; Hyland, 2017; Reveley, 2016; Walsh, 
2016), three major concerns have also been raised in regard 
to research on mindfulness, especially research on mindful-
ness trainings, namely (1) skepticism toward self-reported 
measures, (2) an insufficient description of the mindfulness 
practice under investigation, and (3) narrow research inter-
ests in (positive) effects of mindfulness practices.

First and foremost, the application of quantitative 
approaches using self-report-based mindfulness scales—
applied in the vast majority of mindfulness research—has 
come under attack (Davidson & Kaszniak, 2015; Goldberg 
et al., 2019; Goyal et al., 2014; Grossman, 2008, 2019; Hanley 
et al., 2016; Quaglia et al., 2016; Van Dam et al., 2018). It is 
argued that the existing instruments (overviews can be found 
in Bergomi et al., 2013; Quaglia et al., 2016; van Dam et al., 
2018) are rooted in semantic ambiguities surrounding the 
concept of mindfulness and often represent oversimplifica-
tions of its complex and multifarious nature. They tend to 
reduce mindfulness to specific qualities that may be associ-
ated with it, but which may also be attributed to other states 
and/or traits and do not capture the phenomenon, such as 
the ability to maintain attention or to be emotionally non-
reactive. Furthermore, “self-reports on mindfulness ques-
tionnaires may reflect very different processes at different 
levels of training” (Davidson & Kraszniak, 2015, p, 583). 
In this regard, experienced practitioners might perceive their 
mindfulness very differently than individuals with no or lit-
tle mindfulness practice, who might not have developed the 
mental processes for internal attention that are required to 
appropriately answer mindfulness questionnaires.

The second problem identified in current research on 
mindfulness training is that the specific practices under 
investigation are not always described in sufficient detail. 
There is now a vast diversity of practices subsumed under 
the term “mindfulness practice” (see already Chiesa & 
Malinowski, 2011), even though they can differ strongly in 
terms of object and length of actual meditation sessions, 
instructions, and the overall program in which they are 
embedded (Davidson & Kaszniak, 2015; Dorjee, 2010; 
Hanley et al., 2016; van Dam et al., 2018). This diversity, 
notwithstanding current mindfulness practice research, does 
not always specify the applied practice, resulting in a min-
gling of findings rooted in highly heterogeneous activities.

The third issue concerns the focus of interest guiding 
mindfulness research (Davidson & Kaszniak, 2015; Grossman, 
2019; Hanley et al., 2016; van Dam et al., 2018). The major-
ity  on the effectiveness of mindfulness practices in regard 
to specific goals, such as health-related or performance-
oriented outcomes. The inquiry of potential harm, adverse 
effects, or limitations of mindfulness practice, in contrast, 
has been neglected, and so has the identification of other 
factors potentially influencing the experience and effective-
ness of mindfulness practice (e.g., the role of the teacher, 
group constellations, or theories and attitudes toward mind-
fulness). What is more, related studies have predominantly 
used self-reports as indicators for the effectiveness of mind-
fulness practices, hence omitting to include other persons’ 
perspectives (e.g., instructors, friends, or family members) 
as potential sources of information for understanding mind-
fulness practice effects.

To address these problems, several suggestions have been 
made on how to improve the quality of research on mind-
fulness practice throughout the last decade. Among others, 
these include (a) a more nuanced investigation of the multi-
farious facets regarding the various subjective experiences 
of mindfulness practice and the various mechanisms poten-
tially explaining its effects (Grossman, 2008; Krägeloh et al., 
2019; van Dam et al., 2018), (b) a clear distinction between 
and indication of the mindfulness practice under investi-
gation, including information on instructors (Davidson & 
Kaszniak, 2015; Dorjee, 2010; Hanley et al., 2016; van Dam 
et al., 2018), (c) a systematic inquiry into the role of context 
and expectations of practitioners, as well as potential harm, 
adverse effects, and limitations of the practice (Davidson & 
Kaszniak, 2015; Hanley et al., 2016; van Dam et al., 2018), 
and (d) broadening the methodical approaches used for the 
inquiry of mindfulness practice. Alongside recommenda-
tions, to conduct multimodal and mixed methods research 
(Krägeloh et al., 2019; van Dam et al., 2018) includes first-, 
second-, and third-person perspectives as sources of data 
(Davidson & Kaszniak, 2015; Goldberg et al., 2019; van 
Dam et al., 2018) and involves adversarial collaboration 
(van Dam et al., 2018); scholars have especially suggested 
to intensify qualitative research approaches when investigat-
ing mindfulness practice (Garland & Gaylord, 2009; Goyal 
et al., 2014; Grossman, 2008; Krägeloh et al., 2019; Quaglia 
et al., 2016).

Indeed, qualitative mindfulness practice research 
(QMPR) has contributed to advancing the understanding of 
mindfulness practice in various ways. For example, QMPR 
has complemented the standardized, quantitative mindful-
ness measures with insights into the subjective experience of 
engaging in these practices (compare Malpass et al., 2012). 
Such insights also carry the potential to discover novel 
effects in new domains of application (e.g., tennis perfor-
mance, Cote et al., 2019; sustainable consumption behavior, 
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Frank et al., 2019) and to reveal mechanisms potentially 
explaining effects indicated by quantitative measures (e.g. 
Hugh-Jones et al., 2018; Kerr et al., 2011). In particular, 
this kind of research allowed for a better understanding of 
how specific populations perceived mindfulness practices 
before and experienced these practices during participation 
(Banerjee et al., 2017; Martinez et al., 2015), as well as 
the experiences associated with specific types of practice 
(Jiga et al., 2019; Stanszus et al., 2019), allowing for a better 
adaptation of mindfulness-based interventions to target pop-
ulations. Furthermore, qualitative research helped to under-
stand how factors accompanying the delivery of mindfulness 
practice could influence the actual practice experience, such 
as group settings or the relation with the mindfulness teacher 
(Cormack et al., 2018; Larkin et al., 2012). Finally, recent 
qualitative research on mindfulness has shed light on poten-
tial harm and adverse effects associated with the practice 
(Baer, 2019; Lindahl et al., 2017).

