Maintenance of mindfulness practice following a mindfulness-based intervention for stroke
survivors: a critical realist secondary thematic analysis

Background

Approximately one third of stroke survivors experience significant anxiety and
depression post-stroke, with a higher prevalence long-term’. Mindfulness-based
interventions (MBls) appear feasible, acceptable and potentially effective in
reducing anxiety and depression in stroke survivors234. MBls encourage
continuation of practice after the course to sustain benefits long-term®. However,
practice may be difficult to sustain for stroke survivors, due to fatigue, sensory
changes, and coghnitive difficulties. Currently, there is limited research on
experiences of post-MBI practice in stroke survivors.

Aim
The aim of this study was to explain what factors influence whether and how
practice is maintained following an MBI for stroke survivors.

Methods

The study is a qualitative secondary analysis of data collected as part of the
HEADS: UP stroke-specific MBI randomised control trial® (NCT04985838,
completed in 2022). Focus group and interview data from 12 course participants
were collected 6 months after the intervention. This data was analysed using a
critical realist approach to thematic analysis’. In this, participant opinions and
experiences are captured as ‘experiential themes’. Linking descriptive themes to
existing relevant concepts through abduction allows for theoretical redescription
of experiences, forming ‘inferential themes’. Using retroduction to consider what
must exist for these themes to be true, ‘dispositional themes’ are generated,
highlighting the possible causal mechanisms and influences on the experience.

Findings

Twelve participants took part in focus groups (n=10) or individual interviews (n=2).
Seven participants were female (58.3%), and five male (41.7%), with a mean age of
58.8 years (SD 10.5) and 29.3 months post-stroke (SD 46.8). Seven participants
reported continuing with practice in some form (58.3%); five did not.

Ninety-three experiential themes were linked to 54 inferential themes, which in
turn resulted in eight dispositional themes. These include the key requirement for
participants to attribute benefits to continued practice and to balance multiple
priorities. Additionally highlighted were the tendency to seek out structure and
connection to others, as well as the evolution of practice skill and understanding
over time (see Figure 1).
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"..itisn’t just about meditation. Mindfulness is
about a lot more than just that and what we have
learnt in the course as well as our meditation, it
continues to affect us and influence us
positively." (T3_P2)

"So, | think being part of that group was really
helpful from that point of view of being able to
have [support]...and yeah, | kind of miss that
meeting up." (T1_P2)

"I have been doing it every
day and | feel loads stronger,

"I don’t know why...also |
| feel loads better..." (T1_P1)

sometimes think I’m not

doing it right.“ (T2_P1
girng (12_P1) “I’ve been kind of like lazy...

When we were doing the
practices as a group, we
always got reminders and
that kind of told us to do our
practices and get ready for
it, kind of thing.” (T1_P3)

"But | never...not once, not
at all [practiced]. | might
have thought about it but
“swish” life. | just dot [sic]
on with it." (T2_P3)

Figure 1. A selection of participant quotes (above) and the dispositional themes (below)
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Conclusions

The study uncovered key factors that inform practice following an MBI. Addressing the above factors
may help to support the transition between course-led and individual practice for those wishing to
continue practice. Future work may seek to map the themes onto existing behaviour change
techniques to identify practical ways to support post-MBI practice and, through that, sustain benefits
long-term.
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