Qualitative research methods carry unique potentials 
regarding the inquiry of mindfulness practice. Interpretive-
constructionist methods, such as qualitative content analyses, 
(auto-)ethnography, or phenomenology, can allow for a more 
open exploration of (potentially different) subjective experi-
ences of the various mindfulness practices, the way people 
make sense of these, as well as possible effects experienced 
by practitioners (Garland & Gaylord, 2009; Krägeloh et al., 
2019). These methods could therewith help researchers to 
identify subtle, overlooked aspects and detect “mechanisms 
of change of mindfulness interventions” (Quaglia et al., 
2016, p. 165). Critical approaches, potentially including 
mindfulness research based on grounded theory, can contrib-
ute to identifying contextual factors, adverse effects, and bar-
riers to practicing mindfulness (Frank et al., 2019; Krägeloh 
et al., 2019). Deconstructive methods, such as discourse 
analysis or conversation analysis, can be used to investigate 
“prevailing social perceptions and interpretation patterns in 
participants’ discourse around mindfulness, and whether 
these patterns” (Frank et al., 2019, p. 2457) affect the train-
ing experience. All of the aforementioned approaches can 
be combined in pluralistic qualitative research (Frank et al., 
2019; Frost, 2011) or mixed method studies, demonstrating 
their suitability for multimodal inquiry on mindfulness prac-
tice. Furthermore, qualitative data collection is usually not 
limited to one source of data, meaning that it can take first-, 
second-, and third-person perspectives into account. Finally, 
interpretation groups constitute an established practice in 
qualitative research, allowing for a systematic integration 
of multi-perspectivity and hence adversarial collaboration 
(Reichertz, 2013).

In light of this potential, it is somewhat surprising that 
systematic descriptions and analyses of QMPR are, to our 
knowledge and research, nonexistent. So far, published 
meta-ethnographies and literature reviews have focused on 

specific MBIs or look at particular applications of mindful-
ness (e.g., Dussault et al., 2020; Malpass et al., 2012). While 
scholars continue to emphasize QMPR’s value for advancing 
the understanding of mindfulness practice, there has been 
no empirical inquiry looking at actual trends and practices 
of qualitative research in the field. It hence remains unclear 
whether current QMPR responds to the broader problems of 
mindfulness research and follows the suggestions to over-
come the latter. As a consequence, it is also difficult to direct 
qualitative research practices toward under-researched areas 
or make methodical and methodological suggestions as to 
how to approach such areas.

The aim of the present study is to pilot an analysis of cur-
rent trends and practices in qualitative mindfulness practice 
research. Based on a scoping review, it looks at 229 QMPR 
articles published between 2000 and 2019 and analyzes them 
with regards toing their disciplinary backgrounds, research 
interests, type of mindfulness practice, target population, as 
well as data collection and analyses approaches. Therefore, 
this work seeks to provide a basis of information on QMPR, 
so that future research can recognize what has been done so 
far, what is missing, and what could be improved in the face 
of the general shortcomings of current mindfulness research 
and the aforementioned suggestions to address the latter.

Method

In order to get an overview of the existing qualitative stud-
ies in the field of mindfulness and its development over the 
years, we conducted a scoping review (Arksey & Malley, 
2005). Among other reasons, scoping reviews have been spe-
cifically developed to examine how research is conducted 
on a certain topic or field (Munn et al., 2018). Due to the 
method’s focus on screening a broad scope of studies in the 
field and obtaining an overview of their key characteristics, 
it appeared to be the most appropriate method for answer-
ing our research questions. In conducting our research, we 
followed the rules and suggestions proposed by Paul and 
Criado (2020) on writing impactful literature reviews.

Procedure

For our literature review, we utilized the databases SCOPUS 
and Web of Science (WoS). SCOPUS is the biggest abstract 
and citation database of peer-reviewed scientific articles, 
and many literature reviews rely on this database (Paul & 
Criado, 2020). WoS is also among the most well-known bib-
liographic databases and was consulted to complement the 
SCOPUS search. While SCOPUS and WoS might not cover 
all QMPR publications, we presumed that these databases 
would provide a general overview of the field and would 
hence be suitable for our interests. Further steps to augment 
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the quantity of relevant publications such as “bread crumb-
ing” or “pearl growing” methods were left out, as it was not 
the aim of the study to capture all articles. Furthermore, 
we did not apply common search frameworks (e.g., PICO 
or SPICE), as our review was intentionally not limited to 
any specific population, outcomes, or evaluations that must 
be indicated in these frameworks. We limited our review to 
articles published in English.

Two preliminary reflections were made to specify the 
study selection for the scoping review. Firstly, we decided to 
limit our review to studies referring to mindfulness as a prac-
tice, since the focus of our inquiry lay on QMPR. Therefore, 
we excluded studies examining mindfulness as a state (Lau 
et al., 2006) or trait (Baer et al., 2006). Secondly, we were 
interested in those qualitative studies investigating mind-
fulness trainings based on mindfulness meditation practice. 
We excluded some MBIs (e.g., acceptance and commitment 
therapy [ACT], dialectical behavioral therapy [DBT]) that 
do not necessarily incorporate meditation practice (Chiesa 
& Malinowski, 2011), so that we wanted to exclude them 
from the study.

Due to the aim of providing an overview of QMPR, the 
search string was set to be relatively broad. However, some 
specifications about the practices examined were made in 
order to include the most common MBIs as well as MMs. 
Given that MBSR and MBCT are mindfulness interventions 
that include mindfulness meditation and have received the 
most scholarly attention (Chiesa & Malinowski, 2011), and 
that Vipassana and Zen are the two most popular forms of 
traditional mindfulness meditation practices in mindful-
ness research (ibid.), we included these terms in the search 
string alongside MM. These deliberations led to the follow-
ing search string:

(TITLE-ABS-KEY (mindfulness AND qualitative)) AND 
( mbsr OR mbct OR mm OR vipassana OR zen) AND ( 
LIMIT-TO ( DOCTYPE, “ar”) OR LIMIT-TO (DOCTYPE, 
“ip”)) AND (LIMIT-TO (LANGUAGE, “English”)).

Boolean operator “AND” and “OR” were used in order 
to specify the search. The operator “AND” ensured that the 
found articles included both the criteria “mindfulness” and 
“qualitative,” whereas the operator “OR” implied that at 
least one of the named practices in the search string (MBSR, 
MBCT, MM, Vipassana, Zen) should be found in the article.

The data collection consisted of two steps: a data base 
research and a screening process. In the first step, we col-
lected the studies that fulfilled our search string criteria. In 
the second step, a coding scheme was used to identify the 
relevant studies for the scoping review and exclude those 
that did not correspond to our inclusion criteria. In order 
to be considered in our review, the article needed to (a) be 
written in English, (b) be a peer-reviewed published article 
or article in press, (c) reflect empirical work on mindful-
ness meditation practice, and (d) apply qualitative research 
methods.

Following these criteria, we excluded all articles describ-
ing meta-analyses of other studies, literature reviews, quanti-
tative studies, or studies reporting on results of other studies. 
Studies undertaking mixed method research, however, were 
included, as they fulfilled the abovementioned criteria. All 
MMs and MBIs were included insofar as they incorporated 
mindfulness meditations. Studies only examining yoga were 
excluded.

The database search was conducted in March 2020. Three 
hundred sixteen articles and articles in press were found and 
served as a first set (see Fig. 1). The screening process was 
executed in March/April 2020 and June 2021 (for review) 
by the second author and a student assistant, and verified by 
the first author. The screening was based on article abstracts 
insofar as they provided the required information. If this 
was not the case, the full article was consulted. This process 
led to a second set of 241 articles. During the data analysis 
another 12 articles were excluded, either because it turned 
out they did not fit into the coding or the full article could 
not be found. In total, 229 articles were analyzed (see 
Supplementary Materials).

Fig. 1  Procedure of the SLR
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Data Analyses

The final set of articles was analyzed with regard to the fol-
lowing questions: When was the article published? Which 
journal was the article published in? Which discipline is the 
article attributed to? Which type of mindfulness practice 
was examined? What was the research interest of the study? 
What was the sample size? Who were the participants of the 
study? Which method was used for data collection? Which 
method was used for data analysis?

Dates of publication, disciplinary background, and jour-
nal information were retrieved directly from SCOPUS. The 
categorization of mindfulness practices followed Chiesa and 
Malinowski’s (2011) distinction between MBIs and MMs 
and used the most popular forms of these practices as deduc-
tive categories (MBSR, MBCT, Vipassana, Zen). Further 
practices were inductively created. Also for the other ques-
tions, inductive codes were generated in an iterative process 
in order to capture the range of answers provided in the stud-
ies (see Supplementary Materials). With the help of this cod-
ing scheme, the full articles were systematically coded by 
the authors. The extracted information was then synthesized 
and quantitatively evaluated using Excel and SPSS.

Results

Quantitative Development of QMPR

Figure 2 shows the development of the quantity of published 
QMPR over the course of the last 20 years. Since 2010, 
the number of studies has grown each year, reaching a total 
number of 42 published articles in 2019. As shown in Fig. 3, 

absolute numbers of published articles are, however, still 
fairly low. In 2019, QMPR did not even constitute 10% of 
the yearly publications on the topic (despite the many open 
issues mentioned in the introduction) and has barely inten-
sified in proportion to other (e.g., quantitative) methodical 
approaches.

Disciplinary Research Background

Figure 4 displays the disciplinary background to which 
the articles were attributed following the classification by 
SCOPUS. It is noteworthy that articles can be ascribed to 
multiple disciplines. For this reason, the number of the dis-
ciplines does not add up to 229. As is the case for general 
mindfulness research, QMPR was conducted in a broad 
scope of research fields. Most of the articles originated from 
the field of medicine (118 articles), followed by psychology 
(105 articles), and social science (75 articles). Mindfulness 
practice also received some interest in nursing research (37 
articles). Only a few studies were assigned to the fields of 
arts and humanities (15 articles), health professions (9 arti-
cles), mathematics (4 articles), neuroscience (4 articles), and 
other disciplines (biochemistry, genetics, molecular biology, 
business management, and accounting, 8 articles in total).

In line with the variety of disciplinary backgrounds, 
QMPR was published in a large number of peer-reviewed 
journals. As shown in Table 1, the 229 articles found were 
published in 134 different journals. The majority of jour-
nals only published articles in the respective field once (106 
journals) or twice (16 journals, marked gray). Only 12 of 
the journals included articles more than twice (marked light 
blue), with Mindfulness accounting for the most published 
articles on QMPR (44 articles), followed by the Journal of 

Fig. 2  Published articles on 
qualitative mindfulness practice 
research, 2001–2019
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Alternative and Complementary Medicine (7 articles), and 
Complementary Therapies in Clinical Practice (6 articles).

Taking a closer look at the journals publishing QMPR 
allows for a more nuanced overview of the different top-
ics under inquiry. The vast majority of the journals were 
dedicated to medical (including nursing) or psychothera-
peutic research, albeit covering a large variety of subdis-
ciplines (e.g., geriatrics, palliative medicine, psychiatry, 
gerontology, or oncology), pathologies (e.g., attention 
disorders, Alzheimer’s disease, alcoholism, pain, or can-
cer), and target groups (e.g., military medicine, offender 

therapy, family therapy, sexual and relationship therapy, 
or children and adolescents). Closely related to and often 
intersecting with medical research were psychological 
journals, although not all of them had an explicit clinical 
or therapeutic focus (e.g., Personality and Individual Dif-
ferences, Psychology of Sport and Exercise). Nine articles 
appeared in journals focusing on education, often associ-
ated to health-related education (BMC Medical Education, 
British Journal of Music Education, Education Research 
International, International Journal of Sustainability in 
Higher Education, Journal of Continuing Education in the 

Fig. 3  Published articles on 
QMPR and general publication 
trends on mindfulness practice, 
2001–2019

Fig. 4  Disciplinary background 
of published QMPR articles
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Health Professions, Journal of Nursing Education, Jour-
nal of Transformative Education, Nurse Education Today, 
Teacher Development, Teachers College Report). Miscel-
laneous journals publishing QMPR included Contempo-
rary Buddhism and the International Journal of Transper-
sonal Studies (2 articles respectively), the Annals of New 
York Academy of Science, Cogent Social Sciences, Austral-
ian Social Work, Geografiska Annaler, Series B: Human 
Geography, Journal of Social Service Research, Journal 
of Counseling and Development, Reading and Writing 

Quarterly, or Social Science (1 article each). These num-
bers confirm that mindfulness practice has entered a large 
variety of academic disciplines and professional contexts.

Types of Mindfulness Practice

In regard to the type of mindfulness practice underlying 
QMPR, we applied the following categorization: If the arti-
cle explicitly aimed to investigate MBSR, MBCT, adapted 
MBSR/MBCT, MATs, Zen, Vipassana, or mindfulness 

Table 1  Journals publishing 
QMPR Academic Medicine (1)

Activities, Adaptations and Aging (1)

Advances in School and Mental Health 

Promotion (1)
Advances in Mental Health and 

Intellectual Disabilities (1)

Aging and Mental Health (3)
AIDS and Behavior (2)

Alcoholism Treatment Quarterly (1)

Annals of New York Academy of 
Science (1)

Anthropology of Consciousness (1)

Archives of Women's mental health (2)
Art Therapy (1)

Australasian Psychiatry (1)

Australian Psychologist (1)
Australian Social Work (1)

Behavioral Medicine (1)

Behavioural and Cognitive 
Psychotherapy (1)

BMC Geriatrics (1)

BMC Medical Education (1)
BMC Palliative Care (1)

BMC Psychiatry (2)
BMC Psychology (1)

BMJ Open (2)

BMJ Open Respiratory Research (1)
BMJ Quality and Safety (1)

British Journal of Clinical Psychology 

(1)
British Journal of General Practice (1)

British Journal of Medical Psychology 

(1)
British Journal of Music Education (1)

Cancer Nursing (2)

Child and Adolescent Mental Health (3)
Chronic Respiratory Disease (1)

Clinical Child Psychology and 

Psychiatry (2)
Clinical Psychologist (1)

Clinical Psychology and Psychotherapy 

(2)
Cogent Social Sciences (1)

Cognitive Behaviour Therapist (4)

Collegian (1)
Community Mental Health Journal (1)

Complementary Therapies in Clinical 

Practice (6)
Complementary Therapies in Medicine 

(2)

Contemporary Buddhism (2)
Contemporary Family Therapy (1)

Contemporary Nurse (1)

Counselling and Psychotherapy Research 
(1)

Counselling Psychology Quarterly (1)

Crisis (1)
Education Research International (1)

European Journal of Integrative 

Medicine (1)
European Journal of Psychotherapy and  

Counselling (1)

Evidence-Based Complementary and 
Alternative Medicine (1)

Explore: The Journal of Science and 
Healing (2)

Frontiers in Aging Neuroscience (1)

Frontiers in Psychology (2)
Geografiska Annaler, Series B: Human 

Geography (1)

Health Promotion International (1)
Health Promotion Journal of Australia 

(1)

Health Psychology and Behavioral 
Medicine (1)

Health Technology Assessment (1)

Holistic Nursing Practice (2)
Humanistic Psychologist (1)

Infant Mental Health Journal  (1)

Integrative Cancer Therapies (1)
International Journal for Medical 

Informatics (1)

International Journal of Mental Health 
and Addiction (1)

International Journal of Offender 

Therapy and Comparative 
Criminology (1)

International Journal of Qualitative 
Studies on Health and Well-being (1)

International Journal of Stress 

Management (1)
International Journal of Sustainability 

in Higher Education (1)

International Journal of Transpersonal 
Studies (2)

International Journal of Workplace 

Health Management (1)
Japanese Journal of Clinical Oncology 

(1)

Journal for Marital and Family 
Therapy (1)

Journal of Adolescent and Young Adult 

Oncology (1)
Journal of Adolescent Health (1)

Journal of Alternative and 

Complementary Medicine (7)
Journal of Alzheimer’s Disease (1)

Journal of Applied Gerontology (1)

Journal of Attention Disorders (1)
Journal of Child and Family Studies 

(2)
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practice teacher trainings, we assigned it to one of those cat-
egories. Studies that were attributed to the category “other 
MBIs” examined a mindfulness intervention that was dif-
ferent from MBSR, MBCT, or MAT, yet provided a full 
description of the program structure and content. Interven-
tions that are associated with this category were called, for 
example, My Mind Course, 4-Week Mindful Transition to 
Parenthood Program, Mindfulness-Based Substance Use 
Intervention, 6 Week Mindfulness-Based Lifestyle Program, 
or Mindful Mood Balance. Analogously, the category “other 
MMs” subsumed practices other than Zen or Vipassana that 
were labeled mindfulness meditations and included a full 
description of the practice under investigation. The category 
“mindfulness practice not specified,” finally, included those 
articles that explicitly aimed to explore an MBI or MM, but 
did not fully specify the practice (e.g., not fully exposing the 
content and structure of a course or a meditation practice).

The frequency of the mindfulness practices addressed 
in the articles is displayed in Fig. 5. In line with previous 
research, our results show that a significant portion of exam-
ined mindfulness practices were MBIs (178 articles, ~ 78%), 
particularly MBSR, MBCT, and adapted versions (127 
articles, ~ 55%). However, new MBI formats were also fre-
quently examined in QMPR research, constituting roughly 
one-fifth (45 articles) of all reviewed articles. MMs (Vipas-
sana, Zen, and other MMs) showed a relatively low fre-
quency among the studies (25 articles, ~ 11%), with Vipas-
sana and Zen meditation investigated in only 5 and 3 articles, 
respectively. Teacher trainings were rarely addressed in the 
sample, too (3 articles). Remarkably, more than one out of 
ten articles did not fully specify the mindfulness practice.

Research Interest

We also examined the different research interests mentioned 
in each study. Table 2 presents the categories that emerged, 
describing clusters of research interests and their frequency 
and distribution. The categories do not always represent 
distinct research interests. Attribution was based on the 
expressed research interest in the article. Moreover, articles 
were attributed to more than one category if several research 
interests were mentioned.

Figure 6 shows the frequency of research interests in the 
QMPR literature. The efficacy of mindfulness practice con-
stituted the dominant interest of QMPR (122 articles, ~ 53%). 
These studies focused on specific effects (e.g., dealing with 
pain or stress, weight control, or understanding of mindful-
ness), inquired into the effectiveness of specific program 
adaptations, or looked at program effectiveness for specific 
populations (e.g., youth, employees, clinical populations). 
Another frequent research objective of QMPR was to recon-
struct the subjective experience of practicing mindfulness 
(93 articles, ~ 41%). This included the intention to better 
understand the experience of specific aspects of the train-
ing or to identify mechanisms that underly reported training 
effects. Feasibility studies made up 24% (55) of all articles. 
As is the case for efficacy studies, these articles usually 
focus on the feasibility of specific programs or established 
programs for specific populations. Forty-three articles 
(~ 19%) addressed participants’ evaluations (acceptabil-
ity) of mindfulness practices. Strikingly, a relatively small 
share of QMPR studies focused on barriers and facilitators 
(15 articles, ~ 7%), challenges and adverse effects (6 arti-
cles, ~ 3%), or factors influencing the practice experience 

Fig. 5  Distribution of QMPR by 
mindfulness practice
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(4 articles, ~ 2%). Only 2 articles used qualitative research 
for scale development and validation. One article compared 
strengths and weaknesses of qualitative methods when inves-
tigating mindfulness practice.

Figure 7 relates the type of mindfulness practice to the 
research interest. Three observations are striking in this 
chart: First, research conducted on MBSR, adapted MBSR, 
and other MBIs were primarily interested in the interven-
tion’s efficacy (75% percent of the studies addressing this 

research interest). Second, studies looking at MBCT pro-
grams and “Other MMs” showed a considerably higher 
interest in “reflection” than in the other research interests, 
representing 22% and 12% of all studies (in contrast to 11% 
and 7% of the overall distribution, Fig. 5). Third, while the 
distribution of mindfulness practices among studies inter-
ested in efficacy, acceptability, feasibility, and reflection still 
mostly reflected the overall frequencies displayed in Fig. 8, 
this was not the case at all when it came to other research 

Table 2  Categories of research interests of QMPR articles

Research Question Definition

Efficacy All cases exploring effects (benefits) of a mindfulness practice
Acceptability All cases exploring participants’ evaluations of the mindfulness practice
Feasibility All cases exploring the feasibility of an intervention
Reflection of experiences All cases that explore the reflection of the experiences of a mindfulness practice. It included 

studies asking the inquired subjects to reflect their experiences of a practice or reflect 
working mechanisms

Factors influencing mindfulness practice All cases examining factors influencing the experience of the mindfulness practice, such as 
the impact of the group setting, prior knowledge of/experience with mindfulness practice, 
or the role of the mindfulness teacher

Challenges and adverse effects All cases exploring challenges occurring during and negative effects of mindfulness practice
Barriers and facilitators All cases asking for the reasons to engage or not to engage in a mindfulness practice
Scale development/validation All cases using qualitative research for scale development and validation
Comparison of methods All cases aiming to compare qualitative research methods for inquiring mindfulness practice

Fig. 6  Research interests of QMPR studies

25Mindfulness (2022) 13:17–36



1 3

interests. Although these research interests received little 
attention across all mindfulness practices, Fig. 7 indicates 
that they remain particularly neglected in qualitative MBI 
research.

Research Design

Concerning the overall research design, two-fifths of all 
articles (89 out of 229) undertook mixed-method research 
(quantitative and qualitative methods) on mindfulness prac-
tice. One hundred forty articles (60%) applied an exclusively 
qualitative research design (Table 3).

Data Collection

With regard to the data collection of the studies, we ana-
lyzed sample sizes, types of subjects providing the data, 
and the applied data collection methods. Concerning the 
types of subjects, we also analyzed to what extent the stud-
ies included dropouts or former practitioners in their data 
collectioni.

Sample Size Table 4 depicts the distribution of the studies 
over these categories (for the mixed-method studies, only 
the people inquired for the qualitative part were taken into 
account). Most studies had a sample size of 10–20 persons 
(85 articles). Sixty-one articles used a smaller sample of 
1–10 subjects. Fifty-nine articles relied on a relatively big 
sample (20–50 subjects). Twenty-three studies collected data 
from more than 50 persons. One article did not state the size 
of the sample.

Types of Subjects We distinguished six types of subjects 
providing data for the studies from our sampling. Apart from 
(potential) practitioners, the category “Course Facilitators” 
included persons that are responsible for organizing or host-
ing a mindfulness practice, whereas “Trainer/Teacher” refers 
to the persons who led the mindfulness practice. Studies 
drawing on data from “observers” were based on impres-
sions from external observers of a training, that is, they nei-
ther participated in nor led the training. The final category 
included “Persons of personal environment” (e.g., friends, 
family). Multiple answers were possible when studies 
included more than one type of subjects.

Fig. 7  Research interests in relation to mindfulness practice under inquiry
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Table 5 presents the frequency of the different types of 
subjects. Almost all articles (n = 227) relied on (potential) 
practice participants. A few studies included other types 
of subjects in addition to (potential) practitioners: 9 stud-
ies obtained information from course facilitators. The same 
amount of articles gathered impressions from the personal 

environment of practitioners (parents: 3 articles; partners: 
2 articles; entire families: 2 articles; caregivers: 2 articles; 
music teachers: 1 article). Practice teachers were considered 
in 7 articles, while external observers (researchers: 2 arti-
cles; colleagues: 1 article) provided data in 3 studies. Relat-
ing the type of subject to the disciplinary background of the 
QMPR reveals that the strong focus on practice participants 
is common among all academic disciplines (see Fig. 11).

Dropout Inclusion In addition to the types of subjects, we 
checked whether the analyzed studies included dropouts 
or former meditation practitioners (i.e., individuals who 
previously engaged in mindfulness practice yet decided to 
skip the practice). One hundred seventy-eight articles from 
our sample were eligible for this inquiry, as they drew on 

Fig. 8  Types of subjects in QMPR studies in relation to their disciplinary background

Table 3  Share of mixed-method research in comparison to purely 
qualitative studies

Research design # of articles % of articles

Mixed-method 89 40%
Exclusively qualitative 140 60%

Table 4  Sample sizes in QMPR

For the mixed-method studies, only the people inquired for the quali-
tative part were taken into account

Sample size # of articles % of articles

1–10 61 27%
10–20 85 37%
20–50 59 26%
 > 50 23 10%
Not stated 1  < 1%

Table 5  Types of subjects in QMPR studies

Type of subjects # of articles % of articles

Participants of practice/practicioners 227 99%
Course facilitators 9 4%
Trainer/teacher 7 3%
Observer 3 1%
Persons of personal environment 9 4%

27Mindfulness (2022) 13:17–36



1 3

individuals who had already participated in an MBI or prac-
ticed some form of MM.

Forty-nine articles did not report any dropouts (these 
include studies in which it was not possible to drop out, e.g., 
mandatory school interventions). Thirty-eight articles did 
not provide information about dropout rates. The remaining 
104 articles either indicated dropout rates or were based on 
samples that potentially included dropouts or former medi-
tation practitioners. Out of these 104 articles, 76 articles 
(73%) did not include such subjects; 10 articles (10%) col-
lected data from dropouts or former meditation practitioners. 
Eighteen articles (17%) did not provide clear information as 
to whether these subjects were included in the data collec-
tion (Table 6).

Data Collection Methods The scoping review revealed that 
most studies used questionnaires and surveys, interviews, 
focus groups, diaries, and reports as data collection methods. 
The category “Other” included video and audio recordings 
of sessions, as well as notes of mindfulness teachers partici-
pating in practice sessions. Many studies used more than one 
data collection method, and accordingly, they were assigned 
to more than one category.

The results on data collection methods are shown in 
Table 7. The majority of studies used “Interviews” (58%, 
162 articles) to collect data. Less frequently applied methods 
included questionnaires or surveys (16%, 45 articles), fol-
lowed by focus groups (15%, 42 articles), diaries or reports 
(10%, 28 articles), or other methods (3 articles in total, with 
1 using video recordings, 1 audio recordings, and 1 notes 
by mindfulness teachers). One article did not state the data 
collection method. As Fig. 9 shows, this distribution can be 
found beyond disciplinary boundaries in QMPR. It is worth 
mentioning that about a quarter of all studies combined 
data collection methods (87 articles in total). Combining 
interviews with focus groups, questionnaires, and/or diaries 
appeared to be the most popular form of qualitative data 
triangulation.

Figure 10 correlates the data collection methods with 
the research interests guiding the studies. The previously 
described frequencies also apply to the four predominant 

research interests (“efficacy,” “acceptability,” “feasibility,” 
“reflection”), with interviews being the most frequently used 
data collection method by far. Studies interested in individ-
uals’ reflections on mindfulness practice were particularly 
prone to collect data using interviews (~ 82%). Given that 
studies dedicated to the other research interests are scarce 
and make up less than 8% of the total number of studies, the 
relative distribution of data collection methods is inconclu-
sive. Nevertheless, the results suggest a potential to apply 
data collection methods other than interviews when address-
ing these research questions.

Data Analysis In a next step, we analyzed the different meth-
ods applied for data analysis within our sample. Whenever a 
method was observed more than once, we added a category 
for this method. We assigned all articles that followed a 
grounded theory methodology to the category “Grounded 
Theory,” without further distinguishing between different 
grounded theory approaches (e.g.Charmaz, 2000; Clarke, 
2005; Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Glaser, 1992). The “Content 
and Thematic Analyses” category included approaches such 
as framework analysis (Ritchie & Spencer, 1994) or template 
analysis (Brooks & King, 2012) as two subtypes of thematic 
analysis. The “Interpretative/Descriptive Phenomenological 
analysis” category included articles applying either interpre-
tative phenomenological analysis (Smith & Osborn, 2008) 
or descriptive phenomenological analysis (Giorgi, 2009). If 
a method was only applied once, articles were assigned to 
the category “Other.” If analytical approaches were com-
bined in a study, it was included in the category “Pluralistic 
Qualitative Research.” Studies that did not provide sufficient 
information about the methodical procedure categorized as 
“not specified.”

Table 8 depicts the distribution and relative frequencies 
of the data analysis methods. Content and thematic analyses 
were by far the most frequently applied method in QMPR 
(141 articles, 60%). Grounded theory (27 articles, 11%) and 
phenomenological approaches (21 articles, 9%) made up a 
significantly smaller share. A closer look at studies claiming 
to conduct grounded theory research also revealed that the 
actual inquiry often seemed only inspired by this approach 
and was restricted to (parts of) the data analysis. Although 
grounded theory is characterized by an iterative process of 

Table 6  Share of studies including dropouts and former mindfulness 
practitioners as subjects

Based on 104 articles that either indicated dropout rates or were 
based on samples that potentially included dropouts or former medi-
tation practitioners

Dropout inclusion # of articles % of articles

Dropouts included 10 10%
No dropouts included 76 73%
Unclear 18 17%

Table 7  Data collection methods in QMPR studies

Method # of articles % of articles

Interview 162 58%
Questionnaire/survey 45 16%
Focus group 42 15%
Diary/report 28 10%
Other 3 1%
Not stated 1  < 1%
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data collection and analysis (Corbin & Strauss, 2008), the 
majority of studies applying grounded theory in our sample 
were limited to (elements of) the coding procedure and the 
process of constantly comparing interim findings. The analy-
sis was most frequently undertaken once the data collection 
has already taken place. 5 articles (2%) were assigned to 
the category “Other.” These articles used relational-centered 
research (Finlay & Evans, 2009), case study research (Yin, 
2013), auto-ethnography (Ellis, 2004), discourse analysis 
(Keller, 2011), and integrative interview analysis (Helfferich & 
Kruse, 2007). Only three articles combined qualitative analyti-
cal methods. Strikingly, almost one out of five articles (39 
articles, 17%) did not describe or fully specify the data anal-
ysis. In many cases, articles refer to constant comparative 
analysis (Hewitt-Taylor, 2001) when outlining the analyti-
cal process. However, constant comparison rather describes a 
specific technique of qualitative research that can be integrated 
into different methods but does not represent an independent 
method. The same can be said about line-by-line coding, which 
was also mentioned as a method of data analysis.

We also related the analytical approaches to the disci-
plines and research interests underlying the QMPR. As 
depicted in Fig. 11, the overall tendencies for data analysis 

in QMPR can be found across disciplines. In all disci-
plines, content and thematic analyses were by far the most 
frequently used methods for data analysis, followed by 
grounded theory. The figure also makes clear that an incom-
plete description of the analytical procedure is not exclusive 
to certain disciplines, but can be observed beyond discipli-
nary boundaries.

When relating analytical methods to the underlying 
research interests, the distribution resembled the one dis-
cussed above (Fig. 12). Content and thematic analyses were 
applied in more than 60% of the studies addressing the most 
popular research questions (“efficacy,” “acceptability,” 
“feasibility,” “reflection”). Strikingly, studies looking at the 
efficacy, acceptability, feasibility, as well as challenges and 
adverse effects of mindfulness practice were particularly 
prone to not fully disclosing the analytical procedure. The 
relative distribution of data analysis methods in relation to 
the research interests was by no means conclusive due to the 
low number of studies dedicated to these interests. As was 
the case for data collection, however, the results suggested 
that the use of methods for data analysis was rather limited 
across research interests.

Fig. 9  Data collection methods in relation to their disciplinary background
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Data Analysis and Research Teams The final interest of our 
review was to inquire whether the data analyses were under-
taken by one researcher or research teams (more than one 
researcher). If the latter was the case, we looked at the com-
position of the research teams. As shown in Table 9, roughly 
one-third (82) of the articles considered in our review did 
not provide any information as to whether one or more per-
sons were involved in the data analysis. Two articles explic-
itly stated that only one researcher was responsible for data 
analysis. In the majority of studies (parts of the), data analy-
sis was undertaken by more than one researcher (63%, 145 
articles). However, there were strong differences in the com-
position of research teams concerning data analysis and the 
role the members played in this process: First, the number 

of members varies strongly among studies (from 2 up to 8), 
with 2 or 3 members being the most widespread composi-
tion (63 and 36 articles, respectively). Second, the role of 
these members in the analysis process was very different. 
While members equally participated in all steps of the pro-
cess in some studies, additional researchers only participated 
in the coding process of data or simply supervised (parts 
of) the analytical process in the majority of studies. Third, 
the background of the members varied strongly in-between 
studies. The vast majority of analyses were undertaken by 
researchers with the same disciplinary background. In some 
cases, independent students (4 articles) or fellow research-
ers (7 articles) participated in some way or another (e.g., 
theme validation, interpretation groups) in the data analysis. 
Non-academic experts (e.g., psychotherapists, mindfulness 
trainers) or course participants were only rarely involved in 
this process (4 articles).

Discussion

QMPR has grown in the last decades, although this increase 
is not in proportion to the rapidly growing number of publi-
cations on mindfulness in general. The majority of QMPR 

Fig. 10  Data collection methods in relation to research interests

Table 8  Share of analytical approaches among QMPR studies

Approach # of articles % of articles

Content analysis/thematic analysis 141 60%
Grounded theory 27 11%
Interpretative/descriptive phenomeno-

logical analysis
21 9%

Other 5 2%
Pluralistic qualitative research 3 1%
Not stated 39 17%
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publications stemmed from medical research. Mindfulness 
was by far the most popular journal for publishing QMPR, 
although corresponding articles were occasionally published 
in a wide range of scientific journals across disciplines.

In terms of the types of practices QMPR inquiry empha-
sizes, we found a strong focus on MBIs, particularly MBSR, 
MBCT, and adaptations. MMs were far less frequently the 
object of QMPR. Strikingly, more than one out of ten arti-
cles did not fully specify the mindfulness practice, that is, 
the article left out relevant information about the content, 
structure, or duration of the practice. Teacher trainings were 
barely investigated in the articles considered in this review.

Regarding the research interest of QMPR, the efficacy 
and participants’ reflections on the practice experience were 
the most prominent. Although qualitative studies also shed 
light on the feasibility and acceptability of mindfulness prac-
tices and occasionally inquired into adversarial effects, our 
review revealed that studies tended to emphasize the benefits 
of mindfulness practice. Data collection was highly concen-
trated on (potential) practice participants and relied first and 
foremost on first-person data. Second or third-person data, 
in contrast, was barely collected by studies included in our 
sample. The majority of studies did not consider dropouts 
or former mindfulness practitioners for their data collection.

Concerning data analysis, the scoping review showed that 
interpretative methods (primarily content/thematic analy-
ses) were the predominant approach within QMPR. While 
grounded theory was also frequently used, its application 
was usually restricted to (parts of) the data analysis and its 
epistemic potential hence not fully unleashed. Pluralistic 
qualitative approaches were very scarce. Seventeen percent 
of all articles considered for our study did not fully disclose 
their analytical procedure. Moreover, details on the composi-
tion of research teams were often missing, and heterogene-
ous teams for data analysis were the exception rather than 
the norm.

In light of the concerns and suggestions expressed regard-
ing current mindfulness research (see Introduction), these 
findings indicate that QMPR has so far not unleashed its 
full potential to address problems revolving around mind-
fulness research and advance the understanding of the field. 
Undoubtedly, the results show that QMPR contributes to a 
more nuanced understanding of the subjective experiences 
of mindfulness practice as well as the identification of mech-
anisms that explain these experiences. Understanding these 
subjective experiences is particularly useful when looking at 
new or adaptations of established MBIs or delivering mind-
fulness practices to specific populations, both constituting 

Fig. 11  Analytical approaches in relation to their disciplinary background
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important fields of inquiry of QMPR. Moreover, qualita-
tive studies have focused on factors influencing the practice 
experience, such as the role of the trainer and course facilita-
tor, contextual factors, or practitioners’ expectations toward 
the practice. Studies investigating potential harm, adverse 
effects, and limitations of mindfulness practice have also 
been conducted, demonstrating that QMPR has responded 
to calls for such kind of research (e.g., Krägeloh et al., 2019; 
van Dam et al., 2018).

Nevertheless, the findings also demonstrate that QMPR 
is not per se sufficient to overcome the problems character-
izing large parts of current mindfulness research. In fact, 
QMPR shares many of the shortcomings of general mind-
fulness research, namely the strong reliance on participants’ 
self-reports, lack of specificity when describing practices 
under investigation, the overemphasis on (positive) effects 

experienced by mindfulness practitioners, and the tendency 
to exclude dropouts. This is also reflected in the significantly 
lower number of studies looking at limitations, harm, and 
adverse effects of the practice—even though these issues 
are equally relevant when inquiring into new or adaptations 
of established forms of practice, or working with specific 
populations. Certainly, the tendency to primarily report posi-
tive effects of mindfulness practice can have several reasons, 
including, for example, that the practice itself might change 
the perspective on subjectively experienced challenges and 
difficulties in a positive way (Malpass et al., 2019). It might 
also be that people who dislike the practice or make nega-
tive experiences are less willing to participate in QMPR, 
which can also explain why dropouts were far less frequently 
included in our study sample. At the same time, the positiv-
ity bias (Nowogrodzki, 2016) might also be the result of 
mindfulness researchers’ sympathy for the practice and their 
interest in promoting them. Qualitative researchers relying 
on interpretations should arrange their research design in 
such a way that these proclivities can be avoided or at least 
reflected.

What is most striking about our findings, however—
and this is where QMPR’s potential is far from being 
unleashed—is the narrow method(olog)ical focus of current 

Fig. 12  Analytical approaches in relation to research interests

Table 9  Share of QMPR studies in which data analysis was con-
ducted by research teams

Research team # of articles % of articles

Yes 145 63%
Not indicated 82 36%
No 2 1%
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QMPR. Our results reveal at least three manners in which 
this narrow focus manifests itself. First, interpretive-con-
structionist paradigms strongly dominate the data analyses 
applied in QMPR. Studies fully applying grounded theory 
(which incorporate an iterative data collection and analysis) 
are rare. Almost non-existent so far are discourse analytical 
approaches toward mindfulness practice and conversation 
analyses, although these could have a great potential espe-
cially for identifying limitations and adverse effects of the 
practice (Frank et al., 2019; Wooffitt & Holt, 2011). Second, 
pluralistic qualitative research is also rare in QMPR, despite 
scholars’ recommendations to conduct multimodal research 
(van Dam et al., 2018). Frank et al. (2019) have exemplified 
how “a pluralistic qualitative research assists in identifying 
blind spots and limitations of a single method, increases the 
self-reflexivity, and helps to arrive at a more comprehensive 
understanding of mindfulness practice or other processes 
of covert lived experience” (p. 2452). Despite such recom-
mendations and examples, pluralistic qualitative research 
remains scarce among QMPR publications. Third, QMPR 
barely makes use of adversarial collaboration when inquir-
ing into mindfulness practice, although qualitative methods 
are well suited for and explicitly encourage such collabora-
tion (e.g., Reichertz, 2013). On top of these limitations, we 
identified shortcomings in precisely disclosing the applied 
analytical procedure, including its underlying ideological, 
epistemological, and ontological assumptions. While the dis-
closure of these assumptions has been repeatedly identified 
as the central quality criteria of qualitative research and has 
become common sense in other disciplines, such as educa-
tional research (DeJaeghere et al., 2019), it does not seem 
to be common practice in QMPR yet.

We think that future QMPR, and mindfulness research 
more generally, would greatly benefit from addressing 
these limitations. Fully disclosing details on the mindful-
ness practice should be a basic feature of quality studies. 
It is crucial both for other researchers and practitioners to 
know about the specific activities that constitute the basis 
for one’s research. Similarly, QMPR (as with any kind of 
(qualitative) research) should be fully transparent about the 
methods applied and their underlying assumptions. Again, 
this is a general qualitative indicator for any kind of research, 
helping to avoid and better understand the limitations of a 
specific study while indicating the researchers’ reflection 
about their work and their role in it.

Adversarial research teams could further contribute to 
increasing the reflexivity of a study. More importantly, these 
interactions might allow researchers to critically engage with 
their assumptions about what mindfulness practice could and 
should do, which can be particularly important if research-
ers have a favorable opinion of the practice. Especially ana-
lyzing qualitative data describes a process that is unavoid-
ably influenced by the subjective interpretations of those 

conducting the study (e.g., Mruck & Breuer, 2003). Building 
entire research projects around adversarial research teams 
even goes a step further, because doing so could reduce 
bias when it comes to the overall research interest, research 
design, and data collection procedure from the very begin-
ning, hence increasing (critical) self-reflection throughout 
the entire research process.

Conducting pluralistic qualitative research can be another 
way to address these biases while providing a means to over-
come the limitations of singular qualitative approaches. Such 
pluralistic approaches allow for the integration of different 
epistemological, ontological, and methodological perspec-
tives, thereby preventing an overemphasis on potentially 
desired outcomes (e.g., positive effects) or superficial and 
incomplete interpretations of one’s findings. Given the ten-
dency of mindfulness research to overemphasize positive 
results (Nowogrodzki, 2016), pluralistic qualitative research, 
then, could be a way to reintroduce a critical perspective that 
systematically increases self-reflection in QMPR.

Combining multiple (qualitative) research approaches is 
also compatible with diversifying the types of data. To better 
understand the effects of a mindfulness practice, for exam-
ple, future studies should also consider the perspectives of 
mindfulness teachers, family members, or friends and not 
just relying on participants’ self-reports. This is especially 
important if the anticipated effects are socially desirable 
(e.g., pro-social behaviors, pro-environmental behaviors), 
as most people want to be seen and tend to think of them-
selves as moral beings while overlooking or withholding 
thoughts, feelings, and behaviors that are at odds with their 
self-image or social values (e.g., Jordan et al., 2015). Third-
person data can complement self-reports: For instance, a 
study examining the effects of a mindfulness intervention 
on pro-environmental behavior (Frank et al., 2019) ideally 
also collects data on participants’ actual behaviors instead 
of solely relying on their reports in this respect. Yet, another 
way to advance QMPR could be to take a closer look at 
dropouts and former mindfulness practitioners. These popu-
lations might have different—and perhaps less positive—
experiences with and perceptions of mindfulness practice 
and hence could provide a valuable source of information 
on these practices.

In sum, QMPR has considerable potential for advancing 
the understanding of mindfulness practice. To better tap this 
potential, we think that future qualitative research should 
more strongly (1) include second- and third-person data, 
(2) include dropouts or former mindfulness practitioners, 
(3) fully disclose details on the mindfulness practice under 
inquiry and the applied analytical procedure, including its 
underlying ideological, epistemological, and ontological 
assumptions, (4) apply critical and deconstructivist research 
paradigms and methods, such as discourse analysis or con-
versation analysis, especially to avoid the overemphasis on 
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positive effects when studying mindfulness practice, (5) con-
duct pluralistic qualitative research, and (6) build adversarial 
research teams when inquiring into mindfulness practice. 
Publishers and reviewers can also contribute to advance 
QMPR by taking these criteria into consideration.

Limitations and Future Research

Our scoping review comes along with several limitations. 
We consider six limitations especially noteworthy. Whereas 
the first three concern our study more generally, the last 
three pertain to the search string applied in our review.

First, we have not followed reporting guidelines for scop-
ing reviews, as suggested by Tricco et al. (2018). We were 
not aware of these guidelines when conducting this study. 
We think that following these guidelines from the very 
beginning would have helped to further increase the trans-
parency of our review.

Second, the review was limited to the databases SCO-
PUS and Web of Science (WoS). Other relevant databases, 
such as Google Scholar or discipline-focused databases 
(e.g., PubMed, PsycInfo), were not consulted. The purpose 
of our study was to provide an overview of general trends in 
QMPR, and this trend is certainly reflected by SCOPUS and 
WoS. Nevertheless, a more detailed search using discipline-
specific databases might yield a more complete picture of 
QMPR, especially its application in specific disciplines.

Third, while we promote critical and deconstruction-
ist approaches to evaluating mindfulness in this study, our 
review itself stays close to an aggregative summing up of 
trends and omissions. Such an aggregation comes along 
with its own shortcomings and omissions: for example, we 
summed up studies based on the analytical procedure out-
lined in the article. However, it is possible to integrate criti-
cal perspectives in a thematic or content analysis without 
referring to a different analytical method for this purpose. 
Since our study did not analyze the results in-depth, how-
ever, we were not able to provide such differentiated (and 
critical) perspectives on our study sample. Nevertheless, we 
think that such a summing up provides a first basis for future 
research aiming to further advance the reflection of QMPR, 
which can be grounded in different analytical paradigms.

Fourth, our search string incorporated MBSR and MBCT 
practices but did not explicitly include other MBIs (or the 
general term “MBI”). This partly explains why our results 
predominantly yielded studies focusing on MBSR, MBCT, 
or adapted versions of these MBIs. An explicit search for 
other MBIs would probably have altered the results. Nev-
ertheless, our review did identify other MBIs, and their 
distribution is in line with general tendencies observed 

within mindfulness research during the last decade (Chiesa 
& Malinowski, 2011; van Dam et al., 2018). Furthermore, 
it was already mentioned that our study aims to provide an 
overview of current trends in QMPR, without making any 
claim for completeness.

Fifth, the search string was formulated in such a way that 
it did not include specific types of mindfulness meditations, 
such as body scan or breath observation, unless they were 
not described as mindfulness practice (which is not evi-
dent). Given that mindfulness scholars have called for more 
specificity in mindfulness research (van Dam et al., 2018), 
it is possible that recent studies focused on such specific 
mindfulness meditations and therefore might not have been 
identified using our search string.

Sixth, our search string only included the term “qualita-
tive” in order to identify QMPR. It did not, however, include 
specific qualitative methods. Therefore, it is possible that 
we have missed articles that did not describe themselves as 
“qualitative” and instead only mentioned the specific method 
(e.g., grounded theory, discourse analysis). Nevertheless, our 
inductive, iterative review approach has the advantage that 
it could identify articles in which the exact method was not 
specified or in which methods were applied we were not 
aware of (e.g., relational-centered research, integrative inter-
view approach). Against this background, we think again 
that our research can provide a starting point for more spe-
cific follow-up analyses on QMPR.
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